Ki Tetzei

This parshah contains over 70 mitzvoth.  In 22: 6, the Torah teaches us the mitzvah of shiluach ha-kan.  If someone comes upon a bird's nest and it contains baby birds or eggs, then the Torah commands us that before we are allowed to take the babies, first we must shoo away the mother bird. 

The Ramban offers one reason for this mitzvah, the obvious reason.  Namely, the Torah is trying to prevent us from becoming cruel people, and anyone who would behave in this manner would be acting cruelly.  Even though the Torah allows us to eat and slaughter animals, still we have to remember to act with mercy towards them.  Ramban points out that the feeling of love from a mother to a child does not depend upon intelligence, but rather upon instinct.  Thus it is every bit as great in animals as inhuman beings.  Therefore the Torah commands us to act mercifully towards the animal.

However, another approach to explaining this mitzvah does not focus on the mercy that we are obligated to show God's creatures, but on the effects of human beings who watch the bird's nest.  Shadal points out that if we went straight for the baby's eggs without shooing away the mother, then the mother bird, like any good mother, would not abandon her children.  Instead, she would try to defend her children.  Alas, she would probably fall before the power of the hunter.  So the world would see as an example that one who stays to defend as an act of kindness is punished and does not survive.  The Torah wanted to avoid having that lesson imprinted on humanity, so therefore we are commanded to avoid this situation entirely by first sending away the mother bird.  

We see two separate approaches to this mitzvah:  One sees the mitzvah as rooted in the desire to be merciful towards animals, and the other in the desire to teach humanity to defend the weak.

