
When you go forth to battle against your enemies and the Lord your God delivers them 
into your hands, and you carry them away captive. (Devarim 21:10) 

These are words that resonate with the great classic myths.  War, battle, and conquest are lauded, sung about, 
and praised.  Consider the opening words of the Aeneid, "Arma virumque cano,” of arms and strength do I 
sing. (Virgil, Aeneid, ca. 19 BCE)  Dryden translated the line thus, "Arms and the man I sing." 

Ki Teitzei represents an odd sequence in the Torah.  Its opening language reads like the bold introduction to 
the subject of warfare.  It is not.  It is the continuation of that discussion, initiated haec verba in the previous 
parasha.  Yet the progression is not continuous as the Torah takes a detour in Shoftim to the subject of the egla 
arufa.  The Torah resumes the subject of warfare with our Sedra and then spends most of its discussion 
elsewhere on myriad topics.  

No parasha in the Torah contains as many mitzvot as Ki Teitzei, comprising more than 10% of the TaRYaG 
(613) enumerated by the Rambam.  Topic sentence notwithstanding, the subject matter of these mitzvot is 
diverse, and there is no differentiation between those about the man-God relationship and those about 
interpersonal relationships.  More interestingly, neither is there differentiation between major and minor 
matters—between major principles and mitzvot that seem supplementary or marginal.  There are matters we 
would categorize as basic principles on which the world stands, and, by contrast, there are matters that we 
would classify as mere details.  This type of distinction seems to have no place in the sedra and the Torah.  
Why are there no differentiations? 

There are few other places where there is a mixture of major and minor precepts, more important and less 
important, daily matters and matters that arise once in a lifetime, as in this parasha.  Rabbi Adin Even-Israel 
(Steinsaltz) observes that this diversity teaches us that there is no such thing as more important and less 
important mitzvot in the Torah.  The totality of all the mitzvot, in all the different areas, forms a kind of 
definition of the Torah's essence. 

But ostensibly, we start in a different place—in the spoils of battle.  The opening three words of our sedra are 
a reprise of the opening words of chapter 20 of the previous parasha.  Shoftim deals with the laws of going to 
war—fear and panic, permitted exemptions, rules of engagement, how to lay siege, and how to take spoils.  It 
addresses, first, aspects of obligatory war waged in self-defense (milchemet mitzva) and progresses to aspects 
of voluntary war waged in offense/defense (milchemet reshut), emphasizing the need to offer peace in the 
latter before sending out troops.  It even deals with the minor issue of not cutting trees during a siege.  

The Torah, however, seemingly diverts from the essence of warfare and introduces the subject of the egla 
arufa: What happens when you find a corpse in a field between two cities and the murderer is unknown?  
There is a palpable taint on the city closest to the corpse, and the elders of that city must break the neck of a 
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heifer as a sacrifice.  In one of his most poignant explications, Rashi quoting the Talmud explains that the 
heifer which never had fruit is brought to a site that never produced fruit to atone for the person who did not 
live to benefit from his own fruits.  Thus concludes Shoftim and enters Ki Teitzei with a resumption of the 
subject of war with egla arufa sandwiched in between.  Why the detour? 

Rabbi Shlomo Riskin shared an insight into the egla arufa intrusion in the warfare narrative positing that the 
Torah wants to provide a perspective on the nature of human life.  In battle, the combatants transform 
themselves into warriors, indifferent to death.  If the warrior were to concentrate on the individual biographies 
of a hitherto faceless enemy, his job becomes undoable, accomplishing his task, insurmountable.  This is the 
universal danger of every soldier and the Torah wanted Israel to be sensitive to individual life even amidst a 
necessary war.  Every corpse on the battlefield has an address.  Therefore, between two discussions of battle, 
the Almighty turns to the loneliest figure of all, the corpse with no address, and not only demands that we pay 
attention to this body but requires the elders of the city to accept responsibility and atone for the loss of that 
individual life.  

Parashat Shoftim immerses in the establishment of a just society and its body politic.  It discusses the 
institutions of national leadership such as the judges, the supreme court, the king, the navi, and cities of refuge 
and the rules of warfare.  Shoftim dealt chiefly with regulating general affairs of the nation, the constitution of 
which was primarily demanded by the imminent civil settlement in the land of Israel.  

In contrast, Parashat Ki Teitzei seems to shift from mitzvot related to the nation as a whole to mitzvot directed 
towards the individual, laws which primarily have the circumstances of family life and social intercourse in 
view.  It commences with the subject of warfare but does not meander there.  The combination of subjects is so 
puzzling that, according to Ibn Ezra, no one has been able to show how they all fit together other than 
homiletically.  We do not take the mother along with her young, do not muzzle an ox when it is treading grain, 
donkeys should not be overworked, birds should not see their young taken from them, do not go to sleep 
holding  a poor person's pledge, the behavior of the sexes to each other, marriage-life, relations of parents to 
children and vice versa, not taking interest, providing for wife and children.  Ki Teitzei, in short, addresses the 
sanctity of morals in all undertakings.  Why does the Torah present this compilation, and why introduce it 
in the context of the discussion of war?  

If Shoftim establishes the structure of our just society, Ki Teitzei establishes our Jewish soul.  Rabbi Samson 
Raphael Hirsch explains: We learn the laws of human rights and marriage rights from the treatment prescribed 
for criminals and the poorest of the poor—the treatment prescribed for a captive woman.  The war context 
proclaims the sexual sanctity of every woman against the passion of men and secures her from careless 
misuse.  The general command of exercising modesty and decency in words and deeds is taught in the extreme 
case of the conditions of war.  In war, the lust for destroying and sexual license tend to be given a free hand.  
That which even in all these extreme cases is made a matter of duty for Jewish conscience applies, of course, 
in a still higher degree to the conditions of human life.  

In antiquity, peoples fought wars of survival, wars warding off murderous hordes, wars swooping through 
defenseless towns and villages, wars of expansion, and wars to prove their gods' superior might and greatness.  
They and their epic poetry often defined themselves and their nations by their might.  Not our Torah and not 
we Jews.  The conduct and conquests of war without the moral underpinning of the Jewish soul cannot 
define our peoplehood. 
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