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Why Do We Do This?
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Some Mitzvot with Reasons

NPZYN N'YYI UTN N'a N)an
79! '3 AN'22 D'NT D'YUN N7] 7227
(N 2> 0MAT).42910 7910

A1) A1) DZ)'? '1"1' DDYJ mm:
DD“'\ 0Ma "D ']IYJZ) I'? DJ'\NI DDDN
(7% v XOP'1) .0M¥N YN

When you build a new house, you
shall make a parapet for your roof,
so that you do not bring
bloodguilt on your house if
anyone should fall from it.

The stranger who resides with you
shall be to you as one of your
citizens; you shall love him as
yourself, for you were strangers in
the land of Egypt:



More Mitzvot with Reasons
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Honour your father and your
mother, that you may long endure
on the land that the Lord your
God is assighing to you
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Rabbi Nissim of Marseilles (14"
century)

The text provides the reason “so that
your days will be long,” because the
measure that you extend to your
parents will be extended to you. Itis
possible that your children will
extend to you the kindness of
helping you at the end of your life,
giving you food and drink. In this
way, your days will be long. You will
not die at an early age because there
was no one to support you or take
care of you.



Rules of the King
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You shall be free (NJPS!) to set a
king over yourself, one chosen by
the Lord your God . . . However he
shall not keep many horses so that
he not send people back to Egypt
to add to his horses, since the
Lord has warned you, “You must
not go back that way again.” And
he shall not have many wives, lest
his heart go astray; nor shall he
amass silver and gold to excess.



The Talmud on the Rules of the King
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e Rabbi Yitzhak says: Why were the reasons

for Torah [commandments] not revealed?
Because the reasons for two were
revealed, and the greatest in the world
failed in those matters. It is written: “he
shall not have many wives, lest his heart
Eo astray.” Solomon said: | will have many,

ut my heart will not go astray. And later,
it is written: “It came to pass, when
Solomon was old, that his wives turned
awa?/ his heart.” It is also written: “he
shall not keep many horses.” Solomon
said: | will accumulate many, but | will not
send people back to Egypt. And it is
written: “And a chariot came up and went
out of Egypt ...



Rabbi Norman Lamm, A Hedge of Roses

We are attempting to fathom the purposes (as opposed to reasons)
inherent and implicit in the commandments and precepts. In other
words, we want to know not why God commanded them, but what he
wanted us to learn from them, i.e., the function of the commandments
in the larger horizons of our life. It is, of course, understood that taken
in this light the laws are independent of the purposes we find in them.
For a law to be a law, it must be autonomous, and not contingent on
our rationalizations.



Rabbi Norman Lamm, A Hedge of Roses (cont.)

“Taamei ha-mitzvot” means literally, “the tastes of the
commandments”; the translation “reasons” is derivative.

... By inquiring into our religious institutions for their relevant
purposes, we seek to add delightful and satisfying flavor to our spiritual
diet; but in no way may we substitute the “taste” for the substance of
our religious foods, namely, the actual precepts of Judaism carried out

In practice.
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Rashi:

ABRAHAM HEARKENED TO MY VOICE when | put him
to the test.

AND KEPT MY CHARGE — This refers to precautionary
measures which are intended to make us avoid the
infringement of Biblical prohibitions. ..

MY COMMANDMENTS — those matters which, had
they not been written in the Torah, we would
nevertheless hold that they are fitting matters to be
the %lubject of a commandment, such as robbery and
murder.

MY ORDINANCES — matters which our evil inclination
[and the other nations] argue against the necessity of
prohibiting, such as the eating of pork and the
wearing of shaatnez— things for which there are no
reasons but which are the King's decrees and
enactments imposed on His subjects.

AND MY LAWS — The plural serves to include with the
written Law also the Oral Law



Rashi’s source? Yoma 67b
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“You shall do My ordinances is a reference to
matters that, even had they not been written,
it would have been logical that they be
written. They are the prohibitions against idol
worshiﬁ, prohibited sexual relations,
bloodshed, theft, and cursing God.

“And you shall keep my statutes” is a
reference to matters that Satan challenges.
They are: the prohibitions against eating pork
or wearing shaatnez; performing the halitza
ceremony with a yevama; the purification
ceremony of the leper; and the scapegoat.
And lest you say these are meaningless acts,
therefore the verse states: “I am the Lord” to
indicate: | am the Lord, | decreed these
statutes and you have no right to doubt them.
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Rashi: These are D'pin—the
decrees of the King, things that
have no reason.

Ramban: [after quoting Rashi and
the gemara in Yoma] ... The
reason is not known ... The
rabbis never intended to say that
any decree of the King of kings
would be without a reason.
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Rashbam:

BECAUSE (‘egev) ABRAHAM OBEYED ME: at the
time of the binding of Isaac . ..

Vayyishmor FOLLOWED MY MANDATE: E.g.
circumcision . ..

MY COMMANDMENTS: E.g. the rule that
circumcision takes place on the eighth day of life

MY LAWS AND MY TEACHING: According the
true plain meaning of Scripture, this refers to all
the well-accepted laws, like theft, adultery,
covetousness, civil laws and hospitality for
guests, all of which were observed before the
giving of the Torah but were repeated and
elaborated to the Israelites [at Sinai where] they
entered a covenant to fulfil them.
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It is fitting for people to meditate on
the laws of the Holy Torah and to
comprehend their full meaning to
the extent of his ability.
Nevertheless, a law for which they
find no reason and understand no
cause should not be trivial in their
eyes. ... How much more should
people be on guard not to rebel
against a commandment decreed for
us by the Blessed Holy One only
because they do not understand its
reason.
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Mishpatim are laws whose reason is
obvious and whose benefit in this world
from doing them is well known; for
example prohibitions against robbery
and murder, or the law of honoring your
mother and father. Hukkim are laws
whose reason is not known. Our Sages
have said: “They are the decrees that |
decreed for you. You are not permitted
to question them.” People’s impulses
prick them about these laws, and the
gentiles reprove us about them, such as
the prohibition of eating pork or meat
and milk, or the laws of the heifer
whose neck is broken or the red heifer
or the scapegoat.



Maimonides, Guide 3:31

There are people who feel that it is a grievous matter to
provide reasons for any mitzvah. What they would prefer
would be that there would be no understandable aspect of
any mitzvah or prohibition. What brings them to this position
is a sickness that they have in their souls, one that they cannot
articulate and that they do not really understand. They think
that if these mitzvot actually accomplish something in this
world and that is why they were commanded to us, then it
would be as if these laws originated from some [human] mind.



Maimonides, Guide 3:31 (cont.)

But if a law has no rational basis for it and leads to no
particular goal, then it certainly originates from God, as no
human being would ever suggest something like that. For
these weak minded people it is as if humans were more
perfect than God, since humans say things that have some
useful end, while God does not do that. He commands us to
do things that have no useful end for us and he commands us
not to do various things that would not harm us in any way.
God forbid, God forbid! Actually, it is the other way around...
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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.

Let the mother go, and take only
the young, in order that you may
fare well and have a long life.
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Mishnah: He who says [in his prayers]:
“May your mercy extend to us the way
that it extended to a bird’s nest”...is
silenced.

Gmara: “May your mercy...” Why? Two
rabbis in the land of Israel disagreed
about the reason—Rabbi Yosi the son of
Abin and Rabbi Yosi the son of Zevida.
One said: Because it suggests that God
Eives preferential treatment to some

ut not all of His creatures. The other
said: Because it explains God’s laws [or
perhaps God'’s attributes] as examples
of mercy when they are really just
decrees.
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People who say in their petitionary
prayers “May he who had mercy on a
bird’s nest—that did not allow taking
the mother and her young and did
not allow the slaughter of a mother
and her young on the same day—
have mercy on us” are silenced. For
these laws are decrees; they are not
instances of mercy. If they were
instances of mercy God would not
have allowed us to slaughter at all.



