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Parsha Plug: Parshat Mishpatim

Shemot 22:15-19
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15 If a man seduces a virgin who is not betrothed and lies with
her, he shall provide her with a marriage contract as a wife. 16
If her father refuses to give her to him in marriage, he shall
weigh out money according to the dowry of the virgins. 17 You
shall not allow a sorceress to live. 18 Whoever lies with an
animal shall surely be put to death. 19 He who slaughters
sacrifices to the gods shall be destroyed, except to God alone.
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Chizkuni on Shemot 22:17
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“You shall not allow a sorceress to live” is juxtaposed with
“If a man seduces a virgin” because those who yearn after
evil thoughts seek the way of witchcraft to reach their desire.
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Masechet Sanhedrin 67a-68a
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Our Rabbis taught: “You shall not allow a sorceress to live” this
applies to both man and woman. If so, why is the feminine
stated? Because mostly women engage in witchcraft. How are
they executed?...Ben Azzai said: It is here written, “You shall
not allow a sorceress to live” and right after it is said, “Whoever
lies with an animal shall surely be put to death”. Now, this is
placed in proximity, teaching that just as the latter is stoned, so is
the former. Thereupon R. Judah said to him: Shall we, because
of this proximity, exclude the former [from the easier death
implied by an unspecified death sentence] changing it to stoning?
Rather, the ov and yidde'oni were included among other
sorcerers. Why were they singled out? That other sorcerers may
be assimilated to them, and to teach just as the ov and yidde'oni
are stoned, so are all other sorcerers stoned...R. Yohanan said:
Why are they called Keshafim? Because it is an acronym for:
“Contradicts the heavenly entourage” [shemakhhishin pamalia
shel mala]. Sorcery appears to contradict the laws of nature
established by God.....Abaye said: The laws of sorcerers are like
those of the Sabbath: certain actions are punished by stoning,
some are exempt from punishment, yet forbidden, while others
are entirely permitted. Thus: if one actually performs magic, he
is stoned; if he merely creates an illusion, he is exempt, yet it is
forbidden; what is entirely permitted? Such as was performed by
R. Hanina and R. Oshaya, who spent every Shabbat evening in
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learn to practice, but you may learn in order to understand.

studying the Laws of Creation, by means of which they created a
third-grown calf and ate it...But how might R. Eliezer do so
(cause cucumbers to grow by magic)? Did we not learn in the
Mishnah that “If he actually performs magic he is liable but not
if he merely creates illusions”? If it is only to teach, it is
different. For it has been said, ““You shall not learn to do after the
abominations of these nations” (Devarim 18:9). You may not
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Rambam Hilchot Avodah Zarah 11:16

TVIRY 7T 7TIAY NS arrann

And all of these things are matters of falsehood and lies,
and they are the very means through which the idol
worshipers fooled the nations of the world into following
them. And it is not proper for the Jewish people, who are
exceptionally wise, to follow after these vanities, nor to
entertain the possibility that they have any benefit. As the
Torah states, “there is no divination in Jacov, nor charming
in Israel.” And it is stated, “For these nations that you will
inherit listen to the omen-readers and charmers; but you,
not so has Hashem, your God, given you”. Anyone who
believes in these things and things like them, and thinks in
his heart that they are true and wise but that the Torah has
prohibited them; he is one of the fools and those lacking
knowledge, and is grouped among the women and children
whose minds are imperfect. But those who possess wisdom
and sound mind know clearly that all of these things that
the Torah prohibits are not things of wisdom; rather, they
are emptiness and vanity that fools stray after, and all of the
paths of truth have been corrupted because of them.
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Ramban on Deuteronomy 18:9
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“You shall not learn to do like the abominations of those
nations”...Know and understand concerning the subject of
sorcery, that when God created everything from nothing, He
made the higher powers guides for those below them. Thus He
placed the earth and all things that are thereon in the power of
the stars and constellations, depending on their rotation and
position as proven by the study of astrology. Over the stars
and constellations He further appointed guides, angels, and
lords which are the souls of the stars and constellations. Their
behavior from the time they come into existence for eternal
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duration, is according to the pattern the Most High decreed for
them. However, it was one of His mighty wonders that within
the power of these higher forces, he put configurations and
capacities to alter the behavior of those under them. Thus if
the direction of the stars towards the earth be good or bad to a
certain country, people, or individual, the higher dominions
can reverse it of their own volition...This then is the secret of
sorcery and their power concerning which the rabbis have said
that “they contradict the power of the Divine agency” meaning
that they are contrary to the simple powers [with which the
agencies have been endowed] and thus diminish a certain
aspect of them. Therefore, it is proper that the Torah prohibit
these activities in order to let the world rest in its customary
way, which is the desire of its Creator. This is also one of the
reasons for the prohibition of kilayim (mixing seeds), for the
plants resulting from such grafting are strange, giving rise to
changes in the ordered course of the world for bad or good,
aside from the fact that they themselves constitute a change in
Creation, as I have already explained. There are many who
belittle the reading of omens and say that they have no truth to
them at all for who tells the raven or the crane what will
happen? But we cannot deny matters publicly demonstrated
before the eyes of witnesses. Our Rabbis also, acknowledged
their existence...Now all this is not considered abominable for
the nations, instead it is considered wisdom for them. Thus the
Rabbis said: And Solomon's wisdom excelled the wisdom of
all the children of the east. What was the wisdom of the
children of the east? They were wise and astute in divination
of birds...for they had the wisdom to know the future. The
Torah is thus stating, God has prohibited you these specific
practices because they are abominations before Him and
because of them He drove the nations out from before
you...He further forbade the enchanters and diviners to you
lest you will say “They have a source from which to inquire,
and I have nothing from which to inquire”. This is why the
Torah states, “But as for you, the Lord your God has not let
you to do so” (Deuteronomy 18:14). This is proof to all that
we have explained that with respect to the diviners, ‘the root
of the matter is found in them’, and therefore Israel had a
complaint in being enjoined from making use of them.
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Ramban on Deuteronomy 18:13
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“You shall be wholehearted with God”: The meaning is that
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at His will.”

we are to direct our hearts to Him only, and believe that He
alone does everything. It is He Who knows the truth about
all future events, and from His prophets, or from His pious
ones, that is to say the Urim and Tummim, may we inquire
about future events. We are not to inquire of the astrologers
or from anyone else, or by any means trust that their words
will be fulfilled. But if we do listen to what they say, we
should say, “Everything is in the God’s hands-- He is the
God of gods, the Supreme and Omnipotent over everything,
Who changes the set order of the stars and the constellations
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Biur HaGra Yoreh Deah 179:13
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Rambam wrote on sorcery, but all those after him
disagreed with him, since many incantations are referred to
in the Gemara; and he followed philosophy, and therefore
wrote that magicians and the names of incantations and
demons and amulets are all false. But we already hit him
on top of his head, since we have found many instances in
the Gemara where names and magic are spoken of
(Shabbat 81b, Hullin 105b, and other examples)...and the
story of R. Hanina and R. Oshaya who created a third
grown calf...And philosophy has a strong tendency to
explain the Gemara in a facetious manner, and remove
those instances from their plain meaning. And Heaven
Forbid I do not believe in them or from them. Rather all of
these things are like their plain meaning, rather they have
depth, and not the depth of the philosophers, since it is
external, rather the depth of those with the truth.
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Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, The Prophetic Voice (Matot Masei 5777)

biblical prophetesses) does not predict; he or she warns.

The Torah bans one “who practices divination or sorcery, interprets omens, engages in
witchcraft, or casts spells, or who is a medium or spiritist or who consults the dead” (Deut.
18:10-11). It disbelieves such practices because it believes in human freedom. The future is not
pre-scripted. It depends on us and the choices we make. If a prediction comes true it has
succeeded; if a prophecy comes true it has failed. The prophet tells of the future that will
happen if we do not heed the danger and mend our ways. He (or she — there were seven
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