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Winning Hearts and Minds  

by Means of Chukim 
 

  Parashat Ki Tetze, 5763 
Rabbi Yaakov Bieler 

 
Thinking about the Chok of Sha’atnez. 

The most mysterious category of commandments is the group designated as "Chukim", 
i.e., Divine statutes that, at least at first glance, lack rationales for their significance and 
importance.1  An exemplary "Chok" is contained in Devarim 22:11, when the Tora instructs, "Do 
not clothe yourself in Sha'atnez, wool and linen together." One naturally wonders why the Tora 
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 Nevertheless, they should be approached respectfully:  

RaMBaM, Hilchot Me’ila Chapt 8 Halacha 8 
It is appropriate for a person to meditate on the judgments of the holy Torah and know their 
ultimate purpose according to his capacity. If he cannot find a reason or a motivating rationale 
for a practice, he should not regard it lightly. Nor should he break through to ascend to God, lest 
God Burst forth against him. One's thoughts concerning them should not be like his thoughts 
concerning other ordinary matters. 
See how severe the Torah rules concerning misappropriating sacred property. Now if wood, 
stones, earth, and ash become holy because the name of the Lord of the world was called upon 
them through speech alone and anyone who treats them as ordinary articles violates the 
prohibition against Me'ilah and even if he acted unknowingly, he is required to secure 
atonement, how much more so with regard to the mitzvot which God Ordained for us should a 
person not treat them derisively, because he does not understand their rationale. He should not 
conjure up matters that are not true concerning God, nor should he think about them with his 
mind as he would ordinary matters. For Leviticus 19:37 states: "And you shall guard all My 
Decrees (Chukim/Statutes) and all My Judgments and perform them." Our Sages commented: 
This adjures us to guard and perform both the decrees and the judgments. The meaning of 
"performing" is well known, i.e,. that one should observe the decrees. "Guarding" means to treat 
them with caution and not think that they are any less than the judgments. 
The judgments are those mitzvot whose motivating rationale is openly revealed and the benefit 
of their observance in this world is known, e.g., the prohibitions against robbery and bloodshed 
and honoring one's father and mother. The decrees are the Mitzvot whose motivating rationales 
are not known. Our Sages said: "I Ordained Decrees and you have no license to question them." 
A person's natural inclination confronts him concerning them and the nations of the world 
challenge them, e.g., the prohibition of the meat of a pig, milk and meat, the calf whose neck is 
broken, the red heifer, and the goat sent to Azazel. To what degree did King David suffer because 
of the heretics and the idolaters who would issue challenges concerning the decrees! As long as 
they would pursue him with false retorts that they would arrange according to man's limited 
knowledge, he would increase his clinging to the Torah, as Tehillim 119:69 states: "Willful 
transgressors have stacked falsehoods against me, but I guard Your Precepts with a full heart." 
And Ibid. 86 states concerning this matter: "All of Your Mitzvot are Faithful; they pursue me with 
falsehood; Help me." All of the sacrifices are in the category of decrees. Our Sages said: "The 
world exists for the sake of the service of the sacrifices." For through the performance of the 
decrees and the judgments the righteous merit the life of the world to come. And between the 
two of them, the Torah gave precedence to the command for the decrees, as VaYikra 18:5 states: 
"And you shall heed My Decrees and Judgments which a person will perform and live through 
them." Blessed be the Merciful One Who Provides assistance. 

 

http://www.chabad.org/9920#v37
http://www.chabad.org/16340#v69
http://www.chabad.org/9919#v5
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would be concerned about the specific fibers employed to create cloth, as long as they have not 
been stolen, dedicated to idolatry, etc.  

 
Devarim does not contain the first mention of Sha’atnez in the Tora. 

The prohibition against wearing garments that are Sha'atnez is viewed by RaMBaN as 
another of the Mitzvot Mevuarot2 (commandments that are being clarified and explicated) by 
Moshe in Mishneh Tora (a name for Devarim based upon its verse in 17:18)3 since the 
formulation in 22:11 is both a repetition, as well as an expansion, of VaYikra 19:19:  

 
"... And a garment of Sha'atnez mixtures should not go up upon you."  
 
Overt differences between the two verses in VaYikra and Devarim respectively are 1) 

the use of the term "garment" in VaYikra (to the exclusion of the fibers being placed together 
without being woven into a single piece of cloth) and 2) the specification in Devarim of wool and 
linen—the verse in VaYikra suggests that mixtures of any and all fibers would be prohibited.  Yet 
aside from the clarification of details, it must also be noted that when a Mitzva is discussed in 
more than one place in the Tora, greater importance will be attributed to such a 
commandment,4 begging the question further regarding what Sha'atnez is uniquely coming to 
teach us.  

 
Sha’atnez as a target for those wishing to challenge Mitzva observance in general. 

The prototypical nature of Sha'atnez as a practice that due to its rational opacity will be 
an object of curiosity and even derision, is suggested by RaShI on VaYikra 18:4 when he explains 
why the Tora has to specifically adjure the Jews to observe Chukim by invoking at the end of the 
verse the phrase "I am the Lord your God":5  

 
The Evil Inclination (within each Jew—an internal challenge)6 will present 
arguments challenging these commandments, "Why should we keep them?" as 
will the nations of the world (an external challenge), regarding  

a)  the prohibition against consuming pork,  
b)  the wearing of Sha'atnez, and  
c)  ritual purification by means of sprinkling the mixture of ashes from a 

red heifer and water.  
Therefore it is stated (at the end of the verse)"I am God" and I have Decreed 
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 RaMBaN, Introduction to Devarim  

…(The Mitzvot are directed at) the Yisraelites (as opposed to the Kohanim and Levi’im) with 
regard to the Commandments  that apply to them 1) sometimes to add explanations to them 
(after their being mentioned previously in other books of the Tora) and 2) sometimes only to give 
them additional numerous warnings as in the case of idolatry where one finds warning after 
warning and rebukes and language intended to cause fear that will make them fearful as a result 
of all sorts of threatened punishments… 

3
 And it shall be, when he (the king) sitteth upon the throne of his kingdom, that he shall write himself a 

Mishna Tora in a book, out of that which is before the priests the Levites.  
4
 See fn. 2 above re the second reason given by RaMBaN for the repetition of certain Mitzvot in Devarim. 

5
 Mine Ordinances shall ye do, and My Statutes shall ye keep, to walk therein: I am the LORD your God.  

6
 An interpretation of R. Elazar’s statement in Avot 2:14, “…And know what to respond to the Apikorus 

(heretic)…” is that the comment is directed at oneself, i.e., the potential arch-heretic is oneself if and 
when beset by doubts. 
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these commandments upon you. Consequently you are not permitted to be 
exempt from them."7   
 

Two different polar responses to others observing Jews carrying out Mitzvot. 
Whereas in my Dvar Tora for Parashat VaEtchanan 5773 "Seeing Judaism Through the 

Eyes of Others",8 R. Yaakov Zvi Mecklenberg's and Rabbeinu Bachaye's interpretations for 
Devarim 4:6 were cited, both explaining how the observance of Chukim, supposedly including 
the prohibition of Sha'atnez, by the Jews wins for them admiration in the eyes of members of 
other nations, a diametrically opposite position appears to be assumed by RaShI and RaMBaN in 
the commentaries cited above, i.e., that Jews have to be prepared to be disparaged for their 
strange lifestyle and practices.9 10 However, it is possible to reconcile these two apparently 
contradictory sources. When Satan/Yetzer HaRa and the nations of the world are described as 
challenging us regarding our Mitzva observance, is this due to hostility or mere curiosity and 

                                                 
7
 RaShI on Beraishit 26:5 “Because that Abraham hearkened to My Voice, and kept My Charge, My 

Commandments, My Statutes, and My Laws” makes a similar comment, but only mentions a) and b), 
omitting c), implying that Sha’atnez is a more basic example of Chok than is the ritual of Para Aduma. 
Perhaps the difference could be explained by pointing out that while there should be no difference in 
terms of the challenges of the Yetzer HaRa, a) and b) relate to a person’s everyday deportment, as 
opposed to c) which is practiced only when there is a Tabernacle/Temple.  It is already remarkable for 
RaShI in his commentary on this verse to attribute to Avraham such extensive Mitzva observance (e.g., 
Rabbinical legislation prohibiting certain marriages; Rabbinical decrees expanding that which is prohibited 
on Shabbat; the contents of the Oral Tradition, Halachot categorized as Halacha LeMoshe MiSinai) 
without the benefit of any Divine Revelation; to assume that he even carried out practices that in the 
future would require a special structure would beg credulity too much. 
8
 http://images.shulcloud.com/376/uploads/Pubs/RabbiSpeeches/5773/VaEtchanan-5773-Seeing-God-

and-Judaism-through-the-Eyes-of-Others.pdf  
9
The earlier sources that serve as the basis for RaShI's commentary are the Midrash Halacha Sifra on 

Achrei Mot 9:13 and Yoma 67b. With regard to the Talmudic source, some versions of the Gemora only 
refer to the Satan or Yetzer HaRa, omitting any mention of the nations of the world. While this is most 
likely due to censorship --- the censors perceiving that this was an attack upon non-Jews, implying their 
intolerance --- it would be interesting to speculate whether the original sources did not include a 
reference to the nations of the world, and it was something that was added at a later point. The syntax in 
RaShI's words lends itself to view the phrase "as will the nations of the world" as an afterthought or 
subsequent addition.  
10

 The beginning of the Orach Chayim section of the Tur speaks to having to be courageous in order to 
carry out the Commandments: 

(Avot 5:20) “Yehuda ben Teima says: Be as arrogant as a leopard…” because this is a great 
principle when it comes to serving HaShem, since sometimes a person wishes to do a Mitzva, but 
refrains from doing it because of “B’nai Adam” (lit. people; this is a term that applies to human 
beings in general as opposed to only Jews) who mock him. Therefore he warns, “Be arrogant” in 
the face of the mockers, and do not refrain from carrying out the Commandment. And so said R. 
Yochanan ben Zakai to his students, (Berachot 28b) “Let it be His Will that your fear of Heaven 
will be as strong as your fear of flesh and bone (i.e., people). And so he said regarding 
embarrassment, that at times a person is more embarrassed in front of other people more than 
he is embarrassed before the Creator, may He be Blessed. Therefore he adjures that you should 
be arrogant in the face of the mockers. And so said David, (Tehillim 119:46) “And I will speak 
regarding Your Testimonies in the face of kings and I will not be embarrassed”; even though he 
was pursued and fled from idolators, he held fast to his Tora and studied despite others mocking 
him for doing so… 
  

http://www.kmsynagogue.org/vaetchanan.htm
http://www.kmsynagogue.org/vaetchanan.htm
http://images.shulcloud.com/376/uploads/Pubs/RabbiSpeeches/5773/VaEtchanan-5773-Seeing-God-and-Judaism-through-the-Eyes-of-Others.pdf
http://images.shulcloud.com/376/uploads/Pubs/RabbiSpeeches/5773/VaEtchanan-5773-Seeing-God-and-Judaism-through-the-Eyes-of-Others.pdf
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intellectual investigation? While the purpose of the Evil Inclination is generally thought to be 
one of entrapping and misleading us,11 being forced to overcome personal skepticism can also 
lead to greater understanding and spiritual fulfillment.12 Perhaps this is the intent of RaShI's 
comment on Devarim 6:5, when he states that the meaning of the plural "hearts" in the phrase, 
"And you shall love the Lord, your God with all of your hearts" is "with both of your Yetzers," 
reflecting the paradoxical reality that even the Evil Inclination can be enlisted in the service of 
the Divine.  

 
Will the association between wisdom and our lifestyle simply happen, or must we do 
something to assure that such a conclusion will be drawn? 

                                                 
11

 Bava Batra 16a 
 A Tanna taught: [Satan] comes down to earth and seduces, then ascends to heaven and awakens 

wrath; permission is granted to him and he takes away the soul… 
Resh Lakish said: Satan, the evil prompter, and the Angel of Death are all one. He is called Satan, 
as it is written, (Iyov 2:7) “And Satan went forth from the presence of the Lord.”   He is called the 
evil prompter: [we know this because] it is written in another place, (Beraishit 6:5) “[Every 
imagination of the thoughts of his heart] was only evil continually,”  and it is written here [in 
connection with Satan] (Iyov 1;12) “Only upon himself put not forth thine hand.”   The same is 
also the Angel of Death, since it says, (Ibid. 2:6) “Only spare his life,”which shows that Iyov's life 
belonged to him (Satan, Yetzer HaRa, Malach HaMavet). 

12
 In a similar vein, consider how at least one Rabbi interpreted the teasing of Chana’s sister: 

Ibid. 
R. Levi said: Both Satan and Penina had a pious purpose [in acting as adversaries]. Satan, when he 
saw God inclined to favor Iyov said,  “Far be it that God should forget the love of Abraham.” (By 
criticizing Iyov, Satan really intended to assure that Avraham would not be surpassed in 
HaShem’s Esteem.)  Of Penina it is written, (I Shmuel 1:6) “And her rival provoked her sore for to 
make her fret.” (By causing her so much discomfort, Chana was brought to sincerely pray. 
[However to claim that this was what Penina all along intended is quite an act of giving the 
benefit of the doubt!]  When R. Acha b. Yaakov gave this exposition in Papunia, Satan came and 
kissed his feet.  

Norman Lamm suggests that such challenges, whether they are precipitated by attacks from within or 
without, could in fact lead to stronger faith: 

R. Norman Lamm, “Faith and Doubt” in Faith and Doubt: Studies in Traditional Jewish Thought, 
Ktav, NY, 1971, pp. 15-6. 
Thus what I propose is that in the cognitive areas of faith, the Emunah of Emet, doubt may play a 
positive role: not a frozen doubt, but a liquid doubt, one which melts in the encounter with 
Emunah and is absorbed by it, and strengthens it in return. Cognitive faith is not an abstract, 
static acknowledgement of truth; it is a violent struggle in the attainment of Emet. I begin by 
believing despite doubt; I end by believing all the more firmly because of doubt. Emunah is thus a 
dialectical process, not an established fact, an inner encounter between “yes” and”maybe”, 
between the exclamation point and the question mark. Emunah and Safek are not in essential 
contradiction to each other. “Faith”, as Tillich put it, “is the continuous tension between itself 
and the doubt within itself.” The Emet which cognitive Emunah affirms is not given to us for the 
price of mere assent; it is the prize for which we must engage in a fierce intellectual struggle. 
Doubt so conceived becomes not an impediment but a goad to reinvestigate and deepen 
cognitive faith assertions. Out of the agony of a faith which must constantly wrestle with doubt 
may emerge an Emunah of far greater vision, scope and attainment. The “bitter waters” of Tora 
turn sweet and full of the light of life, in the words of the Rebbe of Komarno. 
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As for Devarim 4:6, are we to assume that non-Jews, when simply seeing what they 
perceive to be strange behavior on the part of observant Jews, will automatically attribute to 
them deep wisdom and understanding, or must such a positive evaluation on their parts be 
earned by us, by means of open and honest discussion and explanation, dispelling an initial 
impression of oddness and irrationality? When an individual is questioned by a co-worker or 
fellow student as to his/her dietary habits or other aspects of his/her Jewish lifestyle, how 
important is it to be able to present explanations for what one is or is not doing? The debate 
regarding the existence and comprehensibility of reasons for all commandments, including 
Chukim, is summarized in this week's Parsha by RaMBaN in his commentary on Devarim 22:6. 
The view espoused by RaMBaM and RaMBaN, i.e., that it is altogether appropriate to seek out 
such rationales for all commandments, would in turn equip us to help effect a Kiddush HaShem 
in the eyes of others by demystifying our rituals and practices, and hopefully bringing them to 
the recognition that Deracheha Darchei Noam VeChol Netivoteha Shalom (its ways are ways of 
pleasantness, and all of its paths are peace.)13  

 
A possible reason for Sha’atnez. 

In conclusion, let us consider one rationale (there could be multiple reasons and 
explanations for any and all Mitzvot) for the prohibition of Sha'atnez, appearing in Midrash 
Tanchuma, Beraishit #9.  

 
"And Kayin brought from the fruits of the earth ..."  
The Rabbis interpreted that this was flax (from which linen is derived).  
"And Hevel also brought from the firstlings of his sheep and of the fattest of 
them." For this reason wool and linen were prohibited.  
 

Chizkuni (R. Chizkiya ben Manoach Chizkuni, Provence, ca. 1250) on Devarim 22:11 expands 
upon the Midrash's theme: "Since a tragedy resulted from these two substances, they were 
prohibited to be used simultaneously."  
 

Rather than contemplating the mystical properties of these two fibers and how they 
somehow upset the Divine Order of Creation, the Rabbis of the Midrash have attributed to the 
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 Perhaps a means of capturing the attention of others and arousing their curiosity regarding the virtues 
inherent in living a Tora lifestyle comes about through being observed as moral, ethical and righteous in 
all of our dealings: 

Yoma 86a 
Abaye explained: As it was taught: (Devarim 6:5) “And thou shalt love the Lord thy God”,  
i.e., that the Name of Heaven be beloved because of you. if someone studies Scripture and 
Mishnah, and attends on the disciples of the wise, is honest in business, and speaks pleasantly to 
persons, what do people then say concerning him? ‘Happy the father who taught him Torah, 
happy the teacher who taught him Torah; woe unto people who have not studied the Torah; for 
this man has studied the Torah look how fine his ways are, how righteous his deeds! . Of him 
does Scripture say: (Yeshayahu 49:3) “And He said unto me: Thou art My Servant, Israel, in, 
whom I will be Glorified.”  But if someone studies Scripture and Mishnah, attends on the disciples 
of the wise, but is dishonest in business, and discourteous in his relations with people, what do 
people say about him? ‘ Woe unto him who studied the Torah, woe unto his father who taught 
him Torah; woe unto his teacher who taught him Torah!’ This man studied the Torah: Look, how 
corrupt are his deeds, how ugly his ways; of him Scripture says: (Yechezkel 36:20) “In that men 
said of them,: These are the people of the Lord, and are gone forth out of His land.”  
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commandment an ethical teaching by asking us to associate with Sha'atnez the dangers that 
arise as a result of fierce competition and rivalry, even LeShem Shamayim (for the sake of 
Heaven), i.e., both brothers were striving to show their devotion to the Divine. The commitment 
to continually refine how we treat not only our siblings, but all fellow human beings, should 
certainly contribute to impressing others with the wisdom and understandings of our beliefs, 
even as it might mollify our severest critic, the Yetzer within each of us.  

 
Shabbat Shalom!  

 

 

 


