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Good morning everyone.  This D’var Torah is dedicated to the 
memories of: David Berger, Anton Fliegerbauer, Ze’ev 
Friedman, Yosef Gutfreund, Eliezer Halfin, Yosef Romano 
Amitzur Shapira, Kehat Shorr, Mark Slavin, Andre Spitzer 
Yakov Springer and Moshe Weinberg.   

Our Torah portion this week is Ki Teitzei.  The Parsha includes 74 
of our 613 Mitzvoth—more than any other portion.  These include 
laws concerning the obligation to promptly bury the dead, 
returning lost or found objects, the prohibition against causing 
pain to others, the laws of marriage, divorce and remarriage, the 
use of guard-rails, the defamed wife, prostitution, keeping vows, 
kidnapping, security for loans, paying wages, leftover fruit, 
weights and measures. And we are commanded to remember 
what Amalek did to us.  

These laws are about relationships between men and women, 
husband and wife, parents and children, employers and 
employees and lenders and borrowers. 

But Ki Teitzei also has commandments concerning how we should 
treat animals.  There is a prohibition against muzzling an ox while 
it is threshing grain (Deut. 25:4).  It would be cruel to prevent 
the ox from eating while it is working surrounded by food. 

It is prohibited to plough with an ox and a donkey together.  
(Deut. 22:10).  Because the ox is much stronger, the donkey 
would struggle to keep up.   

And we also are instructed, “If you come across a bird’s nest 
beside the road, either in a tree or on the ground, and the mother 
is sitting on the young or on the eggs, do not take the mother 
with the young. You may take the young, but be sure to let the 
mother go, so that it may go well with you and you may have a 
long life.” (Deut. 22:6–7). 

Why are these rules for the treatment of animals included in our 
Parsha or even Torah at all.  Does this imply that animals have 
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feelings and emotions like humans and they therefore deserve 
compassion?   

It would seem that the law related to the bird’s nest and eggs is 
intended to show compassion for the mother bird, so it would not 
see what happens to its young.  The same would be true for the 
prohibition of cooking a kid in its mother’s milk, the source for not 
mixing milk and meat.  (See: Ex 23:19; Deut 14:21). 

But if G-d’s commandments concerning the treatment of animals 
were based on compassion for animals, shouldn’t we be 
prohibited from eating any animals at all?   

While it may be that animals have emotions, it is clear they also 
have strong reproductive and survival instincts.  Anyone who has 
been around a mother bear and cubs either knows this or learns 
very quickly—hopefully not the hard way.   

So if G-d’s teachings about treatment of animals are not about 
compassion, what is the purpose?  Our sages teach that Torah 
specifically prohibits being cruel to an animal.  This comes from 
the words the angel speaks to Balaam, “Why have you beaten 
your donkey three times?” Num 22:32.  (See: Sacks, Jonathan. 
Deuteronomy: Renewal of the Sinai Covenant (Covenant & 
Conversation Book 5) (p. 165). The Toby Press. Kindle Edition.)   

But if avoiding cruelty to animals is required, but it is not based 
on compassion, there must be an overriding reason?  Simply put, 
we should avoid being cruel to animals, so we do not become 
desensitized to cruelty.  If we demonstrate cruelty to any of G-d’s 
creations, it is an easy step to be cruel to each other.   

This is not merely a biblical or talmudic theory.  As Time Magazine 
reported,“One trait the alleged perpetrators in both the [Uvalde 
and Buffalo mass shooting] cases share in common is a 
propensity for animal cruelty. Both disturbed 18-year-olds 
bragged about and posted online content describing or depicting 
their abuse of cats and other animals.”(1) 
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It doesn’t really matter if animals have feelings and emotions like 
humans, or if they merely act on instinct. As someone once said, 
we may not be smart enough to know how smart animals are.   
But as we approach the high holidays, the laws set forth in Ki 
Titzei concerning the treatment of animals teach us an important 
lesson.  According to Maimonides, the reason to avoid cruelty to 
animals, is  “to make us perfect, that we should not assume cruel 
habits, and that we should not uselessly cause pain to others – 
that on the contrary, we should be prepared to show pity and 
mercy to all living creatures except when necessity demands the 
contrary.” (2) 

QUOTE OF THE WEEK 

"The greatness of a nation and its moral progress can be judged 
by the way its animals are treated." Mahatma Gandhi 

One additional thought in observance of G-d’s commandment in 
Ki Titzei that we remember what Amalek did to us.  Today is 
September 5.  Fifty years ago, on September 5 and 6, 1972, 
Palestinian terrorists tortured and murdered 11 Israeli athletes at 
the summer olympics in Munich, Germany. (3)  Their names are 
listed in the dedication.   
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