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SOCIAL JUSTICE AND THE WORLD OF BUSINESS
RABBI CHERYL PERETZ

INTRODUCTION
As corporations strive to meet their bottom line and as employees move freely from one company to another seeking
upward mobility, career satisfaction, and individual success, building trust and loyalty between employees and 
employers has become increasingly difficult.   Labor law discussions have become commonplace both in the boardroom
and in the courtroom, focusing on employee rights and employer responsibilities.    

Long before labor law and corporate ethics emerged in the secular society, however, the Torah established a model for
an abiding relationship between employee and employer.  As early as in the book of Deuteronomy we find one such 
operative principle: 

You shall not abuse a needy and destitute laborer, whether a fellow countryman or stranger in one of the 
communities of your land.  You must pay him his wages on the same day, before the sun sets, for he is needy
and urgently depends on it; else he will cry to the Lord against you and you will incur guilt.” (Deuteronomy
24: 14-15, NJPS)  

On one level, the Torah relationship is best characterized as a simple leasing contract.  A worker’s time, effort and 
expertise were leased by the employer for the period of employment.  In return, the worker received payment for the
services provided.  Consequently, the rabbinic attitudes regarding the worker and employer are born out of the laws
of contract negotiation and cancellation, pricing, and the like.   Since the relationship involved buying and selling of 
services, employers had no claims over the employee outside of those relevant to the work to be done.  Likewise, the
employee’s only responsibility was to fulfill in good faith that which he was contracted to do, without work stoppage or
other barriers.   

At the same time, though, employers and workers are both individual human beings, and therefore independent agents
free of enslavement to any other person.  The Leviticus command, “but for your Israelite kinsmen, no one shall rule ruth-
lessly over another… For it is to me that the Israelites are slaves; they are My slaves whom I freed from the land of
Egypt: I am The Holy One your God,”1 reminds both master and worker that all are servants of God.  The Talmud 
expands this concept, adding that they are slaves only to God and not slaves of slaves.2

In addition to whatever codified legislation has developed (and in some cases, in the absence of codified legislation),
Jewish law on employment and other business dealings relies heavily on the precedent created by minhag hamakom

(local custom).  In a discussion about the need to provide food for workers while on the job and the acceptable hours
one can demand workers to be on the job, the Talmud reinforces that the local minhag governs.  Elsewhere, the 
Talmud says “Everything is according to accepted custom.”3 The Jerusalem Talmud extends this to mean that, within
given parameters, minhag even can nullify enacted law, even biblical law.4

VALUE OF LABOR
To understand the nature of the employee/employer relationship, we must first understand the value of work.   In the
Garden of Eden, Adam and Eve are given but one mandate – do not eat the fruit from the Tree of Knowledge of Good
and Evil. Of course, they do eat, and are banished from the Garden.  As punishment for this act of Divine disobedience,
Adam is told that the land will forever be cursed by man, and that only by the hard work of the “sweat of his brow” would
humans earn bread.5 This might lead one to understand that work is a punishment for Adam’s original sin, the curse
that is borne by each person through the evil committed by our forbearer.  Troubled by this, some Biblical commenta-
tors suggest that the verse is intended not to describe the curse of work, but rather the transformation of the human
role: from now on, humans have the responsibility for their own livelihood and sustenance.

The rabbinic sources, on the other hand, view work as a necessary part of human development and moral conscious-
ness.  Recognizing the importance of work in helping to earn the necessary livelihood, the rabbis also emphasize how
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1 Leviticus 25:46-55
2 Babylonian Talmud Bava Metzia 10 and 11b; see also Babylonian Talmud Kiddushin 22b, Bava Kamma 116b and Bava Batra 11a.
3 Babylonian Talmud Bava Metzia 83a and other parallel sources
4 Jerusalem Talmud 7:1, 11a
5 Genesis 3:17-19
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SOCIAL JUSTICE AND THE WORLD OF BUSINESS

work helps individuals take responsibility for society and social order.  Rabbi Yehudah and Rabbi Shimon both declare
“Great is work for it brings honor to its master.”6

The rabbis envisioned an integration between Torah study and the pursuit of livelihood.  Pirke Avot, the tractate of the
Mishnah devoted to the ethical teaching and homilies of our ancestors, cites the teaching of Rabban Gamliel: “Excel-
lent is the study of Torah combined with some worldly occupation, for the energy for both cause sin to be forgotten.
And for all (study of) Torah without a worldly occupation, it is for naught and becomes the cause of sin.”7 Rambam, in
his Mishneh Torah, codifies as law the need to work even if the work is combined with Torah study:

….all Torah that is not accompanied by work will be nullified and will end in sin.  Ultimately, such a person will
steal from others.  One is at a high level if he is sustained by the efforts of his own hand, a characteristic of the
pious of early generations.  In this he merits all the honor and good of this world and the world to come, as it
is written. “If you eat by the work of your hands, happy are you, and it will go well for you.” [Psalms 128:2]
Happy are you in this world and it will go well for you in the world to come.8

So according to the rabbis, work is essential to personal development and to achieving religious depth and meaning.
Through work, humans assume their places in the social order as active agents, like Adam.   Work is a pathway to per-
sonal health, a conduit to greater understanding of Torah and of faith, and a mechanism through which one ultimately
to leaves a mark on this world.  For a person’s work to achieve and maintain this degree of personal and religious mean-
ing and expression, the employee/employer relationship must be carefully defined and have distinct boundaries. 

WAGES
Jewish law has a specific set of rules regarding the payment of wages.  The primary focus, based on numerous biblical
injunctions, is that wages be paid on time.9 The Mishnah in Bava Metzia explains that while the Torah’s pronounce-
ments are based on a framework of daily workers, the requirements to pay on-time refer to the agreed upon pay 
period – be it daily, weekly, monthly or some other time period.10 The reason for this stringency is made clear in the
verse from Deuteronomy 24 quoted above, in which the Torah explains that workers are assumed to live hand-to-mouth
and thus to be reliant on the wages to cover immediate needs - without wages the worker is presumed unable even to
eat.  Practically, this means that whatever pay period is agreed upon at the time of employment, the employer has an
obligation to pay the wages at that time.   An employer who purposefully withholds payment, according to Rambam, is
classified as an oshek (extortionist) and may be liable for breach of up to five biblical commandments.11

But if the worker is not in financial need, could we not relax the directive?  The Talmud anticipates this question and
asks, “Why does he ascend upon a ladder, suspend himself from a tree, and place himself at risk if not for his wage?   …
One who withholds the pay of a worker, it is as if he has taken his spirit from him.”12 Hence, the payment of wages is
connected to needs which are more than financial – the worker’s spirit, the innermost sense of personal meaning and
purpose.  Therefore, regardless of financial need, the effort and investment that an employee puts into work automat-
ically comes with the right to receive on-time payment of wages and obligates the employer to provide it.

EATING ON THE JOB AND OTHER NON-FINANCIAL BENEFITS
In Deuteronomy 23.  the Torah secures a worker’s right to eat the grapes or other produce while working in the fields
in addition to whatever wages upon which the worker and employer have agreed.  Rambam also uses this verse to 
regulate the employer’s obligation to provide this benefit throughout the duration of the work time.
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6 Babylonian Talmud Nedarim 49b
7 Mishnah Avot 2:2
8 Rambam, Mishneh Torah, Hilkhot Talmud Torah 3:10-11
9 Speaking of the worker hired on daily basis, Leviticus 19, verse 13 establishes the requirement to make payment of wages on the same day that work was

done, saying: “the wages of a laborer shall not remain with you until the morning.”  (Leviticus 19:13, NJPS)   
10 Mishnah Bava Metzia 9:12 
11 Rambam, Mishneh Torah, Hilkhot Sekhirut 11:2
12 Babylonian Talmud Bava Metzia 112a
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In the 14th century, Rabbi Jacob ben Asher, author of the Tur, based on earlier comments from Rambam, limits this ben-
efit only to the worker and only during work hours, and prohibits overeating or abuse. In so doing, the employer allows
the employee to eat and to sustain the energy necessary to complete the requirements of the job.  According to the Tur,
it is the worker’s responsibility to make sure that this right is not turned into theft by over-eating, overstepping the
boundaries of benefit eligibility or causing work stoppage.13

Today, while this halakhah certainly still applies directly to workers involved in agriculture or food industries, it does
not mean that all employers have an obligation to feed their employees.14 The application for the modern employee
and employer, however, is not limited only to feeding employees while working.  To the extent that food is necessary
for the continued ability to complete the job requirements, an employee should be granted time to eat, provided that
the employee recognizes that the time allocated is for the purpose of him/her continuing to work.  In most work envi-
ronments, minhag hamakom and labor laws outlining acceptable break assignments reinforce this right.  The basic
principle seems to be that the workday is for work and that during that time, the worker’s responsibility is therefore to
focus on fulfilling the job responsibilities as outlined by the employer.  

EMPLOYEE OBLIGATIONS
In most conversations about labor relations, great attention is paid to obligations of the employer, while the responsi-
bilities of the employee are often ignored or forgotten.   As we saw above, though, an employee has an obligation to act
in good faith to serve the purpose for which the hiring occurred.  

In the same section of the Tur cited just above, the author continues to limit the activities of the employee outside the
place of work to the extent that these activities will impinge on his or her ability to fulfill job responsibilities, while also
reinforcing the employer’s obligation to offer similar consideration in return.15 The employee’s primary responsibility
is to fulfill the job requirements.  It follows that if a person is freed from mitzvot in order to concentrate on his/her job,
all the more so, there is an obligation to fulfill job requirements in a satisfactory manner; otherwise the exemption from
mitzvot would be empty.16

The most challenging of these circumstances in today’s workforce is the issue of secondary work.  To make ends meet,
many people find it necessary to hold a second job.  While one could argue that there is a prevailing custom in the
work environment permitting secondary work, it could still result in an interruption to ability to work at full capacity.
Therefore, in the absence of any written policies at the time of employment, it is advisable to discuss specifics with an
employer before engaging in secondary work.  

In addition, as part of the employment agreement, and to avoid stealing from the employer, an employee should be cau-
tioned against any distractions that compromise the time that belongs to the employer and/or the ability to fully focus
on the work.  This could include, but is not limited to, personal phone calls, socializing with co-workers, internet surf-
ing, or taking care of personal business.

In return for the employee’s good faith efforts to fulfill the job requirements, the employee has the right to expect
and the employer has the obligation to provide fair treatment in addition to his wages and other benefits.  We have
already mentioned the Torah’s prohibition of an employer dominating an employee.  The Midrashic explanation of
this verse is that one should not ask a servant to heat up his cup unnecessarily – or to perform any unneeded task –
simply to keep the servant busy or to assert one’s authority.  Also, a worker should not be told to remove his master’s
work or carry his clothing to the bath house or do other such demeaning work.17 Consequently, an employee has
every right to expect that the work that he does and the environment in which it is done will continue to bring the
honor promised by Rabbi Yehudah and Rabbi Shimon.

ZIEGLER SCHOOL OF RABBINIC STUDIES
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13 Tur, Hoshen Mishpat 337:13
14 As the Talmud says, “where it is the custom to provide food, he (the employer) must provide food.” (BT Bava Metzia 83a.)  
15 Tur, Hoshen Mishpat 337:13
16 In fact, in addition to shortening the Grace After Meals, the worker is given the flexibility to pray from the location of his work and when necessary to shorten

the fixed prayers.  (BT Berakhot 45b)
17 Sifra, Kedoshim 6 
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HIRING AND FIRING
Throughout the past few decades, employee separations have, in fact, become a fact of organizational life in both 
for-profit corporations and not-for-profit agencies.  In the corporate world, poor job performance, insubordination, or
other for-cause termination are no longer the only reasons for dismissal.  Corporate lay-off, job termination, and 
corporate shut-downs have contributed to an increase in job dismissals.  

Once an employer and employee agree to terms of employment, there is an implicit understanding that the two have
entered into an employment contract.  In the absence of specific contractual provisions to the contrary, many states
today define employment for an indefinite period as terminable at will, by either party.  This means that where a 
contract of employment is indefinite in duration, both the employee and the employer have the right to terminate the
employment at any time with or without cause and with or without due notice.  

For one accustomed to this normative practice, the halakhic rulings are likely to cause a stir of challenge and discom-
fort.  Jewish law regards the termination of an employment agreement as a right, within certain parameters, for either
party.  Inherent in this right, however, are also responsibilities which differ depending on the timing and circumstances.  

Let us first consider the situation where a contract has been concluded but has not yet commenced.  Rambam rules
that an employer or an employee may, in fact, sever the agreement, leaving no legal claims against the other, except
for compensation for taromet (resentment).18 If, due to the contract, the worker lost the opportunity to find other 
employment, the employee is to be compensated - in the case of a worker hired by the day, this equals one day’s pay,
calculated at the least amount of work, for the least amount of pay,that such a worker would demand in the market-
place.19 Today, this would mean that an employer is obligated to pay the employee the ‘idle pay’ until the worker is able
to secure other work (or perhaps until unemployment wages, which provide the accepted lowest common wage, kick
in).  Given the reciprocal nature of the employee/employer relationship, there is also compensation available for an 
employer who sustains quantifiable financial loss due to a worker’s defection.

Once the work commences, the parameters for retracting the agreement change.  In the case of an employee hired for
a finite amount of time, there is no halakhic precedent for extending the agreement; the end of the work period signi-
fies the end of the parties’ responsibilities towards one another.  If an employee was hired for long term position in which
there is no specific time period, though, the position is different.  The employee operates within a structure of employ-
ment at will, and has the right to terminate the employment at any time.  

This principle is found in the Shulhan Arukh, and is based on an earlier statement of Rambam allowing workers to stop
working even in the middle of the time period for which they were hired.  There, Joseph Caro rules that workers can
stop their work even if they have already spent their prepaid wages for the whole period - in such a case, the money
owed becomes a debt to the employer, but the workers are nonetheless free to leave.20 The reason cited for this 
leniency is, once again, that workers are not slaves.  Even as a worker hires out his/her services, the individual remain
free of enslavement to any other human being.  Paramount to the employee’s ability to work for the employer is the
preservation of the individual’s spiritual freedom.21

An employer also has the right to terminate a work agreement.  However, unless the term of employment agreed upon
at the outset has expired, implicit in Jewish law is a need for just cause.  Given that the employment agreement in
Jewish law is a form of a contract, failure to comply with the terms of the contract can result in its early termination.
As discussed earlier, the employee is required to fulfill the job requirements in good faith and to the best of his/her 
ability.  Consequently, an employee who is not adequately fulfilling job responsibilities agreed to at the time of employ-
ment can be discharged.  

ZIEGLER SCHOOL OF RABBINIC STUDIES
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18 Taromet is a primarily non-monetary remedy, which amounts to court recognition that a person’s legal rights have been infringed.  The nearest 

equivalent in our legal system is nominal damages.
19 Rambam, Hilkhot Sekhirut 9:4
20 Shulhan Arukh, Hoshen Mishpat 333:3
21 Rabbi Moshe Isserles established that while employers can offer long term or even lifelong contracts, a worker may not offer himself out for more than three

years, the period which represents dividing line between the biblical understandings of a worker and an indentured servant (Rema on Hoshen Mishpat 333)
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One of the greatest impacts of modern corporate life has been retrenchment and job elimination, resulting in the 
discharge of any number of employees for causes not at all related to their job performance.  Here, the impact of the
separation is two-fold: it represents both a loss of income to the employee and a loss of social status.  Despite the fact
that such terminations are becoming all too common, the employee still suffers the mental anguish of financial pres-
sure, individual loss of purpose, and the social stigma of having lost a job.  While there the halakhah does not legally
mandate any assistance on the part of the employer in these circumstances, the same ethical principles that drive the
discussion that will follow regarding severance pay also apply to other forms of assistance: interest free loans, career
counseling and placement assistance, training, and personal counseling and assistance.

There is a further aspect of termination of employment where the halakhah has a good deal to teach us.  Dismissals 
undoubtedly stir questions and often gossip.  Even the most well intended people, concerned about the welfare of the
person (or people) who have been terminated, want to know why a person has been dismissed.  Laws exist prohibiting
lashon hara (gossip)22 and mandating Jews to take active steps to protect the reputation of a fellow person.  Hence
discretion should be exercised in discussing and/or disseminating any information, even if it is accurate, about a 
discharged employee that might lower the status of the person about whom it is said.  In Pirke Avot Rabbi Eliezer
teaches: “Let your fellow man’s honor be as dear to you as your own.”23 Avot D’Rabbi Natan, a midrashic amplification
of Pirke Avot, expands this idea further: 

How is this so?  [It] teaches that just as a man has regard for his own honor, so must he have regard for the honor
of his fellow man; just as he desires that there should be no reflection on his good repute, so he must be 
anxious not to damage the reputation of his fellow man.24

When someone is released from a job, allowing open discussion about the circumstances of the dismissal would 
certainly lower the status of the employee within the community.  It is for this reason that Jewish law limits sharing any
information unless it is essential that the person to whom one is speaking should have it.  If the hearer does not need
the information, a person who engages in discussions about the employee’s dismissal is causing themselves and others
to violate the obligation to avoid lashon hara – not to mention the fact that a litany of gossip and rumors can cause
even more damage to the discharged employee than the discharge itself.  

Finally, this essay does not permit us to deal with the question of severance pay in the depth it deserves.  Suffice it here
to say that while some authorities have ruled that there exists a halakhic mandate that gives an employee the right to
receive severance, others rely on the requirement to act righteously even when the letter of the law might not obligate
them.  

CONCLUSION
The equity and justice of the Jewish legal system demands that the employer/employee relationship be one in which
both parties are free agents, with individual rights and responsibilities in relation to the other.  Jewish law also reminds
us that the relationship between an employer and an employee is not a detached matter of contract.  Rather, the two
parties are in a three-dimensional relationship in which they have moral and ethical obligations to each other, over and
above what any written contract may provide.  

We carry our Torah and our values with us into our workplaces.  Work is a matter of personal and spiritual self-deter-
mination, engaging the whole person.  Work relationships are a matter of honor and dignity, as well as providing income
and personal satisfaction.  Furthermore, Jewish law requires us to look outward as well as inward – it is not only our
own work relationship which is relevant, but also the relationships of other workers to their employers.  Our obligations
extend to acting upon our principles when we encounter unfair treatment in workplaces other than our own.  Accord-
ing to Jewish law, nobody is a slave: even though people work, they are free.
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22 derived from Leviticus 19 ‘You shall not go about as a talebearer among your people’ (NJPS)
23 Mishnah Avot 2:15 
24 Avot D’Rabbi Natan 15
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SOCIAL JUSTICE AND THE WORLD OF BUSINESS – TEXT 1

MISHNAH BAVA METZIA 9:12
Whether the hire is of a person, an animal or an object, the principle of “payment must be made that day” [Deuteron-
omy 14] applies, as well as the principle, “The wages of a hired worker shall not remain with you until the morning.”
[Leviticus 19]  When does this rule apply?  When the wages are demanded: but otherwise, the employer is not in breach.
If the employer assigned [the person, animal or object hired] to a shopkeeper or to a money-changer, the employer is
not in breach…

• According to the first text, what is implied in the agreement between employer and employee?
• What principles do these texts create about the payment of wages?
• What assumptions are being made here about why people work?
• Are the principles in these texts reflected in current business practice?

ZIEGLER SCHOOL OF RABBINIC STUDIES
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STUDY QUESTIONS

BABYLONIAN TALMUD BAVA METZIA 111B-112A
And Rabbi Yossi said in the name of Rabbi Yehudah: How do we understand the principle, “The wages of a hired worker
shall not remain with you until the morning?” It must be as Rav Assi explained it; he said that even if the worker was
only hired to pluck a single cluster of grapes [and the employer does not pay on time], he [the employer] is in breach,
because of the principle of “[wages] shall not remain.”  Alternatively, we can learn this from “he [is poor and] maintains
his life with it.” [Deuteronomy 24:15]  Or we can understand it as follows: “He [is poor and] maintains his life with it” –
why would a person put themselves under the pressure of climbing up a tree and risking death if it were not for their
wages?
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SOCIAL JUSTICE AND THE WORLD OF BUSINESS – TEXT 2

TUR HOSHEN MISHPAT 337:13
A worker is not entitled to work [elsewhere] at night and then hire himself out in the daytime, nor may he fast or 
mortify his flesh, nor feed his own food to his children, as these weaken him and render him unable to do the work of
the employer properly (as the Rambam wrote).  In the same way as an employer is not allowed to steal the wage of his
employees nor delay their payment, so too the worker is not allowed to idle away his time, a little here and a little
there, until his whole day is fraudulent.  Rather, he must be punctilious with himself, since the sages were punctilious
in freeing him from the collective grace after meals, and the fourth blessing of that grace.1 Hence he is obligated to work
with all his strength - as Jacob our ancestor said, “I have worked for your father with all my strength” [Genesis 31] – 
so that he is paid what he deserves in this world, as it is said, “The man [Jacob] became extremely prosperous.” 
[Genesis 30:43]   

• According to this text, what responsibilities does an employee have towards the employer?  
• How does this impact the employee’s life outside work?
• Do you consider the principles expressed in this text to be fair?  Why/why not?
• Are the principles in this text reflected in current business practice?
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STUDY QUESTIONS

1 This allowance on the part of the sages is based on the principle that a person engaged in the performance of one mitzvah is free from the obligation to perform 
another.
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SOCIAL JUSTICE AND THE WORLD OF BUSINESS – TEXT 3

MAIMONDIDES [RABBI MOSHE BEN MAIMON, THE RAMBAM] LAWS OF HIRING 9:4
If an employer hires workers and they mislead the employer, or he misleads them, they have no claim against each
other except for taromet.1 In what circumstances?  If the work has not yet begun.  But if donkey drivers go [to the
appointed place] and find no produce, or workers find the field wet,2 or a worker hired to water a field finds it is 
already flooded – if the employer had visited [the work site] the previous evening and decided the workers were 
required – the workers have no remedy, since what could the employer have done?  But if the employer did not visit,
he must pay them “idle wages” (since a person who comes loaded is not the same as a person who comes empty and
wastes time).  In what circumstances?  When the workers have not yet begun to work.  But if the worker begins to
work and then changes his mind, he may do so, even if he has only worked half the day, as it says: “For it is to Me
[God] that the Israelites are slaves,” – they are slaves to Me, not slaves to other slaves.  What is the rule for the
worker who changes his mind after he has begun work?  An estimate is made of what he has done, and he takes 
[the money for that]; but if he has been hired for an indefinite period, an estimate is made of what he still has to do…

• How many different sets of circumstances can you discern in this text?
• Why do you think the law is different once work has commenced?  
• What does this text teach us about the relationship between employer and employee?
• Are the principles in this text reflected in current business practice?

ZIEGLER SCHOOL OF RABBINIC STUDIES
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STUDY QUESTIONS

1 Taromet – “resentment” in this context is a non-monetary remedy, which amounts to court recognition that a person’s legal rights have been infringed.

The nearest equivalent in our legal system is nominal damages.
2 It is not possible to harvest a field if the field is flooded.
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SOCIAL JUSTICE AND THE WORLD OF BUSINESS – TEXT 4

DEUTERONOMY 15:12-15, 18
If your brother Israelite, or your sister Israelite, is sold to you as a slave, they may work six years for you; but [at the
end of] the seventh year, you must send them away from you, free.  And when you send them away free, you shall
not send them empty-handed.  You shall surely donate to them; something from your flock, something from your
threshing-floor and something from your winepress with which The Holy One your God blessed you, you shall give to
them.   You should remember that you were a slave in the land of Egypt, and The Holy One your God redeemed you;
hence, I command you to perform this matter today…It must not seem difficult to you when you send him away free
– he served you for six years at half the cost of a hired slave – and [then] The Holy One your God will bless you in all
that you do.

• According to the first text, how should the employer address the issue of severance pay?
• How does Sefer Ha-Hinukh extend the obligation, and what difference does that make?
• How might one go about calculating appropriate severance?
• Are the principles in this text reflected in current business practice?

ZIEGLER SCHOOL OF RABBINIC STUDIES
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STUDY QUESTIONS

SEFER HA-HINUKH, MITZVAH 482
…The essence of this mitzvah is to enable us to acquire elevated, precious and desirable characteristics for our
souls; so, if those precious and elevated souls deserve goodness, and the good God wishes to do good to His people,
we thank and glorify [God] by having compassion upon the person who has worked for us, and by giving to him, in
conformity with the doctrine of lovingkindness, something more than the agreed salary – and this makes good ethical
sense, there is no need to expand upon the point further.

… Whether the employer has acquired the blessing as the result of the slave’s work or has not, the employer must
give the donation, which should be given to the slave for himself – a creditor of the slave’s should not be able to 
obtain it from him.  Further details are given in the first chapter of Kiddushin.

This mitzvah applied to both males and females when the Temple was standing (since the rules about Israelite slaves
only applied when there was a jubilee year, as I set out above).  Nonetheless, in our times an intelligent person can
learn from this that if he has hired a Jew who has worked for him for a long period – or even a short period – then he
must give that person something of what God has blessed him with when the person leaves.
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SOCIAL JUSTICE AND THE WORLD OF BUSINESS –
TEXT FOR GROUP STUDY

Halakhah expresses concern for a poor person’s dignity as well as his or her material welfare.  Rambam articulated
that gifts, loans, partnerships, and offers of employment provide the highest level of tzedakah, since they liberate
the poor person from public assistance altogether.  The Bet Yosef – Joseph Caro’s commentary on the Tur’s law code
- explains that Rambam elevated this level above all others precisely because these types of assistance most preserve
the poor person’s dignity.

Rambam also lays out a clear hierarchy of recipients.  A person must first support her parents and then children,
then siblings, followed by other relatives, then by poor people in her community, and finally those in need of support
who live in other communities.  The Tur adds that even if the employees came from a different city we must at least
consider them equivalent to the poor in our community.  But if we take a closer look at the hierarchy of recipients,
we find that employees should take precedence even over other poor people in the city.  

The highest ranked recipients, parents and children, have the most intimate relationship to the donor.  Siblings have
a slightly less close relationship.  Extended family follows siblings on the list of recipients.  It is only after exhausting
even the most distant relatives that we arrive at the unrelated poor in the local city.  Here the donor and recipient
share only a local identity, which is what confers their minimal relationship.

When considered from this angle, employees look more like extended family.  First, an employer is significantly more
likely to know her employees than other poor individuals in her community.  In addition, just as a person identifies
with his extended family (“We are both Cohens”), employees at varying levels of a company tend to identify through
that shared affiliation (“We both work at Cohen Manufacturing”).  Hence, we can argue that employees take prece-
dence over other non-related poor people in the hierarchy of tzedakah.

How would this work in practice?  We can suggest that whenever it is possible for the employer to provide assistance
to an economically vulnerable worker, the employer should do so.  This might mean that if there are two equally
qualified candidates for promotion, the needier of the two workers should take precedence, since promotion to a
higher-paying position falls squarely within Rambam’s highest means of giving.  If a promotion is not available, a raise
or bonus would also constitute high-level tzedakah.  Further, the employer could ascribe the raise or bonus to the
worker’s performance and not to tzedakah, since the general obligation to tell the truth can be suspended in the 
interests of “the ways of peace” (ouka hfrs), which here would mean protecting the needy person’s dignity.  Even in
the case of an employee with negative performance – where a bonus or raise is not feasible – the employer could
offer direct tzedakah to the employee, as a means of affirming their relationship – a relationship that can, and
should, be understood as far more than provision of services in return for money.  In the workplace, as in all other
areas of life, halakhah demands that we recognize and affirm each person’s human dignity.

- Abe Friedman
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SESSION SUGGESTIONS – 
SOCIAL JUSTICE AND THE WORLD OF BUSINESS

INTRODUCTION
There is a relationship between this essay and the workers’ rights element of the unit on kashrut.  We suggest that you
do this session before the kashrut session, as participants will then be able to identify and build upon common elements.

Recap the basic areas of the essay:
• the relationship between employer and employee
• the employer’s obligations: wages, benefits, hiring and firing
• the employee’s obligations: the value of labor, benefits, commitment

Discuss which of these areas brought new insights to participants, and why.  You might also want to take time here to
draw out which of your participants are employers, which are employees, and which might not be in the field of paid
employment at this time.

CHAVRUTA STUDY
The texts deal in more depth with the various areas identified in the essay.  The final question in for each text is the
same – it is designed to enable participants to focus directly on the relevance of the texts to the business world of
today.  Does any clear message emerge from the halakhah that could be usefully applied for participants in their day-
to-day lives?

GROUP STUDY
The text provided is by Abe Friedman, a student in the Ziegler School.  It is designed to open up the relationship between
employer and employee in the light of the rules about priority in giving tzedakah.  You might wish to bring along 
Rambam’s ‘ladder of tzedakah’ for participants to use (see Hilkhot Matanot L’Aniyim 10:7).  What would it mean for
employer/employee relationships to be reconstrued in the light of the obligation to perform the mitzvah of tzedakah?

If you do not wish to use the text, there are numerous materials available on Jewish business ethics via the internet.
Or you could turn the session more personally towards participants, asking them to articulate situations in which they
found themselves having to consider some of the areas dealt with in the essay, and the way they acted then.  Another
possibility is roleplay – you could take each area of the essay and ask a group to present a small performance related
to its content.

CONCLUSION
Has the material dealt with in this session changed participants’ views of the employer/employee relationship?  If so,
how, and how does this apply to them personally?  Allow them to update their manifestos with this information.  Hand
out the essay for next time, and conclude the session.
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CONTRIBUTORS

RABBI MORRIS J ALLEN has served as the first rabbi of Beth Jacob Congregation in Mendota Heights, Mn. since
1986.  Ordained by the Jewish Theological Seminary in 1984, Rabbi Allen also has his Masters in Social Work from the
University of Wisconsin-Madison.  Rabbi Allen is the Director of the Hekhsher Tzedek project, a concept he devel-
oped.  The project is a joint initiative of the United Synagogue of Conservative Judaism and the Rabbinical Assembly.
Rabbi Allen is married to Phyllis Gorin, a pediatrician, and they are the parents of three children.

JEANNIE APPLEMAN As director of the Leadership For Public Life Training and Leadership Development project 
for the Jewish Funds for Justice, Jeannie trains and organizes rabbinical and cantorial student leaders from all the
movements’ seminaries (including at AJU and JTS), with the help of IAF organizers and Meir Lakein.  

RABBI BRADLEY SHAVIT ARTSON (www.bradartson.com) is the Dean of the Ziegler School of Rabbinic Studies at
the American Jewish University, where he is Vice President. A Doctoral student in Contemporary Theology, he is the
author of almost 200 articles and 6 books, including the forthcoming Everyday Torah: Wisdom, Dreams, & Visions 
(McGraw Hill).

JACOB ARTSON, 15, attends Hamilton High School in Los Angeles. He is dedicated to helping all people, whether
they have special needs or not, live with dignity and meaning. He would like to thank his mentor Dr. Ricki Robinson,
his parents, and his amazing twin sister Shira, who is his best friend, role model, cheerleader, advocate and fashion con-
sultant.

DR STEVEN BAYME serves as National Director, Contemporary Jewish Life Department, for the American Jewish
Committee. He is the author of Understanding Jewish History: Texts and Commentaries and Jewish Arguments

and Counter-Arguments, and has co-edited two volumes, The Jewish Family and Jewish Continuity (with Gladys
Rosen) and Rebuilding the Nest: A New Commitment to the American Family (with David Blankenhorn and Jean
Bethke Elshtain). 

DR. JEREMY BENSTEIN is the associate director of the Heschel Center for Environmental Learning and Leadership
in Tel Aviv. He holds a master’s degree in Judaic Studies and a doctorate in environmental anthropology. He is the 
author of The Way Into Judaism and the Environment (Jewish Lights, 2006), and writes and lectures widely on the
topics of Judaism, Israel and the environment. He lives in Zichron Yaakov with his wife and two sons.

DR ARYEH COHEN is Associate Professor of Rabbinic Literature at the Ziegler School of Rabbinic Studies. He is a past
president of the Progressive Jewish Alliance. Dr. Cohen is the author of two books and many articles  in Rabbinics and
Jewish Studies more broadly, and the intersection of the Jewish textual tradition and issues of Social Justice.

ELLIOT N DORFF, Rabbi, PhD, is Rector and Distinguished Professor of Philosophy at the American Jewish University
in Los Angeles.  He specializes in ethics, with books on Jewish medical, social, and personal ethics, but he has also
written on Jewish law and theology.  His books on social justice are entitled, To Do the Right and the Good: A Jewish

Approach to Modern Social Ethics and The Way Into Tikkun Olam (Fixing the World).

AARON DORFMAN is the director of education of American Jewish World Service.  Prior to his work at AJWS, Aaron
spent nine years teaching and leading youth programs at Temple Isaiah, a Reform synagogue in Northern California.
Aaron holds a Masters Degree in Public Policy from the Kennedy School of Government at Harvard University, a B.A.
from the University of Wisconsin, and a certificate from the Pardes Institute of Jewish Studies in Jerusalem.

RABBI ADAM FRANK is spiritual leader of Congregation Moreshet Yisrael in Jerusalem and also teaches at Jerusalem’s
Conservative Yeshiva.  Several of Rabbi Frank’s articles on Tsa’ar Ba’alei Hayyim have appeared in both the Jewish
and animal welfare press.  Adam is married to Lynne Weinstein and they have 2 children, Nadav and Ella, and Zoe.
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CONTRIBUTORS

ABE FRIEDMAN is currently studying for rabbinic ordination at the Ziegler School of Rabbinic Studies as well as an
MBA in Nonprofit Management at the American Jewish University.  Originally from Atlanta, Georgia, Abe is a graduate
of USY’s Nativ Leadership Program in Israel and Boston University.  He currently lives in Los Angeles with his wife and
daughter.

RABBI MICHAEL GRAETZ (www.justone9@gmail.com) is the Rabbi Emeritus of Congregation Magen Avraham in
Omer, and he was a founder and first director of the Masorti Movement in Israel. He has taught Jewish studies in Kaye
State College in Beer Sheva. He is the author of many articles in Hebrew and English, including “Va-Yaomodu ba-Omer”
about a theology of halakhah, and was the chair of Siddur Committee of the RA of Israel.

RABBI TZVI GRAETZ is the executive director of Masorti Olami and MERCAZ Olami, ordained by Schechter Institute
in 2003 and formerly was rabbi of Kehilat Shevet Achim in Gilo, Jerusalem.

MEIR LAKEIN is the lead organizer for the Greater Boston Synagogue Organizing Project of the Jewish Community
Relations Council of Greater Boston, deeply organizing in thirteen synagogues to bring about social change, transform
religious communities, and help communities around the country learn from our work.  

LENORE LAYMAN, MA is the director of the Special Needs and Disability Services Department at the Partnership for
Jewish Life and Learning in Rockville, MD.  She has worked in a variety of Jewish day school, congregational school and
camp settings teaching and directing Jewish community programs for individuals with disabilities.  

RUTH W MESSINGER is the president of American Jewish World Service, an international development organization.
Prior to assuming this role in 1998, Ms. Messinger was in public service in New York City for 20 years.  In honor of her
tireless work to end the genocide in Darfur, Sudan, Ms. Messinger received an award from the Jewish Council for 
Public Affairs in 2006, and has been awarded honorary degrees from both Hebrew Union College and Hebrew College.
Ms. Messinger has three children, eight grandchildren, and one great-grandchild.

RABBI CHERYL PERETZ is the Associate Dean of the Ziegler School of Rabbinic Studies at the American Jewish 
University where she also received her ordination.  Prior to her career in the rabbinate, she received her MBA from
Baruch College and spent many years in corporate consulting and management for Fortune 500 companies.  She is the
author of a chapter on the halakhah of employment for the forthcoming Living a Jewish Life book to be published by
Aviv Press.

RABBI AVRAM ISRAEL REISNER (avreisner@jtsa.edu) is Rabbi of Chevrei Tzedek Congregation in Baltimore, MD and
an adjunct professor at Baltimore Hebrew University. He has been a member of long standing on the Conservative
Movement’s Committee on Jewish Law and Standards.

RABBI BENJAMIN EDIDIN SCOLNIC (scolnic@aol.com) has been the rabbi of Temple Beth Sholom in Hamden, 
Connecticut since 1983. He is the Biblical Consultant of the North Sinai Archaeological Project and Adjunct Professor
in Judaica at the Southern Connecticut State University. He is the author of over 70 articles and 9 books, including If

the Egyptians Died in the Red Sea, Where are Pharaoh’s Chariots? (2006) and the forthcoming I’m Becoming

What I’m Becoming: Jewish Perspectives (2008).

DEBORAH SILVER is entering the fourth year of the rabbinic program at the Ziegler School of Rabbinic Studies, 
Los Angeles.  Prior to attending the school she was a writer and editor, and subsequently qualified as an attorney in
England, where she worked for the  London firm Mishcon de Reya and thereafter as an Associate Professor at BPP Law
School.  She co-edited the previous Ziegler Adult Learning book, Walking with God.
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SUGGESTED BIBLIOGRAPHY

INTRODUCTION
See the various essays on social justice at www.bradartson.com

THE PROPHETS AND SOCIAL JUSTICE
Frances I Andersen and David Noel Freedman, Amos, The Anchor Bible, 1989
Paul D. Hanson, The Diversity of Scripture: A Theological Interpretation, Fortress Press, 1982
R B Y Scott, The Relevance of the Prophets, Macmillan Publishing Company, 1969
Robert R Wilson, Prophecy and Society in Ancient Israel, Augsberg Fortress Publishers,1980

THE ETHICAL IMPULSE IN RABBINIC JUDAISM
Eugene Borowitz and Frances Weinman Schwartz, The Jewish Moral Virtues, Jewish Publication Society, 1999
Elliot N Dorff, To Do the Right and the Good: A Jewish Approach to Modern Social Ethics, Jewish Publication Society, 2002
Elliot N Dorff, The Way Into Tikkun Olam (Fixing the World), Jewish Lights, 2005
Elliot N Dorff with Louis E. Newman (for vols. 1-3) and Danya Ruttenberg (vols. 4-6), eds. Jewish Choices, Jewish Voices: Money 
(volume 2), Power (volume 3), and Social Justice (volume 6), JPS, 2008

A TORAH OF JUSTICE – A VIEW FROM THE RIGHT?
Emil Fackenheim, To Mend the World, Stocken Books, 1987
Norman Podhoretz, The Prophets, The Free Press, 2002

A TORAH OF JUSTICE – A VIEW FROM THE LEFT?
Or Rose, Jo Ellen Kaiser and Margie Klein (eds.) Righteous Indignation, Jewish Lights Publishing, 2007
Susannah Heschel (ed.), Moral Grandeur and Spiritual Audacity: Essays by Abraham Joshua Heschel, Farrar Strauss & Giroux, 1997

ENVIRONMENT
Jeremy Benstein, The Way Into Judaism and the Environment, Jewish Lights Publishing, 2006
Mike Cumins, A Wild Faith: Jewish Ways into Wilderness, Wilderness Ways into Judaism, Jewish Lights Publishing, 2007
Alon Tal, Pollution in a Promised Land – An Environmental History of Israel, University of California Press, 2002
Martin Yaffe (ed.), Judaism and Environmental Ethics: A Reader, Lexington Books, 2001

BUSINESS ETHICS
Aaron Levine, Case Studies in Jewish Business Ethics, Library of Jewish Law & Ethics vol. 22, Ktav Publishing House, 2000 
Rabbi S Wagschal, Torah Guide to Money Matters, Philipp Feldheim Publishers, 1991
The Darche Noam website, http://www.darchenoam.org/ethics/business/bus_home.htm

INTERNATIONAL ECONOMIC JUSTICE
Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, The Dignity of Difference, Continuum International Publishing Group, 2003
What Should a Billionaire Give – and What Should You?, Peter Singer,
http://www.nytimes.com/2006/12/17/magazine/17charity.t.html?_r=1&scp=1&sq=what+should+a+billionaire+give&st=nyt&oref=slogin
The Gift, Ian Parker, The New Yorker, http://www.newyorker.com/archive/2004/08/02/040802fa_fact_parker
Save the Darfur Puppy, Nicholas Kristof, New York Times,
http://select.nytimes.com/2007/05/10/opinion/10kristof.html?scp=1&sq=save+the+darfur+puppy&st=nyt
Also see the AJWS website, www.ajws.org

SPECIAL NEEDS
Shelly Christensen, Jewish Community Guide to Inclusion of People with Disabilities, Jewish Family and Children’s Service of 
Minneapolis, www.jfcsmpls.org
Rabbi Judith Z. Abrams and William C. Gaventa (eds.) Jewish Perspectives on Theology and the Human Experience of Disability,
Journal of Religion, Disability and Health, Volume 10, Numbers 3, 4, Winter  2006, Haworth Pastoral Press,  www.HaworthPress.com
Rabbi Carl Astor, Mishaneh Habriyot – Who Makes People Different: Jewish Perspectives on People with Disabilities, United 
Synagogue of Conservative Judaism, 2005

KASHRUT
David Schnall, By the Sweat of Your Brow, Yeshiva University, 2001 
David Bleich, Animal Experimentation, Contemporary Halakhic Problems III, Yeshiva University, 1989
Aaron Levine, Moral Issues of the Marketplace in Jewish Law, Yashar Books, 2005

ISRAEL
Arthur Hertzberg (ed.), The Zionist Idea: A Historical Analysis and Reader, JPS, 1997
Website of Rabbis For Human Rights, http://rhr.israel.net

AFTERWORD
Michael Gecan, Going Public: An Organizer’s Guide to Citizen Action, Anchor, 2004
Jewish Funds for Justice, Kedishot Kedoshot (available from Jewish Funds for Justice, (212) 213-2113)
Jewish Funds for Justice website, www.jewishjustice.org

ZIEGLER SCHOOL OF RABBINIC STUDIES

136

4329-ZIG-Walking with Justice:4329-ZIG-Walking with Justice  5/23/08  9:57 AM  Page 136



You can use any or all of the songs in the suggested sessions.  They are listed in the order of title-artist-album, and all
are available on iTunes.  Please note that one or two have explicit lyrics – these are clearly marked.  

Introduction

How Come – Ray LaMontange – Trouble 
For What It’s Worth – Buffalo Springfield – Buffalo Springfield
If I Had A Hammer – Peter, Paul and Mary – The Best of Peter Paul and Mary
What’s Going On – Marvin Gaye – What’s Going On

The Prophets and Social Justice

Fuel – Ani DiFranco – Little Plastic Castle
Chimes of Freedom – Bob Dylan – Bob Dylan: The Collection
Keep On Rockin’ In The Free World – Neil Young – Greatest Hits

The Ethical Impulse in Rabbinic Judaism

Talkin’ Bout A Revolution – Tracy Chapman – Tracy Chapman
Blowin’ In The Wind – Peter, Paul and Mary – The Best of Peter, Paul and Mary
Down By The Riverside – Waste Deep In The Big Muddy And Other Love Songs

A Torah of Justice – A View from the Right?

Hands – Jewel - Spirit
The Times They Are A Changin’ – Bob Dylan – The Essential Bob Dylan
We Are One – Safam – Peace By Peace

A Torah of Justice – A View from the Left?

He Was My Brother – Simon and Garfunkel – Wednesday Morning, 3AM
Oxford Town – Bob Dylan – The Freewheelin’ Bob Dylan
A Change Is Gonna Come – Sam Cooke – Ain’t That Good News

Environment

The Horizon Has Been Defeated – Jack Johnson -On and On 
Holy Ground – The Klezmatics – Wonder Wheel
Mercy Mercy Me (The Ecology) – Marvin Gaye – What’s Going On
Big Yellow Taxi – Joni Mitchell - Dreamland

Business Ethics

Working Class Hero – John Lennon – Working Class Hero:  The Definitive Lennon
Carpal Tunnel – John O’ Conner – Classic Labor Songs From Smithsonian Folkways
We Do The Work – Jon Fromer - Classic Labor Songs From Smithsonian Folkways

International Economic Justice

We Are The World. – USA For Africa – We Are The World (Single)
Outside A Small Circle of Friends – Phil Ochs – The Best of Phil Ochs
El Salvador – Peter, Paul and Mary – The Best of Peter Paul and Mary

Special Needs

What It’s Like – Everlast – The Best of House of Pain and Everlast – EXPLICIT LYRICS

Mr. Wendall – Arrested Development – 3 years, 5 months, and 2 days in the life Of…
The Boy In The Bubble – Paul Simon – The Essential Paul Simon

Kashrut

All You Can Eat – Ben Folds – Supersunnyspeedgraphic, The LP – EXPLICIT LYRICS

Mr. Greed – John Fogerty - Centerfield
We Just Come To Work Here, We Don’t Come To Die –Anne Feeney - Classic Labor Songs From Smithsonian Folkways

Israel

Hope: Pray On – Sweet Honey In The Rock - 25
Yihiyeh Tov – David Broza – Things Will Be Better, The Best Of David Broza
Misplaced – Moshav Band

Afterword

With My Own Two Hands – Ben Harper – Diamonds On The Inside
Living For The City – Stevie Wonder – Number 1’s
Redemption Song – Bob Marley - Legend

MUSICAL PLAYLIST TO ACCOMPANY EACH SESSION
Compiled by Noam Raucher
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