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I employed someone in my company and laid him 
off due to financial circumstances.  
What responsibilities do I have to him, aside from 
my contractual and legal obligations?
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Introduction 
This week’s Torah reading teaches us that a master must give their servants severance 
gifts when they are released. Sefer Hachinuch has a surprising interpretation of this, with 
contemporary ramifications. On this basis, the Rebbe issued a special call to employers.

לקוטי שיחות חלק י"ט, פרשת ראה, 
שיחה ד', עמ' 153

השיעור לפרשת ראה
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Our Torah reading addresses the laws of servitude. 

Before we begin, it is important to clarify something. Slavery as we know it—the type practiced 
in the U.S. some 150 years ago—where people were kidnapped from Africa and sold into slavery is 
called human trafficking in the Torah, and is sometimes punishable by death! That sort of slavery is 
completely forbidden by the Torah, ever since we received the Ten Commandments 3,335 years ago.

The servitude spoken of in the Torah is when a person cannot support himself and has given up 
hope of being able to do so. People in such a situation were allowed to sell themselves as servants in 
order to survive. Under this framework, they essentially sell their services as an aide or servant, and 
during the period of servitude they are provided with food and shelter.

This kind of servitude is permitted by the Torah, but it also comes with many restrictions and 
caveats. Firstly, it’s limited to a six-year term, and when this time is up the servant must be sent 
home. Only if the servant insists on staying because life under their master is so good, may they stay 
- and even then they are not allowed to stay past the jubilee year.

The Torah also details the living conditions that the servant must be provided with, as explained in 
the Talmud:

“For it is good for the servant with his master.”: This means they are equal in regards to food and 
drink: they must eat the same quality bread and the same quality wine; and the master cannot sleep 
on a bed while the servant sleeps on straw. If the master has a comfortable bed, so must the servant.

Essentially, the servitude described by the Torah is the adoption of an indigent person by a well-off 
family which gives them money, shelter, food, occupation, care, and everything they need to live 
decently.

Our Torah reading teaches us a mitzvah related to this servitude: When the servant’s time is up, the 
master must give them parting gifts.

Source 1 Deuteronomy 15: 12-15

If your Jewish brother or sister is sold to you, 
they shall serve you for six years. In the seventh 
year you shall send them free. When you send 
them free you shall not let them go empty-
handed. You must surely give them from your 
flock, from your threshing floor, and from your 
vat - from what G-d has blessed you. You shall 
remember that you were a slave in the land of 
Egypt, and G-d redeemed you. This is why I am 
commanding you this today.

אוֹ  העָבִרְִי  אחָיִךָ  לךְָ  ימִכָּרֵ  כיִּ 
שׁנָיִם,  שֵׁשׁ  ועַבֲדְָךָ  העָבִרְִיהָּ 
חפׇשְִׁי  תשְּׁלַחְּנֶוּּ  בְיִעתִ  השַּׁ נָהָ  ובּשַּׁ
חפׇשְִׁי מעֵמִךְָּ  וכְיִ תשְׁלַחְּנֶוּּ  מעֵמִךְָּ. 
רֵיקםָ. העַנֲיֵק תעַּנֲיִק  לאֹ תשְׁלַחְּנֶוּּ 
אשֲׁרֶ  ומּיִקִּבְךֶָ  ומּגִרׇּנְךְָ  מצִאֹּנךְָ  לוֹ 
ֹ. וזְכָרַתְָּ כיִּ  ברֵּכַךְָ ה' אלֱקֹיֶךָ תתִּןֶּ לו
ְּךָ  ויַפִּדְ מצִרְַיםִ,  באְּרֶֶץ  היָיִתָ  עבֶדֶ 
ה' אלֱקֹיֶךָ, עלַ כןֵּ אנָכֹיִ מצְוַךְָּ אתֶ 

הדַבָּרָ הזַהֶּ היַוּםֹ.

 A. Compensating Freed Servants

Student’s
 pg. 3
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The verse explains the reasoning behind this obligation: because G-d gave us gifts when He freed us 
from Egypt.

Compensation For Egyptian Slavery 

Source 2 Sifri, ad loc.

You shall remember that you were a slave in 
the land of Egypt. I gifted you, and again; you 
shall gift him, and again. In Egypt I gave you 
generously, you should do the same for your 
servant. As it is written: “If you lie between 
the borders-the feathers of a dove covered 
with silver” this is the loot from Egypt, “and 
its pinions with brilliant gold” this is the 
loot from the sea. “We will make you rows of 
gold” this is the loot from at sea, “with studs 
of silver” this is the loot from Egypt.

מצִרְַיםִ.  באְּרֶֶץ  היָיִתָ  עבֶדֶ  כיִּ  וזְכָרַתְָּ 
אתַהָּ  אףַ  לךְָ,  ושְׁנָיִתיִ  לךְָ  העֶנֱקַתְיִּ 
ֹ. מהָ במְּצִרְַיםִ נתָתַיִּ  העַנֲקֵ לוֹ ושְׁנַהֵּ לו
לךְָ ברְּחֹבַ ידָ, אףַ אתַהָּ תתִּןֵּ לוֹ ברְּחֹבַ 
ביֵּן  תשִּׁכְבְּוןּ  אםִ  אומֹרֵ  הואּ  וכְןֵ  ידָ. 
 – בכַסֶּףֶ  נחֶפְהָּ  יונֹהָ  כנַּפְיֵ  שׁפְתַיָּםִ 
ביִּרַקרְַק  ואְבֶרְותֹיֶהָ  מצִרְַיםִ,  בזִּתַּ  זוֹ 
זהָבָ  תוּרֵֹי  היַםָּ.  בזִּתַּ  זוֹ   – חרָוץּ 
נעַשֲהֶׂ לךְָּ – זוֹ בזִּתַּ היַםָּ, עםִ נקְֻדוּתֹ 

הכַסָּףֶ – זוֹ בזִּתַּ מצִרְַיםִ.

The Sifri describes how G-d gave the Jews a double gift. The first gift was when they left Egypt; G-d 
told the Jews to borrow the gold and silver vessels and clothing of the Egyptians. The second gift was 
at the splitting of the sea. After the Egyptians drowned at sea, their jewelry surfaced on the beach 
and the Jews collected it.

The Sifri teaches that we must do the same for our servants. Just as the Jews received generous gifts 
from G-d, so too we should give generously to our freed servants.

Source 3 Maimonides' Mishneh Torah, Laws of Servants 3:14

One who sends their servant off empty-
handed violates a Torah prohibition, as the 
verse states: “You shall not let them go 
empty-handed. You must surely give them.” 
This applies to both a servant who leaves 
after six years of work and to a servant who 
is leaving due to the jubilee year.

How much must they be given? Not less than 
the monetary equivalent of 30 sela. Whether 
the servant was beneficial or not, they must 
be given a severance gift. If so, why is it 
written “from what G-d has blessed you?” 
This teaches us to give them commensurate 
to the blessing they brought you.

כלָּ המַשְׁלַחֵַּ עבַדְוֹּ ואַמֲתָוֹ רֵיקםָ עובֹרֵ 
תשְׁלַחְּנֶוּּ  "לאֹ  שׁנֶאֶּמֱרַ  תעַּשֲהֶׂ,  בלְּאֹ 
אחֶדָ  לוֹ".  תעַּנֲיִק  "העַנֲיֵק   . רֵיקםָ". 
היַוּצֹאֵ בסְּוףֹ שֵׁשׁ אוֹ שֶׁיצָּאָ ביְּובֹלֵ אוֹ 
מעַנֲיִקיִן  במְּיִתתַ האָדָוןֹ – הרֲֵי אלֵוּּ 

להָםֶ . .

וְהֵ  משִּׁ פחָּותֹ  איֵן  לוֹ?  נותֹןֵ  וכְמַהָּ 
ביֵּן  אחֶדָ  ממִיִּן  ביֵּן  סלֶעַ  שׁלְשִֹׁים 
ממִיִּניִן הרַבְהֵּ . . ביֵּן שׁנֶתִּבְרֵָּךְ הבַיַּתִ 
שׁנֶאֶּמֱרַ  נתִבְרֵָּךְ,  שׁלֶאֹּ  ביֵּן  בגִּלְלָוֹ 
העַנֲיֵק תעַּנֲיִק לוֹ – מכִלָּ מקָוםֹ. אםִ 
הכַלּ  ברֵּכַךְָ"?  "אשֲׁרֶ  נאֶמֱרַ  למָהָּ  כןֵּ 

.ֹ לפְיִ הבַרְּכָהָ תןֵּ לו

Maimonides specifies a minimum sum, but not a maximum - give according to your blessing. 30 
sela is worth between $398 - $531 USD.

Student’s
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Joseph, The Freed Servant
Many are familiar with the story of Joseph. At age seventeen he was sold into slavery and eventually 
became a slave to Potiphar, a minister in Egypt. After a year of devoted work for his master he found 
himself thrown into prison after a false accusation made by his master’s wife.

After twelve years in prison, Pharaoh has a dream which his advisors cannot decipher. One of the 
ministers who knew Joseph from prison says that Joseph is a master dream interpreter. Joseph is 
taken out of prison, deciphers the dream to Pharaoh’s satisfaction, and is immediately appointed as 
the viceroy of Egypt.

Source 4 Notes of Rabbi Levi Yitzchak Schneerson | Torat Levi Yitzchak, p. 120

Rabbi Levi Yitzchak cites another example in the Torah where a freed servant receives a gift:

Joseph was a Jewish servant, 
as the verse states “a young 
Hebrew servant was with 
us.” When he was released, 
he needed a severance gift.

מתִחְּלִהָּ  שׁהֶיָהָ  יוסֹףֵ  והְנִהֵּ, 
ושְׁםָ  שׁכֶתָּובּ  כמְּוֹ  עבִרְִי,  עבֶדֶ 
הנִהֵּ  עבֶדֶ,  עבִרְִי  נעַרַ  אתִנָּוּ 
כשְֶּׁיצָּאָ לחַפָשְִׁי ולּחְרֵותּ, צרִָיךְ 

לתָתֵ לוֹ העַנֲקָהָ.

Source 5 Genesis 41:42-43

Pharaoh removed his ring from his hand 
and placed it on Joseph's hand. He attired 
Joseph with garments of fine linen, and 
placed a golden chain around his neck. He 
had Joseph ride in his chariot of second 
rank, and they called out before him, "This 
is the king's patron." Pharaoh appointed 
Joseph over the entire land of Egypt.

Source 4b Torat Levi Yitzchak, continued

In addition to the ring, the golden chain, the 
fine linen, and the chariot, Joseph’s primary 
severance gift was what G-d granted him. 
The angel Gabriel came and taught him 70 
languages. When he wasn’t able to learn 
them all, he received an additional letter to 
his name from G-d’s name - Yehosef.

ויַסָּרַ פרְַּעהֹ אתֶ טבַעַּתְוֹּ מעֵלַ ידָוֹ ויַתִּןֵּ 
בגִּדְֵי  אתֹוֹ  ויַלַּבְשֵּׁ  יוסֹףֵ  ידַ  עלַ  אתֹהָּ 
 .ֹ צוַאָּרו עלַ  הזַהָּבָ  רבְדִ  ויַשָּםֶׂ  שֵׁשׁ 
ויַרַּכְבֵּ אתֹוֹ במְּרִכְבֶּתֶ המַשִּׁנְהֶ אשֲׁרֶ לוֹ 
ויַקִּרְְאוּ לפְנָיָו אבַרְֵךְ ונְתָוןֹ אתֹוֹ עלַ כלָּ 

מצִרְָיםִ. ארֶֶץ 

 

מהָ  זהֶ  מלִבְּדַ   ,ֹ לו שׁנֶתִּןַּ  והְהַעַנֲקָהָ 
הזַהָּבָ  ורּבְדִ  הטַּבַעַּתַ  פרְַּעהֹ  לוֹ  שׁנֶתָּןַ 
ובּגִדְֵי שֵׁשׁ, והְרִכְיִּבוּ במְּרִכְבֶּתֶ המַשִּׁנְהֶ, 
ועְודֹ, ככַּתָּובּ בפְּרָָשׁתַ מקִץֵּ, הנִהֵּ עקִרַּ 
הקב"ה,  לוֹ  שׁנֶתָּןַ  מהָ  הואּ  ההַעַנֲקָהָ 
ולְמִדְּוֹ  גבַּרְִיאלֵ  אתֶ  לָחַ  שֶׁשּׁ מהָ  והְואּ 
ע' לשָׁוןֹ, ולְאֹ הוֲהָ גמָּרַ, הוסֹיִף לוֹ אותֹ 
מְוֹ שׁלֶ הקב"ה, שׁנֶאֶּמֱרַ עדֵותּ  אחַתַ משִּׁ
ביִּהוסֹףֵ שמָׂוֹ כו' כדְִּאיִתאָ בסְּוטֹהָ דף 

ל"ו עמַוּדּ ב' עיַןֵּ שׁםָ. 
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Rabbi Levi Yitzchak Schneerson 
(1878-1944): The father of the 
Rebbe, and rabbi of Dnipropetrovsk, 
Ukraine. A kabbalist and one of the 
foremost spiritual leaders of Soviet 
Jewry. He was arrested and exiled 
over his efforts to keep Judaism 
alive and passed away in exile. 
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Source 6 Talmud, Sotah 36b

Rabbi Chiyya bar Abba says in the name 
of Rabbi Yochanan: When Pharaoh said to 
Joseph, “And without you no man shall lift 
up his hand or his foot in all the land of 
Egypt” (Genesis 41:44), Pharaoh’s astrologers 
said, “You would appoint a servant whose 
master bought him for twenty silver coins 
to rule over us?” Pharaoh replied, “I perceive 
royal characteristics in him, I see that he 
was not really a slave to begin with.

They said to him, “If that is so and he is 
a child of royalty, he should know the 
seventy languages that all kings’ children 
learn.” The angel Gabriel then came and 
taught Joseph the seventy languages, but 
he could not grasp all of them. Gabriel then 
added one letter, the letter hei, to Joseph’s 
name from the name of G-d, and then he 
was able to grasp all the languages. As the 
verse states, “He appointed it in Joseph 
[Yehosef] for a testimony, when he went 
forth against the land of Egypt, the speech 
of one that I did not know I heard” (Psalms 
81:6). The next day, when Joseph appeared 
before Pharaoh, he answered Pharaoh in 
every language that he spoke to him in.

אמָרַ רבַיִּ חיִאָּ ברַּ אבַאָּ אמָרַ רבַיִּ 
פרְַּעהֹ  לוֹ  שׁאֶמָרַ  בשְּׁעָהָ  יוחֹנָןָ: 
איִשׁ  ירִָים  לאֹ  "ובּלִעְדֶָיךָ  ליְוסֹףֵ 
ארֶֶץ  בכְּלָ  רגַלְוֹ  ואְתֶ  ידָוֹ  אתֶ 
פרְַּעהֹ:  אצִטְגַנְיִניַ  אמָרְוּ  מצִרְָיםִ", 
כסֶּףֶ  בעְּשֶרְִׂים  רבַוֹּ  שׁלֶקְּחָוֹ  עבֶדֶ 
תמַּשְִׁילהֵוּ עלָיֵנוּ?! אמָרַ להָןֶ: גנִּוּנּיֵ 
שׁאֶיֵנוֹ   – בוֹּ  רואֹהֶ  אנֲיִ  מלַכְותּ 

 .ֹ מעֵקִרָּו עבֶדֶ 

מלְכָיִם  שׁבֶןֶּ  כןֵּ,  אםִ  לוֹ:  אמָרְוּ 
לשָׁוןֹ  בשְּׁבִעְיִם  יודֵֹעַ  יהְאֵ  הואּ, 
כדְּרֶֶךְ שׁלֶוּמֹדְִים בנְּיֵ המַלְּכָיִם? באָּ 
שׁבִעְיִם  ולְמִדְּוֹ  גבַּרְִיאלֵ  המַלַּאְךְָ 
לשָׁוןֹ. לאֹ היָהָ לומֹדֵ כלָּ זהֶ. באְּותֹהָּ 
שׁעָהָ הוסֹיִף לוֹ גבַּרְִיאלֵ אותֹ אחַתַ 
מְוֹ שׁלֶ הקַדָּושֹׁ ברָּוךְּ הואּ ואְזָ  משִּׁ
למָדַ, שׁנֶאֶּמֱרַ: "עדֵותּ ביִּהוסֹףֵ שמָׂוֹ 
בצְּאֵתוֹ עלַ ארֶֶץ מצִרְָיםִ שפְׂתַ לאֹ 
כשְּׁחֶזָרַ  ולּמְחָרָ  אשֶׁמְעָ".  ידַָעתְיִּ 
לפִנְיֵ פרְַּעהֹ, כלָּ שפָׂהָ שׁדֶבִּרֵּ פרְַּעהֹ 

.ֹ אתִוֹּ – ענָהָ לו

Joseph’s gifts were more than Pharaoh’s jewelry and clothing; he learned 70 languages in one night.

But one person still hadn’t given him any gift. Pharaoh gave him jewelry, Gabriel gave him the 
languages, but why didn’t Potiphar give him anything?

Source 4c Torat Levi Yitzchak, continued 

If the master must give a gift, where was 
Potiphar’s gift? Potiphar’s gift was giving 
his daughter Osnat’s hand in marriage to 
Joseph.

צרִָיךְ  העַנֲקָהָ  הרֲֵי  תקִּשְׁהֶ  ואְלֶ 
 ,ֹ לו עבֶדֶ  שׁהֶיָהָ  מהֵאָדָוןֹ  להִיְותֹ 
ואְםִ כןֵּ, היָהָ צרִָיךְ להִיְותֹ ההַעַנֲקָהָ 
מפִוּטֹיִפרַ שׁהֶיָהָ אדֲונֹוֹ? ישֵׁ לומֹרַ: 
העַנֲקָהָ,  כןֵּ  גםַּ  היָהָ  מפִוּטֹיִפרַ 
אסָנְתַ,  בתִּוֹּ  לוֹ  שׁנֶתִּןָּ  מהָ  והְואּ 
כמְּוֹ שׁכֶתָּובּ ויַתִּןֶּ לוֹ אתֶ אסָנְתַ בתַּ 

פּוטֹיִפרֶַע.
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Source 7 Genesis 41:45

He gave him Osnat the daughter of Potiphera, 
the governor of On, as a wife, and Joseph 
went forth over the land of Egypt.

ויַתִּןֶּ לוֹ אתֶ אסָנְתַ בתַּ פוּטֹיִ פרֶַע כהֹּןֵ 
הָ ויַצֵּאֵ יוסֹףֵ עלַ ארֶֶץ מצִרְָיםִ. ֹן לאְשִּׁ א

Potiphar gave him the most precious gift of all, his daughter.

In summary: The Torah commands that severance gifts be given to servants when they are freed. We 
see this twice in the stories of the Torah: (a) When the Jews left Egypt and were freed from bondage 
G-d gave them a double gift, and (b) Joseph, Potiphar’s servant, received many gifts when he was 
released from prison and servitude.
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 B. Why Give Severance Pay?
When one acquires a servant, they must pay them the agreed-upon sum. Assuming the master 
was honest and paid up, why do they also need to pay their servant severance? What is behind this 
mitzvah?

>> The Rebbe
Two Opinions

There are two ways to define the mitzvah of 
severance pay.

1. The severance is a form of payment for 
work. According to this definition, the Torah is 
instituting a law requiring that the master make 
an additional payment, in addition to the payment 
already given for the work itself.

ניתן  שבהם  אופנים  שני  ישנם 
להסביר את מהותה של ה"הענקה"1:

פעולה'.  'שכר  בגדר  היא  הענקה  א( 
שהחידוש  מסתבר  זו  הגדרה  לפי 
הענקה  מתן   - הוא  הכתוב  וגזירת 
כל  על  )נוסף  פעולה  שכר  בתורת 

השכר ששולם תמורת כל עבודתו(.

According to this approach, this mitzvah is a Divine decree requiring the master to make an additional 
payment after the work period is over, in addition to the agreed-upon payment for the work.

2. The severance is a form of charity. The master is 
instructed to make this payment in appreciation 
for the servant’s work. According to this definition, 
severance is a logical requirement.

ב( הענקה היא בגדר צדקה2, שהאדון 
לפי  העבד.  לעבודת  כהערכה  נותן 
שהענקה  ההגיון,  מחייב  זו  הגדרה 

כאמור.  בטעמא",  "מילתא  היא 

According to this approach, the mitzvah of severance pay is logical. It is a form of charity, to make 
the servant feel good. It isn’t a special Divine decree without logic. 

In another address the Rebbe emphasizes the feelings of the servant who is being freed.

Source 8 Likutei Sichot, vol. 24, Re’eh 2

The freedom is complete when the servant 
doesn’t leave empty-handed, but with a 
special gift. This brings him to a feeling 
of freedom and largesse, the opposite of 
servitude. 

ר איֵן הואּ יוצֹאֵ  לםָ כאַּשֲֶׁ חרְורּ מֻשְׁ השִַּׁ
ביְּדַָיםִ רֵיקותֹ, אלֶאָּ הואּ מקְבַלֵּ מתַנָּהָ 
למְצַבָּ  אותֹוֹ  מבְיִאהָ  היִא  שֶׁ מיְחֻדֶתֶ, 
וכְדַוּמֹהֶ – ההַפֵךְֶ  ידָ  ל חרֵותּ, רחֹבַ  שֶׁ

מעֵבַדְותּ.
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Maimonides’ Opinion

>> The Rebbe
What is Maimonides’s position regarding the 
definition of the severance payment? We can 
deduce the answer from the fact that in Sefer 
Hamitzvot Maimonides lists the mitzvah of 
severance pay immediately following the mitzvah 
of charity, and not with the mitzvot pertaining 
to servitude. The implication is that Maimonides 
maintains that the severance gift is a form of 
charity. 

מהי דעתו של הרמב"ם בנידון? – דבר 
זה ניתן ללמוד מכך שבספר המצוות3 
אין קובע הרמב"ם את מצות הענקה 
בין המצוות הקשורות לעבד ואמה4, 
הצדקה5.  מצות  לאחר  מיד  אם  כי 
משמע  צדקה6  למצות  הסמיכות  מן 
היא  ההענקה  הרמב"ם  דעת  לפי  כי 

צדקה7.  בגדר 

Source 9 Maimonides' Sefer Hamitzvot

Maimonides defines the mitzvah

Positive Mitzvah 195

G-d commanded us to be charitable and 
strengthen the needy and be generous to 
them … Even a needy person who lives 
off of charity must give charity to others, 
whether to one worse off than they, or 
someone in a similar situation, even if they 
can only give a little.

Positive Mitzvah 196

G-d commanded us to give severance pay 
to a servant and to not let them go empty-
handed.

Positive Mitzvah 197

G-d commanded us to lend to the needy, to 
alleviate their burden by lending to them 
generously. This is the highest form of 
charity.

מצות עשה, קצ"ה

ולּחְזַקֵּ  צדְָקהָ  לעַשֲוׂתֹ  שׁצֶוִּנָּוּ  היִא 
החַלַשִָּׁים ולּהְרְַחיִב אלֲיֵהםֶ... ובּאָהָ 
שׁאֶפֲלִוּּ ענָיִ המַתִּפְרַּנְסֵ  הקַבַּלָּהָ בזְּוֹ 
ֹ, כלְּומֹרַ  זו מןִ הצַדְָּקהָ חיַבָּ במְּצִוְהָ 
 ,ּ ממִנֶּוּ שׁלֶמְּטַּהָ  למְיִ  אםִ  הצַדְָּקהָ. 
ֹ, ואַפֲלִוּּ בדְּבָרָ מועּטָ. אםִ לדְומֹהֶ לו

מצות עשה, קצ"ו

עבִרְִי  עבֶדֶ  להְעַנֲיִק  שׁצֶוִּנָּוּ  היִא 
ביְּדַָיםִ  יצֵאֵ  ולְאֹ  לחַפָשְִׁי  כשְֶּׁיצֵּאֵ 
רֵיקנָיִוּתֹ. והְואּ אמֹרְוֹ העַנֲיֵק תעַּנֲיִק 

לוֹ.

מצות עשה, קצ"ז

להְקָלֵ  לעְנָיִ,  להְלַוְותֹ  שׁצֶוִּנָּוּ  היִא 
מצִוְהָ  וזְהֶ   .ֹ לו ולּהְרְַחיִב  מעֵנָיְוֹ  לוֹ 
מכִלָּ  מחְֻיבֶּתֶ  ויְותֹרֵ  חזֲקָהָ  היַוּתֹרֵ 

מצִוְתַ צדְָקהָ.

Maimonides is very precise. His book of the mitzvot is no exception. From his juxtaposition of the 
mitzvah of severance pay with the laws of charity rather than with the laws of servitude we can 
learn that he considers severance pay a form of charity.
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The Rebbe continues, and notes that we can make a similar inference from the order of the verses in 
the Torah, which may in fact be where Maimonides derived it from.

>> The Rebbe
It can be suggested that Maimonides is following 
the order in the Torah itself, where the mitzvah of 
severance appears in proximity to the mitzvah of 
charity. This may itself be the source for defining 
severance as a form of charity. 

הוא  ברמב"ם  שהסדר  לומר  ויש 
כהסדר בתורה, שסמך מצות הענקה 
ז-ח(,  שם,  )פרשתנו  צדקה  למצות 
ומזה עצמו נלמד שהענקה היא גדר 

של צדקה8.

Source 10 Deuteronomy 15:7-8; 12-14

If there will be a needy person among you, 
from one of your brothers in one of your 
cities, in your land that G-d is giving you, 
you shall not harden your heart, and you 
shall not close your hand from your needy 
brother. Rather, you shall open your hand 
to him, and you shall lend him sufficient 
money for his needs that he is lacking.

If your Jewish brother or sister is sold to you, 
they shall serve you for six years, in the seventh 
year you shall send them free. When you send 
them free you shall not let them go empty-
handed. You must surely give them from your 
flock, from your threshing floor, and from 
your vat - from what G-d has blessed you. 

כיִּ יהִיְהֶ בךְָ אבֶיְוןֹ מאֵחַדַ אחַיֶךָ 
אשֲׁרֶ  באְּרְַצךְָ  שׁעְרֶָיךָ  באְּחַדַ 
תאְמַץֵּ  לאֹ  לךְָ  נתֹןֵ  אלֱקֹיֶךָ  ה' 
ידְָךָ  אתֶ  תקִפְּץֹ  ולְאֹ  לבְבָךְָ  אתֶ 
תפִּתְחַּ  פתָחַֹ  כיִּ  האָבֶיְוןֹ.  מאֵחָיִךָ 
ֵּי  ד תעַּבֲיִטנֶוּּ  והְעַבֲטֵ  לוֹ  ידְָךָ  אתֶ 

.ֹ לו יחֶסְרַ  אשֲׁרֶ  מחַסְרֹוֹ 

אוֹ  העָבִרְִי  אחָיִךָ  לךְָ  ימִכָּרֵ  כיִּ 
שׁנָיִם,  שֵׁשׁ  ועַבֲדְָךָ  העָבִרְִיהָּ 
תשְַּׁלחְּנֶוּּ  בְיִעתִ  השַּׁ נָהָ  ובּשַּׁ
תשְַׁלחְּנֶוּּ  וכְיִ  מעֵמִךְָּ.  חפׇשְִׁי 
חפׇשְִׁי מעֵמִךְָּ לאֹ תשְַׁלחְּנֶוּּ רֵיקםָ. 
העַנֲיֵק תעַּנֲיִק לוֹ מצִאֹּנךְָ ומּגִרׇּנְךְָ 
אלֱקֹיֶךָ  ה'  ברֵּכַךְָ  אשֲׁרֶ  ומּיִקִּבְךֶָ 

 .ֹ תתִּןֶּ לו

From the order of the verses, we see that the mitzvah of severance is juxtaposed with the mitzvah of 
charity, and not with the laws of servitude.

Why is the question of whether severance pay is considered charity or a divinely required extra 
payment to the servant important? Ultimately the money must be given regardless, so what’s the 
difference?
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C. Modern-Day Severance
In this address, the Rebbe delves into the legal parameters of this mitzvah. We won't get into 
that in our class, but we will mention one point that the Rebbe brought up, which stems from the 
recognition that severance is a form of charity which we are expected to give.

The Rebbe cites the Sefer Hachinuch, who maintains that the mitzvah of severance pay has 
contemporary relevance:

Source 11 Sefer Hachinuch, Mitzvah 482

To gift upon the servant’s release: This 
means to give from what we have 
to our servant who is going free; we 
cannot send them off empty-handed … 

From the possible reasons for this 
mitzvah is that it should develop 
exceptional character traits in us that 
will drive us to do good. G-d, in His 
goodness, and His desire to do good 
for His people, wished that we show 
compassion to those who served us 
and give them something of ours as 
a gesture of kindness - in addition to 
the originally stipulated wages. This is 
a logical idea, and we do not need to 
elaborate on it. 

This mitzvah was applicable to men 
and women in Temple times, for the 
laws of servants only apply when 
the jubilee year is marked, as I have 
previously written.

לתָתֵ   – לחַפָשְִׁי  בצְּאֵתוֹ  לוֹ  להְעַנֲיִק 
ּ, לעְבֶדֶ עבִרְִי בזִּמְןַ שֶׁיצֵּאֵ  ממִהָּ שֶׁישֵּׁ לנָו
נשְׁלַחְּנֶוּּ  ולְאֹ  לחְרֵותּ,  ידֵָינוּ  מתִחַּתַ 
העַנֲקֵ  נאֶמֱרַ  זהֶ  ועְלַ  רֵיקנָיִוּתֹ,  ביְּדַָיםִ 
תעַּנֲיִק לוֹ מצִאֹּנךְָ ומּגִרָּנְךְָ ומּיִקִּבְךֶָ אשֲׁרֶ 

.ֹ לו תתִּןֶּ  אלֱקֹיֶךָ  ה'  ברֵּכַךְָ 

בנְּפַשְׁנֵוּ  נקִנְהֶ  למְעַןַ  המַצִּוְהָ,  רְָשֵׁי  משִּׁ
ועְםִ  וחַמֲודּותֹ,  יקְרָותֹ  מעְֻלוּתֹ  מדִוּתֹ 
לטְובֹ.  נזִכְהֶּ  והְמַעְֻּלהָּ  היַקְּרָָה  הנַפֶּשֶׁ 
 ,ֹ לעְמַוּ להְיֵטיִב  חפָץֵ  הטַּובֹ,  והְאָלֵ 
מיִ  עלַ  שׁנֶרְַּחםֵ  הואּ  והַדֲרָנֵוּ  והְודֹנֵוּ 
בתְּורֹתַ  לֶנָּוּ  משִּׁ לוֹ  ונְתִןֵּ  אותֹנָוּ  שׁעֶבָדַ 
לתָתֵ  עמִוֹּ  שׁהֶתִנְיֵנוּ  מהָ  מלִבְּדַ  חסֶדֶ, 
ֹ. ודְבָרָ מֻשכְׂלָּ הואּ, איֵן צרֶֹךְ  לוֹ בשִּכְׂרָו

.ֹ בוּ להְאַרֲִיךְ 

בזִּמְןַ  ונּקְבֵותֹ  בזִּכְרִָים  זוֹ  ונְוהֹגֶתֶ מצִוְהָ 
ִּין עבֶדֶ עבִרְִי נוהֹגֵ אלֶאָּ  הבַיַּתִ, שׁאֶיֵן ד
בזִּמְןַ שׁהֶיַוּבֹלֵ נוהֹגֵ, כמְּוֹ שׁכֶתָּבַתְיִּ במַּהֶּ 

שׁקֶדַָּם )מצוה מב(.

Strictly speaking, this mitzvah doesn’t apply nowadays, because we can no longer acquire servants 
according to Torah law. This was only possible when most Jews lived in Israel, and when each 
tribe lived in their allocated territory. After the destruction of the Holy Temple this was no longer 
practiced.
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Nevertheless, even nowadays a wise 
person will learn a lesson from this 
that if one employs a Jew for a long or 
even a brief period, they should give 
them severance pay at the end of their 
employment.

ומּכִלָּ מקָוםֹ אףַ בזַּמְּןַ הזַהֶּ, ישִׁמְעַ חכָםָ 
מבִנְּיֵ  אחֶדָ  שכָׂרַ  שׁאֶםִ  לקֶחַ,  ויְוסֹףֶ 
אפֲלִוּּ  אוֹ  מרְֻבהֶּ  זמְןַ  ועַבֲדָוֹ  ישִרְָׂאלֵ 
מועּטָ שֶׁיעַּנֲיִק לוֹ בצְּאֵתוֹ מעֵמִוֹּ מאֵשֲׁרֶ 

םֵ. השַּׁ ברֵּכְוֹ 

The Sefer Hachinuch has a revolutionary idea: the reasoning behind the commandment should 
inform our contemporary business practices: A Jew who employs someone, even for a short while, 
should give the employee severance. It makes no difference if they were a servant for years or an 
employee for several hours, they should be paid severance - beyond the contractual obligations - so 
they can leave with a smile.

Beyond The Contract

>> The Rebbe
The following directive should be publicized:

When a person hires someone to work for 
them and the period of employment ends, 
and all the more so if the worker was laid off 
because the position became redundant—
and even if they were laid off because their 
work wasn’t satisfactory—they should be 
paid severance.

Since this severance is a form of charity, 
it is clear that we cannot suffice with 
the severance we are legally obligated to 
provide. The employee must certainly be 
paid in full the wages they deserve for their 
work, and even any additional payments 
that the employer committed to pay cannot 
be considered as this charitable severance, 
because, as obligations, they cannot be 
considered as charity. 

This applies both to long-term and short-
term employees, as Sefer Hachinuch writes. 

כדאי וראוי לעורר ולפרסם, שיש לשים לב 
להוראה הבאה:

והסתיימה  אצלו  לעבוד  אדם  השוכר 
ועל-אחת-כמה-וכמה  עבודתו,  תקופת 
התקופה9  סיום  לפני  אותו  מפטר  כשהוא 
של  מספיק  מספר  עתה  לו  שיש  משום 
פועלים בלעדיו, ואפילו משום שאינו שבע 
"הענקה".  לו  לתת  יש   – מעבודתו  רצון 

מובן  צדקה,  בגדר  היא  ומאחר שההענקה 
שאי אפשר לצאת ידי חובה זו במענק שהוא 
חייב לו ממילא. ברור שאת השכר שמגיע 
לו עבור עבודתו – יש לשלם לו במלואו. אף 
ה"תוספות" שהמעביד הבטיח מראש לתת 
לעובד אינן נחשבות בכלל ההענקה, משום 

שהתוספות הללו אינן ענין של צדקה. 

בין אם עבד אצלו  זה אין גם הבדל  בענין 
כלשון  לא,  אם  ובין  ממושכת  תקופה 
מועט":  אפילו  או  מרובה  "זמן  החינוך: 
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9. )כשהלה עוזב מרצונו לפני הזמן, אין מצוה של הענקה, כפי 
ההלכה – לגבי עבד – "בורח ויוצא בגרעון כסף – אין מעניקים 

לו"* – אבל באם המשכיר מפטר אותו -(
*קידושין טז, סע"ב. רמב"ם הל' עבדים שם הי"ד-ט"ו.
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It also doesn’t matter if the employer was 
pleased with the employee’s work, “the 
household was blessed through them” 
or not, “the household was not blessed 
through them.” Severance should be paid 
commensurate to the length of employment. 

However, when “the household was blessed 
through him” the severance should grow 
accordingly, “from what G-d has blessed 
him.”

 כן אין הבדל אם היה שבע רצון ממנו או 
"לא  ובין  בגללו"  הבית  "נתברך  בין  לו, 
נתברך הבית בגללו" יש לתת לו הענקה10 

שעבד11. הזמן  למשך  ביחס 

על-אחת-כמה-וכמה כאשר "נתברך הבית 
בגללו" שאז12 ההלכה13 היא: "לפי הברכה 
תן לו", ויש להוסיף על ההענקה14 "מאשר15 

ברכו ה' יתברך".

The Rebbe makes a public call to be scrupulous in observing the mitzvah of severance pay for our 
employees. It doesn’t matter how long they worked or how pleased we were with their work. We need 
to give them severance pay so that they leave with positive feelings.

The Rebbe emphasizes that he isn’t talking about payments that were agreed upon in advance, but 
to going beyond, giving a gift that can be considered a form of charity. Of course, the happier the 
employer is with the work done and the more Divine blessing it brought him, the more generous they 
should be with the severance gift they give to their employee. 

לקוטי שיחות חלק י"ט, פרשת ראה,
שיחה ד', עמ' 153
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10. דעת ת"ק קידושין יז, ריש ע"ב. רמב"ם שם הי"ד. 
11. להעיר משיטה לא נודע למי )קידושין יז, א(, דלדעת ר"מ 

שיוצא בגרעון כסף יש לו הענקה – נותן לו לפי חשבון השנים 
שעבד. 

12. נוסף לזה שאז לכו"ע – גם לראב"ע )קידושין יז, ריש ע"ב( 

– מעניקים לו. 
13. רש"י שם ד"ה הכל לפי הברכה.

14. לשון החינוך שם.
15. תורת לוי"צ ע' קיז ואילך. 


