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Exodus 21:1 These are the rules that you shall set
before them: This is an interesting choice of
words. It's not as if everyone received a manual,
and this is quite a large set of rules covering many
areas. How would they be able to remember them
or understand them? Rashi comments that the
words 2i39% 20 you shall set before them
convey a sense that they were properly arranged,
easily accessible, and required minimal effort to
comprehend. 1213 Y7 IOV — 07°I0% DUWR YR

QINT "7 OXY like a table fully laid before a
person with everything ready for eating. Law
codes have an inherent tension: they aspire for
brevity and clarity and yet they always require
interpretation.' As much as the rules are a "set
table," the joy of Jewish life, is to participate in the
spiritual and intellectual feast of study.
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21:6 his master shall take him before God. He
shall be brought to the door or the doorpost, and
his master shall pierce his ear with an awl; and
he shall then remain his slave for life. This is for
the slave who chooses to remain with his master
even after the amnesty of the seventh year. Why
does he get his ear pierced? Rashi cites a stunning
midrash: Rabban Yohanan ben Zakai said: The
ear which heard on Mount Sinai, (20:13) “Thou
shalt not steal” and yet its 'owner' went and stole
and was therefore sold as a slave — let that ear be
pierced! Or, in the case of he who sold himself
from destitution, the ear which heard on Mount
Sinai, (Leviticus 25:55) “the children Israel are
My servants” and whose 'owner' went and got
himself another master (to enslave him)—let it be
pierced! 13 %Y nynwY NNT IR ORI 12 09 127 0K
TYREY IR XY 121 oK) V¥R ,213) 7707 ,200 X2 010
S Ta%Y? TR 73R 120,007 X 320202 10 3 7Y

.y¥7n. Explanation: The slave is some-one who,
because of destitution, insolvency, or debt, uses
the value of his labor to pay off his obligation. A
thief who cannot afford to pay his penalty
becomes an indentured servant to pay off his debt.

! Maimonides attempted to condense Jewish law into a concise, brief
code. But as soon as his Mishneh Torah was disseminated, it inspired
commentators to elucidate it. The Shulhan Arukh, (the "Set Table")
the next major code of Jewish law encountered the same reaction.

But what happens when they get used to being a
slave and want to stay with their master! To
Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai this means that they
have not heard the liberating words of Sinai.
Neither the thief nor the poor person heard the
message that human freedom is a prerequisite for
human dignity. Because they did not hear the
message, their ear is pierced. The moral
catastrophe here is that this slave sets out to
acquire a personal master 2%¥7 178 73 77 727 -
and is rejecting freedom, the great principle of the
Torah.
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22:22 Oh, if you afflict, afflict them...! For then
they will cry, cry out to me, and I will hearken,
hearken to their cry. Read this verse closely and
you will note that every verb is doubled. Doubling
verbs intensifies them. Thus, the abuser in this
case is someone who is unusually cruel. The
victim's supplication is unusually intense, and
God's response, will be felt deeply and resolutely.
God has already demonstrated how responsive He
is when an entire people cries out to Him. What
He has done for a downtrodden people, He will
continue to do for a victimized orphan or widow.
Rabbenu Bahya writes that the doubling of verbs
signifies that God will give a hearing for every
single cry 1Y RWM OPYEN 91907 N3 TR 12 9N
TIPYRY PYN Do by yvnaw nsh 0.
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22:26 it is his only clothing, the sole covering for
his skin. In what else shall he sleep? Therefore, if
he cries out to Me, I will pay heed, for I am
compassionate. This is the case of someone who
has pledged his garment as collateral for a loan.
The lender is not allowed to keep the garment past
nightfall. This would have been excessively cruel
as the debtor has nothing to keep him warm at
night. The Torah is mindful of the vulnerability of
the weaker party and presents this rule to protect
him. And as we saw in the previous case, God will
listen to his cry. Because the weak, the destitute,

Look at any traditional edition of any code and you will see the laws
concisely stated, and reams of commentary on the sides arguing and
explaining them.



and the vulnerable have no one to protect them,
God promises that He will personally attend to
their plight.
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22:30 You shall be people of holiness to Me: you
must not eat flesh torn by beasts in the field; you
shall cast it to the dogs. We have already seen
Israel described as a W TR "N 2°172 NI°oMn a
kingdom of priests and a holy nation. (19:6) The
terminology of this verse is slightly different.
W™ Wi people of holiness means that they are to
be mindful of the holy, that is, aware of the
boundaries of behaviors that result when God is at
the center of your consciousness. In other words,
a Jew is not to be a scavenger. Feh!
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23:5 When you see the donkey of one who hates
you crouching under its burden, refrain from
abandoning it to him, unbind, yes, unbind it
together with him. This is a stunningly odd com-
mandment. Obviously, if your friend was in a
predicament, you would rush to help. But this
person in distress is someone who hates you! It is
easy to turn away, to detach, and to ignore such a
person. Worse, to say, "Na na, nana na!" The
Torah wants us to rise above our natural score-
settling inclinations. The oddest of circumstances
can bring antagonists together, and who knows
what could happen then? In this instance it is a
suffering animal. But this idea can be applied to
other circumstances as well. Whomsoever you see
in distress, recognize in them a fellow human
being. (The motto of the Royal Canadian Lifesaving Society)
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23:19 The choice first fruits of your soil you shall
bring to the house of the LORD your God.

You shall not boil a kid in its mother’s milk. We
derive the entire system of separating meat and
dairy from this verse. The tradition suggests many
reasons for why this combination is prohibited.
But a compelling case can be made for a very
simple reading: do not eat animals in their infancy,
that is, while they are still in the suckling stage.
Scholars note that this verse is located in the
context of festal celebrations. During those occa-
sions, pilgrims would offer burnt offerings and
offerings that were cooked (boiled) and then eaten.
In its mother's milk is simply another way of
saying, while it is still in the suckling stage. There
is something to be said for this interpretation.
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24:7 Then he took the record of the covenant and
read it aloud to the people. And they said, “All
that the LORD has spoken we will do and we will
hear!” The people have already indicated (19:8)
that they are willing to do what God has said,
everything that God has spoken, we will do-mows.
But here the ratification of the covenant includes
ynwn-we will hear. Tradition understands this
statement is an expression of commitment. First
we commit to doing what is being asked of us, then
we will understand it. Or, by doing what is being
commanded we will then shape our lives and
grow into the human beings that God wants us to
become. But it is possible to read this in the
context of the Sinai story. When the words were
initially spoken, they simply could not hear what
was being said because of the thunder, the quaking
of the mountain and the loud trumpet blasts. Now
that things have settled down, they declare that
they are ready to do what God has spoken, and also
ready to hear it again with clarity and focus and
without distraction. We will do what you ask, and
now we will give you our undivided attention.
Shabbat Shalom!
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