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A. COMPENSALING FIEEA SEIVANES.......ooveesssceessneessssssssssesssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssse b

In this week’s Torah reading, we learn about mitzvot applicable to indentured servants:
When a servant goes free, their master must give them gifts, because G-d did so when He
freed the Jews from Egypt (Source 1). The Sifri writes that G-d gifted them twice: Once after
leaving Egypt, and a second time after the splitting of the sea. This teaches us to give our
servants a double portion as severance pay (Source 2). Maimonides codifies this as Jewish
law in his writings, and specifies a minimum sum (Source 3).

Rabbi Levi Yitzchak, the Rebbe’s father, cites an additional example in the Torah of a servant
receiving severance pay—Joseph. Leaving prison, he was given expensive clothing and
money by Pharaoh, the angel Gabriel taught him 70 languages, and Potiphar gave him his
daughter’s hand in marriage. (Source 4-7)

B. WHY COMPENSALEY.......ceusssssssneeeesssssssssssssmsssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssseees 10

There are two ways of explaining the requirement to give a servant severance pay: (a) It is a
scriptural decree that the master must give his servant an extra payment upon freeing him.
(b) Alternatively, it's a rational mitzvah, a form of charity, so that the servant should leave
with good feelings. Elsewhere, the Rebbe explains that the servant’s freedom is complete
only when they receive a gift, as this gives them the feeling of freedom (Source 8).

By juxtaposing the mitzvah of severance pay with the mitzvah of charity, Maimonides
(Source 9) implies that he considers it is a form of charity. The scriptural verses also lend
to that understanding, as this mitzvah is juxtaposed with the mitzvah of charity (Source 10).

C. MOAEIN-UAY SBVEIANCE.....ovveeeereesssessssnneesesssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssees 13

Citing the Chinuch, who maintains that the mitzvah of severance pay is still applicable in
modern times to employees, the Rebbe called for paying severance today as well. No matter
how long they were employed for or how satisfied the employer was with their work, they
must be given a gift that allows them to leave with positive feelings.



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.
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A. Gompensating Freed Servants

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 peuteronomy 15: 12-15

If your Jewish brother or sister is sold to you, X YR PN '|’? 2 03
they shall serve you for six years. In the seventh O WY 77281 19YR
year you shall send them free. When you send Won uYYn NYUwn M
them free you shall not let them go empty- YR "WON BWOPYN 02 RN
handed. You must surely give them from your "R p v .Op°7 10?YD X2
flock, from your threshing floor, and from your TR T2 A JaNEnD 9
vat - from what G-d has blessed you. You shall  °3 m1211 .52 10R 3°72X ' 9972

remember that you were a slave in the land of 7271 ,077%% Y2 D70 7Y
Egypt, and G-d redeemed you. This is why I am DX 7382 "2 12 79 ,7°72% 1

commanding you this today. 090 M0 1270
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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.
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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 vaimonides 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.

Maimonides specifies a minimum sum, but not a maximum - give according to your blessing. 30

sela is worth between $398 - §531 USD.
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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 & 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:

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.

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.

Source 5 cenesis 41:42-63
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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 &b ot 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.
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Source 6 raimud, 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.

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
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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.
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Source 7 cenesis 41:45

Student's He gave him Osnat the daughter of Potiphera, 112 Y79 °vin N2 NIOX nX 2 1m
"9 the governor of On, as a wife, and Joseph .03 TN 7¥ A0P K7 MUK I
went forth over the land of Egypt.

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 1 pmaw oD 7w D
severance pay. Shisihihirl/ishiaB R tleh )

1. The severance is a form of payment for — rabypn qow’ 9133 X°7 9PV (R
work. According to this definition, the Torah is VITASY 200D % 99Ta Bb
instituting a law requiring that the master make APIVA TN - R MO0 NI
an additional payment, in addition to the payment b5 by nom) 1YWL 19w NMNa

1 iven for the work itself.
already given for the workiitse .NTay %5 NN oYW oW

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 IR ,2PTE 1T RO7 ARy (2
instructed to make this payment in appreciation  spb 73y nTAYS 39D IO
forthe servant's work. Accordingto thisdefinition,  mmyymw wam7 23°nm W 99730
severance is a logical requirement. AIMRD L7RDYDY RN KO

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 X XN PPX KD DR Mnwn
doesn't leave empty-handed, but with a  7p» 22pn NI XPX ,Nip*7 07772
special gift. This brings him to a feeling 2817 NIX ANC2R XY LNToon
of freedom and largesse, the opposite of P00 — it T 207,00 oY
servitude. 7290
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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.

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.

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
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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.

Source 10 veuteronomy 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.
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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 1is 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?

(18 My .8
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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

Student’s
pg.9

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.
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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.

they can leave with a smile.

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

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.
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