What is the Reason for Mitzvot? (Shechita as test case)
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“After these matters, the word of the Lord came to Abram in a vision, saying: Fear
not, Abram, | am a shield for you; your reward is very great” (Genesis 15:1).

“After these matters, the word of the Lord came to Abram in a vision, saying...” “The
Almighty’s way is faultless; the word of the Lord is refined [fzerufa]. God is a shield for
all who take refuge in the Divine” (Psalms 18:31) — if God’s ways are faultless, all the
more so that God is faultless. Rav said: The mitzvot were given only to refine [letzaref]
people through them. After all, why should the Holy blessed One blessed care whether
one slaughters an animal from the throat or he slaughters it from the nape? Thus we
learn that the mitzvot were given only to refine the creations with them...
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MISHNA: Concluding the laws of prayer in this tractate, the mishna raises several
prayer-related matters. This mishna speaks of certain innovations in the prayer formula
that warrant the silencing of a communal prayer leader who attempts to introduce them
in his prayers, as their content tends toward heresy. One who recites in his supplication:
Just as Your mercy is extended to a bird’s nest, as You have commanded us to send
away the mother before taking her chicks or eggs (Deuteronomy 22:6—7), so too extend
Your mercy to us; and one who recites: May Your name be mentioned with the good or
one who recites: We give thanks, we give thanks twice, they silence him.
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GEMARA: Our mishna cited three instances where the communal prayer leader is
silenced. The Gemara clarifies: Granted, they silence one who repeats: We give thanks,
we give thanks, as it appears like he is acknowledging and praying to two authorities.
And granted that they also silence one who says: May Your name be mentioned with
the good, as clearly he is thanking God only for the good and not for the bad, and we
learned in a mishna: One is required to bless God for the bad just as he blesses Him for



the good. However, in the case of one who recites: Just as Your mercy is extended to a
bird’s nest, why do they silence him?
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Two amora’im in Eretz Yisrael disputed this question; Rabbi Yosei bar Avin and Rabbi
Yosei bar Zevida; one said that this was because he engenders jealousy among God’s
creations, as it appears as though he is protesting the fact that the Lord favored one
creature over all others. And one said that this was because he transforms the attributes
of the Holy blessed One into expressions of mercy, when they are nothing but decrees
of the King that must be fulfilled without inquiring into the reasons behind them.
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1 And God spoke to Moses, saying: 2 Speak to the children of Israel, and say to them: |
am the Lord your God. 3 You shall not do according to the doings of the land of Egypt,
wherein you dwelled; and you shall not do according to the deeds of the land of
Canaan, to which | am bringing you; and you shall not follow their statutes. 4 You
shall do my ordinances, and keep my statutes, to walk therein: | am the Lord your God.
5 You shall therefore keep my statutes, and my ordinances, which if a man does, he
shall live by them: | am God . 6 No one shall come near anyone of his own flesh to
uncover nakedness: | am God, etc.
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22 You shall faithfully observe all My laws and all My regulations...

23 You shall not follow the practices of the nation that | am driving out before you, for
they did all these things and therefore | abhorred them.

24 But | have said unto you: 'Ye shall inherit their land, and | will give it unto you to
possess it, a land flowing with milk and honey.' | am the Lord your God, Who has set
you apart from the peoples....l, the Lord, am your God Who has set you apart from
other peoples.

25 So you shall set apart the pure beast from the impure, the impure bird from the pure.
You shall not draw abomination upon yourselves through beast or bird or anything with
which the ground is alive, which | have set apart for you to treat as impure.

26 You shall be holy to Me, for | the Lord am holy, and | have set you apart from other
peoples to be mine.
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5 See, | have imparted to you laws and rules, as the Lord my God has commanded me,
for you to abide by in the land that you are about to enter and occupy. 6 Observe them
faithfully, for that will be proof of your wisdom and discernment to other peoples, who on
hearing of all these laws will say, “Surely, that great nation is a wise and discerning
people.” 7 For what great nation is there that has a god so close at hand as is the Lord
our God whenever we call upon God? 8 Or what great nation has laws and rules as
perfect as all this Teaching that | set before you this day?

6. The Letter of Aristeas (2" c¢. BCE - a philosophical symposium)
...in as much as it [the Mosaic Torah] is of divine origin, it is full of wisdom and free from
all blemish (7)

[128] ...For | suppose that most people feel a curiosity with regard to some of the
enactments in the law, [129] especially those about meats and drinks and animals




recognized as unclean. When we [Greek philosophers] asked why, since there is but
one form of creation, some animals are regarded as unclean for eating, and others
unclean even to the touch (for though the law is scrupulous on most points, it is
specially scrupulous on such [130] matters as these), he [Eleazar, the Jewish priest]
began his reply as follows:

[143] ...although, speaking generally, all things are alike in their natural constitution,
since they are all governed by one and the same power, yet there is a deep reason in
each individual case why we abstain from the use of certain things and enjoy the
common use of others. For the sake of illustration | will run over one or two [144] points
and explain them to you. For you must not fall into the degrading idea that it was out of
regard to mice and weasels and other such things that Moses drew up his laws with
such exceeding care. All these ordinances were made for the sake of righteousness to
aid the quest for virtue and [145] the perfecting of character. For all the birds that we
use are tame and distinguished by their cleanliness, feeding on various kinds of grain
and pulse, such as for instance pigeons, turtle-doves, [146] locusts, partridges, geese
also, and all other birds of this class. But the birds which are forbidden you will find to be
wild and carnivorous, tyrannizing over the others by the strength which they possess,
and cruelly obtaining food by preying on the tame birds enumerated above and not only
so, but [147] they seize lambs and kids, and injure human beings too, whether dead or
alive, and so by naming them unclean, he gave a sign [symbol] by means of them that
th for whom the leqislation w rdained, must practice right n in their

hearts and not tyrannize over any one in reliance upon their own strength nor rob them

of anything, but steer their course of life in accordance with justice, just as the tame
birds, already mentioned... [150] ...Wherefore all the rules which he has laid down with

regard to what is permitted in the case of these birds and other animals, he has enacted
figuratively [or: by way of allegory.]

[161] ...For our laws have not been drawn up at random or in accordance with the first
casual thought that occurred to the mind, but with a view to truth and the [162] indication

of right reason.

[168]...My brief account of these matters ought to have convinced you, that all our
regulations have been drawn up with a view to righteousness, and that nothing has
been enacted in the Scripture thoughtlessly or without due reason, but its purpose is to
enable us throughout our whole life and in all our actions [169] to practice righteousness
before all men, being mindful of Almighty God. And so concerning meats and things
unclean, creeping things, and wild beasts, the whole system aims at righteousness and
right relationshi tween persons.'
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10. “you shall observe my judgments (mishpatim)” — these are matters written in the
Torah which — had they not been written — it would be logical to write, such as robbery,
sexual violations, idolatry, blasphemy and bloodshed. If they had not been written [in the
Torah] it would be logical to write them. And those [i.e., the hugqim] are the ones which
the evil impulse and the idolatrous nations of the world, object to, such as the probation
against eating pork and against wearing mixed seeds, and the sandal-removal ritual [to
annul a levirate bond], the purification rite for scale-disease, the scape-goat ritual. The
evil impulse and the idolatrous nations of the world object to them. Scripture says, “/ am
YHWH’ meaning, you are not permitted to object to my statutes (huqqotai).
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“You shall be holy to Me, for | the Lord am holy” (Lev 20:26) — just as | am holy, so you
be holy; just as | am separate, so you be separate.

“and | have separated you from the peoples that you should be mine” (Lev 20:26) — if
you are separated from the nations you are mine, and if not then you belong to
Nebuchadnezzar and his ilk.

R. Elazar b. Azariah says: How do we know that a person should not say, ‘| do not want
to wear mixed fibers, | do not want to eat pork, | do not want to commit an incestuous
sexual act’ but rather ‘I do want [these things] but what can | do? For my father in
heaven has imposed his decree on me.’

Thus, Scripture says, and | have separated you from the peoples that you should be
mine.” He will be separated from sin and will accept the kingdom of heaven upon
himself
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You shall observe My laws.
You shall not let your cattle mate with a different kind; you shall not sow your field with
two kinds of seed; you shall not put on cloth from a mixture of two kinds of material.
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Mmwn 'npn NX YE SHALL KEEP MY ORDINANCES — These are they: “Thou shalt not
cause two kinds of thy cattle to gender etc.”, (and the other ordinances laid down in this
verse), for by the term n'jzin are meant those enactments of the King for which no
reason is given and those that precede are not of this character.
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If, along the road, you chance upon a bird’s nest, in any tree or on the ground, with
fledglings or eggs and the mother sitting over the fledglings or on the eggs, do not take
the mother together with her young.
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One who says in his supplicatory prayers: "May He who showed mercy on a bird's nest
prohibiting the taking of the mother together with the chicks, or the slaughter of an
animal and its calf on the same day, also show mercy on us," or [makes other] similar
statements should be silenced, because these mitzvot are God's decrees and not
[expressions] of mercy. Were they [expressions] of mercy, He would not permit us to
slaughter at all.
Also, a person should not be profuse in his mention of adjectives describing God, and
say: "The great, mighty, awesome, powerful, courageous, and strong God," for it is
impossible for man to express the totality of His praises. Instead, one should mention
[only] the praises that were mentioned by Moses, of blessed memory.
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As theologians are divided on the question whether the actions of God are the result of
God’s wisdom, or only of God’s will without being intended for any purpose whatever, so
they are also divided as regards the object of the commandments which God gave us.
Some of them hold that the commandments have no object at all; and are only dictated
by the will of God. Others are of the opinion that all commandments and prohibitions are
dictated by His wisdom and serve a certain aim; consequently there is a reason for each
one of the precepts: they are enjoined because they are useful.
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All of us, the common people as well as the scholars, believe that there is a reason for
every precept, although there are commandments the reason of which is unknown to
us, and in which the ways of God’s wisdom are incomprehensible. This view is distinctly
expressed in Scripture; comp. “righteous statutes and judgments” (Deut. 4:8); “the
judgments of the Lord are true, and righteous altogether” (Ps. 19:10).
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There are commandments which are called hukkim, “ordinances,” like the prohibition of
wearing garments of wool and linen (sha‘atnez), boiling meat and milk together, and the
sending of the goat [into the wilderness on the Day of Atonement]. Our Sages use in
reference to them phrases like the following: “These are things which | have fully



”.

ordained for thee: and you dare not criticize them”; “Your evil inclination is turned
against them”; and “non-Jews find them strange.” But our Sages generally do not think
that such precepts have no cause whatever, and serve no purpose; for this would lead
us to assume that God’s actions are purposeless. On the contrary, they hold that even
these ordinances have a cause, and are certainly intended for some use, although it is
not known to us; owing either to the deficiency of our knowledge or the weakness of our
intellect. Consequently there is a cause for every commandment: every positive or
negative precept serves a useful object; in some cases the usefulness is evident, e.g.,
the prohibition of murder and theft; in others the usefulness is not so evident, e.g., the
prohibition of enjoying the fruit of a tree in the first three years (Lev. 19:73), or of a
vineyard in which other seeds have been growing (Deut. 22:9). Those commandments,
whose object is generally evident, are called “judgments” (mishpatim); those whose
object is not generally clear are called “ordinances” (hukkim).
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Thus they say [in reference to the words of Moses]: ” for it is not a vain thing for you,”
(Deut. 32:74); “It is not in vain, and if it is in vain, it is only so through you.” That is to
say, the giving of these commandments is not a vain thing and without any useful
object; and if it appears so to you in any commandment, it is owing to the deficiency in
your comprehension. You certainly know the famous saying that Solomon knew the
reason for all commandments except that of the “red heifer.” Our Sages also said that
God concealed the causes of commandments, lest people should despise them, as
Solomon did in respect to three commandments, the reason for which is clearly stated.
In this sense they always speak; and Scriptural texts support the idea.
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| have, however, found one utterance made by them in Bereshit-rabba (sect. xliv.),
which might at first sight appear to imply that some commandments have no other
reason but the fact that they are commanded, that no other object is intended by them,
and that they do not serve any useful object | mean the following passage: What
difference does it make to God whether a beast is killed by cutting the neck in front or in
the back? Surely the commandments are only intended as a means of trying man; in
accordance with the verse, “The word of God is a test” (lit. tried) (Ps. 18:31). Although
this passage is very strange, and has no parallel in the writings of our Sages, | explain
it, as you shall soon hear, in such a manner that | remain in accord with the meaning of
their words and do not depart from the principle which we agreed upon, that the
commandments serve a useful object; “for it is not a vain thing for you”; “| have not said
to the seed of Jacob, seek me in vain. | the Lord speak righteousness, declare that
which is right” (Isa. 45:19).
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| will now tell you what intelligent persons ought to believe in this respect; namely, that
each commandment has necessarily a cause, as far as its general character is
concerned, and serves a certain object; but as regards its details we hold that it has no
ulterior object. Thus killing animals for the purpose of obtaining good food is certainly
useful, as we intend to show (below, ch. xlviii.); that, however, the killing should not be
performed by nehirah (poleaxing the animal), but by shehitah (cutting the neck), and by
dividing the cesophagus and the windpipe in a certain place; these regulations and the
like are nothing but tests for man’s obedience. In this sense you will understand the
example quoted by our Sages [that there is no difference] between killing the animal by
cutting its neck in front and cutting it in the back. | give this instance only because it has
been mentioned by our Sages; but in reality [there is some reason for these
regulations]. For as it has become necessary to eat the flesh of animals, it was intended
by the above regulations to ensure an easy death and to effect it by suitable means;
whilst decapitation requires a sword or a similar instrument, the shehitah can be



performed with any instrument; and in order to ensure an easy death our Sages insisted
that the knife should be well sharpened.
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A more suitable instance can be cited from the detailed commandments concerning
sacrifices. The law that sacrifices should be brought is evidently of great use, as will be
shown by us (infra, chap. xlvi.); but we cannot say why one offering should be a lamb,
whilst another is a ram; and why a fixed number of them should be brought. Those who
trouble themselves to find a cause for any of these detailed rules, are in my eyes void of
sense: they do not remove any difficulties, but rather increase them. Those who believe
that these detailed rules originate in a certain cause, are as far from the truth as those
who assume that the whole law is useless.
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You must know that Divine Wisdom demanded it—or, if you prefer, say that
circumstances made it necessary—that there should be parts [of God’s work] which
have no certain object: and as regards the Law, it appears to be impossible that it
should not include some matter of this kind. That it cannot be avoided may be seen
from the following instance. You ask why must a lamb be sacrificed and not a ram? but
the same question would be asked, why a ram had been commanded instead of a lamb,
so long as one particular kind is required. The same is to be said as to the question why
were seven lambs sacrificed and not eight; the same question might have been asked if
there were eight, ten, or twenty lambs, so long as some definite number of lambs were
sacrificed. It is almost similar to the nature of a thing which can receive different forms,
but actually receives one of them.
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We must not ask why it has this form and not another which is likewise possible,
because we should have to ask the same question if instead of its actual form the thing
had any of the other possible forms. Note this, and understand it. The repeated
assertion of our Sages that there are reasons for all commandments, and the tradition
that Solomon knew them, refer to the general purpose of the commandments, and not
to the object of every detail.
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The commandment concerning the killing of animals is necessary, because the natural
food of man consists of vegetables and of the flesh of animals: the best meat is that of
animals permitted to be used as food. No doctor has any doubts about this. Since,
therefore, the desire of procuring good food necessitates the slaying of animals, the
Law enjoins that the death of the animal should be the easiest. It is not allowed to
torment the animal by cutting the throat in a clumsy manner, by poleaxing, or by cutting
off a limb whilst the animal is alive.
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It is also prohibited to kill an animal with its young on the same day (Lev. 22:28), in
order that people should be restrained and prevented from killing the two together in
such a manner that the young is slain in the sight of the mother; for the pain of the
animals under such circumstances is very great. There is no difference in this case
between the pain of man and the pain of other living beings, since the love and
tenderness of the mother for her young ones is not produced by reasoning, but by
imagination, and this faculty exists not only in man but in most living beings. This law
applies only to ox and lamb, because of the domestic animals used as food these alone
are permitted to us, and in these cases the mother recognises her young.
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The same reason applies to the law which enjoins that we should let the mother fly
away when we take the young. The eggs over which the bird sits, and the young that
are in need of their mother, are generally unfit for food, and when the mother is sent
away she does not see the taking of her young ones, and does not feel any pain. In
most cases, however, this commandment will cause man to leave the whole nest
untouched, because [the young or the eggs], which he is allowed to take, are, as a rule,
unfit for food.
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If the Law provides that such grief should not be caused to cattle or birds, how much
more careful must we be that we should not cause grief to our fellowmen. When in the
Talmud (Ber. p. 33b) those are blamed who use in their prayer the phrase, “Thy mercy
extendeth to young birds,” it is the expression of the one of the two opinions mentioned
by us, namely, that the precepts of the Law have no other reason but the Divine will. We
follow the other opinion.
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...But those Agadic [homiletic] statements, presenting difficulty to the Rabbi, are in my
opinion, intended to express another thought as follows:

The benefit from the commandments is not derived by the exalted Holy One Rather, the
advantage is to humanity, to withhold from people some physical harm or some evil
belief, or unseemly trait of character, or to recall the miracles and wonders of the
blessed Creator in order to know the Eternal. It is this [which the Rabbis intended in
saying] that the commandments were given “for the purpose of refining people,” that
they may become like “refined silver,” for one who refines silver does not act without
purpose, but to remove therefrom any impurity. So, also, the commandments eliminate



from our hearts all evil belief, and [are given] in order to inform us of the truth and to
recall it always.
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Now this very same Agadah [homily] is mentioned in the Yelamdeinu in the section of
These are the living things: "And what difference does it make to the Holy blessed,
whether one eats of an animal which is ritually slaughtered or if he just stabs it? Do you
benefit God or harm God at all? Or what does it matter to God if one eats clean animals
or unclean? If thou art wise, thou art wise for thyself. Surely the commandments have
been given only to refine people, as it is said, The words of the Eternal are pure words,
and it is further said, Every word of God is refined. Why? So that [the word of God]
should protect you.” Thus it is clearly stated here that the Rabbis [in this Midrash],
meant to say merely that the benefit [accruing from observance of the commandments]
is not for the exalted God, [nor] that God is in need of the light of the candelabrum as
one might think, or that God needs the food of the offerings and the odor of the incense
as might appear from their simple meanings. Even regarding the memorial God hath
made for God’s wonderful works, that God commanded us to perform in memory of the
Exodus and Creation, the benefit is not for God, but so, that we should know the truth
and be meritorious enough to be worthy that God protects us, for our utterances and
remembrances of God wonders are accounted by God as things of nought, and vanity.
And the Midrash brought proof from [the law specifying] slaughter by cutting the neck in
front or in the back, meaning to state that all the benefits are to us and not to the
blessed Holy One because it is impossible to say concerning slaughter that there is
more benefit and glory to the blessed Creator by cutting the neck in front than by cutting
it in the back or by stabbing the animal. Rather, all these advantages are to us — to
lead us in paths of compassion even during [the process of] slaughtering.
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And likewise what they said that the problem is turning the character of God into mercy,
while it is only decrees - meaning that God does not have mercy on the bird’s next, nor
does God’s mercies extend to an animal and its child, for God’s mercies do not extend
to animals to keep us from exacting our needs from them - for if that were the case, God
would prohibit slaughter. Rather, the reason for the prevention is to teach us the trait of
mercy and not to be cruel, for cruelty expands within a person’s soul...
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