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This week’s sedra presents a series of laws of various types. These raise a number of questions, of which I’d like to highlight three. For 

lack of space, I’ll attempt an answer only for the third. 

Question 1: Most of the laws regulate social relationships and the protection of property—e.g., laws involving female captives, unloved 

wives, defiant sons, accusing husbands, hungry wayfarers. Which of these categories do the laws concerning wives and daughters 

belong to—social relationships or property? Or is it both? 

Question 2: A few laws seem to deal with animal welfare. For instance, one may not muzzle an ox while it is threshing. The sedra also 

includes the well-known law of the bird’s nest: “If you chance upon a...mother sitting over the fledglings or on the eggs, do not take the 

mother together with her young. Let the mother go, and take only the young” (Deut. 22: 6-7, trans. JPS). This is usually interpreted as 

intended to reduce the suffering of the mother bird, who would be distressed to see her eggs or fledglings taken. But we must be careful 

here. The Hebrew does not actually say the mother should be sent away—and how likely is it that a mother bird, disturbed in her nest, 

will fly far? Consider the similar commandment in Leviticus, “No animal...shall be slaughtered on the same day with its young” (Lev. 

22:28). Is there a straightforward ethical imperative here? Or do these laws, rather, address some psychological need—some deep-

rooted, primitive anxiety? 

Question 3: The sedra also includes a number of ritual laws, including the prohibition of kilayim (unnatural mixtures)—planting seeds of 

different types in a vineyard (22:9), yoking an ox and ass together (22:10), and wearing cloth of wool and linen (22:11). The rabbis drew 

an ethical lesson from the second of these, noting that the ass is weaker than the ox, and might be worked beyond its limit if the two 

were yoked together. But in the Torah the three rules clearly come as a package, making the animal welfare message nice as midrash 

but less useful as an underlying explanation.  

As scholars and commentators suggest, the laws of kilayim seem to reflect an intent to preserve the distinctions established in creation. 

This need for order, again, takes us back to an underlying anxiety—whether deep-rooted in the human species, or historically 

contingent. Susan Niditch puts it nicely in her book Ancient Israelite Religion (1997, Oxford): “The don’t-let-the-peas-touch-the-potatoes 

mentality...may reveal an Israelite community that is beset and oppressed, one that is less than assured about its own identity and 

security.... Chaos threatens and the immediate and controllable cosmos must be shored up” (pp. 85-86). 

I think there’s another facet to this as well. The mixtures forbidden involve entities that are qualitatively different but look alike: bovines 

and equines; fabrics from animal and plant sources; seeds that produce food and seeds that produce drink. Perhaps we are being told, 

don’t be confused by superficial resemblances. Look at a thing’s essence, not its appearance. In this, the laws of kilayim evoke the laws 

of ritual purity (some of which also appear in our sedra). A person who is ritually impure looks no different from one who is not. But they 

are different—and it matters. 
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