After the Ten
Commandments: The Laws
of the Covenant Code

Marty Lockshin
Torah in Motion, 2022



Piercing the
ear of the
slave
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But if the slave declares,
“I love my master, and
my wife and children: |
do not wish to go free,”
his master shall take
him before the judges
[or “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 n7V7.



The parallel
passage in
Lev 15
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If your kinsman under
you is in straits and
must give himself over
to you, do not subject
him to the treatment of
a slave. He shall remain
with you as a hired or
bound laborer; he shall
serve with you only
until the jubilee year.
Then he and his
children with him shall
be free of your
authority . ..



The parallel
passage in
Deuteronomy
15
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When you set him free,
do not let him go empty-
handed: Furnish him out
of the flock, threshing
floor, and vat, with which
the LORD your God has
blessed you. Bear in
mind that you were
slaves in the land of
Egypt and the LORD your
God redeemed you;
therefore, | enjoin this
commandment upon you
today.



Deuteronomy
15 (cont.)
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But should he say to
you, “| do not want to
leave you” —for he
loves you and your
household and is happy
with you—you shall
take an awl and put it
through his ear into the
door, and he shall
become your slave in
perpetuity. Do the same
with your female slave.



Rashi on
piercing the
slave’s ear
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Why was it more
appropriate for the ear to
be pierced, more than any
other part of the body?
This ear should be pierced
because it heard at Mount
Sinai, “do not steal,” and
the person still went and
stole ... [or this ear
should be pierced] since it
heard on Mount Sinai
“The children of Israel are
My [= God’s] slaves” and
this person still went and
acquired another owner.



Rashi on
piercing the

slave’s ear
(cont.)
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And why were the door
and the doorpost chosen
more than any other item
in the home? God said, “A
person who acquires
himself an owner ought to
go through the piercing
ceremony in front of
them, since they were the
witnesses when | passed
over the doors and
doorposts and declared
that the children of Israel
are My slaves, and not the
slaves of other slaves.”



Rashbam on
piercing the
slave’s ear
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His ear is pierced in full
view of the public as a
sign of slavery. [The
reason the door and the
doorpost specifically
were chosen for this
ceremony is that] even
in a stone house, the
door and the doorpost
are made of wood, so it
is possible to pierce
through his ear and
through the door.



Rashi and
Rashbam on
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Rashi: 07v7 11aviI — This
means until the Jubilee.
Or perhaps this is not so,
but D71V7 means forever?
Scripture states . . .

Rashbam: He shall serve
him D71v7: According to
the peshat, this means all
the days of his life, as it
says concerning Samuel (I
Sam. 1:22), "he must
remain there for good
(071v7).”



Moses Mendelssohn (1729-1786)
introduction to his Torah commentary
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Rabbi Solomon Dubno (1738-1813) did as | had
instructed him. He gathered together the peshat
explanations of Scripture.. . . from the works of the
earliest practitioners of peshat exegesis:

From the works of the great luminary Rashi, who has,
when he offers a peshat explanation, no equal.

From the works of his grandson Rashbam who delved
into the peshat meaning of the text deeply, in fact
sometimes more than is appropriate. So much so that
it happens that due to his great love of peshat, he
occasionally misses the truth.

From the works of ibn Ezra who was an expert in all the
sciences. . ..



Mendelssohn’s introduction to Mishpatim
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Rashbam began his commentary on
this profound and wide-ranging
chapter by writing: “Let those who
love wisdom know and understand
that my purpose, as | explained in
Genesis, is not to offer halakhic
interpretations, . . . even though such
interpretations are the most essential
ones. Some of those explanations can
be found in the works of my mother's
father, Rashi.



Mendelssohn’s introduction to Mishpatim
lcont.]
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[Continuing to quote Rashbam’s
intro]: “But my purpose is to
explain the plain meaning of
Scripture. | will explain the laws
and rules [of the Torah] in a
manner that conforms to the
[natural] way of the world.
Nevertheless, it is the halakhic
level of interpretation that is the
most essential one.. ..



Mendelssohn’s introduction to Mishpatim
lcont.]
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We too will hover under the wings
of the great eagle [Rashbam] and
not depart from the plain meaning
of Scripture to the right or to the
left. But we have not forgotten the
principle which we laid down in the
introduction to this work about the
difference between “contradictory
explanations” and “differing
explanations.”



Mendelssohn’s introduction to Mishpatim
lcont.]
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It is acceptable for the peshat to
differ from the traditions of the
rabbis, but it cannot contradict
the rabbis in halakhah or law. It
is still possible for “differing
explanations” to both be true.
But with “contradictory
explanations,” if one is true the
second is certainly false.



Mendelssohn’s introduction to Mishpatim
lcont.]
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So whenever uncovering the peshat
of Scripture contradicts the
traditions of the rabbis in halakhah
or law, the commentator must
totally abandon the peshat and
follow tradition, or, if possible,
explain how the two explanations
can be reconciled. We have made
this the guiding principle of our
commentary and we will keep to it,
with God'’s help.



Moses
Mendelssohn
on oo
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We know that in
[biblical] Hebrew D71y
refers to time.. ..
[D71V7 here means] up
to the time of the
Jubilee year; there is
no longer period of
time in the Jewish
calendar.

Furthermore, when
the slave goes free, it is
as if his world has been
renewed.



lbn Ezra on
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HE SHALL SERVE HIM
n71v7. We know that the
word le-olam in Hebrew
refers to time, ... Va-
avado le-olam likewise
means: and he will serve
him until the year of
jubilee, for there is no
season of Israel that is
longer than it. Going free
is comparable to a
renewal of the world. It is
also possible that its
meaning is that he should
be as he was in former
times.



How did Rashbam Deal with
the Contradiction?
We don’t know.






Shadal
(Samuel David
Luzzatto) on
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He will serve him
le-olam: Literally,
but afterward the
law of the jubilee
was promulgated
and partly
canceled out
what was said
before.



Shadal on differences Exodus and Leviticus
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Here there is no mention at all of the
Jubilee, which was promulgated
subsequentIY](Leviticus 25); there it
states, “And he will serve with you
until the year of the Jubilee. Then he
will leave your house, together with
his children...” (vv. 40-41). After the
law of the Jubilee was given, it
cancelled to some degree the law
that preceded it, and thus if the
Jubilee intervened within a six-year
term, the servant went free in that
year. Nevertheless, the law of six
years was not canceled;



Shadal (cont.)
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... The statement, “And he will
serve with you until the year of
the Jubilee” refers only to a
servant whose ear has been
pierced because he did not want
to go free after six years, but it
encompasses also a rule that if
the Jubilee intervened within [a
regular servant’s] six years, he
would go free.



