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For the first time in the history of the world we learn of the concept of a slave in this
week’s parsha: the Eved Canaani.

(¥2) : PRNS TR D12 129 1932 NIN N (N3)_PIDA 1 PI9 NI NWID MYUNIA
DY 20N 12921 N7 DN 192 (1) : 107739 1933 X% DY OTDN PIRY 7112 N
105139 1939 1)

Of course slavery is a terrible institution that has no justification in our modern world.
Nevertheless, it was part of the economic fabric of the ancient, and not so ancient, world
and is thus discussed in religious and moral texts. Indeed, the Rambam discusses the
eved Canaani in which, I claim, he brings to bear his complete moral approach to one’s
interrelationship, not only with a slave but with everyone.

The halacha begins with the following statement:
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Now the simple reading of this text leaves people with the understanding that — the
Torah law, the din, is that one can work his eved Canaani “b’farech”, but be nice
(nechmad). While this is true, there are quite a number of questions that arise when we
take a look at the words more closely.

e Middat Hassidut — we understand — be nice. But what does that have to do with

“darkei hochma”? What exactly is “darkei hochma” anyway?
e Rachman — that is pretty clear. But what does that have to do with “Tzedek™?
e And then “lo yachbid olo” and “lo yatzeir lo” what do those terms really teach

us?

So when I read this I realized that there are really three pairs of terms — as I just noted.
e Middat Hassidut /“darkei hochma”
e Rachman / “Tzedek”

e  “lo yachbid olo” /“lo yatzeir l0”

And I realized that if we take the first term of each pair and put them together we get a
cohesive idea.
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That is, Middat hassidut asks that we be rachaman and not machbid oleinu. This makes
perfect sense. Midat Hassidut is going beyond the letter of the law (Hil. Deot 1:5,
below), which is what rachamim is about. And that “not making one’s yoke heavy” is an
example of this rachamim since, by rights (din), one can give his slave as much work as
the latter can bear (i.c., la’avod befarech).

And we have the second set of terms:
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What is Darchei Hochma? We find the term (bitui) used in Hil. Deot to mean “going

according to the middle road” — which he pits against going according to the extreme of
Middat Hassidut.
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And this makes perfect sense with the following terms — rachaman v rodef tzedek.
Rachaman is an extreme, a way of hassidut, tzedek on the other hand is going according
to the law — but nevertheless it is not the strict law (din), but it is connected to tzedeka
and being considerate in one’s judgement and actions. As the Rambam explains in his
Guide — tzedek is connected to tzedakah.
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And this tzedek means to “not distress,” the other. Maimonides uses this term
“distressing” (yeitzer) to explain one shouldn’t demand payment on a loan for a poor
person he knows doesn’t have the money, or demand the collateral (mashkon) from the
poor person — to do so is not the way of tzedek but simply distressing the person
(meitzer).
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~ TWO MORAL APPROACHES ~

What we see here is that the Rambam is teaching two moral paths — middat hassidut and
middat hatzedek. These are really the two great moral approaches of virtue ethics -
“ethics of piety” (musar hamidot) and deontology — “ethics of duty” (musar hahovot).
The two approaches, the Rambam teaches here, work together, they complement each
other (mashlim).

And why did the Rambam choose to put his moral approach in the last law on slaves?
Because if we are commanded to act as such with a slave, the individual at the lowest

rung of the social ladder (tachtit sulam hahevra), all the more so are we to act morally
with each other.

Shabbat Shalom.
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