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Chapter XLIX: Ki Teitzei (Deut. 21:10-25:19)

Essay 5. The two commandments that mention prolonging one’s days
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Chullin, chapter 12:

A person may not take the mother [bird] with the offspring even [if he
takes the mother bird for use as part of the ritual discussed in Lev. 14:1-9] to purify
the metzora.! And if for an easy commandment [such as sending away a mother
bird], [worth only] an issar,” the Torah says: “that you may prolong your days,
and that it may be well with you,”’ there is an a fortiori inference [that the
reward] for the stricter mitzvot in the Torah [would be at least as good].

- Mishnah Chullin 12:5; Chullin 142a
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One must examine what is stated in the Jerusalem Talmud of Peah (1:1): The
Scripture equated the lightest of the light commandments, namely the sending away of the
mother bird from the nest before taking the offspring, with the most severe of the severe
commandments, namely honoring father and mother. The Torah states that one who honors his
parents will also have his days prolonged.*

That is the meaning of what is written, “She does not smooth the way of life, her tracks
deviate and you will not notice it,”> as even though the reward for all the commandments is
length of days, this reward of length of days has been moved to the World-to-Come.

: English translation: Copyright © 2025 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are available at https://zstorah.com

! Tzara’at is a skin disease. Many English translations refer to it as leprosy and to the person afflicted as a leper.
However, this skin disease was not related to leprosy. Rather, it was considered a physical manifestation of a spiritual
ailment.

2 A coin of minor value, worth about one-tenth of a day’s wage of a laborer.

3 Deut. 5:16.

4 Ex. 20:12; Deut. 5:16.

5 Prov. 5:6.
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Why do I need two examples from the Torah cited as prolonging one’s days, both sending
away the mother bird and honoring one’s parents? For from the sending away of the mother bird
from the nest alone there is an a fortiori inference. To the contrary, since two verses were
written promising length of days, that is actually damaging to the a fortiori inference, for the
Sages hold that when two verses teach the same thing, one cannot derive for the other
commandments, for two verses that come as one do not teach their common element to other
cases.’ Thus, one could say: In truth, [the Torah] should not have written the reward except
with regard to the sending away of mother bird from the nest, which is a light commandment,
and from there an a fortiori inference to the other commandments.

But if it had written only regarding the sending away of the mother bird from the nest,
I might have said an a fortiori inference only to honoring father and mother, which involves
a greater financial loss than sending away the nest. For the commandment of honoring one’s
parent is until the point that he takes a purse and throws it into the sea, as it says in Kiddushin
(32a). So too all other commandments that involve financial loss. But for commandments
that do not involve financial loss, it is not so. For one could refute: what about sending away
the mother bird from the nest, which still has within it some financial loss?

If [the Torah] had written only honoring father and mother, I would say, following
the principle of “If you grasp a little, you have grasped [something],”’ that this great reward
is only when there is a potential for a large financial loss, and it would not extend to a
commandment for which there is not such a large financial loss, such as sending away the mother
bird from the nest and the like.

Therefore, both were necessary. For with honoring parents, where there is financial
loss, we learn it by an a fortiori inference from the sending away of the mother bird from the
nest. Since it was written regarding honoring parents, we learn from this that it comes to
teach that even in a case where there is no financial loss, its reward is length of days. From
this, we also learn for the other commandments; thus, all the commandments are equal.

¢ Kiddushin 24a, 35a, 37b, 42b, 43a, 58a; Bechorot 49a; Chullin 113b.
7 Sukkah 5a.
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Yet it still requires investigation: why did the Tanna connect this a fortiori inference
to the law that one may not take a mother bird with its young, even to purify the metzora?
For what connection is there between this and that?

One may say that the intention of the Tanna is to make known to us that we do not
know the nature and value of the commandments. For sometimes they appear light in one
respect, but are severe in another. For behold, the sending away of the mother bird from the
nest, which is worth only an issar, appears light, and nevertheless one may not take it even
to purify the metzora, which is a commandment of great weight, for it makes peace between
a man and his wife and corrects the suspension of being fruitful and multiplying. See Tosafot
Yom Tov, end of Chullin (Chapter 12, Mishnah 5): a fortiori for commandments that appear
severe by themselves.
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Likewise, that which is stated, that Scripture equated the lightest of the light
commandments, namely the sending away of the [mother bird from the] nest, with the most severe
of the severe commandments, namely, honoring father and mother.

This is its meaning: first, that the sending away of the mother bird from the nest,
considering that the mother bird is worth only an issar, is a light commandment, and moreover,
its prohibition is remedied by a positive commandment, and therefore there is no flogging for
it.3 This is the reason that it is referred to as the lightest of the light.

The most severe of the severe is the commandment of honoring parents, for their honor
was compared to the honor of the Omnipresent, and is even greater, as Tosafot wrote in the
first chapter of Kiddushin (page 31a, text beginning “Honor the L-rd with your wealth”’):
that if one has money, one is obligated in the honor of the Omnipresent, and if not, he is exempt.
But with honoring father and mother it is written, “Honor your father,” which implies
whether he has money or not, and where he does not have, he is obligated to go begging at
the doors to provide for his father and mother.

8 Makkot 16a.
° Prov. 3:9.
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Now that we have arrived at this point, they are no longer considered two verses that
come as one, for a different reason. For if it had written “length of days” only regarding the
sending away of the mother bird from the nest, honoring father and mother would not have
been derived from it. For I would have said, it is different there, since even to purify the
metzora, which is a great commandment, one may not take [the mother bird]|, whereas with
regard to honoring father and mother, it does not override any commandment in the Torah.
On the contrary, as we say in Yevamot (6a): “ ‘I am the L-rd’ teaches that you are all
obligated in My honor.” For example, if his father tells him to become impure, or tells him
not to return a lost object, he must not listen to him; he must obey these commandments and not
violate them, even when instructed to do so by his father.

If [the Torah] had written “length of days” only with regard to the commandment of
honoring parents, sending away the nest would not have been derived from it, for I would
have said, it is different there, for their honor was compared to the honor of the Omnipresent
and is greater, as mentioned above. Therefore, both the commandment to send away the mother
bird from her nest and the commandment to honor one’s parents were necessary.



