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A MIDRASHIC GUIDE TO BLOOD AVENGING 

This thesis is a close analysis of the oiblical and rabbinic 

materia l dealing with the concept of the blood avenger. The 

author 's intent is to focus on the biblical passages dealing with 
. 

this concept, ~o understdnd a l l the key terms associated wi~h it so 

as to provide the widest fabric of discussion and then to add the 

most important midrashim and commentary traditions which deal wi th 

them. In this manner, he hopes to trace the development of the 

concept of (J"1:, Jk J ~ through the layers of biblical h i story and 

rabbinic tradition. 

Though the thesis l acks an Introduction which would assist the 

reader in understanding the author's methodology and purpose prior 

to the onset of the textural anarysis, the thesis is logically 

divided into three chapters. Jn Chapte r One, the concept o f 

the J\c. I~, the redeemer, is ' closely traced through its key 

biblical loci and the attendant rabbinic interpretation. Focussing 

on Leviticus 25 in particular, with secondary associated terms such 

as ...J\-.j\ N3dand -....1/(, Mr. Levin begins to understand that 

r" . I · · a · t· h . h V<,J~ has somethi~g to do with preventing or reme ying ac ion w ic 



' 
c auses t.he the boundaries of the irretrievable, e.g. , 

not allo~ing a kinsman to be sold in perpetuity into slavery. The 

concept of is found outside the Pentateuch too and the 
I I 

author deals with key passages in Jeremiah and the Book of Ruth. 

In the latter, he forcefully argues that the Book of Ruth focusses 

on i'Ji tc..l. , as Boaz serves as cJiZ l<i for Ruth and for the 

land of Elirnelech. In his view , it has little to do with the idea 

of conversion, which is the main concern of most Jewish outreach 

programs. God, too, is pictured as a 

dealing with this notion, verbs such as 

cflC J(j. and in passages 

:")?:, ~ and <s QI bear a 

crucial valance. The author notes, too, another usage for the 

root c/t:C,, which is diametrically opposed to the first - defiling . 

The two usages, of course, have everything t o do with each other, 

i.e., the need for ~;6_,when in fac t something is defi l ed. 

In Chapter Two ; the author turns t~ the symbol ic power of blood, 

,t<J], starting with the notion of the blood avenger having to put a 

murderer to death (Numbers 35) since spilt blood pollutes the land 

and only the death of the murderer will expiate it. Key passages 

in the Book of II Kings (famine due to the shedding of Saul 1 s and 

Jona than's blood in battle and the need to remedy their status) and 

Deut . 21 ( a corpse is found in an open field and therefore the 

inhabitants of the closest town must go through a ritual of 

absolution.) are studied alongside of Numb. 35, together with 

interpretations of these passages in rnidrashic tradition . Several 

comments broaden the discussion to include both idolatry and sexual 

immorality in addition to murder which destroy the parameters of 



family and comJnunity, and therefore also need remeditation. This 

is also the case in Cain and Abel, and the 

midrashic discussion of in's act. Though the rabbinic treatment 

of the classic text in Genesis 9;6 ( "Whoever sheds the b1ood of a 

human being, by a human being should his blood be shed") rarely 

deals with the taking of the life of a murderer, some comments on 

the ensuing phrase ( " In the image of God, [God) made the human 

being") focus on the demand of blood for blood. The possible play 

is on /0 3 -= _/\ V'I 3 , indicating that the spilling of blood reduces 

the divine image. This fits the concept of God 's presence being 

removed from the place in which blood is spilled. Blood in fact is 

seen in the later commentaries to symbolize the very creative power 

of life, the soul itself. 

The third and final c hapter then integrates the two previous 

treatments of ~Jci and ~ 3 , and deals directly with the concept 

of the blood avenger. Focussing at first on the interpretation of 

Deut. 32:43, the author shows that the shedding of blood avenges 

blood, but also expiates sin as well. The sins of the Jewish 

people are expiated by their suffering at the hands of God's 

agents. But the key question is whether blood avenging actually 
.~· 

took place when an Israelite killed another Israelite. In reality, 

it seems that blood avengers probably didn't fulfill their 

responsibilities as defined in the Pentateuch. The great emphasize 

on cities of refuge seems to indicate that this was the case, as 

does the difficulty of distinguishing between the intentional and 

unintentional murder. 



As time went on, it seems less and less likely that the blood 

avenger~ally existed. The author creatively traces then the 

development~ the concept from its inception, at a time when the 

notion of a blood avenger was necessary to remedy the blood shed of 

one' s kinsman. The blood avenger concept was rooted in a societal 

framework of the kinship group and played out against the backdrop 

of the early sacrificial system. Once the monarchy was 

established, the king had to find ways to control the disruptive 

acts of individuals. The intercession of the king and the 

prevention of "private executions" is seen in passages like II 

Samuel 14:10. Finally, the rabbis, as they interpret the biblical 

mate rial, attempt to understand the notion of blood avenging 

outs ide of a cultic context and consistently stress the need for 

court trials prior to execut ion. They, for example , go to great 

lengths to protect the fugitive killer in order to strengthen the 

authority of their own court system. 

Although it is always very difficult to gain a clear understanding 

of such a complicated and f ragme nted collection of biblical and 

rabbinic material, the author has handled it in a very creative and 

insightful manner. He not only presents the reader with a plethora 

of rich individual textual insights as he analyzes individual 

passages and terms, but is most creative in bridging disparate 

texts from a variety of sources. He creates a fairly unified 

fabric of understanding of the concept of the blood avenger as 

presented in the Bible and interpreted by t he rabbis. The author 

demonstrates clearly that the blood avenger was to act when the 



boundary between life and death was crossed:-1'by providing the 

peo~th a sufficient means o f reuned iation . such a concept of 

rem~diati~ has significant implicat ions since it bespeaks the 

rabbis• belief that atonement, even through death if necessary, is 

always ach ievable. 

Mr. Levin is to be highly commended for his research and insightful 

analysis . He has shown his ability to analyze text as well as to 

integrate diverse material. His wonderful feel for language allows 

him to sensitively juxtapose texts which brings the reader added 

illuminatio n of the primary materia l . At times, he should provide 

the reader with even more road signs so as to enable the reader to 

follow his rapid jou r ney through the myriad of texts he covers. 

S1milarily, as the author moves back and forth between biblical 

material a nd rabbinic interpretation, it is occasionally difficult 

to distin guish between the t wo. Nevertheless, this thesis prov ides 

us with an excelle~t prism through which to view the rabbis' 

treatment of a key biblical concept as well as a means of gaining 

insight into their overall world view. Even if one could argu~ 

with some of his points of analysis , the overview of the concept of 

blood avenging is most insightful and convincing. 

April 15th, 1991 
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Dr . Norman J. Cohen 
Professor of Midrash 
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A KIDRASHI C GUIDE TO BLOOD AVENGING 

CHAPTER ONE: 

In the semantic field and the family field 
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A .i)i.ood avenger, 01i'l 'MU, might have othe r experiences as 

i,MU which do not involve spilled blood. C1il i,M'U moves to act 

after a boundary, between life and death, has been 

irretrievably (though perhaps not irremediably) crossed. In 

other moments of commanded responsibilities, a i,MU must move 

to preempt crossings into the realm of the irretrievable. 

1. nno::b 

Usages of two key terns, nno:.r.' and l~r.l shape a biblica~ 

consteJ.lation of the root i,Ml, whose forms cluster from vayikra 

25:24 through 25: 54. The word nno:.';i in Vayikra 25:23 defines 

the territory on the other side of a limit, beyond which the 

i,MU must not let the family's interests stray, or be forced: 

:•iov CMM C':ltu'\m O'il Y~il '' ':> nnm';i ~On Mi, fiMT'I~ 

• T iM., unn ""'Kl ~mnM r~ ,:);:)' 
-- [Vayikra 25 : 23-24] : "But the land must not be sold nno~-, . 

tor the land is Mine. You are only strangers residing with 

me. Throughout the land you hold, you must provide i'l'~ f or 

the land." 

The land belongs t~ ~·;ii,M iW"\' , t his signature punctuating 

a list ~f vital ethics (in vayikra 25:17), promulgated in a 

jubilee- focused language, and meant to govern land 

transactions. 

Vayikra 25:17 sums the ethical mandate: 

~n·l'Jl1 nx u.!•M um "'~ 
meaning, " Do not wrong one another, " paralleled by the phrase 
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U1M r.,~ in Vayikra 25:14. 

The land belongs to :'i'\i.,, , and a responsibility of a i,M'il is 

to be a buffer against any imminent possibility that a family 

member, someone joined with him to a piece of that land in 

a c hain of inheritance rights, could sell that land nno~i,, 

beyond reclaim, beyond control of those to whom God had 

promised, and delivered, the land. 

The !°ord MMD~., appears twice in the Tanakh, both times 

in vayikra 25 (in verses twenty-f ive and thirty). With no 

biblical attestation of nno~i, beyond the clustering of the 

root .,ttl bordered by Vay ikra 25: 24 and 25: 5 4 -- and with no 

attestation at all, in the Tanakh, of the word nnD~ 

efforts to substantiate an understanding of MMl:l~" in Vayikra 

25 become (more ) problematic. The root Mil:£ does not appear in 

the Humash , but is attested once in II Samuel (22:41), once 

in Job (6:17), ~wice in Lamentations (3 :53 and 23:17), and 

eleven times (out of the total fifteen) in Psalms. 

In II Samuel 22:38, in David ' s song to ~i~· , celebrating 

his deliverance i,,Ml!1 rpm ,':l'M S,~ ')XI , "from the hands of all 

his enemies and from the hands of Saul ," ( -- Saul was a man 

from whom even his allies needed deliverance - - ) we read: 

-- "I pursued my enemies and wiped them out, and did not turn 

away until I had destroyed them." Then we find a parallel in 

verse forty-one: 

meaning, " My enemies -- I wiped them out." Then, in a 
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subs~ent parallel with verse forty-one comes verse forty-

three, a link in what amounts to a chain of parallels 

continuing through II Samuel 22:49: 

e»piM cpiM n~m e·~ l'iM -mp~ cpn~10 
11 I pounded them 1 ike the dust of the earth, reduced them 

to muck in the streets; I stomped them. 11 In II Samuel 22:41, 

-~he root no~ expresses action which pushes beyond the 

boundaries of the retrievable. 

In Lamentations 3:52- 4, the narrator is not the celebrant 

but the victim: 

:•::i 1::1M ,,,1 "n i 'O::I ~ :c.ln ·::i·M iii)~ 'J'~ ,~ 

:•nitll •n"lDM •iuici i,p c•o '1':1~ 

-- "For no reason, my enemies have snared me like a bird. In 

a pit they were ending my life, throwing stones at me. Water 

covered my head; I said, •r have been doomed.'" 

Again in tQe context of confrontation with enemies, the 

root ~ expresses action which has crossed beyond (or 

threatens to cross beyond) the boundaries of the retrievable. 

In Job 6: 15, we read: iil:l 'nM -- "My brethren have proven 

unreliable, " says Job. Verse seventeen expands on that 

statement, and also presents the root ~ in a parallel: ' 

CO'f>DD ICPil 'Or'O ~ 'Qif' MP::I 

-- "As (or, oncei they thaw (or, flow], they yanish; in the 

heat, they fade where they are. " 

For Job, something that existed has changed, and no 

longer exists, is no longer accessible, in that once

discernible form , or way. Here again, t he root~ expresses 



disappea ance across a border, into 

irretrievable. 

4 

the realm of the 

Rashi seems to disagree, at least in part, with this view 

of the word ru"l03., , and thus approaches Vayikra 25:23 from a 

different ang l e. Rashi reads the phrase .,~r.in M., f .,Mm in 

Vay ikra 25: 23 as addressing not a .,It~, but a purchaser outside 

the family or tribe, outside the spectrum of rightful 

(potential) inheritors. The word l'\nlll,, then, in verse 23 1 

according to Rashi, does not contribute directly to defining 

the responsibilities of a i,MU, an insider with intimate 

(commanded) connection to a piece of land, but would serve 

as a caution to any outsider who might contract (or wish) to 

ignore the imperatives of a jubilee and fail to return the 

land. Influenced by B.T. Kiddushin 21a and by Sitra 4:9 to 

Behar Sinai, which perceive houses and Hebrew servants to be 

included in the C01!11Jland )'iM., 'l.>Mn i1.,,lt), Rashi asserts that thili 

c ommand addresses those who have purchased and who would hold 

these possessions in a jubilee year, not anyone who would have 

to act as 'It~) on behalf of the family. Thus , for Rashi, the 

phrase fiM., Unn i1''"' apprises the purchaser that he must grant 

:i.,~lt) . that he has no- right to prevent the seller or his 

relative from reclaiming the land . 

nno~b , as Rashi defines the word in his commentary to 

verse twenty- three, means: M"O.,~P i!piOD i1.,~0.,, ny•oc.,, " as an 

act of severance, as a sale which severs forever (the right 

of the original landholder or his kinship group to reclaim and 

hold that land)." Thus, if vayikra 25:23-24 teach that the 
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land can~ot be forever severed from the control of its 

rightful inheritors, beyond return in a jubilee, then, for 

Rashi, the specific responsibilities of a i,KU are not directl y 

at issue. The one who is being instructed about limits here 

is, for Rashi, the purchaser. 

Rambam reads Vayikra 25:23 differently. In the Mishneh 

Torah: Sefer Ze raim 11:1, Rambam declares both the purchaser 

and the seller re~yonsible: 

.,OM)rD mn•mb n"'i:)O) ;i)'K c•i:o:iwi, li?i,mo;i ""'"'iD' f "™ 
:iroim Ki,:> l''i=iiP c:i•J;iro n'n•o:b "Co c1oti nnmb .,~on Mi, f"'K:ii 

' :i\•:i n•.,p:ii, ;i.,rz,n itnn 1(.,1( r''l7Vl li1'i'l70 ]'It) 

-- 11The land of Israel, which has been divided among the 

tribes, cannot be sold beyond reclaim, as it is wr it:.ten 

[Vayikra 25:23]: ' The land must not be sold beyond reclaim .' 

If anyone sold (the land) (with a clause stipulating, or with 

implicit i ntent , tl'\at the land was now ] beyond reclaim -- both 

(seller and purchaser ) have violated a negative commandl11ent. 

Their actions had no legal validity. The land would 

(definitely) revert to the (original ) owner in the jubilee 

year." 

Rashi does explfci tly define nn~i, i n Vayikra 25:30 as 

~'Ip i,w in::i:i i0il11 "'C~O i,!D 'n::io K:ll' , meaning that the property in 

question bad moved outside the limits of the seller's power 

to regain that property. But i n that case, delineated in 

Vayikra 25:29- 30, the buyer, the seller and any i,KU are all 

addressed and made aware of the transaction's specific terms. 

There, a house not land -- and a house within a walled 



6 city~ is at issue. That house would move beyond the 

power o f the seller and into the realm of control of the 

buyer, beyond the scope of a jubilee year ' s commanded returns. 

The walled-city house would move beyond the reach of a i,MU, if 

a ~MU did not redeem the house within a year after his kinsman 

had sold that house to someone outside the family or tribe. 

Rashi does affirm, then, that tne word nn~':l, within the 

context of Vayikra 25:30, does express a crossing into the 

realm of the irretrievable, beyond the powers of a i,MU to 

redeem. In Vayikra 25 : 29- 30, the Torah text has explicitly 
.... 4 

granted a ?J:ndow of opportunity, a timeframe, within which 

;i';loo can be accomplished. Beyond the boundaries of that 

timeframe, a ':lM1J will be powerless. In Vayikra 25:23, 

however, in Rashi 's broad view of the land's status, no 

limited timeframe c ompels the prompt action of a ':lku, because 

there God states tha~ the land can never be sold nno~i,, beyon d 

;i';l~~ , beyond the right of a i,M~J to reacquire the land of his 

family and tribe, fiM;i ' " ':> , "for the land is Mine." Rashi 

incorporates Sifra's language (underlined below) in his 

expl anation of the phrase riMil ' " '::>: 

l';lu; ;"U'MID iO Tl'P J>in i,M 

- - ''Do not perceive it ( the land, and these restrictions upon 

it ] as evil, for (the' land) is not yours. " Thus, if the l a nd 

can never truly be sold nnr.izb, "beyond reclaim," Vayikra 

25 : 23 - 24 serve to prepare a purchas er, who could be 

disinclined t o release the land when the legally appropriate 

moment would come. Vayi kra 25:23 - 24 , i n Rashi ' s reading, 



~the 7 

discomforting transact ion commanded of the 

purchaser, by compar ing that purchaser• s commanded obligations 

to the infinite rights of the true o wner. 

2. l'° 

The root 110 appears four times within the same small 

constellation of forms of tr.e root ; Ml (bounded by Vayikra 

25:23 and 25:52), once in another constellation of i,M} looming 

in Vayikra 27 -- and nowhere else in t he whole Tanakh. The 

root iio also serves to define an extreme which, when reached, 

demands the response of a (capable) ;M~ . 

After Vayikra 25:24 commands redemption of the l and with 

the abstract language ~M ;ii,,~ , "you will provide for 

redemp tion," verse twenty-five begins to flesh out the people 

who will be responsible for that n;,~ in daily life, who will 

respond to the needs of the family : 

'"" ' IO' intMMO i :>O' l 'MM i~o· ·~ 
i•nM i:>OO nM ""', 

" If your kinsman ,~, and has to sell part of his 

(land) holding , his ' MU will come and redeem what his kinsman 

ha s sold. " 

Why would a .kinsman be selling off part of his 

landholdings? Sifra to Vayikra 25:25 says: 

'1"\ilWIO m ;ii,i 'i1iil7 nM i 'OOi, 'Mltii ciM t•Miti 1•30, 
' ll1i1 p CM M"M n•:i ;; np•C,i C'":> ;; np•,, i'IDil:i ;; np•C,i 

'll1i1 l=> CM "'" ~io ~ M:"I i'MM l'O' ~ ~,, m\n 



~ a 
-- ''H~ do we know that a person does not have the right to 

sell his field and to put (the proceeds) in his moneybelt, and 

acquire an ox, a nd acquire tool, and acquire a house, except 

for the poor man? (Because) the Torah says: TnM 1'0' '::> . So 

no one (has the right) to sell (his landholding) exc ept for 

the poor man. 111 

1'0' means that the kinsman is " in financial straits." 

We could say that he is short on cash. A secondary root , 1r.», 
conveying diminution of stature, is established in the 

("' , 
language by the time of the Mishna (Kelayirn 4:7), and appears 

in the Gemara (B . T. Bera)chot lOb) and in midrashic literature 

(Vayikra Rabbah 36), and in Sifre (to parashat Naso}: 

1;i':lln 1'm;i1 1:>•mr,, :"l'Clt, 

-- " Cut the tall man down to size, and give he i ght to the 

short. 112 

If a man ~s sold off a part of his landholding , his 

nearest kinsman who has the resources to reacquire the land 

must move to reacquire it. In other words, a i,M'tl must act 

when an nM, a kinsman , has evidenced his diminished financial 

situation by the extreme act of selling a piece of his land 

to someone outside the fami ly . 3 

The responsibilities of a i,MU to help a kinsman in 

financial straits involve more than land redemption. Both 

Vayikra 25:35 and 25:39 begin with the phrase j'nM 1Vl' ':> , and 

proceed to describe situations in which a kinsman could come 

under another kinsman's author.Pty. Generosity and tact are 

required there; not any formal ni,'l(l . But Vayikra 25:47 raises 
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a case in which a kinsman cp~s under the authority of someone 

(far) beyond the borders of the family: 

. • • ,r.>11 , ,nH 10~ io11 :ltu,ni il ,, l,fL'n ,::>, 

If, financially straitened, your kinsman comes under the 

authority of a prosperous resident alien, ,i, il,iln ;i'"Kl (25:48), 

that kinsman will still reta in the right of redemption. In the 

context of this extreme situation, the language of Vayikra 

25:48-49 comes to specify exactly who a "MU might be : 

,nrwwoo ii lU::i iHair.> ~ ~',Hr 1ii l:l iH )ii iH :ui,Kl~ ,,nHo inM ... 

" Mlli i i , ;"U,to:i ,M 'lli,Kl, 

' -- " . .. one of his kinsmen (bro~hers) will redeem him, or his 

uncle or his uncle ' s son wil l redeem him, or anyone of his own 

flesh from his own family will redeem him, o r , should he 

prosper, he will redeem himself." 

We have seen that in Vayikra 25 :23 God has declared that 

the land cannot be sold nn~~i,. Why?: fiM:i ,i, ,::> -- " because the 

land is Mine . " Vayikra 25 ends with the assertion that if a 

man (and his children ) have not been redeemed from the 

authority of others, by any of a number of means, then they 

wil l go free in the jubilee year. Why?: 

C'~O r iHO Cr'liM ,NQ~:"l i !DH Ci1 ,,:lP O' i:lV i,Mi !D, iJ~ ,i, ,::> 

"For the children of Israel are MY servants, they are My 

serva nts whom I freed from the land of ' Egypt . " Shemot 1:13-14 

s t a t e that the Egyptians worked the Israelites 1iD:l , 

" rut hlessly," t hat " they made life bitter for (the Israelites) 

with h arsh labor . " Following the example of God, a i,MU acts 

t o release his kinsmen from any situation which might even 
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approximate a life embittered 1-iD~ , a life suffered 

at t he harsh extreme, back a cross the borders of Egypt, of 

c•~o , "the narrow place, " " the l and of limitations." 

3. C,Mil Beyond The Hu.mash: Jeremiah 

In Jeremiah 32, the traditional haftar'ah for the Torah 

portion Behar Sinai, which includes Vayikra 25, Jeremiah act s 

as ;Mu for the land of Hanamel, son of his uncle, Shallum. 

This act of il''.M) , a land redemption, delineated in J eremiah 

32 :8-l4 in its mundane legal details, proves a potent symbolic 

gesture mot ivated by deep faith. At the beginning of chapter 

32 1 the armies of Babylon's king are besieging Jerusalem and 

Jeremiah sits in jail . Yet Jeremiah, when approached, chooses 

to fulfill the responsibilites of ;i;,~ =DWO, of the laws of 

(land) redemption. 

Hanamel comes to Jeremiah, whom we have known since the 

outset of the book to be the son of Hilkiah, a priest at 

Anathoth in the territory ~f Benj amin, and, i n 32 :8, says: 

1'0')~ j'"'lla "'l!DM niroP:l "'llt'M ' "'\IP M ~ iUp 

;ii,,~n 1"' :iltii' il =c!Uo 1" •::> 

-- " Please buy my l and in Anathoth , in the territory of 

Benjamin; for the r ight o f inher i tance is yours , and yours is 

the responsibility of redemption." 

The field, wi thin the territory of Benjamin, belongs to 

J ermiah ' s uncle' s son. The r ight of inheritance (or 

suc cession) is Jeremiah ' s, and thus, the responsibility of a 
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eremiah •s. 

With this act of M1"Kl, Jeremiah fulfills his legal 

respon~ibility to his uncle's son, a bold act, reaffirming the 

bonds of family and the continuing vitality of the Torah, 

though he could have fairly avoided this purchase in times 

even less bl'eak. Through this i1':i~, Jeremiah acts out his 

;"\M,::l), his prophetic responsibility, a t ranscendent act in less 

dire circumstances, but a moment of genius when locked up in 

jail: 

nMm fi!O c·o~ niiun c~ 'l?'' ii11 
[Jeremiah 3 2: 15] : "For thus said the Lord of Hosts, the 

God of Israel: 'House, fields and vineyards wil l again be 

.purchased in this land. 1 11 

Jeremiah's i1':i't0 of his family's land in his tribal 

territory also -prefigures, and perhaps incites, God ' s 

redemption of the land of his children. In one act, under 

siege, in j ail, Jeremiah might both fulfill a mundane legal 

responsibility and i nspire God. 

4. ':iMU Beyond The Humash : Book of Ruth 

In the brief book of Ruth, the root ""' appears twenty

three times in telling the story of Naomi ' s widowed daughter-

in-law and of Boaz, their kinsman. Boaz is pres~nted (in 2:1) 

as 1"r.>'"M nnDrDr.lr.> """ i'Ol W'M, as "a man of substance from the 

family of Elimelekh, " a subjective ( l iterary) assessment, and 

-



os~in 2 ,20), a formal legal 
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status. 4 

In paralle l with Jeremiah, Boaz seems to fulfill his 

technical legal responsibilities while simultaneously 

expressing a transcendent love. But the parallel has i t s 

convolutions. Jeremiah is an imprisoned prophet in a land 

besieged, formally approached by a close kinsman in duress, 

who offers a well-known field back in home territory. By 

contrast, Boaz is a comfortable farmer in a prospero us land, 

approached by a foreign woman, in need of ~''Ml , who had never 

formally converted while her husband was alive, and who seemed 

moved to conversion only in a moment of sharp duress. Did 

Ruth know about the laws of :iC,'Kl in her husband's home 

culture? Did the remote possibilities of levirate marriage , 

to a C,Mu of her husband, outstrip the realities of widowhood 

i n Moab? (And she not even the widow of a Moabite.) 

Would Jeremiah have purchased the land from Hanamel, a 

purchase he could have avoided, it Jeremiah had not had (or 

perceived that he had) a prophet's status and 

responsibilities? Would Boa z have acquired Elimelekh ' s 

possessions, an acquisition he could have avoided, were he 

not aware of being perceived as (or if he did not perceive of 

himself as) i,.n i'l:ll 111'K? 

In Ruth 4 we fina the negotiations, or the encounter at 

the gate, between Boaz and the unnamed C,Mu, of whom Boaz says 

in 3:12-13: 

:' lDD ::i,;:i i,Ml vr en ·~3M i,M~ ... 

. . . ~lit ,'T'\.,ltl~ , .,Kl., yen• M" CMi "It)' ::i~ , , Ml' CM .•. 
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U, but there is a i,MU closer than I am . . . If 

he will act as i,MU for you, then good; if he does not want to 

act as your i,MU, then I surely will .. . " 

At the gate i n Ruth 4, Boaz enters into terse 

nego tiations, during which the root i,Kl appears fifteen times. 

In 4:3, Boaz introduces the situation as one of land 

redemption. The unnamed i,MU responds positively to the 

proposition of acquiring Elimelekh ' s land . Then Boaz adds 

that along with the land , the unnamed i,MU must also acquire 

ini,ru ',v nr.>il cw C'p:ii, . .. n~i1 ntoM i1':l~W:l:i n~i 

"Ruth the Moabite, wife of the deceased, in order to 

perpetuate the dead man's name on his estate." 

The unnamed i,M'U immediately changes his mind. Is he 

responding to the projected financial drain of " expending 

c api tal for property which will go to the son legally regarded 

as that of Ruth's late husband Mahlon? 115 Or i s the unnamed 
' 

i,M,) reacting to the news that the widow is a Moab i te? 

For substantive evidence, we can look to the language 

of the unnamed kinsman ' s response. When he changes his mind , 

upon learning that this is more than a land deal, at least the 

way he hears Boaz frame it, the -unnamed i,MU then says ( in Ruth 

4: 6) : 

'n"ru MM M,MWM lD . ,., "iKl' "~'" "" 
" 'I cannot redeem this for myself lest 'M'?nJ MM M'nlttM . " 

What does "M'?rn MM M'nWM mean? JPS translates the phrase 

as 11 • • • lest I impair my own estate." Is M'nfDK that mild a 

verb?6 nn!D is promi nent i n the negotiations between God and 



over the fate of Sodom: 

c •ieiPil '"l'CP:::I M"Tllt.iM "" : •.• ~ laDM CM n "Tllt.iM M, 

which JPS translates as, '''I will not destroy if I find ... : 

I will not destroy for the sake of t we nty. 1 11 In Bereshit 6:11-

13, the root nnlt.i also clusters: 

:oon l~-ittn ""om c~~Mil 'l!l" f°"'M'., mwrn 

:f'iM;"I i,p "O'i1 nM iru:::i "~ M'Mrdil ·~ ;inn¢l rn;i, f 'iMil nM C'il~M M"'\'i 

Cli'lElr.l oon y· IMM :'iM':lO '~ ' lDi, tc "W:::I ':l:::i }'p rui, C'il~M 10M\ 

T '"IMil mt CM'MfOt:l 'llil~ 

-- which JPS translates as: "The earth became corrupt before 

God; the earth was filled with lawlessness. When God saw how 

corrupt the earth was, for all flesh had corrupted its ways 

on earth, God said to Noah, 'I have decided to put an end to 

all flesh, for the earth is filled with lawlessness because 

of them. I am at(_out to destroy them with the earth. '" (Note 

the clear parallel between l''iMil miO and Or.ln f '"\Mil t6r.im, 

recalling the parallel i n Psalm 11:5: ~ :::lil1Mi Plt.i'"n, " the 

wicked one, the one who loves injustice.") 

Here the root M ID surely bears more force than " i mpair. 11 

In Jeremiah 49: 9, we read: c•i 1n•num ~.i,:::i C~ll CM -- which J PS 

translates as, "Even thieves in the night would destr oy o nly 

for their needs ." · In Malachi 3:11: 

• • • :ioiMil •ic mt c:>':l nnw• ""' "~'° c:>; •n'iPll 

which JPS translates as: "I will banish the locus ts fro111 

you so that they will not de stroy the y ield of your soil ." 

This phras e of the unnamed ""~' •ni,nl mt n"MrDM tD. i s 
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voiced one other time in the Tanakh -- by Moses. In 

Devarim 9: 25-26, Moses is remembering the forty days and 

nights he fasted and prayed after the incident of the golden 

calf, when God was determined tornt iw;ii,, "to destroy you": 

... ,n.,rm 10» nn!z.in " M m:i' 'liM ioki ;mi• i,M i,i,cnM) 

which JPS translates as: "I prayed to the Lord and said , 

1 0 Lord God, do not annihilate Your very own people ... 111 .. 
Here, JPS has translated n('.lllin as "annihilate," a long way 

from "impair." Perhaps more intriguing is that JPS chose to 

read ini,rm 1r.lV as a hendiadys -- not: " Do not anni hilate Your 

people and Your estate," but instead: "Do not ann i hilate Your 

very own people. " "Your people" and "your estate" intensify 

each other; "your people" and ''your estate, 11 lni,roi ~p , are 

one and the same. 

so, when the unnamed '?itu says •ni,ro n'nlDit lD, we might, in 

consonance with ~PS, read him as saying that he won't act as 

r,Mi) "lest I impair my estate" through an imprudent expenditure 

of capital. or, if this is a story of conversion, we can 

read him as declar i ng that he won't act as i,MU i n this case 

"lest I corrupt my people," lest I corrupt the tradition l 

have received, the f r -adition which I' 11 pass on to my own 

( fullblooded) progeny. I can ' t act as i,M~ because, in this 

case, to redeem is to corrupt. 7 

Should we perceive of the unnamed i,MU as a variant voice 

of Moses, whose language he shares? Moses prays to God, 

intervening to protect his admittedly corrupt people, who 
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violate ~eir tradition in the moment it is bei ng received. 

The unnamed i,MU refuses to i ntervene, wishing not to corrupt 

his people, whose pur ity he sees as shielded by a received 

tradition. 

Boaz, then, might be hearing the resonance of Moses, of 

Mosai c legal traditionalism, i n the words of the unnamed i,MU ; 

but Boaz could, simply, hold a differing view of the 

tradition. After all, Moses did marry a Midianite, (and ) a 

Cushite woman. 

Or Boaz could hold the same view as his kinsman on the 

corrupting influences of intermarriage, or of marriage to 

women who convert under duress. But Boaz may see the 

commandments of i\,~ , the tradition ' s enduring commitment to 

the health and welfare of the entire family, as overriding his 

misgivings about a converted Moabite who had already 

established within the community a firm reputation for exalted 

c haracter. The unnamed ':lM'll could be the voice of '"iti' CP , 

living a steady life within the Law, within the parameters of 

the received tradition, always conscious -- perhaps wary 

of what belongs inside and what should be out. Boaz's voice 

is the solitary voice: Boaz is ':l'M .,~, llT'M , a qualitatively 

different man, a man of superior substance. Zealous to 

fulfill the commanded. r esponsibilities of a ':lMU, Boaz insists 

j\ii\• 'M - - "as the Lord lives! 11 
-- that he will redeem Ruth if 

the other will not. His impatient desire is apparent i n 4 : 4: 

i~ ,i, ;ii•lii ':llo• Mi, CMi ':lt0 i,Mln CM 

,,-inM •::>jMi i,~i, 1Mi,U l'M '::> 

... .~ 
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But if you will not -- " 'lf you will act as ':IM1l, then act ! 

act as ':IMU, then tell me and I will know. For there is no one 

to act as .,MU but you, a nd after you, I come. '" 

We can read the unnamed i,M\) as a pragmatic man attuned to 

his own established interests, centered on the immediate 

family and not willing to respond, in th i s case, to the needs 

of the broader kinship group. In this framework, we might 

then see Boaz simply as a man who thinks that his own needs 

would be served by acquiring Elimelekh's land and widow, and 

who is anxious to make the deal. 

Or we could posit Boaz to be a man who understands , as 

does the unna111ed i,MU , that h i s own established interests could 

suffer from this tra nsac t i on - - but who is willing (or 

wealthy) enough to absorb the potential damage in order to 

fulfill the responsi bilities o f a i,M~ , and the needs of the 

extended family~ 

In a situation demanding c ompassion, the man of superior 

substance passionately a c ts out a broader vision of the 

halakhic imperative of ;ii,,IQ, as opposed to the unnamed i,MU, 

the common man, who , wi th uncontested propriety , defines his 

legal responsibil i ties according to a more diminutively-scaled 

sense of familial need. Boaz is able to express his highest 

moral self by fulfilling the demanding halakhic 

responsibilities of ;ii,~M.l . 

Potentially troublesome for liberal Jews would be the 

idea that the highest moral self can find rich expression by 

yielding to the Law, by fulfilling the commandments of the 
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idea especially problematic here since it is 

expressed within a text which liberal Jews prefer to perceive 

as an aggadic endorseme"nt of conversion more potent than any 

reality based in n~"1) n,::>i,;i.) Understanding the book of Ruth 

through the root i,M), through i11"Ml, a major structural element 

at many levels within the text, means framing the story in its 

own halakhic language which, here, has little or nothing to 

do with conversion. 

Or with the accomodation of romance. If one wishes to 

interpret Boaz' s evident zeal as a romantic passion for Ruth, 

one thus would devalue the halakhic component of his surprised 

statement to her in 3: 10 that 11you have not gone after younger 

men, whether poor or rich, " "1'Ui11 OM~ i,, OM O'i,n:li1 'inM roi, •ni,:ii,. 

Interpreted from a stringently legalistic perspective, this 

could have meant that Boaz is warmed, on the cold granary 

floor, by Rut.Q's sensitivity in proceeding within the 

jurisprudential strictures of :ii,'iMl. Yet if we are not saying 

that Boaz is, primarily, warmed by Ruth's seeking out a 

redeemer from within the kinship group, but that Boaz is 

warmed by Ruth, then what we are left with here is nothing 

more transcendent t.6an a marvelous May-to-December love story. 

Those who wish to portray Boaz as, foremost, a man of 

compassion and not a man of halakha would be undermining their 

own Boaz. And then the joining of Ruth and Boaz becomes 

just a pleasant marriage of convenience, warming to both 

partners, kosher enough to be endorsed by the elders at the 

gate. 
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with the root '~ as a center, t he book of Ruth can 

also be read as the story of two he roes of halakha. Both 

Ruth and Orpah, Naomi ' s other widowed daughter-in-law, begin 

to accompany Naomi to her people . Orpah, perhaps, is choosing 

willfully to leave Moab, perhaps feeling (or, somehow, 

formally) bound to travel with her mother-in-law, until her 

mother-in-law would formally offer her an option to turn back. 

Orpah's position would parallel that of the unnamed ' M'U, the 

kinsman f i rst in line to redeem the land. At first, he 

indicates his intention to act as 'M'U, to redeell\ the land . 

Then, ~hen told that Ruth the Moabite would come as part of 

the deal, the unnamed 'M~ backs out. 

Perhaps this, too, as i n the case of Orpah's initial 

accompaniment of her mother- i n-law down the first stretch of 

the road back to Judea, is j ust a formal moment , structured 

to al low the unn~med ' MU to show his positive intentions 

toward the fami l y and toward the system of commanded 

responsibilities, though he never has any real intention to 

act as ' " "' in this matter. Does the unnamed 'M~) know from the 

start that he is going to stay pat with his current holdings? 

Perhaps Orpah knows a l l along that she will be staying in 

comfortable Moab. 

Does this formal moment at the ga te in Ruth 4 (parallel 

to Orpah's moment at the edge of town in Ruth 1) when the 

unnamed ' M'U says t hat he'll take the l a nd, knowing that he 

won ' t take the woman , and that the deal will never go thr ough , 

allow the to sidestep his commanded 



20 

responsibilities in a face-saving way? or is this just the 

customary remnant of a ritual which did not commonly serve, 

or which was not commonly expected to serve, participants' 

active needs to express solidarity with family and legal 

system? Did Orpah and the unnamed 'KU each first truly intend 

to help, to redeem, only t:o turn back from such demanding 

actions at the threshold, at the gate of commitment? 

Any way you migh~ frame the indisputably parallel 

decisions of Orpah and the unnamed 'MU, those decisions leave 

Ruth and Boaz with the opportunities participate to i n n,1Kl, 

in redemption. 

If the book of Rut:h structures in parallel the decisions 

of Orpah and and the unnamed i,KU, then the deci'sions of Ruth 

and Boaz can be construed as parallel in motivation. we have 

already seen that Boaz 1 this i,,n i1::ll rD' K, would measure up to 

this attributed status by fulfilling commanded 

responsibilities, perhaps against his own best interests, but 

not because he was attending, in legalistic fashion, to whet 

might seem kindest to his mortality. The qualitatively 

superior man does not choose the comfortable way out. Thus, 

Rutl'l, though by birth a Moabite, can be perceived as a 

selfless champion of the ~ystem of commanded responsibilities 

(•by which her husband had perhaps lived) -- a system, wh ich 

Ruth now perceived, did not provide a meaningful safety net 

for her widowed and sonless mother- in-law. 

when Orpah turns back, only Ruth remains to play out the 

possibilities of :i':iw within the context of the legal system. 



~ 21 

Perhaps~uth would prefer to stay in her homeland. But she 

sees that now only she can fulfill the formal s ystemic role 

of chi l dless widow. By saying that your people wil l be my 

people, your God my God, Ruth is saying that she accepts the 

yoke of the commandments, the ways of Naomi ' s people in their 

relationship with God. For by choosing to participate in the 

legal system, to fulfill a specific role structured by her 

dead husband's legal system to perpetuate his future line, she 

will also be able, by participating in a marriage commanded 

by that system, to take care of her mother-in-law. 

This reading assumes that before she commits t o 

accompanying her mother- i n-law, Ruth has been educated in 

levirate marriage. Mahlon and Chilion, two Judean brothers , 

had died childless. One would expect that the legal 

principles of levirate marriage had been the subject of 

discussion after t<._he f irst brother unexpectedly died. One 

would also presume that Ruth participated in those 

discussions, and probably i n the ritual of ~·i,n , the formal 

release of the brother-i n-law from the responsibilities of 

levirate marriage. 

Ruth ' s moment of choice to accompany her mother-in-law 

is a moment exhibiting the genius of the system of 

commandments. The story shows that even a born outside r can 

choose to accept the commandments' yoke, and, by so doing so, 

can positively influence the present and future -- and the 

past -- of other people who live within that system. 

Ruth ' s greatness, then, is that s he is a selfless woma n 
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against the immediate option Of comfortable self-

interest, accepts the structured responsibilities of another 

, t ' soc1e Y s syste m of commandments, and so serves family, in 

that other society ' s context, and so ser ves another God, whom, 

through formidable action -- through a free- will decision to 

yield to the structures of a foreign legal system -- Ruth 

accepts as her own. 

Then the benefits beg in to emerge for Ruth. Her union 

with Boaz is unexpectedly fertile : She has a child, and 

eventually becomes the grandmother of a great king. 

5. God is a i,1m 

In Bereshit 48:15-16, as Jacob blesses Ephraim and 

Menashe, we find this parallel: 

: ... ,MH i111'"1i1 C~'.'°"":; p~·i Cil"'QM i •)!)" •n:>M ~i,nn:i itt!M C'i1"'Mi1 

: . . . c•ismi nK l -O • vi i,;,o •Qk i,1u:i 1Hi,o:i 

"The God in whose ways my fathers Abraham and Isaac walked, 

the God who has been my shepherd ... The angel who has redeemed 

~ from all harm -- bless the youths." The shepherding C'i'l"'lt 

has been i,KU for Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. 

Jacob ' s perception of l Mi,o;vo•:i.,Mn, of God/angel as i,MU, 

is matched by t he promising self-definition of iiiM' (which will 

not imp ress the Israelites ) in Shemot 6:6 a nd following: 

~ n"':>o nnm c:>nM 'Ml'm mn• 'lM . .. 

• . . c:>nM •ni,ac, oni:>w c:>nM •ni,im 

- - "I am Yahweh. I will free you from the labors of the 
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Egypt.ans and deliver you from their bondage. I will redeem 

you ... " 

God has heard i,MT '):l npH), the moaning of the 

I sraelites, and has been moved to remember His covenant, 

•n--o MM .,:;TMi. Remembering the covenant leads God to promise 

that he will act as i,MU. 

In Shemot 15:13, on the Sinai side of the sea, the 

Israelites sing in praise of their i,MU, stating d irectly , 

within the doxologic poetry: ni,H) " OP , "· .. these people you 

redeemed." In Isaiah 48: 20-21 the imperative i s to declare 

;"I)., "¥>=> , in joyful vo ice , that: 

::ipv• )i:>v m:i· i,H) ... 

. . . ioi, "'t:i .,~o c•o ~·i,;;i nb"lro '"o:it Mi,i 

-- 1'God has acted as i,MU for his servant Jacob . They have not 

thirsted though He led them through wasteland; He made water 

flow for them f~m the rock." Again 1 loud celebratory pr aise 

is due God for his actions as i,MU, redemption again linked to 

water. Isaiah 44:23 also demands shouted praise for God's 

acts as i,MU, yet those urged to honor the redeemer of Jacob 

are not the Israelites, but elements of the natural world: 

i:> l~V i,:i, "11'' :"l)"I C' "lii '~ l'"IM ni'lnnn ~P'"l:'l mi"'I· i"'liDP ':l C'OID ui 

:~n· i,M'W'=>' :ipv• mn• i,H) ·~ 

-- "Shout, you heavens, for Yahweh has acted. Shout loud, you 

depths of the earth. Shout joyously, mountains, and forests 

with all your trees. For Yahweh has acted as Jacob's i,iru, and 

has glorified himself through Israel." 

Through Israel - - through His actions as Israel ' s i,MU 1 
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God has brou ht glory to Himself . In t he book of Isaiah, God 

is not perceived as a C,Mu -- and the root C,Ml is not attested 

until chapter thirty-five. From Isaiah JS: 9 on, C,Ml is 

found twenty-four times in the book, and God is the central 

In Isaiah 43:1, God, through Isaiah, promises again that 

l'ni,Ml , I will act as your C,Mu, which 43:2 def ines a s affirming 

protection n)inJ::> ~ ... C'O::> , i n water and streams, and from 

:i:a;1"i • .• rDM, from fire and flame. But then verses three and 

four state, repeatedly, that God's acts as Jacob's i,MU will 

involve nQt only protection, but also an exchange: 

:1'nnn ~o' rz.i':::> o·~o l it):> 'Tim . .. 

:1rDE:ll nnn c•o'M"~ i •nrUi ci M lnMi •.. 

- - "I give Egypt as ransom for you, Ethiopia and Saba in 

exchange for you: ... I give men in e xchange for you and 

nations instead of yo~. 11 Why i s God prepared to make such 

exchanges?: '1'~:"1M ')Mi Mi::>:::>l 'l'P::> nip• ilziMO , "because in my eyes 

you are precious, honored, and I love you " [ Isaiah 43:4), and 

because, i n 4 J : 1, •C, :inM, "you are Mine. 11 

In Isaiah 52: 9 I "Ml and cru a re paralleled: 

:c"1ow i,Ml iOP nm~ cru ':::> ... 

-- " ... For Yahweh will comfort Ais people, and will act as C,Mu 

for Jerusalem." An atmosphere of tranquility-to-come also 

rules Isaiah JS, where C'"'Ml [3S:6J "crowned with joy 

eve rla sting," clliM'i C,p cC,;p nnl)W , will walk eiip:i 1"'1"'1 , the Sacred 

Way, a path free of lions. 

But this tranqui-lit y will come, according to Isaiah JS: 4, 
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. • . M'o• ~ ~·:i~M :il:"\ •.• 

11God is here; vengeance will come." 
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Through cpl (vengeance) comes Onl (comfort); this is the 

way of God 1 the ~XU in Isaiah. 

Isaiah 47 reinforces this sense. Babylon, as God 

(through Isaiah) admits, followed the lead of God Himself, 

after •rii,ru •ni,i,n, after " l defiled My estate (or, heritage J" 

(-- language evocative of Moses' s ini,rui 17)11 nnein '?M and, in 

Ruth, •ni,nl nit n•nwM tD. phrase of the unnamed '?itu --) when 

Babylon " showed (My people) no mercy, 

1'?11 ni::i:ii: li" i,11 o•r.in., o;ii, MiD x'? 

and even upon the aged imposed a heavy yoke" [ Isaiah 47:6 ] . 

What will be God's response to Babylon's opPression of His 

exiled people?: 

. . . iOtD mM::il :'nil' 'l"M) .,r.iM Pl£)M it'?i npM cpl 

'"I will take vengeance, and not be appeased,' says our 

'?MU , Lord of Hosts is His name" [ Isaiah 4 7: 4 ) . God will be 

acting as &,it'\> when He brings JOi,Mi '?~. " loss of children and 

widowhood" [ Isaiah 47:9 ), upon Babylon. 

For Babylon, concludes Isaiah 47:15, 1l1'rDiO l'M, " there is 

no one to save you, 11 no one to forestall widowhood and the 

loss of children in Babylon. But i n Isaiah 49: 25, :"1':"1' declares 

to Israel P'VlM ~lK 1'):1 nM - - "I will save your chi ldren. " God 

concludes in Isaiah 49:26: 

p-OW• er.ii o•op:ii c.,iD:i nM Tl\o nM 'l"li,:itt:ii 

:::ipP' .,':::lM 1i,M)i 1l1'rD~ ;ii;i• 'lM ~ .,W::I i,;:i 1l11'i 
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" I wiU:\make your oppressors eat their own fle sh; they will 

be drunk on their own blood, as if wine. And all flesh will 

know that I am Yahweh, your Savior who acts as your i,MU, the Mighty 

One of Jacob. " 

i,MU and l1TI are paralle l he r e ; m;i• promises to fulfill 

the responsibilities of a i,M1J , i n this ve rse, by killing the 

oppressors of Jacob, by spilling Cl:)i, their blood. In Isaiah 

60;16, the same pairing occurs, but the context -- and the 

liquid are quite different : 

' f'J'M O'::>"r.> i lD' C''ll :li,n ~l'1 

::ipv• i ':lM 1""l' 1P'ID~ ;·n:i, ' JM ~ nPi'1 

" You will suck milk of the nations, suckle at royal 

breasts. And you will know that I am Yahweh your Savior who 

acts as your i,MU, the Mighty One of Jacob." 

In Isaiah 44 : 24, the parallel is structured between 

the womb. 

king of Israel and its i,ltU," who s a ys: 

0'i1.,M l'M ' iPi,:ll:l' p i nlt 'lit) JiW!ti ' lit 

-- "I am the first and I am the last, and there is no god but 

Me. " 
./ 

What else does this one and only one God do in the role 

of 'MU? I n Isa iah 44:22: 

1-niM~ pxoi TPR :>P::> -n'M 

1'M"ltl ' ::> '"M iO'~ 
-- "I erase your sins like a mist , your trans gressions like 

a cloud . Return t o me , for I act as your i,M~." As i,M'll , Go d 
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is people of sin. This is gentler language than we 

find in Isaiah 41: 14, where :iii'!• addresses the "men" (or 

"maggot") of Israel: 

... :>p111 nPC,m 'Mi•n i,M 

:C,Milll' W'i p m iW\' CM) 1 'Mifl? 'lM 

"'Don't be afraid, Jacob, you worm. I will help you,• 

declares Yahweh, who acts as your C,Mi) , I srael• s Holy one." 

In verses seventeen and following , this help is 

specified: God wil l provide water where there is none, 

turning the desert into ponds, planting trees in a parched 

wilderness where they ordinarily would not be expected to 

survive. 

The phrase C,itiil7' unip i n c onnection with God as C,Mu is 

repeated in Isaiah 43 :14 , and then again in chapter fifty -

four, where God (as wil l Boaz) prom i ses to act as C,Mil for a 

widow. In Isaiah 5'4:4-5: 

:i11' ·~rn Mr, TnuoC,M rurirn .. . 

':lMiit" ei'ip 1C,1rn ~co mia~ :ii:i• TeiP i~i,P :l ':) 

"· .. and remember no longer the disgrac e of your widowhood. 

For the One who made you will marry you , Lord of Hosts ~~ His 

name, who acts as your C,Mu, the Holy One of Israel." And, as 

stated in verse eight, this marriage is inspired by more than 

a jurisprudential approach to covenanta l responsibilities: 

:Mii"I' 1C,Ml il:)Jt 1'?"Mi oC,,p 1on:l, ... 

-- "'But wi t h everlasting kindness, I will take you back with 

merciful love, ' said Yahweh, who acts as your ;MU ." 

Isaiah 49:7 and following provide a fair summary of the 

l 
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the actions of God as .,MU. First, 

.,M.,iD' .,IU :"11:'1• affirms to Israel, c•~Q 1::i11'?, "to the slave o f 

rulers, " that Ae will be faithful in responding to calls for 

help. In 49 : 8, Isaiah reports thati'T1i1' has said : 

Cl1 il'i::i'? llilM1 li~M) 1'ilitl1 nP~!D· c~·:l~ ... 

:n1ooti7 n1i,nl C,•runC, r"iM c•pn'? 

-- "' ... and on a day of salvation I will help you, for I 

created you and made you a covenant people, to reestabl ish the 

land, to allocate (or, bequeath) again the depopulated 

landholdings (or, estates]. " In Isaiah 49:9-10, '?MiiD• i,xl :i1n• 

"says to the prisoners, 'Go free .'·· .They shall not hunger or 

thirst C"i'U' C'IJ 'P~O .,Pi Cli'U' COr1i0 ':::> , for the One who loves 

them will lead them, will guide them to springs of water." 

Isaiah 49:13 ends the summary by declaring: 

:c n"l• i'lVi 10V :i1:i, cro •:::> ••• 

" ... for Yahwel\. comforts His people and takes back nis 

afflicted with mercifu l l ove . " 

6. Harmonies of .,Ml and :-rio 

We have observed the root .,Ml in its parallels and 

connections to other roots, such as Pili' (or .,~ ), cpl and Cnl . 

The Tanakh also attests to close connections be tween i,Ml and 

nic. In Isaiah 35:8, as observed earlier, 8 we are told that 

" a highway will appear which will be called Wi'ipi1 1ii, the 

Sacred way." At the end of verse nine and the beginning of 

ten, we learn that: 
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· · · llQ~• :'i~il' ~,D, 

-- fl·. ·those on whose behalf the r,lt" has acted will walk 

(there); and the C"' iD of Yahweh will return. " A survey of 

usages of the root :iiD will help fur out our understanding of 

the root r,MJ. 

Verse two of Shemot 21, the first in a series of c·~DtDO , 

of "rules, fl deals with the freeing of a Hebrew slave: 

i::IP' c•)1t1 IUIU '"OP i::IP :-upn •::> 

:Cln ' !!ZDnr, !:!~· nv::i~:n 

" If you acquire a Hebrew slave, he will work for six 

years, and in the seventh he will go free, gm." Shemot 21: 11 

defines CJn ( ' IDDn':i) iu• : ")O::> l'lt Cln :iiu• . When the Hebrew slave 

in verse two (or the neglected wife in verse eleven) Cln (:1) iu• , 

he or she goes free "without payment. 11 In these cases, no 

(financial) exchange, and no third - party intervention, should, 

ideally, be necessary. Here, then, the word Cln helps t o 

define other spheres of responsibility which might have 

required the participation of a i,ltU, or other potential 

involvements, as being beyond the range of a r,HU. When land 

is sold nnm':i , that land is beyond the powers of a '"u to 

redeem. 9 When a Hebrew slave is libe rated ClM, that slave goes 

free without the need for a i,ltU to intervene. I n Isaiah 52:2-

3 , i1iil' says of t1•:i n::i il':lll1 , of "the captive Zion" : 

:~r,MJn ")O::>::i ""~ cn-cOJ Cln ... 
-- " · .. You were sold without payment [or, for no price], and 

you will be redeemed without money [or, you will not need a 

l 



C,Mu who has to pay cash for your release ) . 

A different case is described in Shemot 21:7-8: 

:C',;:)P n~ iun M., noicC, )r'l;:) r'\K U7'K "l::>r.l' •::>) 

· · . :iiD:ii :'iiP' iC, '"\WM ii'liM 'l'PJ ;ip, CM 

JO 

-- "If a man sells his daughter as a slave, she cannot be 

freed as male slaves are freed. If she proves unpleasant to 

her master, who has designated her for himself, he must let 

her be redeemed" -- that is, he must l et her be released in 

exchange for some tangible compensation. The root :iic i n this 

case describes a redemption, a release, in exchange for some 

payment; :"l.,D might be defined as "ransom." In the case of 

this daughter sold into slavery, a woman without assets, a 

third party (perhaps her father ) would assumedly nave to 

intervene to pay her ransom. 

Fair market value is demanded as the ransom, as the price 

of redemption, for the firstborn of unclean animals, in 
' 

Vayikra 27: 27, a verse in which :iic and C,ltl appear in parallel: 

,,c,p irnimn '10., 'P"'V;:) nic l i!M~:i iir.>i'Q;:) cic' 

:1:>iP;:) "Cr.>li C,ltl• MC, CM) 

"And if it (the firstborn) is of an unclean animal, it can 

be ransom~ at its fair market value plus one- fifth. If it 

is not redeemed [or, If no one acts as C,ic'U, and pays the 

ransom.for this firstborn], it will be sold at its fair market 

value. " This cash ransoming expressed by the root :iic can be 

seen as a subcategory of nC,~ . 

In Jeremiah 31:10, a verse familiar f r om the liturgy, 

this relationshi p of the two roots might be observed: 
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:~o pm ,,o 1i,1m :lpP· ~ ;i):i• :i,c •::> 

- - "For Yahweh will ransom Jacob, redeeming him from a power 

too strong for him." The act of ransoming is one tactic, one 

of a variety of available strategies which the i,M'\l will test, 

in attempting to fulfill the covenantal responsibility of 

securing the release of Jacob, who, in the language of Vayikra 

25: 47, is mp 10, who is in straits under the authority of a 

dominating foreigner . 

That sense of :i,c as a subcategory of i,ltl , as one specific 

strategy available to a i,M~), or as one locus of responsibilit:.y 

within a broad spectrum of kinship-group troubles to which a 

i,MU is commanded to respond, is more difficult to sustain in 

other verses where the two roots are found together. In Psalm 

69 , which ends with a call to "rebuild the cities of Judah , 11 

the two roots again are attested as a pair, here with the 

word- order rever-sed. We read in Psalm 69:19: 

:~ic ' ::lM p1r.ii, ~i,to 'Wti) "" iC~ 

-- " Come near and act as my i,MU. Ransom me from my enemies." 

The suggested form of this payoff is made clear in Psalm 

69:29: 

:O"M iElOr.l 'nrt• 

-- "May they be erased from the book of life. " 

The pair appears ' again in Hosea 13:14: 

ci,toM n~r.l C.,DM ~;.i ,,,, 

-- JPS offers the translation: "From Sheo l itsel f I will save 

them, redeem them from very Death . " A plausible alternative : 

" I will ransom them from Sheol, I will act as their i,M'\l i n the 

--
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realm of death·" Does thfs mean that God wil l s21ve them, one 

way or another1 at the brink of death? Or, in th is verse, are 

C1CM a nd ci,~tt completely identical in meaning? Is this a 

statement of the monolithic responsibility of C1il i,M~ t o 

avenge the murder of a kinsman, to act as i,MU for a blood 

relative now irretri evably, though not irremediably, beyond 

the brink of physical death? 

7 . A Second Root " KJ : Defiling 

Darkening, or defiling, not redeeming, proves the central 

action conveyed by a second root i,~ . Abraham Even- Shoshan ' s 

concordance l ists Job 3: 5 under two separate headings for 

roots i,~ . Unsure of the verse ' s most accurate plain sense, 

the concordance itself labels each listing with a question 

mark . By i dentifyi ng parallels witl\.in the first hemistich of 

Job 3 :5 , we might best be able to a pproach th is elusive plain 

sense: 

moi,~::l Jilin 'il"Ml, 

~ ~,~v l~n 

- - "May darkness and deep shadow '"'Ml,, may ~rk cloud l oom 

over it . " This is Job curs i ng the day he was bor n. 

Syntactically we might expect the verb 'ii"~' to parallel the 

verb l~n. Thus, i,Ml , a root of "redemption," and its inher ent 

(transmuting) e nergy, would be seen as being stretched by the 

writer to parallel the root 1~ , and its sense~ of a l iving 

presence . Job 1 s curse would then be framed as .:1 retaking, by 
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a dark transmuting force, of t~rritory which had once been 

fer t ile, t erritory to which that darkness had some preexisting 

and ineradicable right. 

"At a command of Yahweh the Israelites broke camp, and 

at a command of Yahweh they made camp" [Bamidbar 9 : 18] . What 

phenomenon expressed this timing?: 

:un, l=>tur.>il ':iv pv;i 1=>lli' i!DM ,r.>, i,::> ••• 

PP is a presence a apable of issuing commands . With the 

same verb in the same construction, in Job 3 : s, ~)1' conveys a 

curse. A plausible literary translation of ;"U)l1 1' "l1 l=>uin could 

be, "May a cloud shroud it." nir.>~1 l lDn coul d be read as a 

hendiadys: " May a deathly murk ( or, May death's murk ] reclaim 

it . " 

In Ezra 2: 62, missing genealogical records cloud the 

bloodlines of certain priests 1 sons and ;'Ui'Cil lr.l ''lQ'i, "they 

were disqual ified from the priesthood, 11 -denied the right to 

eat O'tllij'il Wi pr.>, of the most holy things. The root "JQ here 

describes a degrading of their status . 

In ~lachi 1 : 7, not only priest s but the food offerings 

themselves come into the expressive range of this root i,JQ. 

In 1: 6, God, through Malachi, addresses 'l)qj "t::l C')il~il, " the 

priests who abuse My name.ll A parallel emerges from t h e last 

half of 1 : 6 and the first half of 1:7: 

:i ow ~'t::l M::l cnir.iMi ,l)tll 't:l C'li1~n .. . 

. . . 1'~"JQ :ir.>::l cnir.>Mi ':lM)r.> cn':i 'n::ltr.> &,11 O'lli'lO 

"··.you priests who abuse My name and then say, \How have 

we abused Your na me?' On My altar you o ffer defiled food a nd 
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then say, 'How have we defiled 'iou? '" 

In Zephani ah 3: 1, J erusalem, the c entra l city of the 

priesthood, i s perce iVed as i1i,IW1 i1M.,r,, , "polluted and defiled . " 

The c ity's judges are voracious wolves, her prophets are 

labeled n~il~ 'rDm, tra itorous types, and as for the priests: 

:n.,1n 'o~n ID.,? ,i,i,n mn:; 

"· .. her priests profane the holy, degrade Torah. " 

Are ther e links between this second root i,~ , and i ts 

sense of defilement, its appearance in atmospher es of cursing 

and a ngered disappointment, and the sense of the root i,Pl , in 

its ten Tanakh attestations? Within David's dirge for Saul 

a nd Jonathan in II Samuel 1 : 21, 'Pl evokes the.scene at ~:l.,l : 

:lO!t':l M' ID1) ' " :l .,~ID pr.> C'i"Ol Jlr.> i,P» CIP •,:, ... 

11 
••• for there the shie ld of warriors i,1m, the shield o f 

Saul no more polished with oil." Here i,m conveys a s ense of 

disuse, of desertion . Verse twenty-one asks that there be no 

dew or rain on the hills of Gilboa, as i f the desertion of the 

shields on those h i lls equaled a rejection of God 1 s 

commandments by those who farmed there, and demanded the same 

pW>~shment. In vayikra 26:3-4, the Torah portion Be))hµkota i 

begins with God's assertion that " i f you follow My laws a nd 

. faithfully observe my c ommandments, I will grant your rains 

in their season, so that the earth shall yield its produce and 

the trees of the field their fruit . " But then Vayikra 26 :14-

16 warn: 

:i1.,Kil n '31.li1 i,;, M W PM 161 ,, ' PIXin M., CM'I 

: •.. "Pln ~o M OM1 'eOMOn 'Mpn::i OM1 
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... °'" r.Mt :'lit>PH ' lM ~ 
:C:>'~'N ,;ii,~M) c:>PiT i''," cnPin ... 

-- "But i f you do not obey Me and if you do not observe all 

these commandments, and if you reject My laws and let my rules 

lie unused, then I will do this to you .. . You will sow your 

seed with empty benefit, for your enemies will eat it ." 

Here c::>vit might also convey "your offspring, 11 a sense of 

Saul's son Jcrnathan, lying dead in a field ~n Gilboa. 

The dirge continues in II Samuel 1 : 22: 

i~nM l1it>l N'? lnl1:"1' mop O'i~l :l'?M C'""li o.,~ 

:Op'i :l'~r. N'? "'MtU .:lim 

- - " From the blood of slain men , from the fat of warriors, 

Jonathan ' s bow never retre ated; the sword of Saul did not 

withdraw empty . 11 In the poet ' s sense , the now- deserted 

weapons d e file the Gilboan hills by their disuse; when sword 

and bow a nd shield served in ba~tle. they were not defiled but 

exalted by blood/and fat, signs of a warrior ' s success, and 

of God ' s support. 

Lamentations 4 tells of God's fury damaging Jerusalem . 

Verse thirteen s a ys that " it was for the sins of her prophets, 

for ;"l'lii~ nil1P the iniquitie s of her priests who in h e r mid s t 

spilled the blood of the righteous C'p'i~ Ci :'Oy :l C,~D~W:'I ." 

Lamentat ion s 4 : 14 continues: 

ci~ ' "M)J n~'n.:l C'"l1P ' Vl 

:Cii 't0:i":l '1')' ~"~~' M~:l 
- - "They wa nde red, blind , through the s t r eets, def ile d by 

blood and no one could touc h the ir garments . " ====t 
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to that of Lamentations. In verse two, Isaiah asserts: 

~·i1'M J':li, ~)':I C'"'i::lr.> !;p't'lUW . OM ·~ 
-- "But your iniaui ties have separated you from your God." 

Verse three continues: 

lilJ:l ~·niP:l::lMi ci::i ~i,trn ~·c;, ·~ 

- - " For your palms for, your hands ] are defiled with blood, 

and your fi ngers with iniqui~y." 

God ' s garments are bloodstained in Isaiah 63. "Why is 

Your clothing so red, Your garments like those of one who 

presses grapes?" is the question in 63 : 2, and verse three 

brings the response: 

•mro cor.>iMi 'CIO ~,,M, ... 

:•n.,ioM 'N'r.l ',~i •i:o ',p cruJ r1 
-- "I stomped them in Hy anger and trampled them in My rage. 

And CruJ r on my clothing; I had stained all my garments. " 

The word cn~J is, apparently, a variant of ruJ, bearing its 

sense of " endurance," blood the essential force of enduring 

human life. The word l' comes from the root :"Ill, a root 

frequently attested in connection with C,. In Vayikra 6:20 we 

find the phrase ion i,p :"lr.lir.> ill' , "its blood is spattered on the 

gannent. " In Shemot 29:21: 

i'i~ .,P, li i1M i,p i:i·~:ii . .. rom:i .,P i eiM ci:i 10 nn;>i,; 

"Take from the blood that is on the alta r .. . and sprinkle 

it on Aaron and on his garments." 

Thus, the phrase •n.,MJM 'rtl~i,r,i "~i •il:l i,p Cn~ l' i, in Isaiah 

63: 3, can be translated as: "Their lifeblood spatt ered my 
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clothing; I had stained all my garments ." The word '?ii,~M , of 

the second root i,MJ , in Isaiah 63:3, is followed immediately 

by an appearance of the first root i,MJ , in Isaiah 6 3 :4. Why 

were God ' s garments stained with human blood?: 

' ::l"::l ~ ':;) 

:;'IM::l '"'Ml NID' 

-- " For a day of avenging had been in my heart [JPS: For I 

had planned a day of vengeance ) and My time of acting as i,icu had 

come." 
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NOTES TO CHAPTER ONE 

1 Sifra, parashat Behar Sinai 5:1 

2 Sifre Bamidbar, parashat Naso, Piska 22 

3 The one who sold the land, should he again become 
prosperous, can later reacquire the land, if no ; MU has a cted 
in the interim. 

4 Boaz refers to himself as i,Mt in Ruth 3 :12 . 

S From Tanakh, Jewish Public.ation Society, page 1423, 
footnote c. 

6 The root nnw appears one hundred forty times in the 
Tanakh, ninety-three times in the hifil. 

7 If the unnamed i,M,l had intended to express concern 
over the impairing of his estate, over the diminution of his 
holdings, he could have used language well-attested in the 
Hu.mash. In Ruth 4:6, the unnamed i,MU says that he will not 

redeem Mah l on' s estate •nC,ro n•n!DM JD. I n Bamidbar 26: 53-54, 

God is apportioning the same land of which the unnamed i,Mil 
controls a share. In Bamidbar 26:54, God instructs Moses: 

-
mi,ru l:)•Jmn ~.uoC,, mi,ru :-oin ~ii, 

-- "With larger groups increase the share , with smaller groups 
reduce the share." If the unnamed i,Mi.l actually intended to 
express his concern over the diminution of his holdings, he 
could have said: •n"rn l:)'.UOM JD. His choice of words, as 
reflected in the signif.g::ant parallel attestations already 
cited on pages 14-15 of this essay, and as highlighted by 
language the unnamed i,MU might have used (but did not) , 

substantiates the interpretation that the unnamed i,MU, in Ruth 
4:6, was not expressing concern about the impairing of his 
landholdings and cash position. The man was worried about the 
corruption of his received trad i tion by intermarriage. 

8 See page 24. 

9 see pages 1-7. 
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A MIDRASHIC GUIDE TO BLOOD AVENGING 

CHAPTER TWO: 
; 

This blood's for you 

~· 
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The blood avenger's singul~r commanded responsibility is 

established in Bamidbar 35:19: 

rel i :i Nt n'O' M1i1 oi;i " Ml 

" The blood avenger, cin i,MU himself, will put the murderer 

to death." 

The end of that verse expresses the potential immediacy 

with which that commandment can, legally, be fulfilled: 

- - "On encounter, oi;i i,MU will put the murderer to death." 

The closing half of Bamidbar 35:21 reprises the commandment 

in distilled form : 

-- " The blood avenger will put the murderer to death upon 

encounter ." 

From Bamidbar 35:12 through 35:27, the blood avenger is 

named seven times, six times as C1i1 i,MU , , once simply as ~U. 

The Torah 1 s commandment and detail concerniJ!g Ciil i,M~~ are 

centered in that chapter. In Bamidbar 35:33, the Torah text 

offers language which might be probed to derive understanding 

of the blood-deep and land-centered imperative which fuels 

the commandment to a i,MU to kill his kin ' s ki.ller: 

f1Mi\ ntt .,,,,.,, M~il oiil '~ re cntt irott r itt:i M ~'lnn ~6i 

:bcw ci::l cM ~ re 1D'ID iwtt cii, iE>~' Mi, riMi,~ 

- - 11 You must not pollute ( ')lMJ the land in which vou live , for 

blood pollutes [ ")lMJ the land; and the land can ba ve no 

expiation f or blood which is shed upon it, except by the blood 

of the one who shed it. " 

.......... 
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The root '):Jn appears nowhere else in the Humash. In 

Isaiah 9: 16, we read that God will not spare the lives of 

Israel's youths: 

"and will not show compassion to their orphans and widows, 

for all are rµn and wicked." Here, being rµn cancels 

protection, for even the most pathetically vulnerable of 

Ipraelite society, from the rav~ges of death. In Job 36:13-

14, rµn and an early death are again linked: 

CrDCl iPl:l nt.in : . .. ')l't 11l'iD' :ii:> 'Pln) 

-- " Th e 'Cln in heart become enraged: They die in their 

youth ." But the rµn himself can be lethal. In Proverbs 11:9: 

• • . 1i1Pi nnei' ~ ;i!):l 

"Through a spoken word the rµn can destroy his neighbor." 

In Daniel 11:31- 32, forces of an invasive king 

:cr.illm f~ UM i"llnil w o:i' nxio:i !1'1i?Oil ,i,i,n, ... 

"will desecrate the temple, the fortress, and will abolish 

the regular offering and establish the appalling abomination." 

In strategic tandem with their activities, the king 

... n '\pi,n:l "'l'ln' n'i:l 'P' !D'ill' 

"with smoot h wor ds ')'lM' those who act with wickedness 

toward the covenant . " 

In Joh 15:34, a ')lM is paralleled with a inW, with o ne who 

gives bri bes, whose t ents will be consumed by fire . Why such 

destructio n? I n J ob 15:35 : 

::ioio 1~n ~' l'\M ,.,~ i,oxi ni n 

-- " They have conceived mis c h ief, give n birth to evil, and 

--
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tmeir womb produces deceit." The fertility of evil must be 

obliterated. 

In Psalm 106:38 - 39 , we find Israelites destroying 

evidence of their own fertility: 

pn:::> ~~pi, i~n iWM Cil'nU:l1 C,,' ):l Ci 'i'l Ci ' ::>CW'i 

... ~Wl1Q:l '1'®'1 :C'Oi:l p!til ');!nm 

-- "They shed innocent blood, the blood of their sons and 

their daughters, whom they sacrificed to the idols of Canaan. 

The land ~ by blood: They were defiled by the i r acts." 

Isaiah 24:5-7 reports a state of pollution, and defineE 

the causes of that defilement, and its repercussions: 

:c':iil1 n'i:l ~iCil pl"I ' !>':in ni 1n 1i::>l1 •::> :i':lW' nnn j'\!)m YiMi\1 

" The earth il!))n under i ts inhabitants, because they 

transgressed teachings, violated laws, broke the covenant . " 

~ •::i«i' 10«1M'1 f"'M ;ii,::>M il':iM 1=> ':lp 

:iino wUM iM!lil1 fiM •::iw' ,,n p i:,11 

-- "That is why a curse consumes the land and its inhabitants 

pay the penalty. That is why the land's settlers have 

diminish"ed and but few men are left. " 

.•. lDl ili,i,ox wwn i,:iM 

" The new wine fails, the vine is feeble." 

The root rµn expresses a pollution loosed by violation of 

the Torah 1 s laws, destroying the land's fertility, and 

forcing the land's inhabitants to depart. Bamidbar 35: 33 

moves from the general to the specific, first declaring that 

"you shall not pollute the land in which you live, " then 

specifying that blood pollutes the land," and that pollution 
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caused by\ blood shed in an act of purposeful murder can only 

be expiated -- remedied "by the blood of the one who shed 

it. It 

How have midrashic commentaries come to undertand this 

apparently inflexible demand for a balance of blood purposely 

shed? How have midrashim heard a murdered man's blood 

:iO.,Mrl 10 c•pv~. "crying out from the ground?" How have 

midrashim interpreted the vital force, the life of the flesh, 

the life of the blood? How does blood, that vital human 

force, influence the land ' s fertility? 

1. Pirkei de Rabbi Eliezer and Two Kings 

Saul and his sons had been killed. The Epstein Vienna 

manuscript of Pirkei de Rabbi Eliezer says that they had been 

dead thirty years ~en a famine struck in the days of David. 

Earlier editions say that the famine began in the year after 

their deaths. 1 

David sends the people to scout for idolatry in the land; 

idolatry is one potential cause for the paucity of rain. They 

find no idolatry. Next, David senses that immorality could 

be causing the continued lack of rain. Why?: 

i'f'l'llf::l f'"IM ' D')nI'l' 

-- Jeremiah J:2: "'iou polluted the land with your whoring." 

What are the consequences of that pollution? The next verse , 

Jeremiah 3:3, tells us immediately: 

.•• i\~ Mi" ei'?"O' C~::li U1l0'' 
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-- "The s'-owers we · thh l ~ re w1 e d , and the late rains never came. " 

The root ~n again expresses "pollution", and the midrashic 

redactor doesn't even have to sew in an intersecting verse 

from elsewhere in order to link the pollution of ~n to 

infertility. 

In the third year of the famine, David tells the people 

to searc h in the land for people who shed blood; on a ccount 

of murder the rain is witheld. How do we know this? The 

midrash cites Bamidbar 35 : 33 : 

f"'lM:'I rlM ')'ln• M\:'i C1:'i '::> ~ CnM "'l!DM Y1M:'I rlM iE>'ln?i Mi,~ 

" You .will not pollute t he l and in which you live for blood 

pollutes the land." This verse, sharing the root ~n with 

J eremiah 3:2, substi tutes for 3 :2 not physically in the 

midrashic text, but in the minds of the redactor and the 

reader. Thus Bamidbar 35 : 33, the statement o f blood's power 

to defile the land) is positioned to precede, immediately, 

the mention in Jeremiah J :J of rain withheld. Blood shed in 

an act of murder, if unavenged, will cause denigration of the 

land's f ertility. 

But David• s people locate no such unavenged murder . 

David says to them: "From now on, the matter only depends on 

me. " This statement of individual responsibility echoes words 

attributed t o God, ~ords which sum the thematic content of 

(and which literally end) the midrash immediately preceding 

our lengthy section on the famine, in the text of Pirkei de 

Rabbi Eliezer: God says, after menti oning Moab and Edom and 

Philistia, that " it is up to Me to search for merit on their 
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behalf." \ 

As the famine midrash in Pirkei de Rabbi Eliezer 

approaches its culmination, David now prays before God, to 

ascertain how his own failure to search had led to this three

year famine. God responds to David by l i sting Saul's merits, 

and David rises to search for Saul 's bones. once tne bones 

of Saul and J onathan are properly bur i ed {as narrated in II 

Samuel 21:14) and once God sees that the peop l e o f Israel have 

expressed lovingkindness to these dead men of merit , then God 

re l eases the rain and restores the l and 's fertility. 

Saul and Jonathan died in war, themselves armed wit.h 

sword and shield. They were not murdered. David's 

responsibi lity here was not to avenge their blood, but to 

remedy their disrespectf ul burial. In both cases, though the 

physical status of the dead is surely beyond human powers of 

re~rieval, the human responsibility is t o remedy that status . 

I f there is no action to redeem murdered blood, shed on the 

land, beyond physical restoration, or to honor bones of those 

who merit honor, bones improperly buried on the other side of 

the Jordan, then fertility wi l l fail. 

2. Sifre Barnidbar Piska 161 

The initial reaction recorded in Sifre (and Midrash 

Lekakh Tov and Yalkut Shimoni) to the phrase [IMM MM 'iE>'lnn Mi,, 

is: 

l 
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"This \ is surely a warning to the deceitful [or, to 

practitioners of deceit, to sycophants]. ,, 2 Whether th is 

reaction to the sacred text serves as a generic warning 

against deceit, or whether the midrash perceives that the land 

(and i ts fertility) will be damaged specifically by deceit, 

' seems unclear. But the next midrashic reaction , introduced 

as iMM 'i:)i , works to clarify that hazy drash: 

~, nDJnO Miir'\lt' YiM, ir.i- lr'\ M'? 

-- "Don't cause the land to respond deceitfully to you." That 

is , engage in no behaviors which could lead to infertility . 

Sifre then deals with the phrase f iMi1 MM 'i")M' M' i1 Cii1 ':> by 

citing R. Yasia, who was known to say that 'i'lM' was l"ii''~U l'lltiC,, 

a codified shorthand for ')M pn• -- God 's anger would be loosed 

upon the land by blood shed in an act of purposeful murder. 

To deal with the phrase ~ ~It' iWM c iC, 1C'C' Mi:l fiMC,~, "the 

land can have no e.xpiation for blood that is shed o n i t 

(except by the bood of the o ne who shed it), " Sifre Bamidbar 

Piska 161 brings Devarim 21:4, which deals with the case o f 

a murder victim, found in open country, whose killer is 

unknown. The elders of the nearest town are to take a heifer 

which has never worked under a yoke, and, in a wadi where 

water regularly flows but which is not t illed (a seemingly 

un likely combination· i n a region where irrigable farm land 

would be at a premium) , they are commanded to break the 

heifer ' s neck. Then, as Devarim 21 : 5- 8 develop the ritual , 

i n the presence of priests t he elders are to wash their hands 

C.i'i' ~n.,, - - over the heifer whose neck they have broken. 

--



47 

Sifre) in this instance, brings only Deuteronomy 21:4, 

the breaking of the heifer's neck, not the language of 2 1: 7 , 

not the oath :im ci:i ntt !Qcq,i Mi, ~'i\ "Our hands did not shed 

this blood, " and thus we find no play here between the roots 

rni, "tO WaSh, II and rui , 11 tO murder. 11 As the ritual 

3.bsolution proceeds, the e l ders are to state that oath: "' Our 

hands did not shed this blood, nor d i d our eyes see it d one. 

:i~:"\' n•ic iwtt i,M.,ei• ,,,vi, 'iC:> 

, M,W' Jill) ::::iy ::::i ' Wl ci inn , M) 

cin c,ii, JP:m 
--. ··Absolve, Yahweh , Your people Israel, whom you have [ in 

the past] ransomed, and do not allow (quilt for) innocent 

blood among vour people Israel, and they will be absolved of 

the blood(guiltl." 

Sifre's juxtaposition of Bamidbar 35: 33 and Devarim 21:4 

frames an apparent ~isharmony: How can a murdered person's 

blood be balanced by the blood of a heifer if the land can 

have no benef i t frorr. expi ation for blood shed upon it except 

by the blood of the one who shed it? 

The language with which Sifre expresses its specific 

concern with this disharmony between Bamidbar 35:33 and 

Devarim 21:4 seems not entirely effective in resolving the 

conflict between the "two verses. What happens, asks Sifre , 

if the heifer's neck has been ritually broken, 

li'ilii tam °? "ViM) 

"and then afterwards the murderer is found? " Sifre answers 

to its own question: 
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-- " I might ha ve thought that (the death of the heifer) would 

abs olve them; (but) the Torah says 'there will be no expiation 

(for b l ood shed on the land except by the blood of the one who 

s hed it) . ' '' 

To whom does the word c;ii, , "the m, 11 r e fer here? If Sifre 

is asking whether the murderer who is discovered after the 

heifer ' s absolving death is still liable for murder, then wh y 

don It we find the word ~,,, "h im, II rather than cm? Does Sifre 

i ntend to i nclude t he murderer i n the absolved group described 

by c;i;? Is it the midrashist •s true sense that the belatedly

arrested murderer has been absolved and should be freed ? 

Or does the final line of this midrash, restating the 

Torah text aga inst a ( rhetor ica l ly employed) perception o f 

t he midrashist, i ntend t o show the halakhic primacy of th~ 

demand for the killer's blood over the ritual breaking of the 

heifer ' s neck ? 

Sifre ' s cit ing of the specific case of the belatedly

arrested kil ler draws attention to a loophole, a significant 

flaw in the Deuteronomic absolution ritual. Thus Sifre asserts 

t he halakhic primacy of the demand for expiation for murdered 

blood by the murderer'• s blood, and devalues any other ritual. 

What would be the danger to the community if an 

inadequate ritua l were employed to cleanse gui l t for the 

blood of a murder victim? Sifre now cites Bamidbar 35:34 , 

whose first words parallel the first part of Bamidbar 35:33: 
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-- "You will not defile the land i n which you live, in which 

I Mysel f live. " Sifre comments: 

ru'~w;i nM np"oo' y-.Mil nM tt~o o'oi n~'!W 

uhpon n':l ~-.n o,~, n-O'De' ,wo~ 

-- "Bloodshed defiles the land and causes the Shekhina (God's 

presence-1 to depart. And because of bloodshed the (First) 

Temple was destroyed." Now Sifre brings a story about two 

priests who were racing up the steps to the Temple altar to 

deliver an offering. (Were they expressing their zeal to 

fulfill the commanded sacrifice? Or were they competi ng man 

against man?) One of the priests reaches his destination four 

cubits ahead of the other. This outrun priest buries his 

knife in the chest of his swifter colleague, who falls dying. 

Rabbi Zaddok arrives on the scene. 

This does not seem a case of an unknown murderer . But 

Rabbi Zaddok, addressing ~Miro' M'~ l\l'ilM, invokes Devarim 21. 

Why wouldn't the slow priest be tried for murder? Were there 

no witnesses to actions on the altar steps? Is Zaddok 

, covering up a crime within his priestly caste? Who else would 

have had access to the area near the altar to have committed 

such a crime? 

or is Zaddok not questioning who actually .:::ommi tted 

the crime, but rather whose impurity caused the crime? Was 

the murderous priest acting out the dark violent subconscious 

of his priestly group, whose daily slaughtering, meant to 
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serve a cultic purp~e, perhaps had come to satisfy a 

destructive bloodlust? Or was the priest, as he conveyed an 

offering from the people to the altar, overcome by the 

virulent corruption of the people ' s common soul? Was the 

priest, asks the high priest, poisoned by a falsely

intentioned offering , by a lamb whose blood could not have 

begun to cleanse the defiled group character of i,Mitt', 'l::l 'U'nM? 

Is this the scenar i o whic h the high priest Zaddok is offering 

to the people?: Rather than slaughter the lamb , the priest, 

defiled emissary of the deeply corrupt people, kills his 

fellow priest, expressing the violent disrespect which the 

people harbored for the priesthood and the sacrificial cult? 

As Zaddok asks the assembled group to participate in this 

metaphorical measuring o f distance , to ascertain to whose 

domain the cause of this murder was more proximate, the father 

of the fallen priest, himself presumably al~=>, arrives on the 

scene , icier.> 1tu"r.>~ , and finds that his son is sti 11 breathing. 

The father addresses the assembled masses, calling to them as 

u,nM, with the same diction used by Zaddok : 

Q:)n~:> 'l'in 'l'nH 

literally, "Our brothers, may I be your absolution," 

apparent l y a standard idiom of address, whic h here takes on 

a different resonance as two di'stinct groups measure each 

other's responsibility, and assess blame. 

The father bends to his son on the altar steps, and then 

rises to address the people: 
T~E Kl .A.U LIBRARY 

HEBREW \INl•-N COLLEGE 
J(W15H 1t •'il er ~El ~GION 
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"M . \ t' l - Y son is s 1 1 breathing, and so the knife has not been 

The fa t her/priest expresses great concern for the 

r itual purity of the sacrificial i nstrument -- for a n unshaken 

and continu ing community perception of the priesthood as 

You might also say that the priest, in 

this strange ly p ublic moment of intimate horror, uses the 

language of his public voice both to convey and deflect, with 

a shielding grace, his surging emotions. 

How can we understand Sifre here? The knife could be the 

symbolic tool of institutional mechanics (and mach i na tions) 

exalted ove r human life, expressive of a theocrat ic elite 

which celebrates its own inviolability even in a moment on the 

altar steps when its own child , t he i nstitution 's future , lies 

mortally wounded by the sacrificial knife. Sifre might be 

saying that he kn ife , the priestly institution , had become 

more important than the~ blood, more important than the life 

force with the expiating power, which the knife itself merely 

served to release. 

Sifre might also be offering an e mpathetic reading of a 

priest's inner life in the most demanding moment s of serving 

as a ritual functionary. But Zaddok's brisk initiating of 

those procedures established in Devarim 21, which are meant 

to lead to the sacrifice of a substitute (heifer ) if the 

actual killer ' s identity is unknown, cannot easily be reasoned 

away as appropriate legal formalism applied in a case of 

unresolved bloodguilt, the case for which the law was 

designed. The actual killer seems easily identifiable in this 

--
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case. The mid"iia.sh might express empathy for the dying youth ' s 

torn father, who must deal, on a ~oment•s notice , with his 

son's ebbing life and with the priesthood• s wounded public 

persona, all in the Temple's formal setting. But Zaddok • s 

quick formalistic recourse to an arguably inapplicable law 

serves, as Sifre Bamidbar presents the case, a brute agenda 

of ( personal and) institutional self-interest. 

Sifre's perception s eems to be that the institutional 

self-involvement of the Zaddokite priesthood had defiled the 

Temple and corrupted the people ' s relationship with the God 

of the sacrificial cult, to whom the corrupt priests were 

preventing the people t rue access for their offerings of 

atonement. Thus the midrash manages to serve its own agenda, 

bloodshed, to the 

destruction of the Temple . 

Sifre Bamidbar Pisk~ 161 now appends II Kings 21:16 t o 

the priestly murder midrash to fur t her substantiate the link 

between bloodshed and Temple destruction: 

:i.D" ;ii) 0'""',. Nt M1
'1:) "WM iP iMO ;-ci:i iuno 1Mi 'Pl oi Cl~ 

"And also Menashe shed so much i nnoc ent blood tha t he 

filled Jerusalem from end to end . " Sifre's reaffi~ing tag-

line commentary: 

MOtOo u.iipo11 np'moo :il'~ o•oi rc•DW pP~ )iOM l=>'D 

"From this (textual evidence) i t has been said that by the 

transgression of bloodshed was God's presence distanced and 

the Temple defiled." Sifre has now shown that a king 

contributed to the desecration of the First Temple, and that 
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the actions of ~riests led to the desecration of the Second 

Temple. By their own actions, as Sifre frames the past, 

monarchs and priests had disqualified themselves, and perhaps 

their descendants, from positions of holiest responsibility . 

Who now would be the sole rightful heirs to traditional 

theocratic authority? The rabbis. 

But Sifre will not end its comments on this verse, which 

are its final comments on parashat Masei, and thus its last 

words on the entire book of Numbers, by (subtextually) 

affirming its authority over a world disconnected from God 's 

hovering presence. What force would there be in authority not 

only severed from Jerusalem, but declared in the absence of 

the Shekhina? A government in exile from Jerusalem and its 

destroyed Temple must be able to communicate to the people 

that God, merciful and forgiving, has restored His Presence, 

which had been distanced by the transgressions of a corrupt 

priesthood, a priesthood which tried to lay the blame 

exclusively on the people. The restoration of the exiled 

Shekh ina among a people in exile means a thorough endorsement, 

by God, of a restored theocratic authority now invested in 

( - - meaning, claimed by} the rabbis. 

So Sifre now brings God's phrase from Bamidbar 35:34, 

:"\:::! l~~!d 'lM illlM, "the land in which I dwell, " and comments: 

cn'l~ ;,)•~ C'~ c..,rd •!) i,M ')Mill i,M~· c~~n 

"(the people of) Israel are worthy of love, for even though 

they might be other than pure, God's presence dwells amongst 

them. " Thus the thrust of Bamidbar 35:34, instead of 
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threatening ~at if you defile the land in which I currently 

dwell, then I will leave, becomes a statement of tolerance: 

Try not to pollute this land, too much, please, because I live 

here. Or because I live with you. Wherever you go. Wherever 

you might pollute. Sifre now brings words of Rabbi Nathan, 

who announces: 

c;ir.>11 ro•xi '"J111 C'ipr.> ':i~::iei 

"Wherever (the people of Israel) flave gone into exile, the 

Shekhina has been with them." Citations from I Samuel 2:27, 

Isaiah 43 :14, Jeremiah 49:38, Isaiah 63:1, Ovarim 30:3 and 

Song of Songs 4:7 support statements that God has been present 

with the people in Egypt, Baby l onia, Elam (with no play on the 

root Ci,P, and its sense of disappearance), and Edom, and will 

return with the people to Jerusalem. 

Sifre to the book of Bamidbar then concludes with a 

statement by Rabbi, by ~ehuda ha-Nasi himself, the archetypal 

embodiment of rabbinic authority. Rabbi compares the situation 

to one in whic h a king says to his servant, "If you're looking 

for me, I'll be with my son. Any time you look for me, you'll 

find me with my son." 

"abiding with them amidst their uncleanness" (Vayikra 16:16). 

as well other Torah texts which substantiate that theme, from 

Vaikra 15:31 and Bamidbar 5:3, Sifre Bamidbar then concludes 

by returning to the original verse under examination, Bamidbar 

35:34, with Rabbi's presence intimately looming: "You will 

not pollute the land in which you live, in which I myself 

live, for I, Yahweh, live among the people of Israel." 
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J. Ramban on Barnidbar 35:34 

Ram.ban interprets yiM;i nM Ml:)~n ""~ as meaning that "the 

land will become defiled, and then the Shekhina will not dwe ll 

in the land, if there is innocent blood shed (in the land) 

which has not been expiated i~EW ci~ . by the blood of the one 

who shed 1 t . " 3 Ramban then 1 inks the command to shed the 

blood of the murderer t o the first reaction of Sifre Bamidbar 

concerning yiM~ nM ~'lM M':>~, that this is ''a warning to 

practitioners of deceit. " Ramban says that "God warned us 

against taking a bribe from murderers, " this his reading of 

Bamidbar 35:31, which says: 

- - and which JPS translates as: "You may not accept a ransom 

for the life of a murderer ... he must be put to death. 11 Ramban 

thus reads Bamidbar 35 : 33 as "warning us. against flattering 

(murderers) because of their high position or their power, or 

the honor of their family, even without taking a bribe, 

l'i'~'° ; nnn j'\£)ln M,;i~ yiMii nM ~ :iln en':> 'i'lrn urnM c' ,~ 
for if we flatter them, we will be deceiving the land, and 

(the land ) will betray its inhabitants. " In Ramban 1 s 

comments about a murderous elite we hear resonances of Sifre ' s 

story about the murderous priesthood . 

Ramban t h inks that the jurisdictio n of YiMli nM !\El'lnn M,~ 

as commanded in Bamidbar 35 : 33 is broadened beyond the l and 

of Israel by Bamidbar 35:29 : 

~'n:lwio ':>~~ cc'nii"> ~o npn':> cc':> n'M '':i' 
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"And th':\i.·s w1·11 b 1 e your aw of procedure throughout your 

generations, in all your settlements," meaning, says Ramban, 

"that these judgments apply also outside the land {of 

Israel)· " Why then does the text make special mention of the 

land of Israel? Says Ramban: 

CID iltiM i'U':>V.1:1 1tl:>i, in~· r·~:i ' :leii':l 'i'Onm 'itni 

:iniM ~) M~ :inm 'l'lro tt'?W i •;imi 

P'it n;i,i,y:l i'1'iO~;i M'l7i ~ l'lP) 

-- "God demanded even stricter observance by the residents of 

the land (of Israel) in honor of the Shekhina which is present 

there. And he warned that we must not pol l ute it a nd not 

d e file it. The substantive impact of i'1!)Un is expressed in 

(the Torah ' s) cursings of fertility." 

4. Midrashic Comparison: 

Pirkei de Rabbi Eli~zer and Midrash Hagadol Bamidbar4 

Midrash Hagadol to Bamidbar 35 :34 approaches the phrase 

f'iMil me MOt!ln Mi,1, "you shall not defile the land, II by offering 

a smooth digest of material we have already begun to review: 

i,Miw•r.i ni.,i,nor.i i'I)~ :lin 111ipon n':l c'T.l'i M'C'EXt' tiP:llP ir.ii,r.i 

- - "Teaches that by the transgression of bloodshed was the 

Temple destroyed and the Shekhina distanced from Israel. 11 

Mi drash Hagadol Bamidbar responds to :i:nro t:>W 'lM i!PM , 
11 (the land) i n which I Myself live," with a matter-of-fact 

statement of causality: 

( 
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"So if Y.Ott pollute it, I'm not going to live there." 

Midrash Hagadol also includes ~ variant of the midrash 

of David and the famine. At the crucial moment after David 

finally asks God about the cause of the famine -- when God 

responds -- Midrash Hagadol differs markedly from Pirkei de 

Rabbi El iezer. After citing the initial words of God's 

resppnse to David in II Samuel 21: 1, i,\M117 i,M, "because of 

Saul " Pirkei de Rabbi Eliezer int~rrupts the biblical text 

and inserts a rhetorically interrogative list affirming Saul's 

significant merits, and thus substantiating David's purpose 

in traveling to Jabesh Gilead (as told in II Samuel 21:12): 

to recover the bones of Saul and J onathan for proper burial. 

Within Pirkei de Rabbi Eliezer, this midrash appears in 

a chapter meant to teach appropriate tones and style to "one 

who tenders the service of lovingkindness to mourners. " Part 

of the art, apparentli, is to reframe a man's transgressions 

as if they were to his benefit; here, as if positing what 

could have been had Saul done teshuva. 

Eliezer, therefore, reads 

i1i M :'I 1~"'0 117~.,p:i ~i, ioM 

:inWo:i }OlD::l nrz.i~rD ,~rD U'M 

,Miiu'::l iiiT MibP nniuPl M, 1•o•::iu7 ,,Mui U'M 

Pirkei de Rabbi 

as, "The Holy one Blessed Be He said Sg David, [ or, "The Holy 

One Blessed Be He said, 'David . . . ) 'Isn't it Saul who was 

anointed with the anointing oil? Isn't it Saul in whose days 

there was no false worship in Israel? ' " 

Two variant readings seem possible. To agree with the 

- "-"'" 
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and thus to fit into the lesson on 

handling mourners gently, Pirkei de Rabbi Eliezer would have 

to r ead i,,MID U'M , , , as, "The Holy One Blessed Be He said to 

him, 'David is not Saul, who was anointed with the anointing 

oil. (David) is not Saul, in whose days [ meaning, in Saul's 

days) there was no false worship in Israel. •" 

But the opposite reading seems possible : "'David is not 

Saul, for in his'" -- in David's t ime --"'there was no false 

worship in Israel . 111 And the earliest editions of Pirkei de 

Rabbi Eliezer have David addressing God: "I am not Saul, for 

in my days ... " 

The distinction must be made between two reasons for the 

famine which God offers to David. Midrash Hagadol Bamidbar 

is telling us that M':l i,M1 i,1M!D "M is not a singular cause. The 

famine caJ!\e both because , ''MID i,M , Saul had not yet been 

offered a proper ritual burial, and also because, n•:l i,M , 

earlier on, some of Saul's people had gotten out of hand and 

butchered some Gibeonites. 

Midrash Hagadol tersely assesses the impact of Saul's 

improper burial: 

The famine came "because Saul had not been offered buria l 

rites according to the law. 11 But Midrash Hagadol does not 

then turn to the language of C,~ 'U'M .,1,. 
The method of Midrash Hagadol to Bamidbar is to c omment 

on (most) verses in the Torah text, in sequential order of 

their appearance. The Pirkei de Rabbi Eliezer chapter, 
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however, is not eyed to t· one par icular textual locus, but t o 

a developing theme. There we learn that one who would comfort 

mourners must be able to develop words of praise for a person 

as brutal and sinful as Saul. 

The agenda in Midrash Hagadol to Bamidbar J 5 : J 4 is 

markedly different: 

c•oi n::i•r:111 nltip no;, nMi' M'C 

-- "Come and see how difficult (how serious a transgression ) 

bloodshed is. " 

nn·~i M':>M :'i"i!l;, ;ii, l'M ''"ii"ttll 

i ;,Dru tl1::1 OX •;, iD;,•M':i fiM':i1 iOltlltl 

- -" ... for there is no expi ation for (the transgression of 

bloodshed) except (by) killing, as it is written: 'The land 

can have no expiation ( for bloodshed) except by the blood o f 

the one who shed i t. ' 11 

Then the midrash's specific intention is clearly stated: 

i)i"t nM lii"t 1':i•DM M':>M •n-itM )ii"tlz.i •o':i i::l i "l'° M"' 

"And the matter is not only restric ted to one who killed 

a citizen, but includes even one who ki l led the stranger." 

Now Midrash Hagadol Bamidbar begins to tell the story of 

the famine, a nd of the three years in which David sent hi s 

people out to search for transgressions, instead of inquiring 

himself. Pirkei de Rabbl. Eliezer depicts the people as 

searching out (in the first year) idol worship as the cause 

for the withheld rain, then sexual immorality, and in the 

third year, bloodshed. Midrash Hagadol also shows the people 

searching out idol worship in the first year , and sexual 
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n the second year. But in the third year: 

J'>ni J'Mi c·:::i~ :ipi::ii •po\El 

'' · · ·people who, publicly, pledge tzedaka and then don't 

give" were sought as the reason for the withheld rain . 

Pirkei de Rabbi Eliezer shows that David hypothesized 

that bloodshed could lead to a withholding of rain . But no 

evidence of unavenged bloodshed is found, and Pirkei de Rabbi 

Eliezer eventually presents the determination that Saul• s 

improper burial had caused the famine. But Midrash Hagadol 

Bamidbar tel ls us that 

-- "you will find that Saul even killed cattle and donkeys," 

and then proceeds in the tone of a careful homicide 

i nvestigator to offer details of the deaths of the Gibeonites 

at the hands of Saul's c lose re la ti ves and associates. 

Midrash Hagadol Bamklbar tells us not only who killed the 

Gibeonites, but also deduces where and when and how. Thus, 

the same midrashic text wh ich had stated bluntly that 

bloodshed causes the Shekhina to depart, now makes a thorough 

c ase to show that bloodshed, even the murder of foreigners, 

c auses rain to be withheld. In Midrash Hagadol Bamidbar, 

bloodshed causes infertility. 

But still Midrash Hagadol Bamidbar does not rank 

bloodshed as the most serious transgression. Commenting on 

Bamidbar 35: 33, r iM:i nM ~'Jnn Mi,,, Rarnban says that "all 

expressions of i'IDlM (in the Tanakh) involve doing the 

opposite of what is seen or appears to the eyes. This is the 
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punishment ~pon the land because of idolatry, bloodshed and 

sexual immorality." Ramban is saying that because of~ of 

these transgressions, earth's expected fertility will be 

reversed. Midrash Hagadol Bamidbar, responding to the same 

verse, concurs, but distinguishes between transgressions: 

C'Oi n~'cu:i~ :i;m ''"l1 ;ii'Di':'1rD -Ci ,, l'M 

" You will find nothing aboot which t he Torah is more strict 

than about bloodshed." 

Yet, Midrash Hagadol goes on to say: 

C'Oi m~'DIDO m1~on rW'i':lP CrD ro•w 'D "p "lMU' 

ci,"\1' "w ·1::1,rd• nnnw:i 17'0 }'tt n i•;p1 0;1 ni't:lP t~ 

" For although there are transgressions more severe than 

bloodshed, such as idolatry and sexual immorality, in those 

transgressions there is no destruction of the human 

communit y." 

Don ' t idolatry a~d sexua l immorality destroy families and 

communities? What is the special status of bloodshed, that 

it is a transgression less severe yet more destructive than 

these otner transgressions, which also ruin earth's 

fertility?: 

w ::ini, ciM l':llD m,•~J1Q c•oi noe•cu:ie! '£>" 

C~Oi, ciM r::iw rWi':lPO n1.,J1"\ nit i1i't:ll1'1 

-- " For bloodshed is of those transgressions which are between 

a man and his fellow man, while idolatry and sexual immorality 

are transgressions between man and God. " Transgress ions 

between human beings can only be righted by action involving 

both people. The murdered one is no longer accessible, now 
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beyond\his fellow's communications . Only his blood cries out, 

and only the murderer's blood can respond. 

,,0) vroi M\:i •i;i c•o, m:>'DUi pi> ,,.::> IP'fD •r.i C,:>i 

:it liv i ll:> l'"llp!D i•o• C,:> :iiuv;.i ni•~t:i C,:> J'Mi 

"And anyone who is guilty of the sin of bloodshed is 

totally evil. Not even all the merits which might have 

accrued to him in his life can balance aga i nst this sin." 

5. Blood , Se x and Strange Gods 

Pirkei de Rabbi Eliezer i ncorporates a ll three 

transgressions named in Midrash Hagadol Bamidbar into a 

c hapter on Cain and Abel , substantiating a view that idolatry 

and sexual immorality culminated in Cain 's shedding the blood 

of his brother. 5 First, Pirke i de Rabbi Eliezer i nsists that 

Cain was not Adain's son: 

l'i' nM ;ii:un wnl:i ::i:>i"'I :i•C,v M:l 

C,::iil Nt ni:lvi cii< ;ii,v;:i ~ inMi 

"The rider of the serpent came to her and she conceived 

Cain. And a f terwards, Adam had sex with her and she conceived 

Abel." The Palestinian Targum to Bereshit 4: 1 says: "And 

Adam knew h is wife Eve, who was pregnant by the angel sammael; 

she had conceived, and gave birth to Cain." In response to 

Bereshit 5:3, telling of the birth of Seth: 

ioC,~:> in'o,::i ,,,., ill fzi ni<o~ c•w~ ciM '""' 

-- "Adam lived a hundred thirty years and fathered in his own 

likeness and in his image," Pirkei de Rabbi Eliezer says: 

--
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"Thus you lea n that Cain was not of Adam's seed, and not in 

his likeness o r in his i mage. " 6 This reading frees us of the 

thought that the firstborn human was a murderer . Cain was the 

son of sammael, the angel of death . The firstborn human was 

a murder victim. 

In the name of Rabbi Meir , Pirkei de Rabbi Eliezer says 

that " the generations of Cain went around naked , men and 

women, like beasts, and they polluted themselves through all 

kinds of sexual immorality : a man with his mother or 

daughter, or the wife of his brother, or with t he wife of his 

neighbor, in the streets. " 

The descendants of Cain, says Pirkei de Rabbi Eliezer , 

are "a 11 the generations of the wicked, who rebel and sin, who 

rebeled against their Creator, and said, 'We do not need Your 

drops of rain, 1 as it is written ( in Job 21 : 14) : 

-- "They said to God, 'Leave us alone. 1 11 The descendants of 

Cain would pray to other gods to i nsure fertili ty. 

Ear lier, in beginning its treatise on Cain and Abel, 

Pirkei de Rabbi Eliezer comments on (human) fertili ty in the 

voice of the appropriately- named Rabbi Zera , who cites 

Bereshit 3 : 3, p;i 1'~ iiiM flm ' i!lD,, "of the fruit of the tree 

which is in the midst of "the garden," and links that verse to 

Deevarim 20:19: :iirul"I fP c i Mi'1 ":> , "for man is the t ree of the 

field . " says Rabbi Zera: "Here 'tree ' means 'man' and 'in 

~he midst of the garden' is a euphemism, because 'garden' here 

is woman, as it is written (in Song of Songs 4: 12): 
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... 
-- 'A garden locked is my sister, a bride.'" Pirkei de Rabbi 

Eliezer conclud es: "Just a s with this garden, within which 

(the seed which) is sown produces and emerges in fertility, 

so it is with a woman who, with the seed she receives through 

sexual intercourse, conceives and gives birth. " 

Then Pirke i de Rabbi Eliezer says of Cain: 

viri, :ioiM i"Ovi, :liliM !'? :'1'il1 

-- "Cain was a man who loved to work [or , worship ] the ground 

(i n order to) sow seed." Adam appears o n the scene, and, says 

Pirkei de Rabbi Eliezer, ~·):::>" o i ic c;iC, ioi< , "Adam said to 

his sons: 

C'MOD nu:>~ ::l'"lf'ili, i,iciw• r i •np :'IT C,•i,:::> 

~IC'i'Q ')Eli, CM Cl '\:::>''"lp:1 

-- 'In t he future, on this n ight , Israel will bring Passover 

offerings. You must ,also bring to your creator. ''' 

Adam's pre sumption is that Cain is his son. Adam also 

presumes that Cain, and Abel, worship the same God as he does. 

Whom did Cain, son of the one who rides the serpent, lover of 

the e arth, believe to be his Creator? (Did the God who 

accepted Abel's offeringperceive that Cain ' s offering was 

i ntended for Him?) The God to whom Adam ha d instructe d "his 

sons" to make offerinqs now rejects Cain's leftover roasted 

grain and his flax seed -- offerings Cain intended for t he 

earth -- and accepts Abel ' s prime sheep. Abel's God knew 

that Cain wa s not a d d r essing Hi m. And sheep have blood. 

Midrash Hahefet z reads '"M O'pPi from Beresh it 4 :10: 7 
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-- " Your brother's blood screams to Me from the ground," as: 

C1 M ' l:l li~ :"lt, meaning that the midrash recognizes the 

biblical writer ' s use of metaphor. Yet in offering this 

comment the midrash might not be focusing most particularly 

on the phrase C'Pl1~ TnM ' 01 i,"P, but on the words :i~itt:i 10 ,i,M, 

"to Me from the ground. II The phrase c i tt ' J:l pat" might show 

that the midrash was reading :"IQ1M not as "ground" but as 

"humanness. " The blood of Abel was c rying to God in a moment 

o f horrific suffering, in the voc abul ary of human pain . 

Here i,;p does not mean "voice. " But, as God uses it, 

the word i,;p itself does expre!sses a generic human shout, 

hoping to attract, or direct, (Ca i n's ) attention. Cain had not 

c ommunicated well in the languaqe of sacr i fice appropriate t o 

Abel ' s God . God's rejection of Ca in's offering proved another 

malfunctioning communication in that sacrificial language . 

I f Cain ' s murdering of Abel was meant by Cain as an attempt 

to communicate with Abel's God i n what Cain had observed to 

be the effective sacrificial language -- blood -- now God 

perhaps was realizing that He h.ad to communicate with Cain i n 

ways which Cain could more sure!ly compre)l.end, in human ways, 

C1 M ,l::l litDi,:> ;it, before any more human bloodshed occurred. 

It ' s not that God had failed to teach ~ain about murder. God 

had not seen to it that Cain had had sufficient instruction 

in the languages of cultic sacrifice. 

The phrase CiM ,~ litDi,;:) clppears in Sifra to parashat 

Kedosh im, Vayikra 20 : 2. The phrase in question there is : 
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-- "Say to the children of Israel , " · an i ntroductory phrase of 

a type common to any storytelling in which the listeners or 

readers must be told that one character was addressing 

another. Sifra then list s similar phrases: 

. i,M.,W' 'l::l i,M .,::>., . i,M.,tli' ' l::l i,M .,~r.>M . .,::> -,n i,M.,W' ' l::l i,Mi 

• " M.,W' 'l::l " M ;i1nn ilnM1 . ' Milli' ' l::l nM ~ 

Then Sifra c ites Rabbi Yosi, who makes a generic s tateme n t 

about the language of Torah: 

!Dii ' ii" c';:,·i~ ci,!O, :-oi:i nu1toi,::l ci M ' l::l pwi,;:, :iim :i.,::>., 

"The Torah has spoken as humans communicate, in many 

languages, and all of them need to be explained. " The purpose 

of Vayikra 20 : 2 i s to instruct in the languages of sacrifice: 

i,Milt''::l i lil il:1 101 i,Mill1' 'l::lr.> W'M W'M 

nr.>' ' n~n li,1r.>i, ivim 1n• iwM 

"Anyone among the Israelit es, or among the strangers 

residing in Israel , who gives any of his (leg itimate ) 

offspring to Malech, shall be put to death." Note that those 

who might have already i;eceived some instruction i n the 

boundaries of the sacrificial cult of Yahweh are bei ng 

addressed, but so also are those · who conceivably had never 

. d t' 8 r eceived any Yahwist e uc a ion . 

What does Vayikra 20: 2. prescribe as the method o f 

execution for one who would make human sacrifice to Molech?: 

:plO ,ml.,' f"iMi'1 CJ7 

which JPS translates as "the people o f the l and shall pelt 

him wit h stones, " but which would a l so be an accurate 
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paraphrasinv of Pirkei de Rabbi Eliezer ' s version of how Cain 

actually killed Abel: 

i,:::i:i i,rz;i t ur.i:::i :iv:::il:li t:::iM npi, 

"He took a stone and sank it into Abel's forehead." 

In the voice of Rabbi Zadok, Pirkei De Rabbi Eliezer now 

combines the three transgressions in a narrative depiction of 

the motive and the murder: 

inmr.i n,:il"UW .,1' l'P i,rz;i ,:l.,:l ;ii,,,, ;'iMlW, iMlp i"IOl:>l 'ir.l1M pii:it •:::i, 

li:iM ,,M Y.>M c•W)::l ;"\£)' inr.imn 'lnrDM :in•:iw M.,M ,,p M., i,;:i;i ~ 

:iifD:::i c n)•rc ,i"I,, , ,nM i,;:i;i .,M !'? 'illM'i 'iOMlltl 1nWM Mj'M1 ,nM i,;:i:i nM 

;ii!Di"I· f'V ciM:i '::> 'iOM.llD i"li!D::> :i?wm!D i"lrDMi"I M':iM :iiw:::i l'Mi 

"Rabbi Zadok said: 'A jealous hatred for h i s brother Abel 

entered Cain's heart, because his offering had been accepted 

[-- a repercussion of idolatry, of Cain's misdirected 

sacrifice). Not only th is, but also because Abel's twin-

sister [whom Abel had married ) was the most beautiful of 

women, and Cain desired her in h i s heart. And moreover, Cain 

said: I will take his twin sister from him, as it is written: 

i"lifD::l cni·~ •:i•·,, and it happened when they were in the field. 

'In the field' means 'woman' , as it is written, 'Man is the 

tree Of the field r-- i!1Jl!iorality linked tO Sexual lUSt) •II 

Can it be that i,;:ii i,M l'P op•i means that Abel caught Ca in 

having sex with h is (Abel ' s) twin-sister/wife, in the field, 

and that Cain had to stand up t o confront his brother? The 

midrash has already described Cain as "a man who loved the 

ground in order to sow seed" and whose descendants "went 

around naked like beasts, polluting themselves with sexual 
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immorality ... with t wife of his brother .. . in public." 

~ Bereshi t Rabbah9 explains the plural l~M ,r.li in this way: 

trl:lMi'I i,p Q,~lr.'I i,p li,w'O ,Oi il'i'ICU 

The Torah text uses the plural, literally " your brother ' s 

bloods," because 11 (Abel 's ) blood was splashed on the trees and 

one the stones." 

B.T. Yebamot 64a says that one who desists from having 

sexual intercourse, and is therefore not att~mpting to fulfill 

the commandment to be fruitful and multiply, ''' causes the 

• Shekhina to leave Israel . For it is written (in Bereshit 

17:7) : 

.,,-.nM 11r1t" c,:it,M" 1" n,~i, 
-- 'To be God to you and to your ( legitimate ) of fspring after 

you.' Where there exist 'offspring after you,' the Shekhina 

dwells (among them). But where no 'offspring after you' 

exist , among whom should (the Shekhina ) dwell? Amo1ng the trees 

or among the stones?" 

6. Blood and A Curse 

A curse comes now , but whom is God cursing? And what 

seems the projected effect of that curse? 

states the curse: 

ii~ r'\M ~ .,~M M-nti'I lQ i1M i'iM ;;mn 

ii<tO 1""" JD nM nnp" 

Bereshi t 4: 11 

-- "And now you are i10i"i'\ 10 ir1M which opened its mouth to 

receive your brother's blood from your hand . " What does the 

• 
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Is Cain cursed " from the land," 

meaning that Cain's efforts to grow anythinq will prove 

infertile? In Bereshit Rabbah, Rabbi Eleazar says: "To you 

( to Cain) i t (the land) will not yield i ts strength, but to 

another it will." lO Immed i ately, Rabbi Yose bar Haninah says: 

"Not to you, not to anyone else. " Rabbi Eleazar's comment 

seems based on a sense that the earth here i s a neutral body , 

by its nature absorptive of blood, and all fluids. Rabbi 

Yose's comment implicitly obsjarves that, even at a pshat 

level, the earth (goddess ) , ;ioiitn, with i ts hungry mouth , 

responsive ~o Cain's blood offering, was an active par~icipant 

in this a c t of bloodshed . 

Midrash Hagadol Bereshit, respond i ng to the question of 

whom is actually being cursed, says: 

noiit:i io n~m·':i 1t':iw )"'P 
- - "He cursed him, so •that he wou l d not derive benefit from 

the earth. " The midrash continues: 

1':i•::i!D::i ic•;i ;ii,i,pru1 c' '?:> 1':i nnrnr.l 1tiin It~ 

--" ... so that (the earth) would not let anything at all 

blossom for him, and thus she (the earth) was cursed because 

of him." Now Midrash Hagadol br i ngs the language of Bamidbar 

35 :3 3, f "'llti1 nit ')' Jn' lt~i1 cin '::> , and inserts Rabbi Yasia's 

comment that '1''n' is actually shorthand for ')It l~n' : 

pn i,p '1M 1'n' 1t\i cin ' => 
-- "for~ brings God's anger down on the land." Here "the 

land" does not refer generally to the territory and the people 

who live within i t s boundaries, but to the earth itself. 
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Resonant in idrash Hagadol Bereshit's comment that the 

earth was cursed because of Cain, 1C,'~~::> nC,i,pru, is the pshat 

of Bereshi t 3: 17: 1i1::lV::l i10iMi1 iii1iM, " cursed be the earth 

because of you (Adam) . " Of Bereshi t 3: 17, Midrash Hagadol 

says : 

M~n :io f iM M~n CiM CM 

"If Adam sinned, how did the land sin? " 

ciM 'tu i,,;:)UJ;:) M':lM nMi::>l M':l!O 'Cl; 

1011 :iC,C,?m ""?rJ~ ciM M~n 

m., nm ;-c M~O, M"ID ,,~ 

-- "Since the land was created solely tor the needs of Adam 

(of man), when Adam sinned and was cursed, the land was cursed 

with him, so that he would fi nd no satisfaction [ or, no 

pleasure) in her (or, in it, in what fertile land might 

otherwise provide]. " And, says Midrash Hagadol Bereshit, 

that ' s not all ; there is a general principle to bE~ drawn from 

this part icular curse: 

l£)Uj pl~,, lil ni i1on !i1i,::lll::> rM~~n citit ,,:>tu~ 

r~vono ii'mi'D1 nC.,C.,pno YiMil n'"P n1i':ll':l 1M~n 

c"ow::lro Ci\':;)M" t:i,J'P Mtu" r~'~il" ,,~ 

-- "When people commit severe transgressions, they pay a 

penalty with their (own) bodies. If they have cownitted light 

transgressions , then the land is cursed, and its. fruits are 

diminished , so that the people will have to raisE~ their eyes 

to their Father who is in Heaven . " 

Remember that Midrash Hagadol Bamidbar, in commenting on 

Bamidbar 35 : 33, offers the view that bloodshed , although mor e 
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destructive ' to the human communi· ty, · h · ls tee n1cally a less 

severe transgression than sexual immorality or idolatry, which 

are transgressions between humans and God. Thus, in contrast 

to Pirkei De Rabbi Eliezer (observed above on page 60), 

Midrash Hagadol Bamidbar does not perceive Cain's murdering 

Abel as an act which amalgamates all three transgressions. 

Both Cain and earth are cursed, but not because of any 

idolatrous or sexually immoral relationship. 

Rashi 's sense is that the earth initially earned a 

curse when it sinned by improperly fulfilling the commandment , 

in Bereshit 1 :11, to bring forth 'i!:I f~, a fruit tree. Rashi's 

interpretation is that God had commanded the production of a 

tree which would taste exactly the same as its fruit. But the 

earth responded not with 'i!:I fl1, but, i n Bereshit 1:12, with 

'i!:I ;"i!DP fP, a tree yielding fruit. When Adam was cursed 

because of his sin involving fruit, the earth was cursed for 

its sin. Thus, for Rashi, the phrase :'Vlitt., 10 :"lnM ,,'iM means 

that the earth is being cursed, more than it already has been 

cursed, for the earth has sinned again by opening its mouth 

to absorb Abel's blood. According to Rashi, God is imposing 

an additional curse on the earth, and Cain will experience the 

repercussions of that curse, in d iminished fertility, because . 
the earth will no longer yield its strength to Cain. 

Rashi ' s interpretation seems to imply that God was acting 

to disrupt a relationship between Cain and the earth he 

worshipped. Rashi • s reading of miit:i 10 MM •niM means that this 

curse on the l and precedes the sentencing of Cain to a life 
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disconnection from the earth. By 

declaring punishment first for the earth, God implicitly 

declares that the idolatrous relationship between Cain and the 

earth is the most significant transgression here. By 

sentencing Cain to exile, the penalty reserved not for 

purposeful murder but for uni ntentional manslaughter, God 

implicitly admits His failure to instruct Cain in the 

distinctions between not only different categories of k illing, 

but different modes of ritual sacrifice. 

Ramban disagrees with Rashi 's read ing of ... .,,.," "because 

here God did not curse the ground )"1~11~ , because of Cain, as 

He did in the case of his father. Instead, He said that Cain 

would be cursed ;,)00 , "through the ground." The ground would 

be a vehicle for God's curse, but the ground itself would not 

be cursed. The curse was meant to do damage to 'n'llO~, to 

Cain's craft, to his oc~upation as ~iM i~P , a worker (not, in 

Ramban 's reading, '!a worshipper") of the earth; i•ropo i iM :'U:"n, 

says Ramban, "and thus God cursed his particular efforts" to 

make the earth bear fruit. 

Th is, as Ramban notes, is actually Abraham Ibn Ezra's 

readi ng. But now Ramban moves beyond his agree ment with Ibn 

Ezra, and his opposition to Rashi, to explore the meaning of 

ii'~ nit MNm, 11 (the earth) has opened its mout h (to take your 

brother's blood)": 

:i•i,11 , ,rm 'lM' iir.>i io ~o, nit n•o:>• i ·nit nit ruin :intt 

[Isa iah 26:211 ~iii i,p ,,p :io:>n "'' :"i'Oi nit n?mw 
nl?'~ni n11•.,m l~ iQ no:>n "l!Dlt i,:>~' iQ ttlJ7n ~ 
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":'i"D Nt ~ means: You have killed your brother and 

covered his blood with the earth, and I will decree upon (the 

earth) that it uncover its - blood(s), 'and she will no longer 

cover her slain,' [Isaiah 26:21 ) for it -- the earth -- will 

be punished (for the covered blood) along with all else that 

is covered within ( the earth), such as seeds and plantings." 

Now Ramban brings Bamidbar J5: 33 : 

f "l!O ci n~'DID " ' uiJiP nn 

fiMil nM 'j'ln' M';"\ c i:i ':;) ::li?"IX' l'lP:;) 

:i·n~i·D::i :iiMr.i f "'lM:i N>lni 

"And this is the punishment for all bloodshed i n the land, 

as it is written, 'For blood pollutes the land,' and pollution 

of the land means a curse on i ts fruits (or, on its 

fertility ]. 11 

The diminut ion in the earth's fertility will match the 

diminution in human fertility. Our midrashic sources are 

virtually unanimous in observing, through the unusual plural 

TnM ~i , literally " your brother ' s bloods" (Genesis 4: 10), 

that murder cuts off the births of future generations. In 

Breshit Rabbah , Rabbi Yudan says that 1'nM •ci "means his blood 

and the blood of his seed. " 1 1 Rabbi Huna offers a parallel 

use of the plural in II Kings 9:26, involving the " bloods" of 

Nabot a nd the " bloods11 0of his sons, substantiating that the 

plural expresses "his blood and the blood of his seed. " 12 

Another citation, in II Chronicles 24:25, '' the bloods of the 

sons of Yehoyada, " reconfir ms the point tha t murder not o n ly 

ends one life but prevents the lives of those who wou ld have 
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Midrash Hagadol says that •C,x C'pP:S 1'MM "O., means: 

i"n\'P"'lt cii il:li 

,,,£>., 'j'l1:iri ~.,l'lP lc,'O ~ll'lr.> niui, l'i"MPID n,.,.,,n C,:;,io io1m •o., il'l~ ~; 
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-- "His blood and the blood of his seed. That's why it says 

'O.,, This teaches that all of the generations which were to 

come from him (Abel ) , al l of them, stood and screamed to 

[at? ) (God ) . " After insisting , t hrougn repetition o f i,:;,/lC,'O, 

that all of the descendants of Abel, al l of whom would never 

be born, screamed to God, Midrash Hagado l Breshit immediately 

inverts the perspective and says: 

,.,,:::> 0C,i11i1 C,:;, ill:> ''?ID iMM'\ inK !?2cu ,., ,me, 

-- "This is to say t o you that each and every ( li..t~J balances 

evenly against the whole world." Midrash Hahefetz phrases 

this in different words: 

0C,i11:l 'i'l"I' bixi1 M"'l:ll 1=>'£>., 

xC,o cC,iv i:lx , c,M:::> nnx tziDl i::ixo:i .,:>ID 
- - "Thus was a singular n1an created in the world, for anyone 

who destroys one life has in a sense destroyed a full world." 

Yalkut Shimoni presents this in a legal language: 

n'IDcl ,,,., nu,oo ,,,,:::> xC,W 

"Cases involving possessions [or, money } are not 

comparable to [or, are not dealt with in the same ways as are ) 

. l . ' t l i 111 3 cases invo ving capi a er mes. 1alkut Shimoni continues: 

;; iD:::>M 1m 1nu ciic nuioo .,,, 

-- " In a case i nvolving possessions [or , money), a man gives 

something of (appropriate } tangible value and it expiates for 

_ ...,. 
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c':i~.Pil "l'O i.P ' :::i l"''n 1•m•1rn ci' 1!)i n'IDDl •)•i 

" In cases of capital crimes [In murder cases ) , his blood 

and the [ fate of the ) blood of his seed depend upon [ his 

veracity ) until the end of the world." 

Yalkut Shimoni has actually appropriated the language of 

Mishna Sanhedrin 4:5, which focuses on the proper admonishing 

of witnesses in capital cases. In the Mishna, witnesses are 

being told that the blood o f the one wrongfully convicted and 

executed on the bas i s of fa l se testimony, and the blood of all 

those who would have been bo rn i n his line, wil l be held 

against that false wi tness unt i l the end of time . 

Yalkut Shimoni uses the Mi shna's language to teach 

distinctions between what can be reclaimed and what cannot be 

reclaimed . In cases of possessions of tang ible value, if the 

original items cannot--.be retrieved, then appropriate tangible 

compensation will be demanded. In cases involving money, t he 

money can be reclaimed . From beyond the boundar ies of death, 

no human life can be retrieved. 

But fatal bloodshed can be remedied. In connection with 

Cain 1 s circumstances, Yalkut Shimoni brings the words of Rabbi 

Hiyya: 

~no nic:io n''l 

, 'I) file :l!M :!'Ti:) ')10:::!' ' iu~ 11) :::i•ro Mip'PD 

"Exile can partially atone, for at first it is written, 'He 

will be a wanderer, 1 and i n the end it is written, 'And he 

settled in the land of Nod.' "
14 
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But on~h intimates that the blood of Abel was, in 

a sense, cursed, by Cain ' s violence, to a future of unsettled 

wandering: 

ilOWl CID" nni,p M'? l"'iP ,,i1fL' ;ii,b , iln'ii M" ;ii,mi, ni"P" 

ciM Cit' ~i'l M" l"1PIV ,~f:)l)" i"1"~~' ;in1n M" ;i~oi,i 

-- "It could not ascend above, for no soul had yet ascended 

there, and it couldn't settle into position below (or, 

establish position underneath ) because no person had as yet 

been buried there." 

This midrash frames Cain's curses of wandering and of 

being disconnected from the earth: a sentence of exile 

indicating that the first act of fatal bloodshed had been 

ruled unintentional manslaughter, as parallel to the status 

of the first shed blood, which knew no established paths or 

procedures to follow in order to reach a place of rest, either 

i n the afterlife or in this earth. As Cain, by killing, had 

in extreme fashion evidenced a need for instruction in the 

rituals of sacrifice, so the blood of Abel screamed for 

instruction in the rituals of death. 

What agenda might this midrash have served? 15 On one 

hand, the image of a soul wailing, left direction less by 

violent death, could move people to perceive of Cain's action 

-- or of actions similar to Cain's -- as intentional murder. 

The image could support a call for literal fulfillment of the 

measure commanded to cleanse murder's bloody pollution: The 

murderer must be put to death . In Bereshit Rabbh and Yalkut 

Shimoni, 16 this midrash is immediately linked to the gruesome 
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c·J~ttil 'v~ c·~v:i 'v l~'o \oi 
tthis blood splashed on the trees and on the stones.tt 

The image of brutality, and the compounding horror of 

an unresolved afterlife, might move one who heard the midrash 

to insist on the strictest sentence in murder cases. 

On the other hand, since this midrash structures the 

blood' s sufferings as being balanced in specific detail by 

the punishment designed for Cain, and since one might also be 

influenced by the (equally) frequent midrashic statement that 

each and every life destroyed is a full world destroyed, one 

might be moved, by this same grouping of midrashim, to oppose 

the exacting of a murderer's blood. Remember that we have yet 

lo find any statements, in biblical or midrashic texts, which 

assert that, when a murderer is executed, the murderer ' s blood 

i tself somehow releases the victim's blood from an unresolved 

status to some settled afterlife. What we have been 

encountering is the sense that the shedding of the murderer's 

blood will remedy the pollution of the land, will permit 

continued fertility, and will erase from the earth people of 

completely evil character. 

_ __ 4.;,.;o 



78 

7. Balancing Bloodshed 

What sentence, what action of the community, will 

properly balance the shedding of blood? And what sentence 

will only compound an action of evil? 

'"M c•pp~ ,-nit •oi "t> M'i'I 1i~ rzmp;i ioit 

n~Moi S,W ~~ron niroP '?'nn;i l'P POIDID p'::> 
- - "The Holy One Blessed Be He said, 'Hark, your brother' s 

blood screams to me.' When Cain heard [the voice of God? the 

screaming blood?] he began feigning teshuva [or, he began a 

false atonement ) . 1117 

Here Midrash Tanhuma has summoned the inner conflicts of 

a tradition which wou l d protect this life 's fertility with its 

own most resolute energies, which would build severe barriers 

against death, the negation of creative power, and yet wishes 

to be merciful to those who cause death, who might be people 

of completely evil character (and who, poss~bly, can change). 

The reflexive language of Bresbit 9:6 would seem to leave 

no doubt as to the Torah's prescribed response to bloodshed: 

1Dei' ~1 C1~ C,Mi'I C, 1!)1D 

C1Mi1 nH i1rDP c•n«,M ci,i:i •::> 

-- "Whoever sheds a man's blood, by man will h i s blood be 

shed; for in His i mage God made man." 

Beresh it Rabbah uses th is clear commanded response to 

bloodshed, set in parasbat Noah, to state the ground rules for 

the murder trials of re 'D , of non-Israelites, non- Jews: 

"Rabbi Haninah said: 'All of these are according to the laws 

- -
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(which govern murder trials) of rn ,~:::>: 

Q'tjj~ ,,, i,1' n'~ ,,, i,p iijn:i tti,:l 1MM rr:l inM 11'::l 

"(A non-Israelite can be condemned) on testimony of one 

witness, by a single judge, without warning (in advance of the 

crime), (for murder) by a killer whom he hired (or sent), for 

(murder of) the unborn [or, of fetuses ) ." 

Bereshit Rabbah understands IDtrr ir.>i ci~ , "by man will 

his blood be spilled" to mean "by g man will his blood be 

spilled," 
18 

thus indicating, because the phrase occurs in 

connection with the story of Noah, that the Noahide community, 

non-Israelites, can be witnessed against and judged guilty by 

~single witness (rather than two ) , and by g solitary judge 

(rather than a court of three) . 

The terse, square language of Bereshit 9:6, establishing 

the action of murder and the demanded response, using the same 

words in each hemistich and the same n\illlber of words, is 

perceived by the rnidrash as requiring no additional language 
• • 

-- no admonition before the crime to insure that the potential 

criminal knows the law he is about to transgress. B.T. 

Sanhedrin 72b notes the recognized procedure of a formal 

admonition by an observer who sees a man pursuing his fellow 

in order to kill him, and states the established formula: 

M':'i M'~ l:li M':'i i,M1itt'W :'iMi 

-- "See, he is an Israelite, and a son of the covenant." 

But there the possibility is raised of interpreting Bereshit 

9:6 as saying, "He who would shed the blood of a man, to save 

that man (who is being pursued) will his ( the pursuer's) blood 
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"For it has been taught 

(that) Rabbi Yose, Rabbi Yehuda•s s ·a on, sa1 : A i::in (meaning 

an educated person) need not be warned , for a warning is 

essential only to distinguish between ignorance and 

premeditation. " Thus, neither a nJ l::l nor a i::in , neither a non

Israelite nor a scholarly Israelite, must be admonished if 

observed on the.verge of committing murder. 

Bereshit Rabbah also appends the word oitQ to the first 

clause of Bereshit 9:6, and translates the preposition -::i as 

conveying agency : "He who sheds the blood of a man by a man , 

his blood shall be shed. " Thus, the non-Israelite who hires 

or sends an emissary to commit a murder will be guilty of 

murder himself . 

Finally, Bereshit Rabbah reads the preposition - ::l i n the 

word Cito to mean "within": "He who sheds the blood of a 

person within a person, his blood shall be shed." Abortion, 

at least by a non-Israelite, is, for Breshit Rabbah, murder. 

In the same section of B.T. Sanhedrin 72b cited above, we are 

apprised of a situation in which abortion is acceptable : 

"R. Huna said: 'A minor in pursuit may be slain to save the 

pursued.• Therefore he maintains that a pursuer, whether an 

adult or a minor, does not need to be formally admonished. R . 
. 

Hisda asked R. Huna: 'Haven't we learned that once his head 

( the head of a baby being born ) had come forth, he may not be 

harmed, because one life may not be taken to save another? 

But how so? Is he (that baby being born ) not a pursuer?' 



" 'There the ~ituation is 

81 

different, for she is pursued by 

heaven. ' " 

B.T. Sanbedrin 57b records the reading of Bereshit 9:6 

by a tanna of the school of Menashe, who comes to deny that 

abortion is a capital crime. That tanna's understanding of 

the phrase 1Clli• )Oi Oi M::> is that the preposition -:i here does 

mean "within," but that "within" does not refer to damage 

being done to a life within, that is, to a fetus. Instead, 

the tanna reads this phrase as describing the appropriate 

method of execution for non-Israelites. That tanna's 

translation of Oereshit 9:6 would be: "He who sheds a man's 

blood, within h im shall his blood be shed." As B.T. Sanhedrin 

57 b states: 

pln :it iD)M ,,., oiM 'ni W:oD M':iro ciM ~ c ·o i n-o•!)U.l 1:it'M 

-- "How can a man's blood be shed, and yet be contained within 

him? By strangulatiorl. 11 

In Bereshit Rabbah, Rabbi Yehuda bar Simon translates all 

the words as does the tanna of t .he school of Menashe, but 

Rabbi Yehuda would structure the clauses differently : " He who 

sheds a man's blood within him, shall his blood be shed." 

Rabbi Yehuda 's has deduced that a person who kills another by 

str angulation deserves the death penalty, even though death 

was not caused by the spilling of any blood from the body. 

We have looked to 1DW' 1oi ci!O ciM:"I ci 1CW, that 

symmetrically constructed stat eme nt of the demand for the 

blood of the k i ller to balance the blood of the killed, with 
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the hope ~at such apparently deliberate wording would have 

triggered clear midrashic reaffirmation of the necessity o f 

balancing Israelite blood with Israelite blood, 1 n order to 

cleanse the land of the Israelites of blood's pollution. 

Instead we have found a broad range of inventive readings, of 

creative and supportive midrashim, wh ich are, for the most 

part, angling away from dealing with the hard reality of 

execut ion . 

But, in response to the language of the second half of 

Bereshit 9:6, c i i.;; nx itoP o·:i~x ci,:i::;i •;, , we find one (reasoned) 

position for the theoretical demand of blood for blood. In 

Bereshit Rabbah, 19 Rabbi Ak iva says: 

Here the play is between Oi and nVJ , from the root :mi , 

expressing "resemblance": "Anyone who sheds blood is regarded 

by the Torah text ~s though he had dimini shed the image of 

God." To Akiva's comment, Bereshit Rabbah immediately appends 

the words of R. El~azar hen Azariah, who says: 

-- "Anyone who ceases attempting to procreate is regarded by 

the Torah text as if he is diminishing the image of God." R. 

Eleazar substantiates this comment by noting that the 

statement in Bereshit 9 :6, " for God made men in His image , " 

is followed immediately in 9:7 by the command to "be fruitfu l 

and multiply. " 

Now, to tie all these elements together , Bereshit Rabbah 

brings the wor<\s of Ben Azzai: 
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n,O,il nM ~1100, 0•01 l DW '' 'IC:> 
-- "Anyone who c eases attempting to procreate is regar ded by 

the Torah text as if he had shed blood and diminished the 

image of God. " 

For Ben Azzai, the textual basis for this statement is 

the contiguity of the three statements in Bereshi t 9: 6-7, 

... CiMil Ci l DID and 0':1~M oC,:i::i ' ::> and -o-.) '"W Ql"\l( i. In ( Bereshi t 

and in) Bereshit Rabbah, bloodshed and infertility are 

i ntimately linked. 

Va r iants of the same rnidrash can be found i n Tosefta 

Yebamot 8 : 4, in B.T . Yebamot 63b, in Yalkut Shimoni I:61 , and 

in Midrash Hagado l to Bereshit 9 : 6. The Talmud ' s variation 

in B.T. Xebamot 63b, which begins with Rabbi Eliezer's 

statement connecting a stoppage in attempt to procreate with 

shedding blood, is immediately preceded by words from Rav Asi, 

concerning the Messiah: "Rav Asi said: 'The son of David will 

not come before all the souls in ")U (that is, all the yet 

unborn souls ] are used up.'" To the statement m oi:i ~1700 ,c,M::>, 
"as i f he had diminished the image of God , " Midrash Hagadol 

Bereshit append s a piece from Mishna Sanhedrin 4:5, which, in 

its mishnaic context, is part of a midrashic expan sion on 

Bereshit 4:10 : 

cC,il7il Mi:ll .C,-::iei:i -.oiC, ;C, el• in1t1 inM C,;:,ei 

" · .. for e a c h a nd every person is ob ligated to ins ist, ' On 

my accoun t t he wo r ld was c r e a t ed.' " 

While other inte rpretat ions of Beres hit 9: 6 look t o 
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connect 9:6 and_ 9:7, Ramban looks back to 9:5 to find context 

for interpretation. Ramban says that it is possible that the 

meaning of the phrase oii.;i o i lClD could be linked to the phrase 

:i•n C,:> i•o in 9 : s: 

:i•n C,;, i •n oi;i -µ:>~ :"!llyl:i :i•ilntli :i•n C,:> , 'Tl cp~ i'i'l'ID pn"'I 

-- "It is possible that the meaning of :i•n ;::> i •o could be that 

the vengeance upon one who sheds (human) hlood will be e xacted 

by animals. " 

Therefore, says Ramban, "God is saying, ' I will require 

(a reckoning ) and wil l avenge (bloodshed ) through the power 

of any beast, for I wi l l send against the murderer all beasts 

of the earth, and I will send man against him also, and be 

( the murderer) will not escape from their powers (to avenge 

blood)." 

8. Bloqd: Life of the Flesh 

Ramban finds less difficulty with the the blood language 

of Bereshit 9 :6 than he does with the phrase in 9 : 5: 

tDiitt CD'nlDDlC, CDr.li lM) 

" But for CD•n!UDJ" CDr.li r will require (a reckoning ) . II 

Ramban defines the phrase as !DiiiM CD~ IDDlC, M~i'llD cin, " for the 

blood which is the life in you I will require (a reckoning): 

nn•o ::l''nr.> ~mi IDDlii 1D~ID C,p •::> tr.ii i Rln " 'n ci;i '=> i'li'I 

~ n"C,n ilorDli"I l'MrD O""C'Mil Ci C,p MC, 

-- God is te l ling that the blood is the life, and hinting that 

one who sheds the lifeblood incurs the death penalty, but 
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(that there is n6 death penalty for shedding) b lood of t he 

limbs upon which physical life is not dependent." 

Ramban derives th is i nterpretation i n part by reading the 

phrase Q:)'t'ltiDl2 Q:)I:), as meaning Q:)•n111Dl2_ Q:)I:), , "the blood in 

which is your life," or "the blood which is your lifeblood , " 

an interpretation made possible by the verse which Ramban 

cites here, Vayikra 17:14 : 

••• l('n i111ol ::i 1r.ri -w::i C,~ 111Dl ·~ 

"For the life of all flesh -- its blood is its life ." 

Sifra ' s response to Vay ik ra 17: 14, 20 to this s tatement 

specifically locating the life of the flesh in the blood, is 

other than explicit, and invites speculation : Cil :io i•);ii, might 

mean " to t el l what it caused" (or "what it causes" ) or "to 

tell what caused---." 

"To tell us what the b lood causes" ? -- meaning, what the 

blood ' s power might be? If- Oil is a verb, we are without any 

evident object, direct or indirect. If we read Ci) as a noun, 

thus , "To tell what the cause is," then: The phenomenon could 

be life (itself). Yes, Vayikra 17:14 seems to be affirming 

that blood, physically, powers life . Does Sifra mean to say 

that a physical reality -- that blood physically powers life 

-- is the root cause of b lood 's e ffectiveness for expiation? 

Should we read Cil i'IO -,•);iC, as: "To tell us what the essence 

is?" 

Clarifying language might be expected as the mid rash 

continues. The next sentence begins with 'Y.1'"1, which could be 

translated as, "And it also says," and which should i ndicate 
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that the midrash\ now does intend to enhance the unclear point , 

and is not digress i ng at a different angle: 

C'lt)f> "1) C'"'lil '1':'\t:i" ~,~Kn I(, '11l1::l ,~ ci ,M.,~r 'l:l' '11JiK'I 

n~· 1·i,~"IM i,~ i mi, i'loi,n c;i•.,• i,p c·n~l ':i: ''.:)• 
-- " And it says to the children of Israel that the adults 

s hou ld caution the children about the prohibition against 

consumi~g all blood . They (the adults ) could be cut off by 

them (by the actions of the children). Talmud says that 

a nyone who consumes (blood) will be cut off." 

If there i s a thematic connect i on between this stateme nt 

and Cil no i~ni, , th e n perhaps Sifra means to say that vayikra 

17 :14 tells us that the life of the flesh is in t he blood in 

order to educate us as to the root cause of the commandment 

not to eat blood. Commenting on Devarim 12:23, a verse wh ich 

states U1!)ll"I !t'lil ci:i, " the blood is the life, It in particular 

linkage wi th the commandlltent "not to partake of the blood ... 

. . . not to consume the life with the flesh," Midrash Tannaim 

says : Cil :io i•3;ii,. There the phrase seems clearly to say that 

we are told that t he blood is the life for the purpos e of 

teaching us the root cause of the prohibition against eating 

blood. 

"d h . ) 21 Sifre oevarim Piska 76 (and the later Mi ras Tannaim 

both c ite the opinion of Rabbi Shimon ben Azzai concern i ng the 

prohibition against eating blood: 

'l)IJIJ i,p ni~J'I i,~::l }'Kll1 

" Among all the commandments there is none which i s more 

i,p than (the prohibition against eat ing blood) . " In this 
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view there is no commandment which is less crucial. 
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Shimon' s 

But here 

the word 'P could also mea n "simple,'' mean ing that for Rabbi 

Shimon there is no commandment which is more simply (and 

easily) fulfilled than the prohibition against eating blood. 

In commenting on Vayikra 17 : 11, Ram.ban cites Maimonides ' 

statement in Moreh Nebukbim (III : 46) that the Chaldeans 

l oathed blood . and considered blood impur e. Only those who 

wanted to establish contact with demons and to predict the 

future would eat blood. Ram.ban says: 

i,Mi, )"::> n ituCli'I '::> rDDl i,::>M'tD eiCl i,P::l':l ,~., l'M 

" It is not fitting that a creature with a soul should ea t 

(another creature with ) a soul, for all sou ls belong to God. " 

Ramban uses the word !DDl here to mean "soul. " Also 

c rucial to Ramban is the sense that if one were to eat what 

Vayikra 17:11 calls "li?::l i,::> rDDl, that is , blood, then: 

::li,::l O' inMi, ' ';ii iDi::l "'CnMi'I M,i'I, 

- - " i t would join itself to his own blood and they [animal 

blood and human blood? both s ou ls?) would become united in the 

(human ) heart." 

' ":>Ml:> i!DM n'Di"Oi'I rDDJ;"i P::l~" :::>riy :rnoni OiMi'I !DDl::l n~oli '::liP i'l'i'ln 

O'"!'OP::l unuhd C'"::>Kli'I iMID::> "~11 1"'11:)"' M" ci:i '::> 

i'IDi"O ci:::> ciMi'I rDDl i:::> ;ii,n~ 

-- "The r esult would be a serious coarsening of the human 

sou l; it would more closely approach the nature of the animal 

soul (borne) within what had been eaten. For blood does not 

require digestion as do the r est of the foods, which are 
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altered by dige.s' ion. The human soul would be combined with 

(or 1 dependent upon] animal blood." 

Ramban comes to distill his extensive commentary on 

Vayikra 17 :11 to the following words : 

ci::i uiDl noi"'C::i i ciM::i ill7:::1 i,~i, -:i 

nr.i"pn uicl::i nn-cln uicl :i ::ii»i, ~Mi l'M~ 

" For all flesh, human and animal, has a soul in the blood, 

and it is not fitting to mix the soul des~ined for destruction 

with the soul which will endure (in the world to come)." 

Not until Vay ikra 17: 14 , and the phrase M'n ,lt'Cl:::I ir.li, does 

Ramban directly confront the nature of blood, as lifeforce. 

Ramban disagrees with Rashi 1 s view, and so brings Rashi first: 

'\::I :"l''"n ltiDlii ':i uiDl CipO:::I ;i, M':'\ ir.l., 

- - "Its blood represents its life, since life is dependent 

upon (blood)·" Rashi also says (although Ramban doesn't cite 

this language) that cin M•n ~)n, " the life is the blood." 

First, then, in the language of Rashi which Ramban cites, 

and of which Ramban says )bl Ul'M,, "and it is not correct," 

there comes a clear statement that life is dependent on the 

blood . But Ramban himself says that it is possible to read 

the word i!DDl:::I in Vayikra 17: 14 as meaning 'i!:lu::i , "in its body". 

Thus, the verse would be saying that the life of all flesh 

' 
ifDCl~ ~r.l.,, 11 is the blood in its body. '' Ramban ' s comment would 

seem to agree with Rashi' s sense that '\::I :'1''"n eicln, that " the 

life is dependent on the blood." 

r f Rashi, in going on to say Cin M':'1 ltiDln, means to declare that 

uiDl and blood are identical, then he would seem to be 
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contradicti~ himself, for how could blood be identical with 

life and also be WDl C'ipll::l , representative of the living 

elements within a creature's body? And if Ramban is going t o 

announce that Rashi is wrong about blood and life being 

identical, then he seems to have picked the wrong words from 

his predecessor's commentary to exemplify the grounds for that 

disagreement. 

But the mumbling and mangling of opinions may stem less 

from the conflicts between (and within ) Rashi and Ramban than, 

as Ramban himsel f point out, from the apparent changes of 

nuance within the Torah verses themselves. First, in Vayikra 

17: 11, we find M':"I ci::i irD::l:"I IU?ll , " the life of the flesh is in 

the blood." Ramban says: l D:i 1=> "'\MM , "Then it chansed ," and, 

in the first half of Vayikra 17:14, the Torah said: 

M~i '\117Dl::l 'l.)i "'\rD::l i,::> eiDl •::> 

- - " For the life of al.1. flesh - - its blood is (in) its life," 

meaning, says Ramban: 

in• l':)"'\,PO c :i•JrDrD ci:::i M•:i l'DDl:ii ~l:::> oi:i ~ 

1"'\' ::ln::l i nM i,::i C'll::l l":i' l"::l c•o:iw C'O::l mo:'i 1" l'lP::> :it :i•:i• 

-- " ... that the blood is within the life and the life is in 

the blood and the two of them are mixed, as when wine is 

diluted with water: The water is i n the wi ne and the wine is 

in the water and each one is in the other. " But, observes 

Ramban, afterward, in the second half of Vayikra 17:14, where 

we read M':"I ir.ii il'D::l i,:;, ~) , "the life of all flesh is its 

blood," then: 
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i~ W£)l:i M'i1 oi;i '=> ;;,'£) 

'iit>n' Mi, 1MM iiu::>i, '"ii ioii, 

-- " (the verse) expla ined that the blood is the l :l f e itself , 

meaning that both had become one inseparable substance. " 

ci ""::> CU£)l M"'\ lli£)l ""::> ci M:£0' M" 

" Blood will never be found without l ife nor life without 

blood. " 

To unify the apparent nuances of Vayikra 17 , Ramban now 

turns to a Greek idea concerning the nature of matter, which 

he fi rst invoked in Bereshit 1:1 , in the c ontext of creation 

n~':in'r.> :"10'!)MO, "from absolute nothingness. 11 There Ramban says: 

iMO pi i10' ~':imo;i ,~l;"i ODMii 10 M'~iii 

i,l1W:"I ':iM n:m l'~ Na,,, :ii~:i i,::>pi, l ;:)'I:) M'::ll:)I:) n::> M':'l C,::>M trmo ~ l'M 

i::>, Mi:> M" '"'"i1ii inMi '"~';"! C'!Ji'" Mipl lWMi:i ir.>1n:i M';'lj 

cn1M lPni nii~:i to'::>,,:ii i,~;i M'~r.m ~loo ';:) ' l01' :iio1n ,~, i,::>H 

"God brought forth from ,total and absolute nothing(ness ) 

a very thin fundamental material, devo id of s u bstantive 

corporea l existence, but being a power [or, an energ y ] of 

poteniality , ready to accept form and t o E!merge from 

potentiality into real existence. This was the pri mary matter 

which was called by the Greeks UAT\ (hyle, hylic material ] ; 

a nd , after the UAfl, God did not create anyth i ng , but God 

formed a nd made from (the hylic material). For from i t (from 

UAT\) God brought forth everything (int o existence) and clothed 

the forms and honed them." 

Ramban sums up his theory of creation with these words : 

inH io1n iO irDM ,;:), f9\Hm inM ioVi ~ iWM ':i::>i C'O!Uil ";:) Pii 
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C'M~l Ci :la, Cii'W' r Mr.> Ci~lW ~~ M-0 M1:1 1'-0 !Zi)i pm 

1i1n !Dipi1 l'IZi":l M'ip) • .,,.:i MyJIZi :it:i io,n:i1 c:io c•fDPl a,::i;i1 
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"Know that the heavens and all that is i n them are of one 

material, and the land and a ll that is in it is of one 

material. The Holy One Blessed Be He created the two of these 

(substances) from nothing, and the two of them, alone, were 

created . Everything (else) was made from them. And the 

(fundamental noncorporeal) potentiality which is called UA~ , 

is known by the Hebrew word ':in. " 
In his commentary to Vayikra 17 :14, Ramban applies the 

theoretical language of creat ion wh ich he established at 

Bereshit 1:1 in order to elucidate the relationship of 

inseparability between blood and life: 

c i M.,:l !DD) M.,~ IUDl M" :l c i ~r.>· M., 

1"io n,m.,., ,.,,.ii M'i1!D :li,:i 1r.> 1n':lnn i!DM m-o P· ,. •::i 

'o"pr.>m ,,.,i,;o M~:i ci:ii cir.> i1iu'IP!D lr;i M:::l• oor.>~ 

"Blood will not be found without life nor life without 

blood. It is known of the spirit whose origin is in the 

heart - - that this is UA~, for al l spirits; and from this n~i 

will come t he nutritive material which makes the blood, and 

the blood gives [in its turn within this inseparable 

relationship) l ife and sustains it. " 

Ramban final ly comes to frame the rel~tionship between 

blood and life as being 

ina.;i •ni,:l inMi1 ~r.>· Mi,e; ')'lli1 .i,P:l i,~:l ni~m c'?'Un l'lP~ 

" ... like that of matter and form in all physical creatures. 

You can't find one without the other." 
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Blood has powered life in unexpected ways. The stamaitic 

voice in B.T. Pesahim 22a notes that the bloody runoff of 

sacrificial offerings "was sold to gardeners as fertilizer." 

Knowing that Vayikra 17:12 prohibits the eating of blood, the 

stam wonders whether the use of blood fertilizer involves 

potential transgression, implying that one who ate a vegetable 

grown in blood-enriched soil might be seen to be eating blood. 

The stam seems to answer his own question: 

0'0::> U::>Dpn f~:"1 C,v ;JC,::>ttn 16 ::l'n:>i C!'O' eipn•Mi Ci ')MID 

'1n10 Ci ")M r inm 0'0 :'10 

-- "Blood is different, because it is deemed similar to water, for it is 

written, 'You shall not eat it. You shall•pour it out \lpon the earth, as 

water. ' (Oevari.m 12: 24 ) Just as water is permitted, so is blcx:xi permitted." 

At the beginning of Pesabim 22b, the st.am returns to this line of 

questioning: 

c•oC, Ci !Dpn•tt icroC,:i 'MO' 

-- "In regard to what law is blood likened to water?" The 

question is reframed by R. Hiyya bar Abba in R. Yohanan' s 

name: 

·~ 0'~ 'U::>D!Dn f~;i i.,p uC,::>ttn ttC, il:)M)tD j•qbo '\l•ttei Ci, l'lO 

i'tD::>O U'K c•o::> 1DWl 'll'MtD i'rD::>O c•o::> 1EllliltD Ci 

-- "How do we kno~ that the blood of sacrifices does not mak~ 

[anyth i ng ] susceptible (to being rendered unclean)? Because 

it is said, 'You shall pour it out upon the ear~h, as water. • 

Blood which is poured out as water creates susceptibility to 

uncleanness. Blood wh ich is not poured out as water does not 

create that susceptibility." 
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In the pi:\per conditions, the earth's fertility may 

benefit from blood as it benefits from water. Midrash Lekakh 

Tov to Vay ikra 17: 13 asserts nio::>C, ::rnn iDi .,~ , that the one who 

hunts down an animal or a bird that may be eaten is obligated 

to cover all blood which he sheds: 

n'\O::>C, ::i"n r~:i .,PW, tn'l:i oi 

-- "He is (even) obligated to cover blood which might have 

sprayed or (blood) which is on the knif'e." 

With what must one cover the blood? Vayikra 17 :13 says: 

-- " He shall pour out its blood a nd cover it with iCP ." What 

qualifies as iEll1? M:.shna Hull in 6: 6 says: "With anything that 

qrows plants." Midrash Lekakh Tov to Vayikra 17:13 says: 

:io::>o iEIV m•i; 1ci0el ~, .,::>::i i ::li .,ID ,.,.,::> 
:ipi ]'Wi n ~ niiol::l) :i)'::l.,, i •o::i' pi i,;n pi i,;:ii 

tOi'I):) )'::l\O::l' ...Mp::l M., .,::itt 

-- "The general rule in this matter is that one covers (the 

blood) with anything which will end up being 'iCP - - dust (or , 

earth): fine manure, fine sand, and with lime, and with 

craftsmen's fine sawdust; but not with flour, bran or crushed 

grain ( or, coarse bran )." 

Then Midrash Lekakh Tov echoes Mishna Hullin 6:6: 

tl t'O::>D J'nD~ .,,lOIU ~::> ')M l'r1m .,1)0!U 'iCl.I :'10 

"What is 'iCP? Anything that grows plants. One covers 

(the blood) with anything that grows plants." 

Bereshit Rabbah 46:2, discussing Abraham's belated 

circumcision (in Bereshit 17 : 26), attributes to Resh Lakish 
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-- "Resh Lakish said: 

tree in the war ld. 

(God s aid: ) I will plant a cinnamon 

Just as with is the case wit':h this 

cinnamon tree, as long as you f ertilize it with manure and hoe 

it, (the cinnamon tree) will bear fruit. So (will it be in 

Abraham ' s case), when his blood will coagulate and his desire 

and passion will have waned --" Abraham will still be potent. 

Just as manure restores the cinnamo n tree's creative strength, 

so the blood of Abraham's circumcision (and not the act itself 

of removing h i s foreskin) revived Abraham's fertility. 

Yalkut Shimoni 1 : 883 says: 

:io::>o~ :>:it "il'i ?n\w mo:>" "IE)P iC, J'M'1 "l::i io::l , .,;ia :i•:i 

:io:m' in•C,= ')"1-11D nio::>C, "1£)11 ii, rMi :"ll'CO::l 1C,;io 

" If one is traveling in the wilderness and has no 'iE>P [ ! ) 

to cover (the blood) , one should grind a gold dinar to dust 

and use that to cover . If one is traveling on a boat and has 

no i DP t o cover the blood, one should burn his tallis and use 

(the ashes) [-- note t he link between 'iE>P and ~) to cover 

(the blood) ." 
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NOTES TO CHAPTER TWO 

l Pirkei de Rabbi Eliezer, Chapter 17 . 

2 Sifr~ Bamidbar Piska 161 ; Midrash Lek;:i.kh Tov to 
parashat Mase1 ; Yalkut Shimoni 788 to Bamidbar 35. 

3 Ramban to Bamidbar 35:34 . 

4 Pirkei de Rabbi El iezer Chapter 17, and Midrash 
Hagadol to Barnidbar 35 : 34. ' 

5 Pirkei de Rabbi Eliezer, Chapter 21. 

6 Pirkei de Rabbi Eliezer, Chapter 21. 

7 Midrash Hahefetz to Bereshit 4:10. 

8 Here the word 1'"'1? means " (legit imat e) offspring," but 

one wonders why the phrase was not ioil'J ln, "'IWM. Cain had 

offered 1'"'1t, and the offering had been rejected. Why would God 
be concerned over a category of offering already labeled as 
unacceptable? 

9 Bereshit Rabbah 22:9. 

10 Bereshit Rabbah 22:10. 

11 Bereshit Rabbah 22 : 9 . 

12 Some pure speculation: In I Kings 21 :19, God sends 
Elijah to confront Ahab in the matter of Nabot's vineyard. 
Elijah is instruc ted to ask Ahab: ncO"'I" ~i tiroli:i, "Have you 
killed and also taken possession?'' This rhetorical question, 
dark and threatening in the context of the murdered Nabot, 
sounds as if it could also have served as a practical question 
asked of a blood avenger, seekinq ' to determine if the blood 
avenger had as yet fulfilled his responsibility; or, this 
might have served as a formulaic question, once b lt::>od had been 
avenged, ritually confirminq that the responsibility had been 
fulfilled. 

13 Yalkut Shimoni 1:38. 

14 Yalkut Shimoni !:38. 

15 Yalkut Shimoni drew this midrash from BerE?shit Rabbah 
22 : 9. ' 

16 Bereshit Rabbah 22:9 and Yalkut Shimoni I : JS. 
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Tanhuma, Bereshit 25. 

18 Bereshit Rabbah 34:14. 

19 Bereshit Rabbah 34:14. Similar lan~age is found in 
Midrash Hagadol t o Bereshit 9 : 6 and i n Midrash Hahefetz to 
Bereshit 9:6. 

20 Sifra, parashat Akharei Mot , 11 : 12 . 

21 Midrash Tanna im t o Devarim 12:23 . 
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· aazinu and Blood Avenging 

When Moses has finished reciting the poem of parashat 

Haazinu, he says to the people Q:):;i:;ii, '~'It', "take to heart" all 

the words of this poem, all the terms of this Torah [ Devarirn 

32:46) 

M iMn i,p O'O' ~,,,.n mn ~i::n Q:)"n M'il '=> 
-- "for this is your very life. Through this (teaching) you 

will be able to endure on the land" ( Devarim 32:47 ). 

That poem ends in Devarim 32:43, a verse whose first 

hemistich offers these words. 

C'ip' ,,,:ll1 ci ~ 

" For (God) will avenge the blood of His servants." 

Sifre Devarim says that "there will be two a c ts of 

avenging: 

o rmi i,11 cpl' ciil i,11 cpl 
Avenging for the blood and avenging for the violence. " 1 

Bamidbar 35 :16-18 (begin to) define the intentional 

character of that violence through the i nanimate materials 

which might be the tools of murder: 

:~in no'' n,~ M'i1 nli no,, ,;oil i,t~ '" :>::i CM, 

:~iii no'' n,o M'i1 n~i no'~ ,;on i'C mo' iaiM , , t::it0 OM, 

:~in no'' nio M~il rui no,, ,;on b n'o' i~M ,, f P ,i,:>::i iM 

- - "Anyone who strikes another with arl iron object, so that 

death results, is a murderer [an intentional murderer as 

opposed to a manslayer without intent). The murderer must be 

put to death. If he struck him with a stone tool which could 
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cause death, nd death resulted, he is a murderer. The 

murderer must be put to death. or (similarly) if he struck 

him with an wooden tool which could cause death, and death 

resul ted, he is a murderer. The murderer must be put to 
death." 

Midrash Hagadol recognizes that the text distinguishes 

stone and wooden tools which might cause death from those 

which might not be presumed a priori to cause fatal damage. 

But iron demands no such subtle qualification: 

" ':"1117 i,:>:l n•oo i,t~:i117 ci,1v;i :i•:i; "'IOMID •o 'lDi, vii•i '''l 

iiv'W :iim ~ :uru ici, 1=> •£>':> 

-- "The One who created the world surely knows that iron can 

kill in any circumstance. Therefore the Torah did not offer 

qualification (in the case of a blow struck with iron) . 11 2 

Sifre Balllidbar Piska 160 says: 

i,t~ ' ":>:l Uii1117 Mi,~f'•' l'lt MiU~:l ,,,DM, ~ ' ''DM 

"Whether with a needle or with a pipe, he clearly killed 

him with an iron object." 

Midrash Hagadol says: 

l..,i, :ioiii noiii l'jt)i ,~ ~o ~ i n '" 111'117 101i,:> 

y1m 'iM l:lM:"\ l'1r.liM117 iii:> iili-.M t'10iM ;ii, :"\Oi11 i,l~ rw.iP:i i:Oi1 CM i,:lM 

- - "Meaning that if (the implement) which he had was sharp, 

like a needle or a roasting spit (or, knitting needle) or a 

knife or a spear, or (some object) similar to these . But if 

he struck him with a bar of iron, or a similar object, you 

should assess (the situation) in the same way as you would 

3 assess (the object of) stone or wood.~ 
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C'oi,;), ninftiv ,,i,p .,,~n :l'n M:i'117 

Ct'o " :>o n::&i"ln nm, rw~ M~il rui;i io,i, :ii \n l')O 

"One who struck him with (iron) bars or chunks would also 

be sentenced (to death). How do we know this? The Torah 

says, 'He is a murderer. The murderer must be killed' in any 

case."
4 

Sifre prefers to read the Torah here most literally. 

Qualifications for implements of stone and wood are evident 

i n Bamidbar 35:17-18. But no clause exists in Bamidbar 35 :18 

to distinguish among implements of iron. Iron kH ls. one who 

strikes and kil'ls another with iron is a murderer who intended 

to kill when he grasped that iron and acted violently. And 

each murderer must be executed. 

In the Haazinu poem, one of God's weapons of avenging is 

the arrow, which could be made of combinations of iron, wood 

and stone, although often in the Tanakh, God's arrows are 

attested in parallel with lightning. The poem's penultimate 

verse, Devarim 32:42, says: 

-- "I will make my arrows drunk with blood .. . . -- blood of the 

slain and the captive from the long- haired enemy chiefs." 

Midrash Tannaim asks: 

C"\0 ~rtr.li, C'J ni, 'WiDK ':>i 

n\~iP '~n!U ilOO C"'lnM M i':>W "l"'\il K'i1 ,,~ ltii"lpil "\OX M~ 

- - " Is it (actually) possible for arrows to become drunk witb 

blood? Rather the Holy one Blessed Be He said, 'Look, I make 
s others drunk with what my arrows do." 
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Who If the midrash had used the definite 

article, C'inltiJ, "the others" would have been seen as the 

vanquished, drinking intoxicants in order to numb the pain of 

mourning violent defeat. When arrows fly, "the others" are 

the enemy. But without the definite article, c•-irnt might mean 

"different people" who get drunk in the aftermath of God• s 

avenging . Both losers and winners would have cause to imbibe, 

a nd others of more objective perspective might drink to dampen 

the tormenting realities of a world of violent humans and 

their violent God(s). 

Midrash Lekakh Tov does not think that humans, no matter 

what their purposes might be, are the ones who would be drunk: 

-- "Can arrows (actually) get drunk with blood? Rather: 

'Look, I will make the animals and the birds drunk with what 

my arrows do. 1 n
6 Those i;-ntoxicated will be the birds and 

beasts drinking the human blood shed by God's assault. 

Midrash Lekakh Tov fortifies this interpretation through the 

parallel imagery of the second half of the first hemistich of 

Deva rim 32 : 4 2: 

M'il 1~"\:l IV\i p;i "U:>M " ' " ~ i,;:,IU'I ~ini'I ';:)1 :ie'~ i,;:,Mn ·~im 

illuiP ';:).,n!D mo N)iPil M' n\•m M ' ';,MO •>--iii 

-- 11 'As my sword devours flesh' : can the sword (actually) eat 

flesh? Rather, The Holy One Blessed Be He said: 'Look, I will 

feed the animals and the birds with what my sword does." Wild 

animals a nd birds will be the ones nourished, scavenging on 

on human corpses. 
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What will be the purpose of all tbis avenging bloodshed? 

The final hemistich of the Haazinu poem, the last half of 

Devarim 32:43 , offer s an answer (and an ending) unclear in 

syntax: 

~p m iM iEl:::>1 i'~' ::l'ei• 0?)1 

-- "(God) will wreak vengeance on His enemies, V:\p \nO,M i£>:::>1. 11 

JPS translates this last phrase as: "And [will] cleanse the 

l and of His people ," by which I think the colDmittee of 

translators meant, foremost, to convey, "And (God) will 

cleanse His people's land" -- of evil evidenced through 

intentional bloodshed, whether the violence is committed by 

remnant population, outsiders, or by Israelites themselves in 

violation of Torah. The committee perhaps was not displeased 

by the possibility that their translation mi ght also express 

a (subtextual ) threat, not to the longhaired chiefs and their 

qroups, but to i0}1, to "His people" themselves, that God • s 

vengeance would wipe out any residual settlement of His 

people, should they prove (as one might expect from past form ) 

disobedient. To end the Haazinu poem in the tone of a threat, 

tbat God would evict the long-wandering g r oup from the land 

they now verged on controlling, might cross some custom which 

prefers to end recitations on a positive note . But more 

substantively, sucn a threat would resonate in har mony with 

a consistent theme of the Torah's consequentialist legal 

philosophy, exemplified by the second paragra ph of the Shma. 

The JPS English syntax would s e em to leave the door o pen to 

that i n terpreta tion. To insure the land ' s fertili t y, all 
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those who shed blood intentionally must be cleansed from the 
land. The continuing s ettlement of Israelites in that 

territory would appear a lesser priority. 

The JPS translation of 101' 1noiM iD~1 is footnoted: 

"Meaning of Hebrew uncertain. Ugaritic ' udm't 'tears' 

( instead of miM, land ) suggests the rendering 'And wipe away 

His people's tears. 111 Isaiah 25:8 offers diction similar to 

that of Devarim 32:43: 

-- "He will swallow (or , destroy ) death forever~ My Lord 

Yahweh will wipe tear(s) from all f aces." Other attestations 

of i1P~i offer a sense of wiping away , or preventing, tears 

"You 

delivered .. . my eyes from tears" ), but Isaiah 25:8 is the only 

instance when a biblical writer has not found a preposition 

necessary (in Psalm 116, 10, " from, 11 is used) in connection 

with the cleansing of :'ll'7~i . For this reading suggested by 

JPS, the Isaiah passage would be the only proper parallel to 

our problemat ic final hemistich in Devarim 32:43. 

No midrash found in the course of this study makes the 

connection between ~noiM and ~nlmi i n the cotit.ext of Devar im 

32 :43 {or elsewhere). Interpretations remain fixed on the 

earth. Drawing from Ketubot llla, Midrash Tannaim to Devarim 

32:43 says: 

rom;i nnn i~p ,i,20 '"T r~ -Cpl '~ ,,OM P'O 
~OP ;noiM ic~i M:)il :::>,~, ~ ilrDlm ro:>iM M:::ltO Cr'li1 :::>'~ 

"Thus they said that anyone who is buried in the land of 
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Israel -- it is as £.t he were buried underneath the altar, as 

is written there ( Shemot 20:21 ) : 'Make for me an altar of 

earth,' and as is written here: 'His earth atones for His 

people.' " 

Responding to ~OP '\MiM "'ID,i, Sifre oevarim connects 

another territory wi th death and expiation: 

'?M"'IUr'? cm'? M'i\ j\,£), Cli1~ C'PW"'I '?!U cn"'l'i'W "'IO~M i\nM l'l0 

0'~ jiEl~ 'Mli iO!(Jlt' ~:i C'?iP:l 

-- "How do you support the stat ement tha t the descent of the 

wicked into Gehinom brings expiation for (the people of) 

Israel in the world to come? It is wr i tten ( Isaiah 43 :3 ) : 

. . [ f 7 1 1 gave Egypt as exp1at1on or, ransom ] or_,you. 111 

Sifre cites R. Meir to a f firm tha t t~ land of Israel 

makes expiation for the l iving: 

•'?v n-i£l,1:) '?itiei• f"'ll't '?MiW' ri~ ::l!Vi':"1 .,~ io~iot i'MO I , :i•:i 

pP MilZ7) ~ ::l!Ui':'I QP:'i '?j iO!(J!V 

"Rabbi Meir used to say: For anyone who l ives in the land 

of Israel, the land of Israel provides expiation, as it is 

written [ Isaiah 33 : 24 ) : ' (The land ) will be inhabited by 

people whose sin is forgiven.'" 

But Sifre then professes to remain unconvinced as to the 

most accurate reading of V->P inO"'IM •;!)ji: 

C':Uii• l\lM l'M 1''"'1%11 ":in M.,~ ''l'l i::l1 J''"'IP' 

il~P Qj'M'l\)jp C'ttei'\l OMi m P Cii't'IUiP C'f'"'l'i!> CM 

"And yet the matter is still in doubt, fo~we still do not 

know whether they are able to free themselves of their 

iniquities upon (the land), or whether they are liable to 
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than the grammar here allows, for the land's iniquities ) 

( through their living) on (the land). " 

In a midrashic tautology, the problematic phrase i tself 

solves the problem of interpretation, to Sifre's apparent 

satisfaction: 

j\•C,p Cil•nmp C'y"lW "'1:"1 ir.>P ,M,M "'\!);::)' 'il':)'IM ~rn,111;:, 

:i•C,p O:i•n \l'M 0' MIZ7U l'M~ 

-- "But when (Devarim 32:43) says ~1' mr.>iM ic;:,\ there (we 

l earn) that they are able to free tnemselves of their 

iniquities upon the land ( that is, the land itself seems to 

provide expiation, or ample opportunity for expiation ) and 

they are not (especially) liable to punishment for their 

iniquities (or, for the land's iniquities) (through their 

l iving) on ( the l and ) ." 

Rashi tries to solve the syntactical problem by declaring 

1noiM and 1t.:lP to be equivalent objects of the verb "'\!);::)': 

::l'~il c ilC, :irDllrD' c~C,:i \i:>W n~~:i C,p 10Jn moiM o•c•1 

nr.>runo \:itiM C'DfUM 't.:lW';:) 1r.>P m iM M'tli ;io, .•. 

"1r.>P 1noiM it1~1 (means that God) will soothe His land and his 

people after the miseries whl~h they experienced and which the 

enemy caused them ... And what is 'noiM (His land)? 1r.>1' ( His 

people) . For when His · people are comforted, His land is 

comforted." 

Midrash Lekakh Tov8 deals more provocatively with the 

difficult syntax of the phrase 't.:lP ~nr.>iM "'\!)~1 in Devarim 32 : 43: 

Qn"'\!)~ M'n ~, n~·Dnl ioC,o - -

• 
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"Teaches ~at the shedding of their blood is~ 

expiation·" Whose blood? Whose expiation? The supportive 

verses brought by Midrash Lekakh Tov answer these questions: 

c,i,w~i· n-0,::io c~ er.ii eMi 

-- " Their blood was spilled like water around Jerusalem ." 

This first supportive verse brought by Mi drash Lekakh Tov is 

Psalm 79:3. Whose blood? Psalm 79:2, the previous verse, 

tells us without doubt: 

C'O!Z1ii ')~Pi, i,;:)M Ti:iP rh:il i 1M '\lN 

:yiM ~n,n"> 1•i •1:m 11Z1:i 

" (Heathens ) have left Your servants • [worshippers • ] corpses 

as food for heaven ' s fowl, and the flesh of your faithfu l for 

wild animals. " This first supportive verse shows that when 

Midrash Lekakh Tov is responding to 'tr.I]) mT.l,M ID:)' with the 

observation that cni!)j M'i'I coi n\C,DWW i Oi,O , that " this teaches 

that the shedding of tliill blood is t heir expiation , " the 

blood in question, " their blood, 11 is the blood of mP, of 

"God's p eople, " the c h ildren of Israel .
9 

To answer the second question Whose expiation? - -

instigated by the personal pronouns in Midrash Lekakh Tov ' s 

phrase gt'liD;:) M' J"1 gci n\C,DW!Z1 ioi,o , "teaches that the shedding of 

their blood is their expiation," Midrash Lekakh Tov brings a 

second supporting verse, · Psalm 79:9 . Throug h the language of 

Psalm 79, Midrash Lekakh Tov has already stated that "their 

blood" is the blood of the children of Israel . Now, through 

the language of Psalm 79, Midrash Lekakh Tov seeks to a f firm 

that the shedding of the blood of the c h ildren of Israel, the 
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shedding of the blood of God's people, brings expiation for 

the sins of God 's people: 

1rw "\"Q;:) "1:1"1 i,p UP~ ·n~M U.,tP 

:1rw 1177~; u•Ml!ln ',p i£lj) ui,·~m 

-- "Help u s, God, our deliverer, for the sake of the glory of 

Your name. Save us and c l eanse our sins for the sake o f you r 

reputation." 

Thus, Midrash Lekakh Tov understands i t:lP iMiM i£lji to be 

"teaching that the shedding of the blood of the c hildren of 

Israel serves as expiati on for ( the sins of) the children o f 

I srael." !iYl!@n b lood atones for human sin. 

Sifre oevarim Piska JJ J shares this understanding, and 

offers the same source to affirm it. Commenting o n the same 

phrase in Oevarim 32: 43, 't:lP iMt:liM i£>ji, Sifre Devarim also 

brings Psalm 79 :1-3 , i n this case to serve as a substantive 

response to the following (declarative ) question: 

C'iP:"I n,mM i'::l 'Mi!D' '!D llil•.,:iw "lt:liM :inM l'l0 

!Oi"I C'iPi, Ci"li, M•:i :"li£>j 

"How do you ( support ) saying that the killing of Israelites 

by the nations of the world surely serves as expiation for 

(the Israelites) in the world to come? " 

Psalm 79:1 to provide the answer : 

Sifre now brings 

:f"IM ~n·ni, Ti"OM -itu::> •• '. in,ro::> c•u 'io c•ii~M JiOM' i i r.im 

" A Psalm of Asaph: 
God, heathens have ent ered Your 

domain •.. [ they h ave left] the f lesh of Your faithful for the 

wild beasts. Their blood was shed like water . . . " 
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The blood 'df 1•i•on, of God• s f · hf aLtul among Israel, is 

the blood which expiates the sins of I srael. vayikra 17 : 11 

says: 

~·rirucl 'P "'1£)::>' rcmi"I 'P ~i, i 'Ml ~, Mi:i ci:l iw:l:i !UE>l •::> 

:"'1£)::>• 111Dl:::I Mii"I ci:i •::> 
-- "For the life of the flesh is i n the blood, and I have 

assigned (the blood) to you for making expiation for your 

lives upon the altar. It is the blood, as life, that effects 

expiation ." 

Midrash Leka kh Tov and Sifre Oevarirn both state that the 

shedding of tn.iman blood effects expiation for the sins of 

human life. 

Yalkut Mek.biri to Psalms endorses the sense that God ' s 

death sentence for His own people, fulfilled by heathen 

executioners, qua litatively changes God's percept ion of the 

c haracter of the slaughtered. Ya lkut Mekh iri to Psalm 79 : 1 

says: 

c,i•i,p 1(:'11'1 :'ID '.lii"IJIU 1'l:l Ci,iP ~ 'Ui:l"i 

l'iM in•n' ,.,·on ilU:::I c•nw:i ')i l7, , :>MD ,.,:IP f'\,:l) MM \lru iOMJIU 

~·n c•::>wo c•m•o o•o'o iO,M M!ii"I ' iiii wi c•i•on •::>i 

1'7'1 o•i•on ri ll"O i"llUl7llU p•::> M,M 

-- "Master of the Universe, what will become of your c h ildren 

who have been killed? -- a~ it is written [ Psalm 79 : 1) : 'They 

have left your servants ' (worshippers' ] corpses as food for 

heaven • s fowl and the flesh of your faithful for the wild 

beasts. • And were they really c•i-on ? " And behold He said: 

[J eremiah 5:8] "' They were well - fed lusting stallions,' but 
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when judgment was ex-'ecuted upon them they became saints." 

We have now observed a chain of commentaries which 

express ideas about blood and violent deatb that might have 

been perceived as foreign to Jewish tradition: Martyrdom at 

the hands of heathen murderers cleanses sins and elevates 

status for the world to come. The shedding of ~ blood not 

only balances human sin, but, for the world-to- come, can 

fundamentally alter the perceived character of one whose blood 

was shed . 

2. When Israelites Shed Israelite Blood 

What happens when blood is shed not by outsiders but by 

one 's own? What cleansing, what ii,iltl , is involved then? 

Midrash Hagadol to Bamidbar 35:19 to brings one specific case, 

an absolute negat ion of a qan • s power to participate in 

creation: 

U:l M l iii!D ::IM:"I 

i,M'll M~iilt' •)DO r ::iM ' :lM li i:i :it 'iii p li:Ui, :1' i\ CM 

"The father who has killed his son: If the slain man had 

a son, then he is to kill his father's father, for he {the 

son) is (the father's) i,M'll." 

What if the slain man had· no son? 

' ':)M MM n'f.>M" ci;i .,M'll ~Pl C'MMii 10 inM l'lt p '" l'M °"' 
in'" 1-n•oo ri n•::i Mi,M 

-- " And if (the sla in man) bad no son, one of h is brothers is 

not made Cii\ 'M'll, blood avenger, to execute his (own) fathe r . 
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Instead , the bet din executes him." The father's blood will 

balance the s hed blood of his son. But the scene of a son 

killing his own father to achieve that balance is more than 

the community wants to endure. Here the bet Qin interposes 

itself effectively as a neutral functionary, fulfilling the 

commandment linked to insuring the land• s fertility, and 

obviating a moment when a son, to redeem his brother's blood 

and protect the earth's fertility, must kill the man whose 

fertili ty contributed to that son's own creation. The bet din 

thus limits metaphors of tragedy, which might be most 

threatening to mythic structures most crucial to communal 

stability, from being transformed into real experience, in 

ritual performance on the stage of communal life, as 

observance of God's Torah . 

Mishnat Rabbi Eliezer lalso known as Midrash of the 32 

Middot) disAgrees: 

c i:i ""u .,roP' ,ltoil u~ mt li:'lto ~tt :ci:i ""u " ':i :irtt 

"Who is to be Cii"\ i,itu , the b lood avenger? (If) a fathe r 

has killed his son, the second (son) becomes t he blood 

avenger. 11 10 

Devarim 32:39, within the Haazinu poem, says: 

:'t,~D ,,,D rlt) !U)iM "ltti •ru:no ;i•ntti l"l'T.lM ,)tt ... 

" I deal death and I give l ife, I wounded and I will heal, 

and none can deliver from My power. " 

responding to thi s verse, says: 

c~il mt l+,~o n'Oit l'" 

Midrash Tannaim, 
11 

-- "Fathers (Patriarchs ) don't save the sons ." 
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ifDp ntt "'~O .,~, Mi,, "MP~, ntt "';;ti:) C~M M" 

"Abraham didn' t sav e Ishmael and I saac didn't save Esau . it 

Midrash Tannaim seems to be reading ,,,0 as "immediate 

relative. " The midrash also chooses to read the word nM, (in 

Psalm 49:8 ) , which could arguably be an interjection (Ah! ) , 

as "a brother . " Midrash Tannaim says: 

Ci',,nM M C'nM O'):l ntt r"\'CM M"M ,, l"M ,,,0 

ifDP M "'~0 :>p.P" Mi,1 i,M1'r:)W' ntt " "lr.> pm:" Mi, l'lr.> 

CWD) 1~'1£:) y'i :io 'lCr.> IU'M i11C" :iic M" ntc il:>Ml!U 

- -"'i"O must refer to fathers (who might save) sons, brothers 

(saving) brothers. From where do we derive th is? Isaac did 

not save Ishmael, a nd Jacob did not save Esau, as it is 

written (Psalm 4 9 :8 ) : 'A brother surely cannot redeem a man.' 

Why? [ Psalm 49 : 9 ] : 'The price of .l ife 's redemption is too 

high, I II 

Yet the Torah commands ciil i,MU to redeem t h e life(blood) 

of a murdered kinsman. Sifre Bamidbar Piska 160 asks: 

io2(J ;ioi, ~~iii nM n"r.>' ~mi ciil i,Mu 

"Why does (Bamidbar 35 :19 ) say, 'The blood avenger himself 

will execute the murderer?'" Sifre looks back in l inear 

fashion to the definitions of lethal violence in ~amidbar 

35 :16 - 18, and comments: 

no'i ' i'Oi1 ~ mo' i~tt , , 1=>K:l ctti nr.>"i ~;oil i,ti:> ""=>:l ati "'\r.m~ M'li11U '!)" 

:l''n M'illU '"ta ni;ito ~6K '" l 'M nr.>'' , ;-o;i 'C n'O' i!UM ,, fl> '"::>:l '" 
- - ''Since (the Tor ah text says, 'Anyone who s tr i kes another 

with an iron object a nd death results,' 'if he struck him with 

a stone tool that could cause death and death resulted, ' 'or 

' I 
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if he struck him with a ooden tool which could cause death 

and death resulted, 1 
-- one can only conclude that he should 

be killed with the same (implements ) f h · · or e is liable (to a 

death sentence) . 11 

Sifre's strict literal approach to commanded blood 

avenging, reaching nowhere beyond the explicit material 

concerning cin i,MU which clusters i n Bamidbar 35 , offers clues 

beneath the level of tone, to a fundamental method r ooted in 

a consequentialist empiricism: 

Cnrzii,q, l':lO :lM l"):l 11 :'IM 'ti:i 'i:li "j i MrD::l 

"In any other matter you would discern a principle 

f undamental to the three of them (-- to the implements of 

i ron, stone and wood)." 

i,ri::> '"~ 'Mi~ ;in :it 'Mi Mi,~ l ::lM 'Mi:I yp:i 'Mi Mi,~ yp:i 'M.,~ l=>M 'Mi M" 

M'On" ,,~ l•miw inrD,rD::lrD :11Wii ,~;i Cii')!U 'M"i:) "Ti:> 'M.., M" 

"The appearance of stone is not; similar to the appearance 

of the wood (en tool), and the appearance of the wbod(en tool) 

is not similar to the appearance of the stone, and the 

appearance of neither one of these is similar to the 

appearance of an iron object. And the appearance of an iron 

object is not similar to the appearandf of the other two. The 

common factor among the three of them is that each (can be 

used) in order to cause death." 

If an object with the potential to cause death is used 

in an action which does result in death, then what does this 

fatal result cause next? (Is Sifre's exaggerated objectivity 

here chosen as a method which might be particularly effective 

l 
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in counterba~ncing the chaos of violent bloodshed, the 

hothearted passion of a blood avenger in pursuit , the court 's 

anguish at participating in a death sentence?): 

in•J:);ii, ci:i '"u ,~ :i'\lr.i n•r.iil CMi 

"' '-' <-- "And if he caused death, the commandment empowers the blood 

avenger to cause his death [--to execute the killer l ." 

The summary force of this statement seems limited to 

death caused by iron, stone or wocd implements. But in 

concluding its assessment of Bamidbar 35:19, Sifre Bamidbar 

now extends to state a general rule: 

n•r.i;6 Ciii i,i-tu i'::> :i'llr.i n•r.i:i) n•r.i;ii, 'i:> tt):itti '?::> ')M 

n•r.i• M':"I Ci:'\ i,ttil iOMl i=>" 
-- "Thus, anything (or , anyone who uses anything ) which has 

the potentia l to cause death, and does cause death, the 

commandment empowers the blood avenger [or, the commanded 

responsibility of the blood avenger is ] to execute (the one 

who transformed that potential for causing death into an 

empirical reality) . That is why it is written ( that) "the 

blood avenger will execute." 

3 . Blood Avenging In Action 

The hyperobjective' legal empiricism of Sifre's method 

here, which seems to imply that t.be commanded responsibility 

to execute the murderer will be fulfi lled by the blood avenger 

according to a method informed by an equivalent objectivity, 

and that such a method will lead, immutably, to the right 
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result, is no~ shared by Bereshit Rabbah. The language of R. 

inti.mates that Levi 1 brought to elucidate Bereshi' t 9 ·. 6, · · 

Bereshit Rabbah is not so sanguine about the success rates of 

blood avengers in this world:l2 

liro M'il 'M'M lira M, li:iei 'i1'\ .... ~ , ir.lM 

C1M M'C~i, 

-- "R. Levi said: 'Say, if someone murdered (someone) but was 

not (himself ) k i lled, when will he ce put to death? When a 

man wil l come" -- that is, when the time of the final judgment 

will come, and the man of that era, acting as a blood avenger 

for murders 11n'lvenged in this world, will fulfill the 

commanded responsibi lity to execute the murderer, as it is 

written in Beres hit 9: 6: 1DIZ1' 101 ciao C1Mi'I C1 1DUl, "One who 

sheds the blood of man, by the roan (of the time of the last 

judgment ] will his blood be shed." 

Even in approach~ng this most serious confluence of 

subjects, murder and eventual judgment, R. Levi 's rhythmic 

language, l.,ro Mi,, l1il!Z7 'i:'I , is expressive of an imaginat ive 

playfulness. Midrash Tannaim to the Haazinu poem,
13 

perhaps 

sparked by the imaginative messianism of tbe tradition 

ascribed to R. Levi, (a l though no specific reference is 

made) , says that ~· 'ioi ci ao C1Mi\ ci iD!li is one of ten phrases 

in the Tanakh C'nl~il n'f'\n1,.t01 liO e"ui , "that harbor within (their 

language) clues to the revival of the dead ." 

Bereshit Rabbah 's implicit doubt that blood avengers 

frequently managed to fulfill their commanded responsibilities 

(another pragmatic assessment of a Jewish reality which then 
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moves the obs~er to focus on the world to come) finds its 

(common) sense in a network of conditions, some clearly 

established in the Torah text, h · h w lC serve to impede the 

avenger from shedding the murderer• s blood. Sifre Devar im 

Piska 187, commenting on Devarim 19:11, amid the second of the 

two loci in the Humash where ci:i ' "U appears, and where the 

blood avenger's singular task is framed, describes one of the 

barriers in the avenger's way: the boundaries of the cities 

o f refuge: 

tDDl:'i ti~ l"~~:i:i 'i01M :"\11:'i' •::li::l •01• 'Y~ -,•:-; 

t::i"'~ .,p, C'O''i?O i •tn:;) r => »Wl:> r => 
- - "Rabbi Yose ben Rabb i Yehuda said: Those who kill a human 

being, whether unintentionally or with premeditation, proceed 

first to the cities of refuge." 

This tells us that it was not the responsibility of the 

blood avenger to make dis'tinctions i•m:> 1'=> lJW:> l'::l, between the 

unintentiona l manslayer and the premeditated murderer. When 

someone caused a death, that person would have sped to the 

nearest city of refuge, one of six that were to be 

establ ished, three west of the Jordan , three east of the 

Jordan, 14 or to one of the other (planned) forty-two Levitical 

c i t i es which were to have been built, as designated in 

Bamidbar 35:6-15. The second hemistich of Bamidbar 35:8 says : 

:~"' 1•,PD 1n• ,i,ru. ~M 1rhro ·c~ 111•ic ..• 

"··· (E)ach (group of Israelites ) will assign cities (or, 

towns) to the Levites i n proportion t o its share (or, 

inheritance ] ." Midrash Bamidbar Rabbah observes the phrase 
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~i,nl'ieltt'ni,ru , lite ally "its (each group's] share of what [the 

whole Israelite population] will inherit," and comments on the 

sense that the Israelites would be inheriting the land from 

the resident population of 0''3: 

:i111;n f iM ~" niM~" ·n·"n ''\:)' 'MiU1'' Mi:'\ ,,~ !Dii?il iOM 

CliM MM ~" lM'Ui ~'lDl:l ~~'\IP mt l"Wi 'lM ·~ nM ~" mtt;;ii, ' ':1111:1 M,lt 

-- "The Holy One Blessed Be He said to Israel, 'I could have 

created a new land for you, but i n order to display my power 

to you I (will) kill your enemies i n front of you and am 

giving you their land. 1115 

God defines His own role here as One who wi 11 kill i'lQ:I, 

with (avowed ) premeditation. Bamidbar Rabbah then pictures 

David, who was involved in plenty of killing in his time, as 

questioning God as to why Adam was exiled from the Garder.: 

1'Q ml:)i, :i,,n ;r:·n m;i.,:i :,p :in•D x•:i;"lw i,p ll1ilN ; Di,, 

~i,pr,, ,iPi, 'O\'OO ;i',uu:i :i:mu:i ~~iii -;,.,::> Nili ''"P non;w Mi,M 

"Why did you expel the one who brought murder to the 

generations, and who deserved to die immediately? Instead you 

showed mercy on him and expelled him in the manner of an 

unintent ional mans layer who is sent into exile from his place 

to the cities of refuge. 1116 For Adam (and, here, not Eve:, who 

frequently is assessed the blame for extinguishing man's 

light) the enti re world out"Side of the Garden of Eden would 

serve as his place of refuge. 

After portraying David, a killer seriously concerned 

a bout the scope of mercy for killers, as a man probing God 

about the eventual balancing of Adam's case, Bamidbar Rabbah 
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s (who spent forty years figuring out the 

road from here to there) as one concerned with the road to 

refuge: 

:iwo .,OM C~l7 Cl:>, cn•ip;i~ M\., 1'"'0 IU1ipi1 ~" 10M' i11DO ioPID p•::> 

cii.,:i '" 1'\E)l:l i'IJJw:i WDJ >inw ;it c&,iv &,w u1:ii 

cw&, M"'l'i:i M:i•w ~'?~o •"'IP J::>';i Pi1' l'JO 

"When Moses stood (on Mt. Sinai ) and The Holy One Blessed 

Be He said to him, 'Provide yourselves with ci\.ies (of 

r efuge) ' [Bamidbar 35:11 J , Moses sa i d, 'Master of the 

Universe, how wil,l one who killed, uninten\.ionally, in the 

north or in the south, know where the c ities of refuge are to 

which he is to flee? 1
11

17 

God's response in Bamidbar Rabbah 23 :12 draws from the 

other locus of C.,:"1 i,M'\l , in Devarim 19: 

C'V~ W Mi,w 1"'1i:i 1'? )"Cn ii:'i C, pn 

n10 r.omn:l 1•M ,c,, ,.,J"'lj1111 cin C,M'\l 1niM KlO'i 

"' Survey the road [or, the distances ) ' [Deva rim 19: 3 ) (means 

to say): 'Give directions on the road' so that there will be 

no mistakes [or, no wrong turns ) [or, 'make the road direct, ' 

so that there will not be any curves ] and so that the blood 

avenger will not find (the kilier) and kill him . should (the 

killer) not be deserving of a death sentence ." 

I ntr igued by the notion of road markers, which he rarely 

(if ever) enjoyed i n the desert, Moses now asks God 1M'l"'I, "How 

(should we g o about doing this)?" God replies: 

~ 1'?~ p.,;, ttn"W r.oC,po ,,pi, nim:m ni·~·M c,.,i, ioim 

t!i'?po •-.pi, nl,, :i•'?p cwi n1•'=::i'M '?:>::l' 
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" Set up signp),sts [from the Greek o't'T\A11 J pointing the way 

to the cities of refuge so that (the killer) will know how to 

get there. And on all of the signposts write: 'Killer! 

{This way) to the cities of refuge!'" 

Midrash Lekakh Tov does not invoke Moses as a man 

intrigued by highways. But, in the same syntactic position in 

which Bamidbar Rabbah 23: 12 uses the word n,,~O'M, Midrash 

Lekakh Tov does find need for a Greek loanword to state what 

precisely it is that should be set up on the road to guide the 

fleeing killer: 

" Station a soldier [ from the Greek O'tp<l't'Ul)'tT\~, soldier) so 

that the ( roads ) will stay open in both directions." Lekak.h 

Tov ' s version endorses a more succinct message for the 

signposts: 

c,::>ii nttiic i,11 ::l'n::> ~C,i'o -eC,po imit ::li'P, p itP,,it •::li 

oei" ;"UI),, rnl~"i:"I .,~,111 ,,::> 

-- "Rabbi Eliezer ben 'lakov says, 'Refuge! Refuge!' should be 

written at the crossroads, so that the killer will recognize 

{the right way) and will turn in that direction." A killer, 

who has strayed significantly from the right paths {of 

halakha?), now receives intently clear directions as to the 

way to go. 

Whether the killer had acted intentionally or 

unintentionally, the blood avenger'haa the right, if he had 

the passion, to pursue the fleeing killer and, as Bamidbar 

Could kl.·11 him 'O WlD:l , "on encounter." 
35 :19 asserts, 

I 
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Therefore, Devarim\9:6, concerned about the needed proximity 

of a city of refuge, says: 

117D) ' i'Cm 1iiil :'l::>i' ' => U'W:'I, ~::l' en• •::> Mlii n 'iMM ci;i ,MU "),,,. lC 

-- "Ot he rwise, if the way is long, the b l ood avenger, pursuing 

in hot anger (literally: because, (or, when) his heart heats } , 

will cat ch him and kill him." In commenting on the phrase 

'C~" CM''~ , Lekakh Tov and Sifre Devarirn share the same initial 

language: 

::>i, rm~n '" 117' 117 •o ~i,M ·~ l'M 

-- "This must refer to a person who has a hot temper. " Lekak.h 

Tov adds: 

C)pD " ::>D M'il rn&1i ;mi, i1'"im )'lD ;)Mil mt l::l:"I p :i mt ;)M~ 

"The father (who has killed, or, who pursues in order to 

kill} the son, the son (who has killed, or, who pursues in 

order to kil l) the father (must, in both cases, be men with 

hot tempers). How (do we make this connection)? Torah says: 

'He is a killer' [meaning ) in every case." Killing one ' s own 

father o r son is (again) estnbl ished as the most extreme case 

of homicide. Only the most hot-tempered man could kill a 

father or son. Premeditated murder by a father of a son , or ... 
vice versa, would seem, to the rabbinic mind, unthinka ble. 

Midrash Lekakh Tov to Bam i dbar 35:11 cites t he language 

of B. T. Makkot ea , which explores this same unthinkable crime, 

and links it to anot her: 

iUl!O::> iz.!Pl ;oo -,o,i, iTWI ruii i,::> "b' Nn'\i :io;.i Ol, 

ii'Di,n mt rco:i ~-i;n ~ nM i'CDn ::lMn ia• 

;~ ii • mn no Cl(ei n)p&,o ::l"'non nM i'Pi,on ri n-::> n·~' . 
' 

-
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--
11 'And the killer W-ill flee there (to a city of refuge)•: 

can any killer (gain entry)? Torah says, 'an unintentional 

mans layer. ' Exceptions (though, to this rule of the Torah, 

would be) a father who struck (and killed) his son and a rav 

who struck (and killed) his student. As for a representative 

of the rabbinic court who is flogging a person who has been 

sentenced to be flogged, and that person dies by his hand -

he is exempt (from punishment )." 

The rabbinic preference is not to extend protection to 

a father who has even unintentionally killed his son, although 

no mention is made here of the case in which the son would 

have uni ntentionally killed the father. And we see that the 

relationship between rav and student is perceived as being of 

the same character as the relationship between father and son. 

The rabbinic literature also takes the opportunity here to 

establish protective language to shield its functionaries 

invested with violent responsibilities from the potential 

consequences of their work. 

As we have previously observed (see page 104 above), in 

Midrash Hagadol Bamidbar, a surviving son is prohibited from 

acting as cin ,M~ for his slain brother, if his father was the 

killer . Midrash Bagadol Bamidbar comes once again to insist 

on this point: 

'''P'' 1nbn, 1'::>M, n~ i'WlPl p;i rx ,:;), ?MJ7ixt• , •:;), M')J'li:;) 

n'OOil 10 rV'I 
11 As Rabbi Ishmael taught: The son is never made an 

· · f th ( i'n order) to strike him or to curse emissary to hls a er 

- --""""'-
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him, except for the (habitual) troublemaker. ,1 8 Does this mean 

i f the father is the troublemaker?. Apparently, if the father 

keeps asking for it, the son can respond to the chronic 

provocation. But, otherwise , a society rooted in a Torah 

whose first commandment is to be fruitfu l and multiply is 

elementally horrified by violence between parent and child. 

4 . Monarchs, Rabbis and Blood Avengers 

Understood subtextually from this comJnent, that a hot 

tempered individual would chase down the road after the 

fleei ng killer, is the strong belief (or the calculated intent 

to i nstill a strong belief) that the legal system would, with 

virtual inevitability, bri ng the killer to trial, and that the 

right sentence would be carried out, be it death or exi l e. 

But the responsibility of the blood avenger to bal~nce the 

shed blood of his kinsman is rooted in a time when the kinship 

group was the primary ( if not only) organized force which 

could pursue and execute a killer. The midrashic material we 

have been observing had been organized in contexts of rabbinic 

Judaism . Rabbinic authorities were attempting , for themse-1:-ves 

a nd for their communiti es, to redefine an understanding of 

blood outside of the no- longer extant r i tua 1 demands, of the 

sacrificial cult, and were interposing the bet din within the 

processes of the commandment to the blood avenger, between the 

pursuer and the pursued. 

The Interpreter's Dictionary of the Bible says that " ( i) n 

• 
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biblical Israel the sovereignty of the kinship group over 

matters affecting its private interest was just beginning to 

be superseded by communal authority. Biblical law never 

replaced the private prosecutor with a public one."19 

Monarchs and then rabbinic authorities had to develop 

ways to cont rol the potentially disruptive forces of private 

prosecut ion while respecting the integr ity of the Tor at,' s 

commandment to the blood avenger. 

The case of the woman from Tekoa, in II Samuel 14, whose 

fictional parameters and legally sophisticated language were 

designed by Joab, a man who hims elf (as we will soon see) dies 

by avengers ' violence, offers clues to the king's interposed 

role. First, in II Samuel 14:6-7 , we find textual evidence 

that t h e responsibility of C1il i,MU was fulfilled within the 

family group itself. In the case v.·here one brother has 

murdered another, the mother is confronte{i, in verse seven, 

by i\n£>~D~ '~ -- by the whole clan - - who say to her: 

lii\ i111M ,,nM ~Cl::l imr.in ,,nM :-or.> MM ,,n 

-- " Hand over the one who killed his brother, so we can put 

him to death for the killing of his brother ." 

Yet t here we also see, in verse eight, that the king 

apparently had developed the power to intercede, for David 

says that he will issue a restraining order on the behalf of 

the mother: 

1'"1' ili~M ')Mi 1f'l,:l "~' i\111Mi1 "M l"D:'1 ~M ' i 
th an 'Go home, I will issue an -- " The king said to e worn , 

order in your behalf.' '' 

, 
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verse nine, the woman of Tekoa, as scripted 

by Joab (in combination with her reputed cleverness), seems 

compelled to say : 

•p l 1M0;:) ,,o;n ·~tt rQ i,p, pPil 11'1:lil •niM '"P 

-- "May the guilt be on me and on my ancestral house. 

Ma jesty and his throne are guiltless. " 

Your 

As the IDB indicates, the sense that David's i ntervent ion 

in thi s case might incur guilt "shows that the right of blood 

redemption was yet regarded as so sacred that no abridgement 

of it could be held guiltless. 11 20 

In II Samue l 14: 10, David then reiterates his finTI 

intent i on to intercede: 

,~ nPl" .,,p ')'0' It,, ''M 'nia:i' ,.,M .,:lio:i 
-- " If anyone says anything more to you, have h i m brought to 

me, and he will never trouble you aga in. " 

To seal the deal, in ~erse eleven, the woman of Tekoa now 

f rames David's intervention in a language whic h l inks that 

intervention to God's will: 

'l~ nM ,.,•oiu• 16i rr.eii, ci:i i,itl rQ"'l:ir.l ,-:i;M :ii:i• nit li,o:i ~ i:>t' 

"Let Your Majesty be mindful of Yahwen your God and 

restrain the blood avenger bent on destruc tion, so that my son 

may not be killed." 

The monarch, who must be searching for ways, across the 

broadest spectrum o~ legal issues, to interpose his authority 

in the context of Torah legislation, is bolstered in his 

i ntention, in this case, by a sense from the woman of Tekoa 

that his intervention could be perceived among the people at 
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The monarch had solid reason to be be concerned that his 

interceding in blood avenging could be perceived as a deep 

attack on the systemic structure of tribal authority, and 

could invite rebellion. W. Robertson Smith, in his book The 

Religion of the Semites, 21 which is a major source for the IDB 

article, writes that "there is no principle so levelling as 

the law of blood- revenge, which is the basis of the tribal 

system , for here the law is a man for a man, whether in 

defense or offense, without respect of persons. " Smith comes 

to clarify this point: Although, in the case of a killing of 

a k insman by someone outside of the kinship group, no effort 

is made to discover the specific identity of the individual 

slayer -- the kin of the dead man hold the slayer • s "whole kin 

responsible for his a ct, and take vengeance on the first of 

them on whom they can lay hands",- in the case of the killing 

within t he kinship group, "the point is to rid the kin of an 

impious person , who has violated the sanctity of the tribal 

blood, and here therefore it is important to discover and 

punish the criminal himself . " 

smith says that in such a tribal· society, a king is not 

an imperial power, but rather "a guiding and moderating 

force . " Smith writes: "The k·ingship, and therefore the 

godhead, is not a principle of absolute order and justice, but 

it is a principle of higher order and more impartial justice 

than can be realized where there is no other law than the 

obligation of the blood . " As the king becomes a stronger and 

- - -~- ----
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more secure force.\as moderator of a tribal society __ meaning, 

as the king's powers of active intervention become more 

substantial -- then "the standard of right is gradually raised 

above the consideration of which disputant has the strongest 

kin to back him." 22 So in the case of David's intervention 

on behalf of the woman of Tekoa, the sense which she voices 

(probably as devised by Joab) that some quilt is being 

incurred by short- circuiting the pr i nciple of blood avenging, 

proves less of a consideration to the king than the idea that 

"it is the glory of the sovereign to vindicate the cause of 

the weak, if only because by s o doing he shows himself to be 

stronger than the strong." 

In his Studies in Biblical Law, David Daube reports 

"ancient Oriental laws [including the first paragraphs of the 

Hittite code } according to which all that a man who had killed 

another man had to do was ~o supply the latter 's family with 

one or more persons. 11 For the modern consciousness which 

feels uncomfortable with this principle of substitution, Daube 

offers this observation: ' 'The fact that we speak of it as an 

extraordinary thing if a person is irreplaceable only proves 

that most people are not so considered."
23 

In Bereshit 4:25, 

Seth comes rP Ui:"'I ·~ ":;):'\ mn, "in place of Abel, because Cain 

A Hittite murderer had to replace his 
has killed him . 11 

victim. In Bereshit, God does the replacing. 

In two places in the books of Kings, !11Dl nM lt.iDl involves 

not a living replacement, who will continue to live, but a 

live body which will be executed in place of the man who got 
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away. In I Ki~ 20 35 d n~ : an following, the scene involves a 

prophet's parable, which becomes a prophetic condemnation of 

Ahab. In verse forty- two, we read: 

,,r,i •oi n lt"M nM nn~ JP' m:i• ~M "i:> 

:~P rm 11:>Pi WDl Mn 11DDl n•;i 

-- "Thus said the Lord: 'Because you have set free the man 

whom I doomed, your life shall be forfeit for his life and 

your people for his people.•" In verse thirty - nine, the 

prophet had offered a financial out for the incompetent guard: 

"If he is missing, it will be your life for.his, or you will 

have to pay a talent of silver." Daube reads this option of 

a financial release from obligation in this case as "most 

probably an interpolation ... added in a time when arrangements 

of the kind oescribed by the prophet were deemed ruthless and 

irumoral." 24 

The second instance o~ a living replacement who will not 

continue to live but who will be executed in place of the man 

who got away occurs in II Kings 10 :24: 

:~~!)) nM i lUC) Q:)'i' i,v M'::ll:> •)K i!DM C'111lM:1 l'~ ~'I:>' i l!1M ID'lt:'i ..• 

- - "Whoever permits the escape of a single one of the men I 

commit to your charge -- he will forfeit life for life." 

These two cases in Ki ngs are not cases of a blood avenger 

responding to a kinsman ' s ~eath. But oaube speculates that 

substitution as seen in Kings "gives us a clue as to how that 

early rule concerning homicide developed into the law of the 

Pentat euch. " 25 

oaube theor izes that "the original stage, when the 

• 
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killer had to replac~ the vict i m by one or more persons , was 

followed by a second stage, when the penal element began to 

overshadow mere compensation , and the killer himself had to 

enter his victim' s family. " In the third stage, expressed in 

the Torah's l egislation, a killer would be pursued by 01:"1 i,KU, 

by a representative of the dead person's famil y, wi th no 

i ntention to receive the killer as a substitute for the 

killed. 

In a r a bbinic approa c h defined by Sifre Oevarim lli15& 

187, to Devarim 19:11 - 13 , the ri n•:> , the rabbin ic c ourt plays 

the decisive intermediary's r ole i n the quest ion o f whether 

the killer is executed or exiled. Once the ki l ler has managed 

to outrun the i,MU and has reac hed a ci ty of refuge: 

~:"\~""\:"\ :"IM'O :l'"MNIDO cm CniM O'M':lD' o•ni,wi 1'., n•:> 

~:i~""l~El :in•o ::i"nro x'?lu •o Cll;iD ~mM 'npi,, W1' 'lpt ,n,uii .,r.>MJID 

Ni~-,,, MM :"111':'i ,i,~;:ii il:)M)ID 

-- "The court sends (messengers ) and brings them (killers ] 

from (the city of refuge). He who is liable to a death 

sentence ( or, He who is foun~ guilty o f murder ) , execute him 

[or, he is condemned to death ] , as it is written f in Devarim 

19:12 ) : 'The elders of his town sh~ll have him brought back 

f rom there ( and shall hand him over to the blood avenger, to 

be put to death}.' one who is· not found liable to a death 

sentence -- acquit him, as it is written [ in Bamidbar 35:25 ) : 

"The assembly shall protect the killer (from the blood 

avenger). " 

Note that Sifre oevarim prefers not to cite explicitly 

I 
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the language o~evarim 19:12 which clearly ascribes to the 

blood avenger the right to execute the (convicted) murderer. 

The rabbinic court might prefer to control the fulfillment of 

the death sentence, intending to preclude not only private 

prosecution but also private execution. Midrash Hagadol to 

Bamidbar 35:12 expresses its strict intention that the killer 

not be executed until standing trial be!ore the rabbinic 

court. Bamidbar 35:12 says that "the cities shall serve you 

as a refuge from the ' MU 

~WO' iliP:'i ·~El' iir.ll) il> IU"'l:'i n'IO' n'r:r M':ii 

- - "so that the killer will not die until [ or, unless ] he has 

stood trial before the assembly." One could read n,r.i, M':ii as 

intending to mean that the cities of refuge provide a place 

to which the killer might escape "so that be might not die" 

before his day in court. The intent of the Bamidbar passage 

seems to be to create the ,_possibility that the killer could 

escape the (hot- tempered ) pursuer in his initial flight, but 

does not seem to limit (or erase) the blood avenger's right 

to kill the killer lf he catches him on the road to refuge. 

Here is t he passage from Midrasb Hagadol which seems intent 

on establishing a different rwl't! for procedure: 

i ir.iP .,P ~iiil mo• "', ill,; ..,,,n ')KJW 'IM >i ilWD in'IM ui.i'W 'to• 

lr.'El)il MK l"'lii!U inM ~iw l~i:-UO' ltt)Q ioiiit iO'PP i 

inM l'i l"l'~:l i'1lP'CU iP 'n'IM rn'T.)r.l l'MW 

" How do you go about executing one who has murdered or 

committed adultery? (or, It is possible to execute o ne who 

has murdered or committed adultery. Torah says: 'He s hould 

-
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not die until hes ands (tr1·a1).' R bb " · a i Ak1va says, 'How do 

we know this? From (the actions of the members of) a 

Sanhedrin, who (themselves) saw a person committing murder and 

did not execute him until he had stood (trial) before a 

different court. " Even if the members of the most exalted 

court had witnessed the murder, the killer must have his 

moment before a(nother) rabbinic court. The rabbis insist on 

interposing a rabbinic court between a Sanhedrin and a killer; 

all the more intent, therefore, are the rabbis on interposing 

a rabbinic court between the killer and a potentially hot

tempered blood avenger. 

Sifre Bamidbar Piska 160 to Bamidbar 35:12 chooses a more 

understated approach to convey this same intent: 

c i;i , MU ~.,, ,,,,'" M'oi'ia7 'D' il)M.') :'ID., c i:i ,MJD ~"f'D' c•.,sni c:>, ';"\) 
1D::lP r ::> i, iJ' ::> UJi;i• ' lit PD\111 C., 1, J'M n~1.,;i nit 

to!:lUioC, :i·um •JDC, 11DP isi , ru£1i:i n'.D' Mi,, io,i, ;i·nn 

"'The cities shall serve you as refuge from the blood 

avenger. ' Why is this written? Because the Torah also says 

[Bamidbar 35 :27 ] that 'if the blood avenger kills the 

murderer, there is no bloodguilt on his account . ' I might 

have thought that (the blood ._.,.avenger) could kill (the 

murderer) on his own. (BUt) the Torah says: 'The killer will 

not die until he nas stood trial before the assembly.'" 

Rav Huna, as cited in Midrash Hagadol to Devarim 19:6, 

is not one of those rabbis who is ready to increase the 

protections for the fugitive killer as a pretext for 

strengthening the interposed authority of rabbinic courts. 

, 
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ven seems to force a reading against the pshat of 

Oevarim 19: 6 in order to voice his opposition to an overly 

invasive rabbinic presence in the relationship between the 

murderer and ci;i i,MU. Devarim 19: 6 says that "when the 

distance is great, the blood avenger , pursuing the killer in 

hot anger, may overtake him and kill him 

:citlii,tli "'ono 1i, "':i KJ!t> "" ·~ nir:i &)WO 1'" ,,, 
"yet he did not incur the death penalty since he had never 

been the other's enemy." The~ seems clearly to refer to 

the unintentional manslayer, who had not been the enemy of the 

victim, who would be entitled to refuge, yet who (tragically) 

would be killed by a blood avenger who managed to catch up to 

the fleeing manslayer on the overly long road to a city of 

refuge. But Rav Huna reads n'ir:l ~M'Q )'K ,i,,, "he does not incur 

the deal th penalty." as referring to the bl ood avenger who 

would kill the flee!ng killer: 

"'i~C ~im ci;i "KU 1M!ilr:li ~':ipr:i j•p" ;ii,lw n!i\1"'1 Mm' :l"'I "'ir:lM 

"Rav Huna said: 'A murderer who has fled to a city of 

refuge and the blood avenger finds him and kills him -- (the 

blood avenger) is exempt (from any punishment).'" Standing 

alone, this statement might make us wonder if Rav Huna was 

endorsing blood avenger activity even within the city of 

refuge. Midrash Hagadol now appends -c:he language of the 

Rambam from Hilkhot Rozeakh 5:10, to clarify the scope of Rav 

Huna's affirmation of the blood avenger's right to kill 

without the involvement of a rabbinic court: 
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miM ~in o~am c11 mi'tro 'lli;i · p:l 

-- (Rav Huna said: 'A murderer who has fled to a city of 

refuge a nd the blood avenger finds him and kills him -- the 

blood avenger is exempt from any punishment, 1 ) whether he 

killed him before he entered hi s city of refuge, or whether 

he killed him o n ( the killer's) return (to stand trial) with 

the two who are guarding him. 11 

Midrash Lekakh Tov to Bamidbar 35 :12, however, cites the 

clear and direct language of B.T. Makkot 12a to explain the 

phrase tzcrm', ililm 'lCi, , 11 (unless he has stood ) trial before 

the assembly": 

mv l~~ u~ '\lli:-r ~~ 

" So (the blood avenger) won't execute (th e killer) 

i ndependently," meaning, without tt·.e involvement of a rabbinic 

court . 

The rabbi n ic expectation is that not every potential 
... _ 

blood avenger will be of the hot-tempered variety, c harging 

after the fleeing killer. Some victims may not have any 

kinsman to act as i,M'll. Mi drash Hagadol to Oevarirn 19: 12, 

citing the language of Rambam in Hilkhot Rozeakh 1 : 2, again 

affirms the commanded responsibility of a blood averuJer, but 

recogn izes a range of possible cases in which a slain person 

could go unrepresented : 

ci:i i,lt\l M'il illlni'C, ~iii C,~1 oii1 C,Mu ,,:l ;m.co cin ~M'il ,,:l 1niM uro1 

in'\M l'n'OO l', n~ i,-o, :i1i1 "~ ~ ~, ""'° ~ ci ""iJ 1i, l'" 
" ' And (the elders of the town ) shall hand (the killer) over 

to the blood avenger' : The commanded responsibility is i n the 

., . 
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power of the blo . d avenger (to fulfill), and anyone who is a 

proper heir (to the slain one) can be the blood avenger. If 

(the slain one) has no blood avenger, or if (the qualified 

blood avenger) does not want to (act as blood avenger ) or if 

he cannot, the rabbinic court will execute (the murderer)." 

Here we learn that once the town's elders, i,l>:"l •)pt in Devar im 

19: 12, a synonym in the rabbinic mind for pi n•:::l -- once the 

town's elders, or the members of the rabbinic court, have 

determined that the killer in question killed with 

premeditated intent, then the convicted murderer will be 

turned over to the blood avenger for execution. If no 

appropriate blood avenger exists , or will not or cannot 

execute the murderer, then the rabbinic court will see to it 

that the death sentence is carried out. 

Sifre Devarim Piska 187, interpreting Oevarim 19:12 asks: 

ciM i,~ i":::l n~o· ci~ i,ttu i•:i no "" rlo 
mi cin '"u ,,:::l ~nil'C urui iO'" m'n 

-- "How do we learn that if (the murderer) does not die at the 

hand of the blood avenger that he may die at the hand of any 

person? Torah says: 'They will turn him over to the blood 

avenger and he will die . '" 

Sifre reads the word noi, "he will die," as disconnected 

from the blood avenger, as 'not extending the potential field 

of executioners without limit (within the community)· For 

Sifre, noi here means that the murderer will be executed, no 

matter what the extenuating circumstances within the victim ' s 

kinship group. 
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Why would just any member of the community want to become 

involved in such bloody business? Sifre Devarim Piska 187 

foresees that reticence: 

:'it i,w 10i::l ::liM" C,M::J ~M ir.ii, :'IT li:iJi "'~i:'I 'il'lHl'i Hl'ltD 

, .i,p -µ•v oinn Hi, ir.iii, :i·w 1 

-- •· iou might say, 'Since this person has already been killed, 

why should we come ~o be responsible for the blood of this one 

( meaning, the murderer }?' Torah says: (Devarim 19:13 ) 'You 

must show him no pity.'" 

What is t he fundamental purpose of this pitiless blood 

avenging? Sifre Oevarim Piska 187 ends with this clear 

statement of purpose: 

11 (You must) uproot evildoers from Israel." Midrash Hagadol 

to Devarim 19:13 elaborates more emphatically: 

ci,~pi, Ni::Ji, :"l::lit)i, CiiJ :'ll'iM fiMi1 11~ c•r.ii ·~DiW il':ll'l :"11'iMtU~ 

"When you uproot thos~ who s hed blood from the land you 

cause goodness to come i nto the world." 

5. Determining the I ntent ional and the Unintentional 

Midrash Hagadol to Bamidbar 35:21- 23 recognizes that the 

sure definition of these evildoers is not always the simplest 

task. Not all killings are accomplished with implements of 

iron, stone and wood. Border lines between intentional and 

unintentional killing can be o~her than sharpiy drawn, and 

midrash ic clues to establishing proper criteria or categori es 
t ~ 
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accurate definitions of intentional and 

unintentional killing might seem, on occasion , to have been 

extirpated torturously from the text. 

Bamidbar 35 :21 restates, in near ly i dentical language, 

the initial declaration of Bamidbar 35:19: . 
' 

"The blood avenger will execute the killer on encounter ." 

Midrash Hagadol to Bamidbar 35:21, apparently attempting 

t o understand the need for repeating the phrase twice within 

three verses , comments : 

m,K n~i,¥' ~i,po ,.,P l'MID 1iiti, i'Qiy ~~ID :in,m :i»!D::l )iin:i :it 

,,i,, .,~~ uim cin i,Mu ~o cit 

-- "This (refers to) the unintentional manslayer whose (degree 

of) unintentionality seemed close enough to intentionality 

that the cities of refuge do not absorb [or, accept ] him. If 

the blood avenger finds him ~d kills him , (the blood avenger) 

is exempt from bloodguilt (for having slain the killer whose 

true intention was not clearly defined)." 

Midrash Hagadol here offers a sense that Bamidbar 35:19, 

the first statement that ''the blood avenger (himsel f) will 

execute the killer on encounter," perta i ned to a killer who 

was clearly an intentional murderer. The restatement in 

Bamidbar 35 : 21, in the (apparent) perception of the midrash, 

is intended to express a substantive recognition of the r eal 

difficulty in defining true intent, especially when the stakes 

of that definition are life and death. But the restatement, 

the midrash seems to say, comes with the sure purpose of 
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affirming ~the (probably not uncommon) case of unclear 

intent, if the blood avenger does execute the k i ller of 

undefined intent, the blood avenger will incur no bloodguilt. 

To Midrash Hagadol Bamidbar, then, the repetition of the 

command to execute is not just a rein£orcement of the command 

to a kinsman to avenge the blood of another kinsman murdered 

i ntentionally, but a purposeful broadening of that commandment 

beyond the border of clearly- defined intent. 

What option is open to the ki l l er of unclear i ntent who 

has been refused entrance to cities of refuge? Mid rash 

Hagadol Bamidbar , to Baroid.bar 35·21 offers this terse v iew of 

the possibilites: 

c i;i i,Muo ~~P iiow~~ :let' :it :iil1P' :im 

-- "And what can this (vulnerable killer) do? Sit (tight) and 

protect himself from the blood avenger . " 

Midrash Hagadol Bamidb~ now approaches the verses which 

fo l l ow the restatement in Bamidbar 35:21 with the purpose of 

deducing clearer lines between intentional and unintentional 

killing. In response to the phrases which create the fi r st 

hemistich of Bamidbar 35 : 22: 

~iii i'Q'M Hi,:l Pn£)~ CMi 

"But if suddenly without malice he pushed him [JPS: But if 

he pushed him without mali'ce aforethought] " 

Hagadol comments : 

- - Midrash 

~'il:l wniw wiil Mliiu., coiD i'Q' M "":l n•it ppi, coiD pn£):l 

r="Pl 1l~, ,,m., 1~;,, '"" .,~ 
"'Suddenly ' -- e xcept for on a dark streetcorner . 'Without 

-
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malice ' -- except for an (established) enemy. 'He pushed him' 

-- meaning that he shoved him with h i s (w.10le ) body. All o f 

these (killers) come close to being clearly i ntentional 

murderers and woul~ .. not be absorbed (by the ci~ies of 

refuge) . " Midrash Hagadol to ·'the second hemistich pf Bamidbar 

3 5 : 2 3 def in es l'O~iD, "an (es ta bl ished) enemy, " as : 

~·ia C'O' :itrhro 11:>l) ~, K"IO :it 

-- "One who did not speak with hill' .. [ meaning, with t he s l a i n 

person ] for three days, out of ma lice." 

' From language intended to of fer challenges tQ 'the 

assembly's abiJ.ft-tY to define the unintentional manslayer, the 

midrash has differentiated those killers who, because of the 
/ 

circumstances of what might otherwise be generically perceived 

as unintentional killing, could be classified as intentional 

murderers. 

The first hemistich of Bamidbar 35 : 23 says: 

nr.>'i i''?l1 "C''l niM'i Mi,:> ~ n~r.i· "lltiM pK '?~:::> 1M 

-- "Or without seeing [JPS: inadvertently ) dropped upon him 

any deadly object of stone and death resulted" ( then the 

assembly must decide between the killer and the blood 

avenger ] . Midrash Hagadol reads n~M'i Ki,:> with a m,ethod which 

refuses to ignore the most literal interpretation: 

Olil'6 p::>i'ip liilli 'lCr.> n,,lfl 1'~ l''i~~c ~"K ,, :ir.iio" to'iC n~K'i K"::l 

'"Without seeing' -- except for a blind person, all of 

those (who fall under this description) are exempt [or, 

ineligible ] for exile (in the cities of refuge) because they 

are (too) close to intentional violence. " 
L 

I 
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concerning "dropped upon hi111 , 11 

Midrash Hagadol Bamidbar comments: 

O'il!C M~i'\ 'lDO ili,U U'M i'l"'Dl ,,, M"'1.1 i,;:)M ;ii,•Dl l''\i i,w.u;; 1l> '\'"l> ":lD•'\ 

-- "'Dropped upon him' -- if it should fall according to 

( l egal definitions of) falling . But if not according to 

( legal def initions of) falling, he does not go i nto exile (in 

a city of refuge ) because this (act) is intentiona l violence. 11 

The sense of B.T. Makkot 7a/b is that falling objects 

frequently cause damage but objects that are being raised up 

i nfrequent ly cause damage. Thus, death c aused by a f a lling 

object tha t is, by an object that has already been 

established in a stationary , though elevated, position -- can 

be ruled to be an accidental killing: The frequency with 

which objects fall and hurt people would tend to substantiate 

a claim of unintentional action in those c ases. But because 

the rabbis perceive that objects in the act of being raised 

only infrequent ly fall and do damage, those rabbinic legalists 

presuppose premeditated i ntent i n the case of a death caus ed 

by an object which plummets while in the process of being 

elevated. Citing (the Mishoa as cited in) B.T. Makkot 7a, 

Midrash Hagadol says: 

W'"iii'\ '\.i,11 ;ii,Dl'\ ;ii,lP~ ":llPO ;i•;i illllll:> rDDl l'"iii\i'\ r":lu;i ~i,M CM:'I JlM 

uim ,.i,p i,D>i c":l'°;:) ,,,. n~ ~ru'"im ,.i,p ;i;rm n•;:)n:> i,wi,e;o n•:i 

;ii,u rn ., i'.'I 

"There it teaches that these go into exile (in the cities 

of refuge): one who kills unintentionally, (for example) one 

who was pushihg a roller26 and it fell on someone and ki l led 
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was lowering a barrel and it fell on someone 

and killed him, (or) one who was coming down a ladder and fell 

on someone and killed him -- this man goes into exile." 

Having differentiated the unintentional, Midrash Hagadol 

now seeks to define the level of intent which would render the 

killer liable to execution by a blood avenger: 

;~nil po!m n•:::>n:i ni,,, mi 1rui:ii i•':lp :i':lEm ;ii,lm:::> j!O'V) :i•;i cM i,=>M 

;i;u U' M Mt •i:i T!li;ii ,,i,p i,zm ci,,c:::> il"'P il' i" irui;n ,.i,p il':lDli 

-- "But if he was pulling the roller (up a hil l ? on the roof? ) 

- and it fell on someone [meaning, it careened downhill? fell 

off the roof in the act of pulling as opposed to pushing? ) and 

killed him, (or) if he was hauling up the barrel and the rope 

broke and it fell on him and killed him, or if he was 

ascending the ladder and fell on someone and killed him 

this person does not go into exile" -- and therefore is 

vulnerable to execution by a blood avenger. Now, from these 

specific cases, Midrash Hagadol to Bamidbar 35: 23, basing 

itself on B.T. Makkot 7a / b, offers the general rule: 

n':lu tl'M m -,,,;i ,,., Mi,w n':l'il m-,iin ,,.,ei "::> i,i,::>n :ir 

il''Dl ,,., "'ID'~ -,p no•i ,.i,p ,£),, Mip i0ioti ' M'°'° ioM '"'l'l ' )ii M.ll'l -· 
-- "This is the general rule: Any (death which is caused) in 

the process of lowering (or falling when not being hoisted) : . 
exile. If not in the process of lowering: no exile. How do we 

derive this? Shmuel said: Because the Torah says, 'Dropped 

on him and death resulted , ' means if something would fall in 

the (empirical/legal) way of (defining) falling (as opposed 

to falling in the process of being raised or hauled up)· " 
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6 . Fate of the Unintentional Killer 

Citing Bamidbar 35 : 25, Sifre Devarim Piska 187 says: 

~,,;i na. ililm '""~n·, "iOtt)fD 'm~£) rui,o ~,,nm Mi,lti ,o 

01Jm ini M 'O,Wil, i~ei ' o"PoC, imM c,i,mo n,i,l ::l""nruw ,o 
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-- "One is found not guilty (or, not liable to a death 

sentence , and , implicitly here, to exile ) - - you shall acqu it 

him, as it is written [ Bamidbar 35 : 25 ) : 'The assembly sha ll 

protect t he killer (from the blood avenger ) . I f he is found 

to be liable to exile, you s hould return him to his place (of 

refuge, where he was found by the assembly ' s representatives ) 

as it is written [ Bamidbar 35 : 25 ) : 'The assembly sha ll 

r estore him (t o the city of refuge to which he had fled). '" 

Joshua 20 also discusses the fate of the unintentional 

killer who is sent into exile in a city of· refuge. Ref erences 

to ci:i C,Mu cluster in Joshua 20: 2-9. In the absence of any 

major collection of midrashic materia l connected to the book 

of Joshua, observations from modern commentators might serve 

to offer i nsights. N • M • Ni co 1 sky ( ZAW 4 8 ( 19 3 0 ) 14 6 - 7 5 ] 

considers Joshua 20 to be a literary composition thoroughly 

dependent on Bamidbar 35 and on oevarim 19. M. David (OTS 9 
. 

(1951) 30-48 ] sees Joshua 20 as post-exilic, based on Bamidbar 

35 , later changed under the influence of Devarim 19 . 

One e lement shared by Bamidbar 35 and by Joshua, though 

absent from Oevarim 19, is the law of release, the idea that 

after the death of the high priest, the unintentional ki ller' s 
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a nd he may safely l eave the city of 

ref.d'g.e . But the language is different in each book. 

Bamidba r 35:32 , the verse which precede s the ~hrase 

yiic:i nK W' lMr'\ KC,\ " You shall not pollute the land, 11 woul d hold 

the unintent ional manslayer 1M:m nio i 11 , "until the death of the 

high priest, " and then would release that unintentional 

manslayer tp return to his own land: 

... r i!O rotziC, :;)~~ . .. 

" • .. to return to live on his land ... " 

Joshua 20:6 does not ment ion the land: 

cWO Ol i lziK ,,Jm "" ir.'::l '?Mi ii ' l1 '?K !O~ ~~,:"I =:l'tllr tM 

"Then (after the death of the high priest) the killer may 

come back to hi s town and to his home in the town from which 

he had fled. " Trent Butler says that the Bamidbar passage, 

focused on fiMn, on the l and, "apparently stems from a society 

i n which fa r ming and agriculture were still predominant. 

Joshua 20 has ah anged this to ' his town, 1 where now an urban 

society is p resupposed. 1127 In the earlier discussion of the 

word nnoiC, (see pages 5- 6), we observed that Vayikra 25:29-

30 permit a house within a wa lled c i ty to be sold beyond the 
JCS 

power of the sel ler to reclaim, beyond the s cope of a jubilee 

year's commanded r e turns, if ~ C,Mu does not redeem the house 

within a year after his kinsman had sold that house to someone 

outside the family or tribe. A shift to an urban environment 

diminishes the power of a i n cas es of property 

transactions . The Bamidbar 35 passage is evidence of the 

continuing v itality of t he kins h i p group ' s purs uit of justice 

• 

~--------------1111 
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context of an agricultural world . 

John Gray sees the textual agreement between Bamidbar 

35:32 and Joshua 20:6 (both passages linking the release of 

the exiled killer to the high priest's death) as a redaction 

of the P source material of Bamidbar, blending the sensibility 

of the earlier priest-centered text with the realities of a 

post-exilic environment. The choice of the Joshua redactor 

"reflects t he unique status of the high priest on whom many 

of the functions of the king devolved after the Exile. 1128 

L. Delekat, who thinks that Joshua 20:6 was edited into 

the text in the time of John Hyrkanos , theorizes that the 

linking of the release of the exiled killer to the death of 

the high priest has substant1 ve connection to adoption and 

slave regulations. The exiled killer, living in a Levitical 

city, earned a living as a low- level functionary of the 

sacrificial cult. When the h-'igh priest died, an exiled killer 

would be released because the new high priest would want to 

develop his own support staff, and an unemployed exile would 

prove an unnecessary drain on the city's resources.
29 

The perceptions expressed in Midrash Lekak.h Tov to 

Bamidbar 35: 25 concerning the death of the high priest and 

the killer 's release from refuge are connected to the language 

of B. T. Mak.kot l la. The midrash begi ns with the power of 

anointing oil: 

\nn·~ itin nl,iMei '~':I ne'~w i,;i)M liO ilt a.lip;i 1~ iriiM nuio iW~ 

!Up::i M1" ;,;, i,1' c'r.>m wp::ii, i,;i) 1~" ;i, i1'i'1 itmm '"° 
cili, l"?fX)rJ ''i"l Cl'liO ~ 1M'n1r.>M i=>'C"' inn~::i i rin ruiin rr:"I 1''!)" 

• 
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"' .•• who was anointed with the sacred oil• [ Bamidbar 

35:25) : This is the high priest who had been anointed in (the 

killer's) lifetime, upon whose death the killer would return. 

What is the reason? It was the high priest's responsibility 

to seek mercy for his generation and but he did not seek (this 

mercy). Therefore, the killer would return upon his death, and 

therefore the mothers of the priests were supplying sustenance 

for the killers (in exile) so that they (the killers ) would 

pray that their sons would not die. " 

Lekakh Tov now continues with a broadly-drawn theme of 

(evident ) opposites: 

ciM C,ei i'?J• 1'iKl':I i,;,, ti'Di ciM i,w i•o• i~pr.1 ruii '"il)iM ,,Mo i 

.,,,l;i li'O rm~ 1P tai• U'M ~'?)., ,.,Mr.I 'lE>., ir.1i11 ~ Mi1'lU ri U'M 

"Rabbi Meir says thac a killer shortens a person's 

lifespan , and a high priest le~gthens a person's lifespan. It 

would not be just for one who diminishes to stand before one 

who enhances. Therefore, (the killer) does •not leave (the 

city of refuge) until the death of the high priest." 

Now, pursuing the same sense of the priority of the 

creative over the destructive , the midrash brings us to 

familiar territory: 

r.,io ru~ ;i-Wr.1 .,,,l ti'Oi ru•:>v.i nM 'pC,ol':li fiKil nM ~ r~ii '"il)iM •:ii 

i,MT C,p ru':XD niiV,,C, cilW '7.) •mC, i'U'~i1 nM pC,01»,1 'l':I 1il':l1Ml ri '\l'M 

-- "Rabbi [ Yehuda ha - Nasi) says: A killer defiles the land and 

distances the Shekhina, and a high priest induces the Shekhina 

to dwell in the land. It would not be just for one who 

~---------------

• 
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distances God's pre~ce t o stand before one who c auses God 's 

presence to rest upon Israel ." 

Once the high priest is dead, acbnits Rabbi Meir, then: 

'\rni-W" ~~ ')M , 11 ( the killer) can (even) return to his previous 

position of influence. " But while the high priest still 

lives, if the exiled killer leaves the city of refuge, he is 

vulnerable to execution. Bamidbar 35 :26-27 state this rule. 

Bamidbar 35:27 seems to limit the r ight to execute the 

adventurous exile to the blood avenger: 

ci ' " l'M nJ'ii"I nM 0.,i"I " Ml nJii \to"po i'P "\:l)i, f'M C.,i"I '?Kl inK IUD' 

-- "If the blood avenger finds him outside of the boundary of 

his city of refuge, and if the blood ave nger kills the killer, 

he incurs no bloodguilt. 11 

But Lekakh Tov , without textual substantiation , extends 

the right to anyone to kill that killer: 

CiM '?~::l ,,,CM c~oi ,, p ie.. iO'IJi c ii"I '?Mil ~IUO' 

" ' And the blood avenger finds h im ... ": he incurs no blood 

guilt, and the same holds for anyone ." 

Midrash Lekak.h Tov does not seem to make a distinction 

between the recently- arrived refugee who has yet to return for 

trial and the one already convicted as an unintentional 

manslayer, who had been returned to his city of refuge. Would 

one who had been ruled not li'able to a death sentence be 

subsequently vulnerable to execution ? Evi.dently, by leaving 

the c ity of refuge before the death of the high priest, the 

unintentional killer, who might have been classed, just as 

accurately, in some cases , as an intentional murderer, 

• 
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apparently forfeited the l uxury o~ile if he himself chose 

to violate the parameters of that exile . How far outside the 

city of refuge did the exiled killer have to venture before 

he could be executed? Lekakh Tov says: nnM :'"ll7'0C ~"'CM , "even 

one step." 

Yehuda ha- Nasi, cited in Sifre Devarim Piska 187, was 

concerned that an intentional killer would take even one step 

inside a city of refuge: 

i"to ~i,;p 1~ lli!D coi,'iplli c!D~ ~"~ID i~o~ coi,po ,,pi, ;ii,\) mt1i io~tt ~:r, 

noi ioui ,,,p 'lpt ini,ID, iOM)rD cW iniM C'M'::lO' C'M,,tti 'i'P:'"I 'Jpt 

-- "Rabbi (Yehuda ha- Nasi) says : A killer flees to cities of 

refuge thinking the one will absorb an intentional murderer 

as it would absorb an unintentional manslayer, the elders of 

(his) city (must) send (messengers) and bring him (back) from 

there, as it is written: 'Then the elders of his city shall 

send, and so on, and he shall die. '" 

Bamidbar Rabbah 23:13, commenting on Bamidbar 35 :15, also 

expresses emphatic concern in this matter: 

ir.n~,, liit::l liii"I' CMi liit::l Mi,, ~fl7:i fl7Cl ;co ruii ;ioto t:m 

mi:i '''£)M M'rl ,,-e !Diipil ioM ~;po ,,pi, ni~ Mi1', 'Nii1 :'mrD::l 
E 

ioui 'i"IP-i "M tD'M ,,t' ,~, ioM)IU in~ Uiil ,~ M::ltO::l O~l, 
11

' ••• so that anyone who kills a person unintentionally may 

flee there' [Bamidbar 35 :15]: (Unintentionally) but not 

intentionally. And as for a who person kil l s intentionally 

and says, 'I killed unintentionally,' and would flee to the 

cities of refuge, the Holy one Blessed Be He says, 'Even one 

who (has killed intentionally and who) flees, and enters my 

~---------------· 
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altar, kill him, '~ written, 'When a man plots against 

another (and kills him treacherously, you shall take him from 

my very al tar to be put to death. •" 

7. i~r.i ruiii: An Intentional Killer 

Bamidbar Rabbah 23 : 13 singles out the paradigmatic 

instance of a man who kills with treacherous intent and then 

flees to God's altar: 

-- "And who was this man who fled to the altar and was killed? 

Joab. 11 The Mid.rash of the 32 Middot , n i nth parasha, best 

tells the story of Joab, David's genera l , who killed Abner , 

because Abner had killed Joab ' s brother Asahel, and who killed 

Amasa, apparently because Amasa had been appointed by David 

to assume Joab ' s position as David's top military man: 

1~M nM l1:1W :>Mi• ~ .,~~:"\ l1'13W ' 0 l.,i;i:i . •. 

:iin• "nM "" :lM'' Ol''I i:li "to iWlP :'l'il i10' .,pq;;i lin "" :lM' ' 'ii=' b :i~ 
-- " (The laws concerning ki llers, execution and exile pertain 

even if) the killer is someone of whom the society has 

(serious) need, (such as) Joab, who killed Abner, as it is 

written {II Samuel 3: 27 J : '(When Abner returned to Hebron ) 

Joab took him aside within the gate' (to talk to him privately. 

There he struck him in the belly. Thus Abner died for 

shedding the blood of Asahel, Joab's brother). ' And what was 

his punishment for this thing? 

Yahweh' " (I Kings 2:28). 

'Joab fled to the altar of 

-



Midrash is not kind in assessing 

strategy: 

,;ipi i,p rtrM '"l'T' ·~i :l~rQ M"m l=> " ::> ;"'l'l"\ It'~ ':;)Mi • 't;:)j 

l..,'"li"'UO;"'I i,:itM M"l:lrz.i "'IT.)"7:1 Mi,M 
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Joab's 

-- "And Joab was enormous ly foolish. For is it not written 

[Shemot 21:14): 'And if a man plots against another?' This 

teaches that (Joab) fled to the Sanhedrin. 11 Th<:! midrash reads 

~1':''\' i,;iM, in its original context "the Tent of Yahweh, 11 a 

cultic altar, to be, in the midrash 's time and fitting its 

agenda, not a cultic site dominated by the priestly caste, but 

rather the place where the land's highest central court sat 

in judgment . 

.,M.,~ nniii ~i,;i l;ii, ir.»t 

-- 11 (Joab) said to them: 'Halakha [and thus the Sanhedrin ] has 

widespread authority throughout Israel. 111 The midrash uses 

Joab, one of the highest functionaries of David 's monarchy, 

as a spokesman to establish (its own sense of) the broad 

social influence which the central (rabbinic) court was 

developing as the reach of monarchic rule diminished. 

Joab now proceeds to off er his reading of the 

jurisdictional dispute between the monarchy and the Sanhedtin 

which might erupt in his case: 

~Ti,.i, vi~::>l 1'1 M':;) "l''"lil nbi,r.>i, ll"l~::>l M'Oi,r.> ' l ' '"lil 

' l:;) ~!Di~ l'i1i"'UO 'l"1il' ::lt!lv.l 

"Those who are executed by the monar chy, their possess ions 

go to the monarchy. Those who are executed by the rabbinic 

court, their possessions go to their (own) heirs. It is better 

• 
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for the Sanhed rin t execute me, so that my sons might receive 

their inheritance. 0 Implicit in Joab' s comments is his 

admission that he has committed premeditated murder(s) and 

will be executed, that he does not merit the protections of 

exile. Unfortunately fo r Joab, according to the midrash, his 

halakhic analysis was both too compelling and too loudly 

spoken: 

T~ •»t ;it i,w 'il~o':l ·~i ~ p l':lo:i PIWID p~ 

;::iio::i in•:>:> -i::>p•i pi•i;i• 1=> ':i'll::i ';lp•i -ioMJ111 ,.o i::> vmi iOM ill7M~ :iwv 

-- "And when the king heard this, he said, 'I sure could use 

this man's wealth,' and he did as (Joab) had advised, and 

executed him immediately, as it is written ( I Kings 2:34): 

'And Benaiah son of Jehoiada went up (and struck him down ) , 

and he was buried at his home in the wilderness. 111 

Having called Joab a fool and used his death to its 

rhetorical advantage, the m~drash now moves to balance its 

sense of Joab. The rnidrash has substantiated the mishnaic 

statement (which it had expropriated from B.T. Makkot llb) 

concerning Joab: b -i'l::>•i;i 1i~W - - the society had need for him 

and the midrashic agenda had need for him. Now the midrash 

o ffers Joab a generous epitaph: 

-oi~ ':lM-.W• 'win nr:w li'~ Mi,M i::>io::i in•::i il'i1 ~, 

11And was (Joab's) house really in the wilderness? Rather, 

when he died, the {people of Israel) were desolate.
11 

In B.T. Makkot 12a, sages offer their own views of Joab's 

strategic errors. Rab Judah says that Rab said that Joab 

committed two errors. First, because Shemot 21:14 says that 

• 
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s hould be taken ,~lO CWD , 

altar," Joab should have known that: 

~'ti'Uip:l ocn Mvn ill M'M ='ti ))'M. . . 

-- " ... only the roof (o f the altar) offers refuge, and (Joab} 

had grasped (the altar ' s) horns. " 

Second, Joab made the mistake of seeking refuge at 

Shiloh, one of the outlying cultic altars. Here Joab was not 

so astute in comprehending jurisdictional subtleties. Since 

Shemot 21: 14 says that the intentional murderer should be 

taken from God Is altar mr.>,, "to die, II Joab should have known 

to run to C'r.>"~p n':l n:m:i , to "the altar of the central [or I 

permanent) cul tic installation," meaning. the seat of the 

central legal authority, the Sanhedr in, the body which could 

sentence a man n~o' , to die. 

Abaye notes that Joab failed to understand that the 

cultic altar offered protec~on only to a ~1':l :ii'Qp~ li"O, "only 

to a priest in the act of ritual service." Again, the 

intentional murde rer is tc be taken ,~TO CPO , says Shemot 

21 : 14, "from nex:c to my a ltar." But the priest presenting an 

offering stood not next to the altar but, technically, on the 

altar. Since , says Abaye, ii'i1 1f, Joab "was not a priest" in 

acti on [ literally, "was a non-priest"], he was not eligible 

for refuge at a cultic altar: 

Joab ' s David was a killer too, who more thoroughly 

understood the legal, political and other-than-rational 

l. t · · f k · 11' d h as ki.' ng, was better n ri.caci.es o i. i.ng , an w o, 

positioned to manipulate others' deat hs for his own benefit. 

-

-
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I n II Samuel 21, ~ group of Gibeonites, non - Israelites who 

were sworn allies of Israel, negotiate with David for blood 

avenging in the case of Saul's murdering of Gibeonites. As 

we saw earlier in our discussion of Saul•s improper burial as 

perceived by Pirkei de Rabbi Eliezer, 30 God has collllllunicated 

to David , according to the pshat of II Samuel 21: 1, that 

Saul 's murdering of the Gibeonites has caused the three-year 

famine. David sUll\ll\ons the Gibeonites in ar. effort to cleanse 

a perceived bloodguilt, although the Gibeonites have not 

sought to act as blood avengers . Nor, apparently, have the 

Gibeonites signaled to David that they have active intention 

to avenge their dead kinsmen's blood. Saul, of course, is 

already dead. 

Is this an episode which evidences the practice of 

substitution? David wants to end the famine, and probably 

also wants to defuse any I:ingering Gibeonite animosities 

toward the monarchy. David structures this blood avenging in 

the only way left open to him, now that Saul is no longer 

alive to yield his own blood, the blood of the actual 

murderer, to balance the blood of ~he slain. As substitutes 

for Saul, David gives the Gibeonites seven of Saul's sons. 

We 1-earn in II samuei 21: 9 that "they were put to d~ath in the 

first days of the harvest, the beginning of the barley 

harvest. " Then David gathers the bones of Saul and Jonathan, 

as well as the bones of the seven impaled sons. All receive 

a proper burial and the land's fertility returns. David has 

· 1 h t of b- load aveng;ng to his own best manipu ated t e sys em ... 

-
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advantage. 

The IM
31 

says that the case of the Gibeonites -- in 

which Saul was already dead and the Gibeonites expressly 

rejected compensation in silver or gold -- "is altogether too 

unusual to serve as a basis for generalization as to the 

procedure in ordinary times" -- here meaning the procedure of 

vicarious punishment. Devarim 24:16 prohibits vicarious 

punishment. But the IDB points out that "the observance of 

thi s prohibition is noted for the first and only time i n the 

narrative of Amaziah's reign (beginning in the eighth 

century. " The custom of executing the whole househo ld for the 

treasonous acts of an individual offender was so common, says 

the IDB, ''that Amaziah ' s restraint, in II Kings 14, deserved 

to be singled out for praise." 

The Midrash of the 32 Middot, ninth parasha, praises 

David and the system of blood avenging: 

0'1u11D i'~P ni,nno :ion:i n'o' ',;:, C'::>"w'o ~'in C'liP:mi 1';:) cm•i 

l'l~ini'I li'I ' O r ioiM t':lcDm l'i:l~Pi'I Wi1 C'~l'i 10 Ci'i'"P 0'1:1 lnl 11' 

;~v no li'I" r.,oiM tm c,,,,l O'::>"r.i ' );::) F'' rio~ "Miw•i 

i ::i l;ii, ""P ~ li'l'1' ~_.•mo lili, l'"ID~ ""~' 
rioiMi M' i1 1''1:l rVlipn 'lC" :"1".,im n:llD }')n'J ''i'I 1'0 

eii •::ii,o 'l:l l'li\i O'il "';:)lD:l ci,iP:l it i'lr.mo l'M 

ntl:l"'" O'C"M MO:> ot,;p;i nir.>!IMO W')N 1'0 

-- "David turned over (Saul's seven sons) to the Gibeonites, 

and they remained unburied during the whole summer, from the 

beginning of the barley harvest until rain (finally) poured 

down up on them f r om Heaven (thus signalling the end of the 

• 
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famine ) . Passersby~uld ask, 'Who are these slain men?• And 

(the people of) Israel would say to them, 'Sons of great 

kings. 1 And they would say to them, ' What did they do?' And 

(the people of Israel) would answer them, 'Because they did 

vio lence to strangers, we did this to them. 1 Immediately (the 

travelers) would offer great praise to The Holy one Blessed 

Be He, and say, 'There is no nation like this in the world, 

who for the sake of strangers kills the sons of their kings. • 

I mmediately, myriads of the world's peoples converted." 32 

Having cleansed the monarchy of (some variant of ) 

bloodguilt in connection with Saul 's murders, and having 

improvised forceful ways of manipulating (laws of) bloodshed 

to the monarchy's advantage, David must now teach Solomon, 

must open the next king's imagination to the possibilities of 

blood. I Kings 2 is a chapter of blood. In verse eight, the 

dying David instructs Solomon t o deal with a man named Shimei . 

This Shimei, a partisan of Saul, had killed no one. As 

reported in II Samuel 16, he had, vociferously and repeatedly, 

i nsulted the king, and thrown stones at him. But in I Samuel 

19:17, Shimei had apologized with great humility. There, in 
.• 

verse twenty-two, Abishai ben Zeruiah (Joab's brother) frames 

Shimei ' s crime as ni:i, M,ttiO MM i,i,p , "insulting Yahweh's 

anointed, 11 and, not for the fi'rst time, suggests aloud that 

Shimei should be executed for these insults. Then, in II 

Samuel 19 :24 , we find: 

i"oi"I ~., ir.>tti~ n'llt'l "" ,P!Xf "" ii,on ~·, 
-- "The king said to Shimei, 'You shall not die. 

1 And the 

-
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king gave him his ath." 

Either David did not agree with Abishai's fra~ing of the 

charges against Shimei and the intended punishment, or David 

preferred not to have Abishai serve him in the capacity of 

(insult) avenger. If, as the proverb says, death and life are 

in the power of the tongue, can David choose to perceive 

Shimei ' s insults as (attempted) intentional murder, a murder 

which the victim himself survived to avenge? 

In I Kings 2: 8, David is recounting to Solomon the 

specific language of the oath which is mentioned in II Samuel 

19:24, but which is never voiced there in its specifics. David 

tells Solomon that he swore to Shimei by Yahweh: ~in::l lM'l:lM OX , 

literally, "If I will put you to death by the sword" -- and 

evidently the formulaic first half of an oath, whose implicit 

conclusion would strike a balance that might sound like this: 

If I will put you to death by the sword, may God punish me 

with a worse death. So a fair translation here would be: 

"And I swore to him by Yahweh: 'I will not put you to death 

by sword'"; or, "'I will not execute you.'" 

Now the question is whether by this David meant that he 

personally would not kill Shimei -·- meaning, l will never kill 

you , but I'm going to leave the other options open -- or that, 

as king, David was swearing that he would never exercise the 

muscle of his royal option , never issue the order for Shimei's 

execution. Did David swear Shimei's safety -- or by swearing 

was the king confirming an ever- imminent threat? I won ' t kill 

you, but somebody on my staff just migh t. 

~---------~----
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in Shimei' s perception~ both interpretations were 

possible, then the menace of impending violence would disrupt 

the peace perhaps guaranteed by the other interpretation. Did 

oavid consciousl y structure his words to Shimei with a sure 

intent not to have Shimei harmed physically , while realizing 

that the way he was phrasing this guarantee would leave Shimei .. 
in torturous doubt? The deft poet was surely capable of that 

artistry, the fierce king of that design . 

What does David mean in I Kings 2: 9 when he instructs 

In Shemot 3 4: 7, Bamidba1r: 14: 18 and 

Nahum 1: 3 we find the phrase: ilpl, Mi, l"lpl~, " (God) will not 

refrain from [or, remit ) all punishment." In Jeremiah 30:11 

and 46:28, we find a variant of that phrase: lPlt( Mi, i1pl~, "I 

will not leave you unpunished." 

JUSt as the phrase nr.>'' nir.> expresses 1 through duplication I 

the heightened certainty of a death, so i~ these? verses the 

duplication, combined with the negative , Mi, , affirms with 

redoubled force that even though God is slow to anger and 

abundantly kind, God still does not cancel all punishment, 

does not refrain from inflicting punishment. 

By saying 'i1pln i,M ilMl7i in I Kings 2: 9, without duplication 

or infinitive absolute, is David telling Solomon: "Now (that 

I will be dead) don't refrain from inflicting punishment on 

(Shimei), " but in a tone of less emphatic command? Is David 

beginning to yield power to the man who, as king, would design 
• ? 

the execution and, perhaps, have to endure any repercussions. 

In Joel 4:21, we read: 'n"i'l "" ~, "?"l?l~. Doe:S this mean: 



"I will ref~m inflicting punishment in 
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blood (for 

transgressions for which, previously,) I have inflicted such 

punishJDent?" Or, even though t he first element in the 

reduplication is not an infinitive absolute, does this mean: 

»r definitely will not refrain from inflicting punishment in 

blood? " A note in the JPS translation suggests that 

"emendation" -- to a nifal form? -- will yield: 

unavenged blood will be avenged." 

"Their 

Is the lack of emphatic duplication in David's language 

evidence of duplicity? Is David issuing Solomon clear license 

to i nterpret David's oath as limiting only David himself from 

ever issuing t he actual order to execute Shimei? As David 

comments to Solomon in I Kings 2:9: 

-- "You're a politic (or, street-smart ] man, and you'll find 

a way to deal with him." 

So Solomon must innovate a way to get rid of Shimei, with 

graceful recognition of the tension between his sublte mandate 

from David a nd the~ meaning of David's VOW to Shimei. 

In I Kings 2 : 5, David had reminded Solomon of what Joab 

had done "to the two commanders of Israel's forces, Abner, son 

of Ner and Amasa son of Jether: 

i,Pl:l' ,,ln~ i!DM ini~~ ;ioni,o \'Qi' 1n"' c~ID:l ~ni,o ,o., ct"i c:i.,;i, 

... i~ M'WP'I :'1,i,l~ 'ieiM 

"He killed them, shedding blood of war in peacetime, 

staining the girdle of his loins and the sandals on his feet 

with blood of war. So do what seems wise ... " 

~------------·--
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I f Joa b killed\ Abner because Abner had killed Joab' s 

brother Asahel, and if blood avenging was the kinsman's 

prerogative which, as we saw in the case of the woman of 

Tekoa, not even t he power ful King David could cancel without 

himself risking bloodguilt, t hen why does David instruct 

Solomon to execute Joab in the matter of Abner• s death? 

David, evidently, did not consider Joab ' s killing of Abner a 

legitimate act of blood avenging, because Abner's killing of 

Asahel took place in combat. The I.Q1! declares, "slaying in 

combat does not normally privilege blood redemption. This 

will account for David's failure to hold Joab guilty for 

killing Absalom . 11 33 

Why, then, does David insist that Solomon execute Joab? 

This is t h e only case which the IDB o ffers as evidence that 

"persons in authority incur bloodguilt for murder committed 

by those for whom they are re$Ponsible. " Da vid seems to have 

convincing legal grounds for ordering Joab ' s execution only 

in the case of the j ealous murder of Amasa; David must be 

disqualifying Joab ' s killing of Abner as having met the 

criteria of an execution by c i il ~MU. Abner surely did not see 

himself as vulnerable to Joab as a b l ood avenger. 

In David ' s percep tion, impressed upon Solomon, the 

execution of Joab would r emove the bloodguilt from the House 

of David , the lingering bloodguilt incurred by Joab's actions 

while s erving the king as a military commander. When Solomon 

l earns in I Kings 2 : 29 - 30 that Joab is n::ITl:li\ i,!£M , "by the 

altar, " a nd t hat Joab has a nnounced n~ MC, " I will die here," 

~~--------------· 



then, in I Kings 2:31 33, Solomon responds: 

lCIU ~ e»n ~, M"\"Oili in-op' ti PlC' -oi iWto i'IWP 1'on ., i9M· 

•)cu::l PZ -iWM wmi C,v '\oi MM m~ :::i•ll7m :'t:::IM n't::l C,po' .C,m ::lM , 

: ••• pi• MC, iii 't:::IMi ::>i~ c:ii:i., ~00 C't::l~i C,p,.,:it C'IU)M 

)MO:>.,, n•:::iC,~ 1PiT.,, .,,,.,, C.,P., iPiT ~'"Q' :::iaci• ~'"Q Cirni i::llln 

mM• cm °"'P .,P ci~ :i'M• 
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--
11 (Solomon) said to (Benaiah): 'Do just as (Joab) said, 

strike him down and bury him, and remove guilt from me and 

from my father's house for the blood of innocent (men ) which 

Joab has shed. Then Yahweh will bring his bloodguilt down 

upon his own head, because by the sword he killed two men more 

righteous and honorable than he. And my father David did not 

know ... May the guilt for their blood come down upon the head 

of Joab and his legitimate offspring forever. And to David and 

his legitimate offspring, his house and his throne, may there 

always be good fortune [or, mi~itary victory, victory through 

violence ) forever. ' " Note that taking Joab ·~m ~, "from My 

altar," to kill him, will result, in Solomon ' s intention, .in 

an unending blessing mil• CPO , " from Yahweh." 

In Solomon's (hyperbolic) declaration, Joab's death is 
-· 

not perceived as putting a definitive end to the potential for 

blood avenging which surrounds the deaths of Abner and Amasa. 

Joab's death, at the order of So~omon, will transfer the guilt 

away from the House of David. 

Joab is killed, and Solomon, now significantly 

experienced in overseeing executions, is prepared to move on 

to creating the circumstances which will lead seamlessly to 

~--------------·· 
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the death of \himei . 
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In I Kings 2: 36-7, Solomon summons 

Shimei and tells him to build himself a house in Jerusalem. 

shimei must never cross the Wadi Kidron: 

1~i:l ii'ii' ~, n;on nY.) -:i 

-- " .• . for (then) you will surely die. (The shedding of) your 

blood will be on your own head." Solomon structures the 

conditions so that they seem enormously agreeable, and, in I 

Kings 2:38, Shimei says to Solomon: 

~ iiiDP, p ,.,Oii ~iM i:>i ~ i ::liii :rn~ . .. 

-- "That ' s fair. Just as [or, That which my lord the king has 

spoken, your servant will do." Note the word i\t'M~, with the 

possible sense of temporality, "when," which Shimei uses, 

perhaps unconciously, instead of i\t'M , whose meaning here would 

be limited to "which . " The word iWlO here allows us to 

translate this part of verse thirty- eight as: "The thing 

(sounded) good when my lord the king said it. " 

Solomon sits back and waits. Three years later, in I 

Kings 2:39, three of Sfiimei's slaves (reportedly) run away . 

An unnamed source tells Shimei that his slaves are in Gat , 

across Wadi Kidron: Shimei had agreed to 

Solomon's conditions with the word 1i::lP , and is enticed to 

violate those conditions to pursue 1'1::>11. 

elegant. David's instructions are fulfilled. 

-The last verse of l Kings 2 says : 

The set-up is 

no,, ~ pl!)~ ta'i Pi'i:i, 1=> 'ii~=> nM i':il:):i ~,, 

no':IW , ,::i i'Ub) ;i:,i,ooii'I 

- - "The king gave orders to Benaiah son of Jehoiada, and he 

, 

- ------· 
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went out and s ruck (Shimei) down (or, he encountered 

(Shimei)) and he died. 

Solomon 's hands. " 

Thus the kingdom was secured in 

The formali ties of blood revenge, once indicative of the 

primacy of the kinship group and the group's sovereignty over 

matters linked to private interest, had blended with a king's 

traditional techniques (and authority) in manipulating his 

subject's deaths for his own purposes, becoming a potent 

weapon in the Oavidic monarchy's matur ing art of statecraft. 

Bamidbar Rabbah 21:3 says: 

l::l~ ::l~il ~i,~ C'PW"' i,q;; 11:)1 ,cw:i i,;, 

"When a man sheds the blood of the wicked, it is as if he 

had offered a s a crifice." 

.. 
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THREE 
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9 This verse would also have served to support Midrash 
Lekakh Tov's earlier sense that those who would be drunk on 
the blood shed by God's arrows would be the wild animals and 
the birds. But there Mid.rash Lekakh Tov brought other similar 
l anguage from Ezekiel 39:17. Here is that whole passage, with 
the particular elements used in Midrash Lekakh Tov underlined : 

1:0pi1 iiiiuil n"n '~"~ ")l;, i,;, iw:b ioM ;"11i1' "liM i~M ;"1;:) C1M l::l :-inM; 

' MiiD' "i;"I C,1' 'iil n::ll ~C, n::lt "lM ilt.'M "n::ll i,p :l'::lO~ ~Mi1 1M::l ~ 

' . 
-- "And you, human, say to each type of bird and to all the 
wild beasts: This is what the Lord God has said: Assemble, 
come and gather around for My sacrificial feast which I am 
offering for you, a great sacrificial feast on the mountains 
of Israel, and eat flesh and drink blood." 

However, in the Ezekiel passage, God is addressing not 
the children of Israel, but Gog, chief gl:.ince of Meshech and 
Tubal . In responding to the drunken arrows, Midrash Lekak.h 
Tov cites the beginning and the end of Ezekiel 39:17, with the 
word i» set between to indicate that the whole passage is 
included ·in the redactor's thought . 

10 Mishnat Rabbi Eliezer, or Mishna of the 32 Middot, 
ninth parasha . 

11 Midrash Tannaim to Oevarim 32 : 39. 

12 Bereshit Rabbah 34:14. 

13 Midrash Tannaim to Devarim 32:39. 
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14 A~ de~i~nated in Bam~! 35:13-14. Devarim 19:7-10 
mention six ~i~ies, to b~ set asi~e in two sets of three, but 
do not specifically designate sites or mention the Jordan 
River. In Joshua 20:7-8 we learn precisely which towns on 
both sides of the Jordan, were set aside as "the t~wns 
designated for all th~ Israelites and for aliens residing 
among them , to which anyone who killed a person 
unintentionally might flee, and not die by the hand of the 
blood avenger before standing trial by the assembly" [Joshua 
20 : 10]: On the west side of the Jordan: Kedesh Shechem , I I 

Kiriath-arba . On the east side of the Jordan: Bezer, Ramoth, 
and Golan . 

15 Bamidbar Rabbah 23:11. 

16 Bamidbar Rabbah 23 :12. 

17 Bamidbar Rabbah 23:12. 

18 Midrash Hagadol to Bamidbar 35:19. 

19 The Interpreter's Dictionary of the Bible, New York: 
Abingdon Press, 1962, Volume I, page 321. 

20 IDB, page 321. 

21 Smith, William Robertson, Lectures on Religions of 
the Semites, London: A. C. Black, 1894, page 420 . 

22 Lectures, page 72. ' · 

23 Oaube, David, Studies In Biblical Law , New York: Ktav, 
1969, page 117. 

24 studies, page 117. 

25 studies, page 119. 

26 In the edition of Makkot published-· by Traditional 
Press New York note e2 to Makkot 7a says: "Eastern roofs 
are flat; they ar~ plastered to make them water-tight and give 
them the necessary slope. The levelling is done by a log ~or 
smooth flat stone) to which a long handl~ attached, by which 
it is pushed backwards and forwards. Cf. M. K. 1 la, and 
Vergil, Georgics, I, 178. 11 

27 Butler, Trent c., World Biblical Commentary: Joshua, 
Waco, Texas: World Books, 1983, page 215. 
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28 Gray, Joh~, New Century Bible: Joshua. Judges and 
Ruth , Greenwood, South C~ol~n~: A~tic Press, 1977, page 132 , 
Gray also says there: Modification within the sanction of 
blood revenge was also provided by Muhammad in Islam." 

29 Delekat! L., Asylie un~ Schutorakel am Zionheiliqtum, 
Leiden: E.J.Brill, 1967, as cited by Trent Butler. See note 
27 above. Two other articles which I have used were made 
accessible by the translations of Trent Butler: David, M. 1 

"Die Bestimmungen uber d ie Asylstadte in Josua xx. Ein 
seitrag sur Geschichte des biblischen Asylrechts. 11 OTS 9 
(1951 ) 30-48; also, Nicolsky, N.M., " Das Asylrecht i n Israel . " 
ZAW 48 (193-0) 146- 75. 

30 See page 41 and following. 

31 IDB, page 321 . 

32 In the book o f Ruth (David's grandmother ) , the 
ci rcumstances of il'\i,~Ml were surely different. But this is not 
the first time, then, that we have seen the genius of the 
legal system and the perceived sensitivity of a qual itatively 
superior man c ombine to open the door to spirited conversion. 

33 IDB, page 321 . 
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