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Parashat Mishpatim: Contextualizing Oppression
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Shemot 21:2
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When you acquire a male Hebrew slave, he shall serve
six years; in the seventh year he shall go
free, without payment.

1. Legislating Slavery

Mekhiltah D’Rabbi Yishmael, Nezikin 1:7
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"If you buy a Hebrew slave": Scripture here speaks of
one sold by Beit Din (to pay for what he has stolen), in
which instance he serves both the father and the son.
But perhaps it speaks of one who sells himself
(because of poverty)? (This is not so, for it says, "And if
your brother grows poor with you, and he is sold to
you," which speaks of one who sells himself. How, then,
am | to understand "If you buy a Hebrew man-servant"?
As referring to one sold by Beit Din for theft, that he
serves the master and his son.

lbn Ezra on Shemot 21:2
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ngn 2. Before | begin to explain, let me give you a
general rule. Each ordinance or commandment is an
independent unit. If we are able to find a reason that
two ordinances or commandments are connected to
each other, then we will expend all of our efforts to
connect them. If we are not able to do so, we will
conclude that the reason this cannot be done is our
intellectual deficiency. There is nothing in the world
more difficult for a human being to bear than to be
under the control of another person like himself.
Scripture, therefore, began with the law of the slave...

Ramban on Shemot 21:2
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Mpn . God began the first ordinance with the subject
of a Hebrew servant, because the liberation of the
servant in the seventh year contains a rememberance
of the departure from Egypt which is mentioned in the
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" All translations are from Sefaria, unless otherwise noted.



b} ]'J']?I'" (|U 16) Dl']]_-r) ia -]Y_J?T(UJ |n3 ,||WN-1I_J first commandment, just as He said on it,' And thou shalt
5 9y 1AYX A 791 DYN YAINA 1A T remember that thou wast a bondman in the land of
12 7Y AR 0 TN DX YA N TaY Egypt, and the Eternal thy God redeemed thee;

707 TiV "2 W L"DifD NTD 12T DX QIR IR therefore | command thee this thing today. It also
n'l"l@l’] mwn b} ,NAYD Tl"é,j?ﬁ,,ﬂ ni{}lm'? contains a remembrance of creat!on,just as the
. T . o s Sabbath does, for the seventh year signals to a servant

Wi .\yRgn or 1 ]'IQN?Y;JD My -D”I? a complete rest from his master's work, just as the

YN ' 71N XY DA 'Yy Tiv na seventh day of the week does. There is in addition a

1 - INYINY NV QNes ‘seventh’ amongst the years, which is the jubilee, for
 TOX I'wl? IDD! ,J'I.IUY_JE.J;I D, 192 ,D Y.J,.; 0 seven is the chosen of the days [to be the Sabbath],

(N N N'UXID) N'YURIAN DYiYD NI Ti0 XD | and of the years [to be the Sabbatical year], and of the

NHNY DINTD NIYAD P71 .(k 2 ow) 1921 TY [seven] Sabbaticals [to be the jubilee]; and they all point
i \ . N to one subject, namely, the secret of the days of the

DT MR ’TND T\',.[.Q?J Ry .FIIJIN DI?RD? world — from bereshith (in the beginning) till vayechulu
N'YXI2 NYyna 0'7im (and they were finished). Therefore, this commandment
deserved to be mentioned first, because of its extreme
importance, alluding as it does to great things in the
process of creation....

Or Ha’Hayyim on Shemot 21:2

DY on'7 2INdn wn MY i?ﬂﬂuj nyovI The reason the Torah refers to the slave as '1ay instead
T e of 78w, may be that the Torah is sensitive about
TV .n7 0Y2 MIX N1 nr'z ’I"«nvy! g Ty combining the words T2y and 7xw'. The Torah also
iK1 20V NI RY 7Y NITAY DY D ™ wants us to know that the term Tay when used as
...0'TAY DN ‘DY ' Dyvn BV Rty; applicable to a Jew, denotes a temporary status only,
T T T seeing that all Jews are permanently God's servants...

2. Contextualizing Oppression

Tomer Persico, In God’s Image, 13-14

The law not only emerges in parallel with and within a certain narrative, as we have seen; it also constitutes and
sustains that narrative in turn. Nomos and narrative, law and story, are constantly amplifying and reinforcing each
other. We may therefore learn not only about law from narrative, but also about narrative from law. Let us try to do

so with respect to laws from antiquity, in order to understand from within these laws how their legislators
understood themselves. In other words, we shall seek to understand, from their laws, how they conceived of their

fellow human beings, and we shall do so by examining the legal status of the individual, which will serve us as a

framework through which we may view their narrative and conceptions of humanity.

Greg Epstein, Tech Agnostic, 160

When we look back at the worst moral failures of ancient religion—say, child sacrifice, the subjugation of women,
or the division of society into hierarchical in- and out-groups—it can help to keep context in mind. But the context
doesn’t excuse or erase oppression, just contextualizes it. We can lament and condemn ancient examples of
dehumanization and remember that all ancient peoples were, like us, human. Gripped by grief while striving for joy,
they built our complex world, where we would do best to keep in mind our own inner complexity even as we look
for outward oppression. Not because the oppression isn’t there; it is. But in order to replace it with anything
worthwhile, we will need to do our own inner work as well.

Big Question: What lessons can we take from contextualizing the Torah’s approach to slavery?
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