
 
Teaching Masekhet Zechuyot Ha’Adam: 

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights with Jewish Sources
Rabbi  Rachel Kahn-Troster

Materials (all included in the Human Rights Shabbat sources and found at www.rhr-na.org):
Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR)
Masekhet Zechuyot Ha’Adam: The Universal Declaration of Human Rights with Jewish Sources
(MZA)
Information sheet: What is the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and why do we celebrate it?
(optional: can be used as background material for facilitator)
Abridged Masekhet Zechuyot Ha’Adam 

Introduction
The Universal Declaration of Human Rights, proclaimed on December 10, 1948, is an incredible,
collective statement of human values. Developed based on feedback from societies around the
world, it is humankind’s best attempt to describe the rights that we all share. It is unique in its
coverage of the many types of rights: social, economic, political, civil, and cultural rights all find a
place in the UDHR. Though the UDHR itself is not binding as law, its concerned have been
concretized in international law and the human rights codes of many nations.

How is the UDHR structured? The information sheet describes the different components and general
themes of the UDHR:

The UDHR calls for universal respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms, including 
the principles of non-discrimination and civil and political rights, as well as social, cultural 
and economic rights. The foundations of these freedoms are laid out in Articles 1 and 2 with 
their principles of dignity, liberty, equality and brotherhood.  Articles 3-11 constitute the 
rights of the individual, such as the prohibitions on torture and slavery. Articles 12-17 detail 
the rights of the individual within civil and political society. Articles 18-21 are concerned with 
collective freedoms such as freedom of religion and articles 22-27 contain social, 
economic, and cultural rights. The final three articles, 28-30, relate to the duty of the 
individual to society at large and prohibit the use of rights in contravention of the purposes 
of the United Nations.

When teaching the MZA, it is critical to recognize (and to admit to participants) that not all of these
texts are perfect matches. Not only is the MZA a work in progress, but Judaism does not discuss
many human rights directly. One could even argue that Judaism could been seen as being against
some of these rights (such as freedom of religion or freedom of association). Moreover, Judaism
tends to speak from the voice of obligation or mitzvah rather than the language of rights, i.e. the
obligation to feed the hungry rather than the right of an individual to eat. It is easier for Judaism to
identify with the universal values expressed in the Preamble to the UDHR than it is to align all of the
articles of the UDHR with traditional Jewish texts. And even this identification can be problematic,
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since while Judaism has univeralist tendencies, it also is particularistic. The traditional halachic
system affords Jews more rights than non-Jews in many instances.

There are two ways to teach the MZA, either using the complete text or the abridged version.

For the complete text study, after introducing the text, divide the room into pairs of students
(chevruta). Give each chevruta a copy of the UDHR and of the MZA. Either assign different articles of
the UDHR to each pair or ask them to skim the text and select ones that are relevant. Have each pair
consider the following discussion questions about the articles they are considering (please note that
not all the questions apply to texts from the Preamble):

What values are being expressed? Are these Jewish values?
What might be the impetus behind this statement?
What values are being expressed in the Jewish text? How might they diverge from the UDHR text?
Do you think there are different Jewish values at work? 
Why type of right is this (social, political, civil, cultural, economic)?
Is this an individual or collective right?

After allowing the chevruta pairs to work, bring the larger group back together to report back. Some
guiding questions for the larger group discussion could include:

What were common themes in the Jewish texts?
What rights were you surprised to see in the UDHR? What might be missing?
Are any of these rights antithetical to Jewish values?
What other texts could one use to describe the Jewish connection to human rights?

The abridged source sheet contains sources from each area of the UDHR. Since it is shorter, it can
be taught to a large group at once, though chevruta study is also recommended. Discussion
questions are found with each text. When teaching from the abridged source sheet, it is helpful to
have copies of the UDHR and the complete UDHR available for consultation. The larger group
discussion can be guided by the questions above.

Please also feel free to create your own source sheets based on the MZA, or add additional Jewish
texts to the MZA. We ask that you credit RHR-NA for its work (see Article 27!) . Please share the
source sheet with us by emailing it to office@rhr-na.org, along with the context in which you taught it
and how it was received.

Additional  Resources:
At the 2008 Rabbis for Human Rights-North America conference, Chancellor Arnold Eisen of the
Jewish Theological Seminary took part in two sessions (a panel and a text study) describing the
Jewish approach to human rights. For transcripts of these sessions, please visit:

http://www.rhr-na.org/files/Human-rights-in-Abramanic-faiths-panel.pdf
http://www.rhr-na.org/files/Texts-of-Human-Rights.pdf

At the same conference, Rabbi Jeremy Kalmanofsky taught on universalism and particularism in
Jewish texts and thought. For a transcript of this teaching, please visit:
http://www.rhr-na.org/resource/2008-conference-transcript-honor-image-of-god-jewish-tex
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Masekhet Zechuyot Ha’Adam: The Universal Declaration of Human Rights with Jewish Sources

Preamble
Whereas recognition of the inherent dignity and of the equal and inalienable rights of all members of
the human family is the foundation of freedom, justice and peace in the world,

Genesis 1:27-28 
God created the human in God's image. In the image of God, God created him, male and female he
created them. And God blessed them. 

gk-fk :` ziy`xa
mi ¦dŸl¡̀  mz̈Ÿ̀  K ¤xä §i ©e :mz̈Ÿ̀  `ẍÄ dä ¥w §pE xk̈f̈ ŸezŸ̀  `ẍÄ mi ¦dŸl¡̀  m¤l ¤v §A Ÿen §l ©v §A mc̈ ῭ d̈ z ¤̀  mi ¦dŸl¡̀  `ẍ §a ¦I ©e

Questions: What can you infer from the biblical statement that every human being is
created in God’s image? What values is the UDHR trying to address from the beginning? 

Preamble Continued
Whereas disregard and contempt for human rights have resulted in barbarous acts which have
outraged the conscience of mankind, and the advent of a world in which human beings shall enjoy
freedom of speech and belief and freedom from fear and want has been proclaimed as the highest
aspiration of the common people,

Deuteronomy 4:9
But take utmost care and watch yourselves scrupulously, so that you do not forget the things that
you saw with your own eyes and so that they do not fade from your mind as long as you live. And
make them known to your children and to your children's children. 

h:c mixac
Li¤I ©g i ¥n §i lŸM L §aä §N ¦n ExEqï o ¤tE Li¤pi¥r E`ẍ x ¤W£̀  mi ¦xä §C ©d z ¤̀  g ©M §W ¦Y o ¤R cŸ̀ §n L §W §t©p xŸn §WE L §l x ¤nẌ ¦d w ©x

:Li¤pä i¥p §a ¦l §e Li¤pä §l mŸ §r ©cŸed §e

Questions: Given that the UDHR was proclaimed in 1948, what acts might it be referring
to? Why is memory important for promoting human rights?

Article 1 
All human beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights. They are endowed with reason and
conscience and should act towards one another in a spirit of brotherhood.

Genesis Rabbah 24 
Ben Azzai taught: "This is the line of Adam" (Genesis 5:1) is the most important concept in the Torah.
Rabbi Akiva taught: "Love your neighbor as yourself" (Leviticus 19:18) is a greater concept, so that
no one should say: "Because I have been dishonored, let my fellow person be dishonored." Rabbi
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Tanhuma taught, "If you do thus, know that the person you have dishonored was created in the
image of God."

ak `ax ziy`xa
(gi hi `xwie) jenk jrxl zad`e '` daiwr 'x ,dxeza lecb llk mc` zeclez xtq df '` i`fr oa
inl rc ok ziyr m` 'negpz 'x xn` ,ixiag dfazi izifazipe li`ed xn`z `ly ,epnn lecb llk

 dyr midl` zenca dfan dz`
ez`

Questions:  Why is it important to acknowledge human equality first? Why do the Jewish
texts stress human dignity? Can there be human rights or obligations without this value?

Article 4 
No one shall be held in slavery or servitude; slavery and the slave trade shall be prohibited in all their
forms.

Rambam, Hilchot Avadim 9:8
It is appropriate for a person who is merciful and pursues justice, to not make their slaves carry a
heavy yoke, nor cause them distress. One should allow them to partake of all food and drink one
serves… Similarly it is forbidden to embarrass a slave with one’s deeds or with words, for the Torah
prescribed that they perform a service and not that they be humiliated. Nor should one shout or vent
anger upon them. Instead, one should speak to them gently and listen to their claims.

g:h wxt micar zekld m"anx
ongx mc` didiy dnkg ikxce zeciqg zcn jk oicdy t"r`e ,jxta iprpk cara cearl xzen

`l oke ...dzyn lkne lk`n lkn edwyie edlik`ie el xvi `le ecar lr eler ciaki `le wcv scexe
enr xaci `l` qrke dwrv eilr daxi `le ,dyeal `l aezkd oxqn zecarl mixaca `le cia edfai

.eizeprh rnyie zgpa
Questions: Does the Torah prohibit slavery? Would modern Jewish values prohibit slavery?
How do the values expressed by Rambam mesh with the modern prohibition against
slavery? Why is slavery such a horrific violation of human rights? 

Article 5 
No one shall be subjected to torture or to cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment.

Babylonian Talmud, Baba Metzia 58b 
One who embarrasses another in public, it is as if he shed his blood.

:gp `rivn `aa ,ilaa cenlz
.minc jtey eli`k miaxa exiag ipt oialnd lk

Questions: How does torture violate Jewish values, both those expressed by this text and by
texts we have already encountered?  What if torture saves a life, can this human right be
violated? 
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Article 7 
All are equal before the law and are entitled without any discrimination to equal protection of the
law. All are entitled to equal protection against any discrimination in violation of this Declaration and
against any incitement to such discrimination.

Exodus 12:49
There shall be law for the citizen and for the stranger who dwells among you.

hn :ai wxt zeny
:m ¤k §kŸez §A xB̈ ©d x¥B©l §e gẍ §f ¤̀ l̈ d¤i §d ¦i z ©g ©̀  dẍŸeY

Questions: Why is equality before the law a critical value? Whose rights are being
protected? How does the Jewish text illuminate the needs for this right?

Article 14 
Everyone has the right to seek and to enjoy in other countries asylum from persecution.
This right may not be invoked in the case of prosecutions genuinely arising from non-political
crimes or from acts contrary to the purposes and principles of the United Nations.

  
Deuteronomy 23: 16-17
You shall not return a slave to their master that has escaped to you from their master. They shall
dwell with you in your midst, in the place which they shall choose within one of your gates, where it is
good for them; you shall not wrong them.

bk wxt mixac
c ©g ©̀ §A x ©g §a ¦i x ¤W£̀  mŸewÖ ©A L §A §x ¦w §A a ¥W¥i L §O ¦r :eip̈Ÿc£̀  m ¦r ¥n Li¤l ¥̀  l ¥vP̈ ¦i x ¤W£̀  eip̈Ÿc£̀  l ¤̀  c ¤a¤r xi ¦B §q ©z Ÿ̀l

:EP¤pŸeY Ÿ̀l Ÿel aŸeH ©A Li ¤xr̈ §W

Questions: What values can we learn from the biblical text, given that Judaism does not
directly address the right to asylum? Why is asylum a human right? 

Article 21 
1. Everyone has the right to take part in the government of his country, directly or through freely

chosen representatives. 
Everyone has the right to equal access to public service in his country. 
The will of the people shall be the basis of the authority of government; this will shall be expressed
in periodic and genuine elections which shall be by universal and equal suffrage and shall be held
by secret vote or by equivalent free voting procedures.

Talmud, B’rachot 55a 
Rabbi Yitzhak taught, “A ruler is not to be appointed unless the community is first consulted.” 

1.
2.

2.
3.
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` cenr dp sc zekxa zkqn ilaa cenlz

xeava miklnp ok m` `l` xeavd lr qpxt oicinrn oi` :wgvi iax xn`

Questions: One Jewish value is that the law of the land is the law. How does Judaism feel
about secular government? What kinds of governments are valued in the UDHR? 

Article 22 
Everyone, as a member of society, has the right to social security and is entitled to
realization, through national effort and international co-operation and in accordance with
the organization and resources of each State, of the economic, social and cultural rights
indispensable for his dignity and the free development of his personality. 

Rambam, Mishneh Torah, Laws of Gifts to the Poor 7:3
You are commanded to provide the needy with whatever they lack. If they lack clothing, you
must clothe them. If they lack household goods, you must provide them...You are
commanded to fulfill all of their needs, though not required to make them wealthy.

b dkld f wxt miipr zepzn zekld m"anx
,el oipew zia ilk el oi` m` ,eze` miqkn zeqk el oi` m` ,el ozil deevn dz` iprd xqgy dn itl

iprd df ly ekxc did elit` ,yi`l dze` oi`iyn dy` dzid m`e ,eze` oi`iyn dy` el oi` m`
eiptl uexl care eilr aekxl qeq el oipew eiqkpn cxie iprde eiptl ux care qeqd lr aekxl

.exyrl deevn dz` oi`e epexqg milydl dz` deevne ,el xqgi xy` exeqgn ic xn`py

Questions: What are the limits of the social support network, both in Jewish law and according to
the UDHR? Whose responsibility is it to provide social security, governments or individual
tzedakah?

Article 23 
1. Everyone has the right to work, to free choice of employment, to just and favorable conditions of

work and to protection against unemployment. 
2. Everyone, without any discrimination, has the right to equal pay for equal work. 

Everyone who works has the right to just and favorable remuneration ensuring for himself and his
family an existence worthy of human dignity, and supplemented, if necessary, by other means of
social protection. 
Everyone has the right to form and to join trade unions for the protection of his interests. 

   
Deuteronomy 24:14–15
You shall not abuse a needy and destitute laborer, whether a fellow  Israelite or a stranger in one of
the communities of your land. You must pay out the wages due on the same day, before the sun
sets, for the worker is needy and urgently depends on it; else a cry to the Eternal will be issued
against you and you will incur guilt

3.

4.
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eh-ci : ck wxt mixac
eil̈r̈ Ÿ̀eaz̈ Ÿ̀l §e Ÿexk̈ §U o ¥Y ¦z ŸenŸei §A :Li ¤xr̈ §W ¦A L §v §x ©̀ §A x ¤W£̀  L §x¥B ¦n Ÿe` Li ¤g ©̀ ¥n oŸei §a ¤̀ §e i ¦pr̈ xi ¦kÜ wŸW£r ©z Ÿ̀l

 :` §h ¥g L §a dïd̈ §e wëŸw §i l ¤̀  Li¤lr̈ `ẍ §w ¦i Ÿ̀l §e ŸeW §t©p z ¤̀  ` ¥UŸp `Ed eil̈ ¥̀ §e `Ed i ¦pr̈ i ¦M W ¤n ¤X ©d

Questions: What rights does Judaism provide for a worker? What rights does the UDHR
provide? Whose responsibility is it to provide others with a job?

Article 28 
Everyone is entitled to a social and international order in which the rights and freedoms set
forth in this Declaration can be fully realized.

Psalms 85:11-14 
Loving-kindness and truth met; justice and peace kissed. Truth will spring up from the earth;
justice will look down from heaven. God will also bestows good and our land will yield its
produce. Justice will go before Him as He sets out on His way.

ci-`i:dt mildz
Ep ¥v §x ©̀ §e aŸeH ©d o ¥Y ¦i 'd m©B :sẅ §W ¦p m ¦i ©nẌ ¦n w ¤c ¤v §e gn̈ §v ¦Y u ¤x ¤̀ ¥n z ¤n¡̀  :EwẄp̈ mŸelẄ §e w ¤c ¤v EWB̈ §t ¦p z ¤n¡̀ ¤e c ¤q ¤g

ein̈r̈ §R K ¤x ¤c §l m ¥Uï §e K¥N ©d §i eip̈ẗ §l w ¤c ¤v :Dl̈Ea §i o ¥Y ¦Y

Questions:  How can we achieve a world where the rights of the UDHR are realized? 
Why include this article?  What is the hope put forward in the biblical verses?

Rachel Kahn Troster is Director of Advocacy and Education 
for Rabbis for Human Rights-North America
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