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“For unto Me the children of Israel are servants; they are My servants whom I brought forth out of the land of Egypt; I am the Lord your 

God.” (Lev.25:55) 

The Torah acknowledges that people employ other people to work for them. Most of us couldn’t do our work without help. And our sedra 

includes ancient rules that protect the employed worker. I doubt if any of us is comfortable with the word servant or slave but aved infers 

avodah which is work as well as service in a practical sense – but in a religious sense too. 

Hence our opening quotation above which comes at the end of B’har. After all the laws of how we treat our avadim, who is the aved? It 

is you and it is me. We Jews are a people who are servants – servants of God in His constant service. Here we are, still in the aftermath 

of Pesach, and this is an echo of our core purpose, the ultimate message of freedom. 

Recently a young Philippina lady came to visit me. She had been a carer for an elderly Jewish lady with whom she had had a mutually 

caring, respectful and beautiful relationship until the older lady passed away. There is nothing unusual in that, we might think… until the 

young woman described her experiences of having worked for other Jewish people in the past. The worst thing about this conversation 

is that she thought the kind lady was unusual because ALL her previous Jewish employers had been unkind, uncaring and impolite. 

I remember employing a series of au pairs over a number of years to help me with my young family as I struggled with the work/family 

issues. I always imagined that if my daughters wanted to live abroad for a while to learn another language it would be helpful for them to 

live with a family and have a caring home and some money in return for family duties. I welcomed all my au pair girls into my family 

thus. I recoiled in horror at stories that some of their friends came to the house and told me. They were not permitted to eat with the 

family, nor to use the telephone (some had installed locks on them), and much more. They felt demeaned and frightened through the 

lack of trust. 

The terrible thing was that these employers were all Jewish. I still shudder when I hear au pairs, domestic helpers, etc. referred to as 

“the girl”, “the cleaner” or worse, as if they don’t have a name.  

Rabbi David Hartman, of blessed memory, wrote about Pesach preparation: “Everyone talks about cleaning, recipes and kashut”. Of 

course he lived by halachic observance but needed to emphasise that “Passover is a holiday that inculcates the belief that man will 

overcome oppression…”  

None of us Jews should forget that we are the ones who are servants of God. This is our purpose. Only then do we come near to being 

worthy of being Jewish. 

Chazan Jacky Chernett is a member of Kol Nefesh Masorti Synagogue and a  

Vice President of Masorti Judaism  

2013 


