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“And Eisav became a skilled hunter, a man of the field …” 
 
One of the recurring themes of Sefer Breishis is the two occupations of shepherding and hunting. All of our forefathers 
earned their livelihood by raising and shepherding sheep, whereas many of the wicked characters of Sefer Breishis (Kayin, 
Tuval Kayin1, Nimrod, Eisav) were master hunters. This distinction is more than mere happenstance. Being a shepherd 
requires much caring, mercy and devotion, while hunting demands much of the contrary – a bloodthirsty desire to kill living 
beings, the antithesis of the compassionate traits of the Avos. Eisav’s pursuit of a career in hunting led to much of his 
downfall, beginning with his murder of Nimrod, the ceding of his firstborn rights, and eventually to the designation of eternal 
warfare as his fate.  
 

The prohibition against causing unnecessary pain to animals in general, as well as the specific permissibility of 
hunting for sport is subject to much discussion in the Poskim. The Torah commands us to assist an animal that 
is straining under an arduous load2. The Tannaim in Bava Metziah dispute if this commandment is intended for 

the benefit of the animal or the benefit of its owner3. According to the majority opinion, this Mitzvah of Perikah is for the 
benefit of the animal, and is the source for the biblical obligation to allay the pain of animals, known as צער בעלי חיים. Nearly 
all Rishonim rule, that the prohibition to cause pain as well as the obligation to prevent and alleviate an animal’s pain is 
D’oraysah – of biblical origin4. Some cite additional or alternate sources for this, such as the Torah’s prohibition against 
muzzling an animal while it is plowing, which in essence starves the animal while it works5. Some Acharonim point out that 
from the fact that a miracle occurred in the desert to provide water for Klal Yisrael’s animals, we see the Torah’s concern for 
animal well-being and can apply the lesson to ourselves6. The Chassam Sofer writes that we are obligated to emulate 
Hashem whose compassion is for all of his creations – 7.ורחמיו על כל מעשיו Others state that the prohibition of צער בעלי חיים is 
simply a הלכה למשה מסיני – an oral tradition given to Moshe at Sinai8.  
 
The Rambam explains the Mitzvah of Perikah – helping to unload a distressed animal as an obligation to help another Jew. 
The obligation is not based on alleviating the pain of the animal, rather it is included under the category of Mitzvos that are 
intended to help one’s fellow in distress9. Although this Mitzvah is not based on צער בעלי חיים, there is a independent biblical 
prohibition of paining animals. The Rambam in Moreh Nevuchim cites the Malach’s reproach to Bilaam for smiting his donkey 
as the source for the prohibition of 10.צער בעלי חיים  
 
The Pri Megadim states that even according to the minority opinion that צער בעלי חיים is only of Rabbinic origin, all would 
agree that on Shabbos there is a prohibition of צער בעלי חיים Mid’oraysah. Since the Torah commands us to allow our 
animal’s to rest on Shabbos, we are obligated to prevent them from experiencing pain or discomfort as well11. For this reason, 
since cows need to be milked every day, one may instruct a non-Jew to milk them on Shabbos (a forbidden type of work) to 
prevent the cows the pain of not being milked12.  

 
Until this point we have only discussed causing pain to animals. The Acharonim discuss if killing an animal is 
included in this prohibition. Some Acharonim state that killing an animal is not included in the prohibition of  צער
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 However, from many Rishonim it would seem that this prohibition includes killing animals as well14. One practical 13.בעלי חיים
application of this dispute is in regard to hunting for sport. The Nodeh Biyehudah writes that although halachically it is 
permitted to kill an animal for any purpose that serves people, we only find this kind of activity associated with such nefarious 
characters such as Eisav and Nimrod. Hunting is not an activity practiced by our compassionate forefathers, and is not a 
suitable practice for their descendants15. Furthermore, hunting is often a dangerous activity for which one would not be 
permitted to endanger himself, since it is not for any justifying purpose. Hunting is permitted for livelihood16. The Rama rules 
that hunting is forbidden as it is associated with the activities of מושב לצים – frivolous gatherings17. 
 
The Torah commands us that whenever we wish to consume meat we must first slaughter the animal in accordance with the 
laws of Shechita. The reason for the Mitzva of Shechita is certainly much deeper than simply the most painless way of 
terminating an animal’s life18. There are many deep reasons and spiritual remedies accomplished by the Mitzva of Shechita, 
but it also happens to be an extremely painless and humane way of slaughtering the animal. The Rambam, Ramban and the 
Chinuch all point out that the pain-free manner of slaughter is indeed one of the reasons for Mitzvas Shechita19. Some 
Acharonim compare this to the concept of "ברור לו מיתה יפה"  – “choose for him a benignant death” that is said in regard to 
people who are subject to execution by Beis Din20.  
 
Not only is Shechita the most pleasant form of death for the animal, it is actually coveted by the animal’s inner spiritual 
yearning. An animal that merits Shechitah and to be consumed by Yidden has attained its heavenly purpose in this world21. 
The Gemara in Bava Metzia tells us that in the times of Rebbi an animal that was being brought to the slaughterhouse 
escaped and ran towards Rebbi. The animal buried its head in Rebbi’s hem and was wailing. Rebbi addressed the animal 
and said “Go, for this you were created”. Because of Rebbi’s lack of compassion towards the animal he suffered many years 
of painful illnesses22. The Acharonim explain that although Rebbi was correct that an animal is created for the purpose of 
slaughter for humans, this particular animal was being led to a non-Jewish slaughterhouse. Since the ultimate attainment of 
an animal is to be slaughtered with Shechita and be consumed by Yidden, the animal was justified in its resistance23. 
Interestingly, the Gemara in Pesachim states that an ignoramus should not consume meat24. Some explain that the reason 
for this is since the higher purpose of the animal is only attained when it is consumed by those who serve Hashem properly25. 
 
Although Shechitah is relatively painless, it is unavoidably the destruction of a living being. Hence, the Bracha of שהחיינו 
(which is recited at particularly joyful occasions) is not said on Shechita26. The Shach argues that this reason alone does not 
warrant the omission of שהחיינו, rather the Bracha is omitted since the Mitzva of Shechita is not an obligation. One is only 
required to do Shechitah if he desires to eat meat, hence, it does not require a 27.שהחיינו The Rama quoting the Mahari Veil 
adds that one should not wish the customary blessing of "תבלה ותתחדש"  to one who has purchased new leather shoes or 
clothing28. This blessing is wishing that the person be able to use the new garment until it has worn out and a new one needs 
to be purchased. Hence, we do not wish such a thing by leather clothes since the necessity of a new leather garment is a 
presage of some animal’s death. The Rama himself states that this reasoning is weak since it is not certain that a new animal 
will need to be killed to create a new pair of shoes. It is possible that there will be leather already available. However, he 
concludes that many are indeed careful not to wish this blessing on leather garments29. (It is possible that the same would 
apply to any new purchase made from leather, such as a couch or even a car with leather seats.)  
Some Acharonim extend the above Halacha that also the Bracha שהחיינו should not be said on a new garment that is made 
from leather30. The Pri Megadim rejects this opinion and rules that one should make a שהחיינו on new leather clothing even if 
he does not wish תבלה ותתחדש to others for such garments31. 
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The Mahari Assad writes that since every Shechita inevitably causes pain to the animal, it is preferable to avoid doing 
Shechita on Rosh Hashana when we are asking for mercy from Hashem whose compassion extends to all living beings32. 
One should also not slaughter an animal in the presence of other animals, since this causes them undue distress33. The 
Maharsham states that one who wishes to act piously should even slaughter non-kosher animals with Shechita since it is less 
painful34. This concept is not brought by the other Poskim. 

 
The Gemara in Avodah Zoro states: לטרטיאות ולקרקסיאות של עובדי -אשרי האיש אשר לא הלך : שמעון בן פזי' דרש ר 

 R’ Shimon Ben Pazi preached: “Praised is one who has not“ –  זה שלא עמד בקנגיון-ובדרך חטאים לא עמד , כוכבים
walked in the counsel of the wicked – [this refers to] the theatres and circuses of the non-Jews, “And has not 

stood in the path of sinners” – this refers to one who has not gone to the Kongyon”35. Rashi explains that a “Kongyon” is a 
hunting event using hunting dogs. The Or Zaruah warns that anyone that attends such an event will not witness the Kongyon 
- hunting of the Leviathan and the Wild Bull in the World To Come36. The Acharonim explain that this would include any event 
whose purpose is to hunt or otherwise promote animal torment. The special Bracha made when one sees an elephant or a 
monkey )משנה הבריות(  is only if one happens to see them. One should not go to a place where they are hunted to make the 
Bracha37. The prohibition against visiting Kongyonos does not apply to visiting a zoo where the animals are cared for and not 
tormented. In fact many Acharonim mention their visit to a zoo38. The Steipler Gaon reportedly took his children to the zoo in 
order to teach them the Bracha on the monkeys39. 
 
It is permitted to cause pain to animals for the purpose of medical experimentation, if it will lead to a discovery or 
advancement that is beneficial to humans40. One may not overload his animals or hit them excessively to make them run41. 
The Pri Megadim rules that it is forbidden because of צער בעלי חיים to clip a bird’s wings to prevent it from flying away. If one 
uses a non-Jewish veterinarian it is permitted42. Some Acharonim argue that it is permissible for a Jew to do as well43. 
Notably, there are many Halachic and Kabbalistic problems with raising birds in ones home, see notes44. 
 
One is permitted to kill insects that are disturbing to people, especially if they can harm people45. One should preferably not 
kill them with poison that will cause them extended pain before they die, rather he should kill them immediately46. R’ Elyashiv 
א"שליט  paskens that this preference of instant death over poison is only if it is just as convenient either way. If it is 

inconvenient to kill them in a less painful fashion one is not required to do so47. Some Acharonim say that צער בעלי חיים only 
applies to animals that serve some purpose to humans, insects and rodents that do not fall into this category are not included 
in the prohibition of צער בעלי חיים at all48. (Obviously, it is still a cruel trait to cause them pain unnecessarily.) R’ Moshe 
Feinstein ל"זצ  writes that one should preferably not kill insects with his hands when possible since this can breed a trait of 
cruelty within the person49. May we merit instilling in ourselves the compassionate trait of Hashem –  על כל מעשיוורחמיו . 
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