This Year We Are Slaves, Next Year We Will Be Free (Session 6)
The Law Will Set You Free
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Talmud Bavli, Megillah 14a

The Sages taught: Forty-eight prophets and seven prophetesses prophesied on behalf of the
Jewish people, and they neither subtracted from nor added onto what is written in the Torah,
except for the reading of the Megilla. What exposition led them to determine that this was
proper? Rabbi Hiyya bar Avin said that Rabbi Yehoshua ben Korha said that they reasoned as
follows: If, from slavery to freedom, we recite songs of praise, the Song of the Sea and the
hymns of hallel, then, in God’s delivering us from death to life, is it not all the more so? If so, let
us also recite hallel on Purim. Hallel is not said on Purim, because /allel is not recited on a
miracle that occurred outside Eretz Yisrael. If so, this applies to the exodus from Egypt as well,
which was a miracle that occurred outside Eretz Yisrael, how are we able to recite songs of
praise? As it is taught: Prior to the time when the Jewish people entered Eretz Yisrael, all lands
were deemed fit for songs of praise to be recited for miracles performed within their borders. But
after the Jewish people entered Eretz Yisrael, that land became endowed with greater sanctity,
and all the other lands were no longer deemed fit for songs of praise to be recited for miracles
performed within them. Rav Nahman said an alternative answer: The reading of the Megilla
itself is an act of reciting hallel. Rava said: Granted that hallel is said there, they could recite the
phrase in hallel: “Give praise, O servants of the Lord” (Psalms 113:1); and they were truly
servants of the Lord and not servants of Pharaoh. But here: “Give praise, O servants of the
Lord,” and not servants of Ahasuerus? No, even after the miracle of Purim, we were still the
servants of Ahasuerus.

2. On Violence, Arendt, 97-98
The sanctions of the laws, which, however, are not their essence, are directed against
those citizens who-without withholding their support-wish to make an exception for
themselves; the thief still expects the government to protect his newly acquired property.
It has been noted that in the earliest legal systems there were no sanctions whatsoever.
(See Jouvenel, op. cit., p. 276.) The lawbreaker's punishment was banishment or
outlawry; by breaking the law, the criminal had put himself outside the community
constituted by it. Passerin d'Entreves (op. cit., pp. uS ff.), taking into account "the
complexity of law, even of State law," has pointed out that "there are indeed laws which
are 'directives' rather than 'imperatives', which are 'accepted' rather than 'imposed', and
whose 'sanctions' do not necessarily consist in the possible use of force on the part of a
'sovereign'." Such laws, he has likened to "the rules of a game, or those of my club, or
to those of the Church." | conform "because for me, unlike others of my fellow citizens,
these rules are 'valid' rules." | think Passerin d'Entreves's comparison of the law with the
"valid rules of the game" can be driven further. For the point of these rules is not that |



submit to them voluntarily or recognize theoretically their validity, but that in practice |
cannot enter the game unless | conform; my motive for acceptance is my wish to play,
and since men exist only in the plural, my wish to play is identical with my wish to live.
Every man is born into a community with preexisting laws which he "obeys" first of all
because there is no other way for him to enter the great game of the world. | may wish
to change the rules of the game, as the revolutionary does, or to make an exception for
myself, as the criminal does; but to deny them on principle means no mere
"disobedience," but the refusal to enter the human community. The common
dilemma-either the law is absolutely valid and therefore needs for its legitimacy an
immortal, divine legislator, or the law is simply a command with nothing behind it but the
state's monopoly of violence-is a delusion. All laws are "directives' rather than
'imperatives.™ They direct human intercourse as the rules direct the game. And the
ultimate guarantee of their validity is contained in the old Roman maxim Pacta sunt
servand
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Vayikra 25:39-43

(39) If your kin under you continue in straits and must be given over to you, do not
subject them to the treatment of a slave.

(40) Remaining with you as a hired or bound laborer, they shall serve with you only until
the jubilee year.

(41) Then they, along with any children, shall be free of your authority; they shall go
back to their family and return to the ancestral holding.—

(42) For they are My servants, whom | freed from the land of Egypt; they may not give
themselves over into servitude.—

(43) You shall not rule over them ruthlessly; you shall fear your God
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Sifra Behar Parashah 6 Halakhah 1
“For they are My slaves”™—My writ over them is prior. “Whom | took out of the land of
Egypt”—On the condition that they not be sold like a slave.
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R. Shimshon Raphael Hirsch on Vayikra 25:42
“For they are My slaves™—A slave of God cannot be a slave to others; slavery to God is
liberating
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Shemot 21:1-6

(1) These are the rules that you shall set before them:

(2) When you acquire a Hebrew slave, that person shall serve six years—and shall go free in
the seventh year, without payment.

(3) If [a male slave] came single, he shall leave single; if he had a wife, his wife shall leave
with him.

(4) If his master gave him a wife, and she has borne him children, the wife and her children
shall belong to the master, and he shall leave alone.

(5) But if the slave declares, “I love my master, and my wife and children: I do not wish to
go free,”

(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 master’s slave for
life
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Talmud Bavli Kiddushin 22b

Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai used to expound this verse as if it were a precious stone:
Why was the ear singled out from all the other limbs of the body? The Holy and Blessed
One said, “This ear, which heard my voice on Mount Sinai when | proclaimed, ‘For unto
Me the children of Israel are servants’ and not servants of servants, and yet this man
went and acquired a master for himself—let it be pierced!” And R. Shimon b. Rabbi
used to expound this verse as if it were a precious stone: Why are the door and the
doorpost singled out from all other items in the home? The Holy and Blessed One said,
“The door and the doorpost, which were witnesses in Egypt when | passed over the
lintel and the two posts and | proclaimed, ‘For unto Me the children of Israel are
servants’ and not servants of servants, and | took them out from slavery to freedom, and
yet this man went and acquired a master for himself—let him be pierced in their
presence!”
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Go forth from the ark (Gen. 8:16). Scripture says elsewhere in reference to this verse: /
counsel thee: keep the king's command, and that in regard of the oath of God. Be not hasty to go
out of His presence (Eccles. 8:2-3). The Holy One, blessed be He, said to Israel: If a government
imposes harsh decrees upon you, I adjure you not to rebel against that government but rather to
keep the kings command. However, if the government should decree that you must violate the
Torah and its commandments, do not hearken unto it. Say to that government: “I will keep the
king’s command in whatever you desire, but with regard to an oath to God, Scripture states: Be
not hasty to go out of His presence.” They want you to violate the commandments so that you
will ultimately repudiate the Holy One, blessed be He. Hence, it says: In regard of the oath of



God, be not hasty to go forth from His presence (ibid.). Hananiah, Mishael, and Azariah behaved
in that fashion at the time Nebuchadnezzar erected his statue. They said to him: Do you believe
that even if you should cast us into the midst of a fiery furnace, the Holy One, blessed be He,
will not save us? We know that the Holy One, blessed be He, is able to save us, but whether we
are saved or not, we shall not prostrate ourselves before your image

for it is written: If our God whom we serve is able to deliver us, He will deliver us from the
burning fiery furnace, and out of thy hand, O king. But if not, be it known unto thee, O king, that
we will not serve thy gods, nor worship the golden image which thou hast set up (Dan. 3:17—18).
Then Nebuchadnezzar replied: Is it true, O Shadrach, Meshach, and Abed-nego, that you serve
not my gods, nor worship the golden image which I have set up? (ibid., v. 14). What is the
meaning of Is it true? It means that he said to them: “Is it true what you say?” Then Shadrach,
Meshach, and Abed-nego answered and said to the king: “O Nebuchadnezzar, we have no need
to answer thee in this manner” (ibid., v. 16). They did not address him as king but simply as
Nebuchadnezzar. “We have no need to obey you in this demand. If you had issued a decree
concerning taxes or levies upon our crops or upon anything else, we would say, ‘I keep the
king’s command,’ and you would be obeyed as a king, but when you command us to deny
our God, then you are merely Nebuchadnezzar. We have no need to respond to you in any
demand, for we have been commanded in regard to the oath of God: Be not hasty to go out
of his presence, stand not in an evil thing (Eccles. 8:3).” Upon hearing this, Nebuchadnezzar was
filled with fury, and the form of his visage was changed, against Shadrach, Meshach, and
Abed-nego, he spoke, and commanded that they should heat the furnace seven times more than it
was wont to be heated.... Then these men were bound in their cloaks, their tunics, and their robes
... and were cast into the midst of the burning fiery furnace (Dan. 3:19-21).
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