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A MIDRASHIC GUIDE TO BLOOD AVENGING

This thesis dis a close analysis of the bpiblical and rabbinic
material dealing with the concept of the blood avenger. The
auther's intent is to focus on the biblical passages dealing with
this concept, to understand all the key terms associated with it so
as to provide the widest fabric of discussion and then to add the
most important midrashim and commentary traditions which deal with
them. In this manner, he hopes to trace the development of the
concept of /0'5 &lé_, through the layers of biblical history and

rabbinic tradition.

Though the thesis lacks an Introduction which would assist the
reader in understanding the author's methodology and purpose prior
to the onset of the textural analysis, the thesis is logically
divided into three chapters. In Chapter One, the concept of
the xjﬁ ld, 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 A de\and ~Ii/x , Mr. Levin begins to understand that

qu@ has something to do with preventing or remedying action which




causes the crossing over the boundaries Lé the irretrievable, e.qg.,
not allowing a kinsman\to be sold in perpetuity into slavery. The
concept of J;ié is found outside the Pentateuch, too, and the
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 Nk , as Boaz serves as (ﬁg'é for Ruth and for the
land of Elimelech. 1In 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 d&lﬁﬁ and in passages
dealing with this notion, verbs such as D3R and de! bear a
crucial valance. The author notes, too, another usage for the

root oE;é, which is diametrically opposed to the first - defiling.
The two usages, of course, have everything to do with each other,

i.e., the need for S;ié,when in fact something is defiled.

In Chapter Two, the author turns to the symbolic power of blood,

,03, 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's and
Jonathan's blood in battle and the need to remedy their status) and
Deut. 21 (a corpse is found in an opéﬁ field and therefore the
inhabitants of the closest town must go through a ritual of
absolution.) are studied alongsidé of Numb. 35, together with
interpretations of these passages in midrashic tradition. Several
comments broaden the discussion to include both idolatry and sexual

immorality in addition to murder which destroy the parameters of



family and community, and therefore also need remeditation. This
is also“the casgxih\{?e treatment of Cain and Abel, and the
midrashic discussion of BGain's act. Though the rabbinic treatment
of the classic text in Genesis 9:6 ("Whoever sheds the blood 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
ison ©3=_NW23 , 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 chapter then integrates the two previous
treatments of J(;Jd, and 03 , 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 blcod 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.



ns time went on, it seems less and less likely that the blood
avenger ac flly existed. The author creatively traces then the
development p¥ 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
material, attempt to understand the notion of blood avenging
outside of a cultic context and consistently stress the need for
court trials prior to execution. 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 fragmented 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 the rabbis. The author

demonstrates clearly that the blood avenger was to act when the




poundary between life and death was crnssedfwﬁy providing the
people with a sufficient means of remediation. Such a concept of
remediation has significant implications since it bespeaks the

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

always achievable.

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
illumination of the primary material. At times, he should provide
the reader with even more road signs so as to enable the reader to
follow his rapid journey through the myriad of texts he covers.
Similarily, as the author moves back and forth between biblical
material and rabbinic interpretation, it is occasionally difficult
to distinguish between the two. Nevertheless, this thesis provides
us with an excellept 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 argue
with some of his points of analysis, the overview of the concept of

blood avenging is most insightful and convincing.

Respectfully submitted,

Dr. Norman J. Cohen
Professor of Midrash

April 15th, 1991
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A MIDRASHIC GUIDE TO BLOOD AVENGING
CHAPTER ONE:

In the semantic field and the family field

asdl
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A bBlood avenger, DTN YN9, might have other experiences as

981 which do not involve spilled blood. BTl SR§ moves to act
after a boundary, between 1life and death, has been

irretrievably (though perhaps not irremediably) crossed. In

other moments of commanded responsibilities, a 5% must move

to preempt crossings into the realm of the irretrievable.
1. nnng®

Usages of two key terms, NNRS? and 7N shape a biblical
constedlation of the root 9, whose forms cluster from Vayikra
25:24 through 25:54. The word NMRY® in Vayikra 25:23 defines

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

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

STRY ORR TY3EIM OB PR 2 v nnns® wonn 85 powm

< powd unn Aowe oonmK P 5o
-- [Vayikra 25:23-24]: "But the land must not be sold nnmsb,

for the land is Mine. You are only strangers residing with
me. Throughout the land you hold, you must provide nﬁng for
the land."

The land belongs to Dova ™M', this signature punctuating
a list of vital ethics (in Vayikra 25:17), promulgated in a

jubilee-focused lahguage, and meant to govern land
transactions.

Vayikra 25:17 sums the ethical mandate:
iRY N @ VIn KDY

meaning, "Do not wrong one another," paralleled by the phrase
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AR DR YR WIN 5% in Vayikra 25:14.

The land belongs to MM, and a responsibility of a “RU 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 chain of inheritance rights, could sell that land RPNYY,
beyond reclaim, beyond controcl of those to whom God had
promised, and delivered, the land.

The Mord MMNXS appears twice in the Tanakh, both times
in Vayikra 25 (in verses twenty-five and thirty). With no
biblical attestation of NnRS% beyond the clustering of the
root YR bordered by Vayikra 25:24 and 25:54 -- and with no
attestation at all, in the Tanakh, of the word NMNRAY --
efforts to substantiate an understanding of NMASY in Vayikra

25 become (more) problematic. The root X does not appear in

the Humash, but is attested once in II Samuel (22:41), once
in Job (6:17), twice 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 MM', celebrating

his deliverance “Www nonY 1A b AR, "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:
oD 7Y Swn KDY DTHEKY AR MBI
-= "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:
ONTMSRY RN, ..
meaning, "My enemies =-- I wiped them out." Then, in a
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subssﬁyent parallel with verse forty-one comes verse forty-
three, a 1link in what amounts to a chain of parallels
continuing through II Samuel 22:49:
CUPTR CPIR NN 2D PR Ewd SPNRY

== "I pounded them like the dust of the earth, reduced them
to muck in the streets; I stomped them." In II Samuel 22:41,
'4:2he root NRY expresses action which pushes beyond the
boundaries of the retrievable.

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

I3 13K 1Y M OTIDD ANORR RN DR IBRD MM e

SRS nR TRt Sy on B

-- "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, ‘I have been doomed,'"

Again in the context of confrontation with enemies, the

root MR expresses action which has crossed beyond (or

threatens to cross beyond) the boundaries of the retrievable.
In Job 6:15, we read: Y13 MR -- "My brethren have proven
unreliable," says Job. Verse seventeen expands on that
statement, and also presents the root MA¥ in a parallel:
mwmmmt_:mf*m
-- "As [or, Once] they thaw [or, flow], they vanish; 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, the root NR¥ expresses
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disappe\é\c\ance across a border, into the realm of the
irretrievable.

Rashi seems to disagree, at least in part, with this view
of the word NMRY%, and thus approaches Vayikra 25:23 from a
different angle. Rashi reads the phrase =onn K% PIRM in
Vayikra 25:23 as addressing not a 5!!‘1:, but a purchaser outside

the family or tribe, outside the spectrum of rightful

(potential) inheritors. The word MMA3%, then, in verse 23,

according to Rashi, does not contribute directly to defining
the responsibilities of a 5Nﬁ. 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 2l1a and by Sifra 4:9 to
Behar Sinai, which perceive houses and Hebrew servants to be
included in the command P> ¥NM MW, Rashi asserts that this
command addresses those who have purchased and who would hold
these possessions in a jubilee year, not anyone who would have
to act as N1 on behalf of the family. Thus, for Rashi, the
phrase rﬁk5 unn v apprises the purchaser that he must grant
nbuu, that he has no right to prevent the seller or his
relative from reclaiming the land.

nnne®, as Rashi defines the word in his commentary to

verse twenty-three, means: nmbiy PR mons, nptab, "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 caﬁth be forever severed from the control of its
rightful inheritors, beyond return in a jubilee, then, for
Rashi, the specific responsibilities of a 589 are not directly
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 Zeraim 11:1, Rambam declares both the purchaser
and the seller responsible:

MR MRTEES NOm R owar® nebnnen Sk peR
TR K92 R onate mnmsh on ox neexS onn &S PR
Hara mHpab mmen otnn kSR o rEER T

-- "The land of Israel, which has been divided among the
tribes, cannot be sold beyond reclaim, as it is written
[Vayikra 25:23]: ‘The land must not be sold beyond reclaim.'
If anyone sold (the land) [with a clause stipulating, or with
implicit intent, that the land was now] beyond reclaim -- both
(seller and purchaser) have violated a negative commandment.
Their actions had no legal validity. The 1land would
(definitely) revert to the (original) owner in the jubilee
year."

Rashi does explicitly define NPRS® in vayikra 25:30 as
Y 5w s w0 Sw Aon XS, meaning that the property in
question had moved outside the limits of the seller's power
to regain that property. But in that case, delineated in
Vayikra 25:29-30, the buyer, the seller and any bR1 are all

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

There, a house =-- not land -- and a house within a walled
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city only;\is at issue. That house would move beyond the
power of 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 SRU, if
a %) 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 the word NMAY%, within the

context of Vayikra 25:30, does express a crossing into the
realm of the irretrievable, beyond the powers of a 5% to
redeem. IE Vayikra 25:29-30, the Torah text has explicitly
granted a Eindow of opportunity, a timeframe, within which
"W can be accomplished. Beyond the boundaries of that
timeframe, a 9N will be powerless. In Vayikra 25:23,
however, in Rashi's broad view of the land's status, no
limited timeframe compels the prompt action of a 581, because
there God states that the land can never be sold NMNRY%, beyond
"W, beyond the right of a “Mi to reacquire the land of his
family and tribe, P" "9 ', “for the land is Mine." Rashi
incorporates Sifra's language (underlined below) 1in his
explanation of the phrase 1"WRM AR -T
bz w72 TP vn Sx
-- "Do not perceive it [(the land, and these restrictions upon

it] as evil, for (the land) is not yours." Thus, if the land
can never truly be sold nnnes, "beyond reclaim," Vayikra
25:23-24 serve to prepare a purchaser, who could be
disinclined to release the land when the legally appropriate

moment would come. Vayikra 25:23-24, in Rashi's reading,
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softeﬁ\ the discomforting transaction commanded of the
purchaser, by comparing that purchaser's commanded obligations

to the infinite rights of the true Owner.
2. ™

The root N appears four times within the same small
constellation of forms of the root SN (bounded by Vayikra
25:23 and 25:55), once in another constellation of o83 looming
in Vayikra 27 -- and nowhere else in the whole Tanakh. The
root M also serves to define an extreme which, when reached,
demands the response of a (capable) Saets.

After Vayikra 25:24 commands redemption of the land with
the abstract language NN o, "vou will provide for
redemption," verse twenty-five begins to flesh out the people
who will be responsible for that MW in daily life, who will
respond to the needs of the family:

o83 N3Y MRE DY PRI Y D
AR OPR NR RN
-— MIf your kinsman W' and has to sell part of his
(land)holding, his Y88 will come and redeem what his kinsman
has sold."

Why would ‘a kinsman be selling off part of his
landholdings? Sifra to Vayikra 25:25 says:

MNERS MY MR DR 0N NG DI PRY I

wpn 1o ok Kok 13 2 R 29 19 My e 1 g

npR 19 BR KoK D WX KT TR TR D WS TR
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“Haw 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, and acquire tool, and acquire a house, except
for the poor man? (Because) the Torah says: MR W O. So
no one (has the right) to sell (his landholding) except for
the poor man."!

W means that the kinsman is "in financial straits."

We could say that he is short on cash. A secondary root, M2,
conveying diminution of stature, is established in the
language by the time of the Mishna (Kelayim 4:7), and appe;;k
in the Gemara (B.T. Berakhot 10b) and in midrashic literature
(Vayikra Rabbah 36), and in Sifre (to parashat Naso):
TAM M TR Men

== "Cut the tall man down to size, and give height to the
short, "2

If a man has 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 bRl must act
when an MM, a kinsman, has evidenced his diminished financial
situation by the extreme act of selling a piece of his land
to someone outside the family.’

The responsibilities of a 5%Y to help a kinsman in
financial straits involve more than land redemption. Both
Vayikra 25:35 and 25:39 begin with the phrase TR W' 2, and
proceed to describe situations in which a kinsman could come

under another kinsman's authorgty. Generosity and tact are

required there; not any formal MW, But Vayikra 25:47 raises
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a case in which a kinsman comes under the authority of someone
(far) beyond the borders of the family:
co R0 AR Y Y BTIm W T ron ™
If, financially straitened, your kinsman comes under the
authority of a prosperous resident alien, % mmn MW (25:48),

that kinsman will still retain the right of redemption. In the
context of this extreme situation, the language of Vayikra
25:48-49 comes to specify exactly who a SR might be:
NBTRN 1D WID W UORP 17T 12 W TR AR YRR K. ..
Oy 1T aven iR uSe

-= ",...one of his kinsmen (Brothers) will redeem him, or his
uncle or his uncle's son will redeem him, or anyone of his own
flesh from his own family will redeem him, or, should he
prosper, he will redeem himself."

We have seen that in Vayikra 25:23 God has declared that
the land cannot be sold NMR3%. Why?: P71 2 > -- "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
will go free in the jubilee year. Why?:

EI8A PIRD ORR MRYIN WK 0N AP oYAp SR M3 0D D
-— "For the children of Israel are My servants, they are My
servants whom I freed from the land of Egypt." Shemot 1:13-14

state that the Egyptians worked the Israelites T3,
"ruthlessly," that "they made life bitter for (the Israelites)

with harsh labor." Following the example of God, a "RU acts

to release his kinsmen from any situation which might even
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dié&antly approximate a life embittered TB2, a life suffered

at the harsh extreme, back across the borders of Egypt, of

£™xR, "the narrow place," "the land of limitations."

3. Sa Beyond The Humash: Jeremiah

In Jeremiah 32, the traditional haftarah for the Torah
portion Behar Sinai, which includes Vayikra 25, Jeremiah acts
as 989 for the land of Hanamel, son of his uncle, Shallum.
This act of 1MW, a land redemption, delineated in Jeremiah
32:8-14 in its mundane legal details, proves a potent symbolic
gesture motivated by deep faith. At the beginning of chapter
32, the armies of Babylon's king are besieging Jerusalem and
Jeremiah sits in jail. Yet Jeremiah, when approached, chooses
to fulfill the responsibilites of moW PEYR, 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 of Benjamin, and, in 32:8, says:

RN PR UR DIMIPS WR TP MR X UR
mowen T Mo wen PP D
-— "please buy my land in Anathoth, in the territory of
Benjamin; for.the right of inheritance is yours, and yours is
the responsibility of redemption."

The field, within the territory of Benjamin, belongs to

Jermiah's uncle's son. The right of inheritance (or

succession) is Jeremiah's, and thus, the responsibility of a

e |
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bri ia:.'\Ieremiah's.

With this act of "W, Jeremiah fulfills his legal
responsibility 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 bleak. Through this 7M™&), Jeremiah acts out his
M2, his prophetic responsibility, a transcendent act in less
dire circumstances, but a moment of genius when locked up in
jail:

ox7 MOR NIRIS M TR D D

DRI PIR2 D02 Ny oma = b))
-- [Jeremiah 32:15]: "For thus said the Lord of Hosts, the

God of Israel: ‘House, fields and vineyards will again be
purchased in this land.'"

Jeremiah's "R 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 jail, Jeremiah might both fulfill a mundane legal

responsibility and inspire God.
4. bR Beyond The Humash: Book of Ruth

In the brief book of Ruth, the root S appears twenty-

three times in telling the story of Naomi's widowed daughter-
in-law and of Boaz, their kinsman. Boaz is presented (in 2:1)

as '1'7?:"‘71& nrBYnR M M8 @R, as "a man of substance from the

family of Elimelekh," a subjective (literary) assessment, and



\.\\
NG 12

i,
as a 989 (in 2:20), a formal legal status.?

In parallel with Jeremiah, Boaz seems to fulfill his
technical legal responsibilities while simultaneously
expressing a transcendent love. But the parallel has its
convolutions. Jeremiah is an imprisoned prophet in a land
besieged, formally approached by a cleose kinsman in duress,
who offers a well-known field back in home territory. By
contrast, Boaz is a comfortable farmer in a prosperous land,
approached by a foreign woman, in need of T, 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 1laws of MW in her husband's home

culture? Did the remote possibilities of levirate marriage,
to a YR8 of her husband, outstrip the realities of widowhood
in Moab? (And she not even the widow of a Moabite.)

Would Jeremiah :have purchased the land from Hanamel, a
purchase he could have avoided, if Jeremiah had not had (or
perc;ived that he had) a prophet's status and
responsibilities? Would Boaz have acquired Elimelekh's
possessions, an acquisition he could have avoided, were he
not aware of being perceiﬁed as (or if he did not perceive of
himself as) M 7133 OW?

In Ruth 4 we find the negotiations, or the encounter at
the gate, between Boaz and the unnamed YR, of whom Boaz says
in 3:12-13:

yan 2P SRS g on ok ORu. ..
L. L7BIR RN oS PR KD O SR 2W oY BN,
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-— ", ..I am a"ﬂ@‘u, but there is a 982 closer than I am...If
he will act as YR8 for you, then good; if he does not want to
act as your Ry, then I surely will..."

At the gate in Ruth 4, Boaz enters into terse

negotiations, during which the root %R appears fifteen times.

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

redemption. The unnamed SR responds positively to the
proposition of acquiring Elimelekh's land. Then Boaz adds
that along with the land, the unnamed 8% must also acguire
NS Sy mon ow opnh. .. hRn DER TEARNS M
-— "Ruth the Moabite, wife of the deceased, in order to
perpetuate the dead man's name on his estate."
The unnamed SRY immediately changes his mind. Is he
responding to the projected financial drain of "expending
capital for property which will go to the son legally regarded

5

as that of Ruth's late husband Mahlon?" Or is the unnamed

San reacting to the news that the widow is a Moabite?
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 5% then says (in Ruth

4:6): i

nom Nk o B0 SwS Sow &

—— WA\I cannot redeem this for myself lest ‘MO N NMER. "
What does "TSM) MR NTWR mean? JPS translates the phrase
as "...lest I impair my own estate." Is NMWR that mild a

verb?® nMY is prominent in the negotiations between God and
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Abrah&@ over the fate of Sodom:
D™0PT DYD NTIER RS L. DU NSAR DX DTOR RS
-- which JPS translates as, "‘I will not destroy if I find...:
I will not destroy for the sake of twenty.'" In Bereshit 6:11-

13, the root NMY also clusters:

OBM PIRT XOBM onbrn veh Pt pnem
PRI Y 1T MR WD 55 DN S anmgd MM PIRA DR DEOR R
DITIBR ORN PIRT ARGR D ed x3 w3 5o pp b ombr kY
PN DR ERneR M

-- 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 about to destroy them with the earth.'" (Note
the clear parallel between I WR7 DAWD and BRO PORA m,
recalling the parallel in Psalm 11:5: QiR 271 Y, ‘"the
wicked one, the one who loves injustice.")

Here the root MY surely bears more force than "impair."
In Jeremiah 49:9, we read: O™ Yvmgn m'™2 £'an BR -- which JPS
translates as, "Even thieves in the night would destroy only
for their needs." ' In Malachi 3:11:

_..mpeRT B ne oob ot kS Soxa o5 mum

-- which Jps translates as: "I will banish the locusts from
you s'o that they will not destroy the yield of your soil."

This phrase of the unnamed bri, Tom MR MMER B, is
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z::lr::sneh‘h_}r voiced one other time in the Tanakh -- by Moses. 1In
Devarim 92:25-26, Moses is remembering the forty days and
nights he fasted and prayed after the incident of the golden
calf, when God was determined HSPN 1mﬁ':, "to destroy you":

... T05MY Ep PAwn SR TR 9ER T T S8 SSRnKe

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

‘0 Lord God, do not annihilate Your very own people...'"
-

Here, JPS has translated NMYN as "annihilate," a long way

from "impair." Perhaps more intriguing is that JPS chose to
read '|n'>n:1 ¥ as a hendiadys -- not: "Do not annihilate Your
people and Your estate," but instead: "Do not annihilate Your
very own people." "Your people" and "your estate" intensify
each other; "your people" and "your estate," '1:151‘1:1 T, are
one and the same.

So, when the unnamed el 3 says ™ RmeR 18, we might, in
consonance with JPS, read him as saying that he won't act as
RN "lest I impair my estate" througi‘z an imprudent expenditure
of capital. O0r, if this is a story of conversion, we can
read him as declaring that he won't act as bR1 in this case
"lest I corrupt my people," lest I corrupt the tradition I
have received, the tradition which I'll pass on to my own
(fullblooded) progeny. I can't act as b8 because, in this

: 7
case, to redeem is to corrupt.

Should we perceive of the unnamed 5% 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 tkeir tradition in the moment it is being received.
The unnamed 98M refuses to intervene; wishing not to corrupt
his people, whose purity he sees as shielded by a received
tradition.

Boaz, then, might be hearing the resonance of Moses, of
Mosaic legal traditionalism, in the words of the unnamed SR1);
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 n&un, 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
character. The unnamed %R8Y could be the voice of bR oy,
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 b 90 78, a qualitatively
different man, a man of superior substance. Zealous to
fulfill the commanded‘responsibilities of a MY, Boaz iﬁsists
MM M -- "as the Lord lives!" -- that he will redeem Ruth if

the other will not. His impatient desire is apparent in 4:4:
a0 S #S o bie Sman ox
R o St et e D

|
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-- "\E¥f you will act as 588, then act! But if you will not
act as Y89, then tell me and I will know. For there is noc one
to act as “NU but you, and after you, I come.'"

We can read the unnamed Y89 as a pragmatic man attuned to
his own established interests, centered on the immediate
family and not willing to respond, in this 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 unnamed YR, that his own established interests could
suffer from this transaction -- but who is willing (or
wealthy) enough to absorb the potential damage in order to
fulfill the responsibilities of a 58&, and the needs of the
extended family:

In a situation demanding compassion, the man of superior
substance passionately acts out a broader vision of the
halakhic imperative of "™, as opposed to the unnamed 8%,
the common man, who, with uncontested propriety, defines his
legal responsibilities 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 MW

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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N
othgf\ (an idea especially problematic here since it is
expressed within a text which liberal Jews prefer to perceive
as an aggadic endorsement of conversion more potent than any
reality based in M nO%m.) Understanding the book of Ruth
through the root M1, through "R, 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 "you have not gone after younger
men, whether poor or rich," WY OX1 7 ox o™nan —nx nob nhabs,
Interpreted from a stringently legalistic perspective, this
could have meant that Boaz is warmed, on the cold granary
floor, by Ruth's sensitivity in proceeding within the
jurisprudential strictures of 1. 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 than 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.




e

% 19

-,

B@Q with the root %M as a center, the book of Ruth can

also be read as the story of two heroes 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 5&%, the

kinsman first in line to redeem the 1land. At fFirst, he
indicates his intention to act as MY, to redeem the land.
Then, when told that Ruth the Moabite would come as part of
the deal,the unnamed YRV backs out.

Perhaps this, too, as in the case of Orpah's initial
accompaniment of her mother-in-law down the first stretch of
the road back to Judea, is just a formal moment, structured
to allow the unnamed SR¥ to show his positive intentions
toward the family and toward the system of commanded
responsibilities, though he never has any real intention to
act as 989 in this matter. Does the unnamed SR} know from the
start that he is going to stay pat with his current holdings?
Perhaps Orpah knows all along that she will be staying in
comfortable Moab.

Does this formal moment at the gate in Ruth 4 (parallel
to Orpah's moment at the edge of town in Ruth 1) when the

unnamed SK% says that he'll take the land, knowing that he

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

allow the unnamed ORY to sidestep his commanded
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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 SR each first truly intend

to help, to redeem, only to turn back from such demanding
act;ons at the threshold, at the gate of commitment?

Any way you might frame the indisputably parallel
decisions of Orpah and the unnamed 5Rﬁ, those decisions leave

Ruth and Boaz with the opportunities participate to in 79w,

in redemption.

If the book of Ruth structures in parallel the decisions
of Orpah and and the unnamed Y83, then the decisions of Ruth
and Boaz can be construed as parallel in motivation. We have
already seen that Boaz, this 9 7133 'R, 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 what
might seem kindest to his mortality. The gualitatively
superior man does not choose the comfortable way out. Thus,
Ruth, though by birth a Moabite, can be perceived as a
selfless champion of the Eystem of commanded responsibilities
(by which her husband had perhaps lived) -- a system, which
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 =" within the context of the legal system.
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Perhapé\ﬁutb would prefer to stay in her homeland. But she
sees that now only she can fulfill the formal systemic role
of childless widow. By saying that your people will 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 to
accompanying her mother-in-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 the first brother unexpectedly died. One
would alsoc presume that Ruth participated in those
discussions, and probably in the ritual of nrﬁn, the formal
release of the brother-in-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 outsider 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 she is a selfless woman
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who}\ against the immediate option of comfortable self-
interest, accepts the structured responsibilities of another
society's system of commandments, and so serves family, in
that other society's context, and so serves 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 begin 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 “Nu

In Bereshit 48:15-16, as Jacob blesses Ephraim and
Menashe, we find this parallel:
oo ONR DOR Emban prsv omak meR man whbnnn ek omben
fo..OMPIT MR 30 ¥0 Son mk Swan eGan
-- "The God in whose ways my fathers Abraham and Isaac walked,

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

me from all harm -- bless the youths." The shepherding BTN

has been Y89 for Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.

Jacob's perception of "|I!‘JD?VU"H'H!H, of God/angel as 5!1‘!1,
is matched by the promising self-definition of MM (which will
not impress the Israelites) in Shemot 6:6 and following:

o™En NS0 NAND CONK TREIM MM M. ..

...COMR TORN onT3Yn oonk mhsm
-- "I am Yahweh. 1 will free you from the labors of the
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Egyptians and deliver you from their bondage. I will redeem

you..."

God has heard 8w "2 NPRY, the moaning of the
Israelites, and has been moved to remember His covenant,
M™2 MR S, Remembering the covenant leads God to promise
that he will act as “RD.

In Shemot 15:13, on the Sinai side of the sea, the
Israelites sing in praise of their %, stating directly,
within the doxologic poetry: n“N %t @Y, "...these people you
redeemed." 1In Isaiah 48:20-21 the imperative is to declare
e 'ﬂP:, in joyful voice, that:

3P 473w M ...
«o2 0% 5 omn or oo'hin Pt wWns K,
-- "God has acted as "8 for his servant Jacob. They have not
thirsted though He led them through wasteland; He made water
flow for them from the rock." Again, loud celebratory praise

is due God for his actions as 5““, redemption again linked to

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

acts as 5Rﬁ, yet those urged to honor the redeemer of Jacob
are not the Israelites, but elements of the natural world:
1 P 53 w0 D MNE PR DWDAN WM T MY D one M

SWEN® BRI 2pYY M SN D

-- "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 5&%, and

has glorified himself through Israel."

Through Israel -- through His actions as Israel's b
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God has brought glory to Himself. In the book of Isaiah, God

is not perceived as a "8 -- and the root YR} is not attested
-- until chapter thirty-five. From Isaiah 35:9 on, " is

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

In Isaiah 43:1, God, through Isaiah, promises again that
Tn‘ﬂl_l, I will act as your '7!“:, which 43:2 defines as affirming
protection Ni7MI2Y...0M3, in water and streams, and from
n:n‘m...wn, from fire and flame. But then verses three and
four state, repeatedly, that God's acts as Jacob's 9RD will
involve net only protection, but also an exchange:

SRR R3OV D QN TED M. .
MWE) DAN DMRSY TRRN O N, ..

-- "I give Egypt as ransom for you, Ethiopia and Saba in
exchange for you: ...I give men in exchange for you and
nations instead of you." Why is God prepared to make such
exchanges?: TTaNR MR NT22) W02 NP “WNR, "because in my eyes
you are precious, honored, and I love you" [Isaiah 43:4], amnd
because, in 43:1, " MR, "you are Mine."
In Isaiah 52:9, % and oMl are paralleled:
ehev Sk mp M g e, ..

-- "™ _.For Yahweh will comfort His people, and will act as bx
for Jerusalem." An atmosphere of franquility-to-come also
rules 1Isaiah 35, where o [35:6] '"crowned with joy
everlasting, " DURS by pbip mrne, will walk @7pn 77, the Sacred
Way, a path free of lions.

But this tranquility will come, according to Isaiah 35:4,
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not becAuse God will comfort His people, but because:
.. Ri2* gpy oomw ton. .,
-- "God is here; vengeance will come."

Through OP) (vengeance) comes DM} (comfort); this is the
way of God, the KU in Isaiah.

Isaiah 47 reinforces this sense. Babylon, as God
(through Isaiah) admits, followed the lead of God Himself,
after 'MSM M5, after "I defiled My estate [or, heritage]"
(-- language evocative of Moses's TJOPMN 7PY nAwn 5% and, in
Ruth, m PR D'MwR 1B, phrase of the unnamed by --) when
Babylon "showed (My people) no mercy,

=bp nasT et Sy onee b row K
and even upon the aged imposed a heavy yocke" [Isaiah 47:6].
What will be God's response to Babylon's opﬁ}ession of His
exiled people?:

...i00 IS T ORI MR DIBR XD NPR O
-- "I will take vengeance, and not be appeased,' says our
bR, Lord of Hosts is His name" [Isaiah 47:4]. God will be
acting as 98D when He brinqs]b5ﬁl9bw, "loss of children and
widowhood" [Isaiah 47:9], upon Babylon.

For Babylon, concludes Isaiah 47:15, W 'R, "there is
no one to save you," no one to forestall widowhood and the
loss of children 1ﬁ Babylon. But in Isaiah 49:25, MM declares
to Israel D'WUAR "DIR W2 Nk -- "I will save your children." God
concludes in Isaiah 49:26:

DYt o7 O'0pS) B MR IR IR TOORM

2Pt TR oM WD MY R D W3 53 wm
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-- "I will\make your oppressors eat their own flesh; they will

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

know that I amYahweh, your Savior who acts as your 989, the Mighty
One of Jacob."

980 and YO are parallel here; T promises to fulfill
the responsibilities of a 83, in this verse, by killing the
oppressors of Jacob, by spilling BP1, their bloocd. In Isaiah
60:16, the same pairing occurs, but the context -- and the
liguid -- are quite different:

v evbn s e a5n npm
SPPT TN 1 W M v ™
-- "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 981, the Mighty One of Jacob."

In Isaiah 44:24, the parallel is structured between
w0 TWN 15H3H¥T; the Y81 is the same One who created you in
the womb. In Isaiah 44:6, it is SR SN =% m"*, “Yahweh
king of Israel and its %4, " who says:

DTSR R SSIRY IR IR [N R

-- "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 89? In Isaiah 44:22:
TIONER PUDY TITR 2D MMM
TobR D YhR MW
-~ "I erase your sins like a mist, your transgressions like

a cloud. Return to me, for I act as your bry."  As 5&?, God

|
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cleanses Nis people of sin, This is gentler language than we

find in TIsaiah 41:14, where M addresses the "men" (or

"maggot") of Israel:

-+ o3P0 NESN Wrn Sne
ORGP ToR T R TR

-- "‘Don't be afraid, Jacob, you worm. I will help you,'
declares Yahweh, who acts as your bnu, Israel’'s Holy One."

In verses seventeen and following, this help is
specified: God will 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 SRWw° 7P in connection with God as “RU is
repeated in Isaiah 43:14, and then again in chapter fifty-

four, where God (as will Boaz) promises to act as L% for a
widow. 1In Isaiah 54:4-5:

i vom &> pronbe ne. ..
SN winp ToR WMo RwSx M TEy el D

== "...and remember no longer the disgrace of your widowhood.

For the One who made you will marry you, Lord of Hosts i%.“is
name, who acts as your N3, the Holy One of Israel." And, as

stated in verse eight, this marriage is inspired by more than
a jurisprudential aﬁproach to covenantal responsibilities:
i ond wxk Tram g% Toran. ..

-- "‘But with everlasting kindness, I will take you back with

merciful love,' said Yahweh, who acts as your o®u."

Isaiah 49:7 and following provide a fair summary of the
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book's perception of the actions of God as SR0. First,

28

Ot ORI MY affirms to Israel, E'WA 7Y%, "to the slave of
rulers," that He will be faithful in responding to calls for
help. 1In 49:8, Isaiah reports that ™M™ has said:
By Imab PO TN TRTMY MG DPAN. .

minng nitr Smnd pw opn®
-— " ...and on a day of salvation I will help you, for I
created you and made you a coverant people, to reestablish the
land, to allocate [or, bequeath]) again the depopulated
landholdings [or, estates]." 1In Isaiah 49:9-10, bl e Ba il
"says to the prisoners, ‘'Go free.'...They shall not hunger or
thirst @5 oM ‘pn Sy @ OBRTR '3, for the One who loves
them will lead them, will guide them to springs of water."
Isaiah 49:13 ends the summary by declaring:

bt = e A~ i o R = | = TR
—— nv,..for Yahweh comforts His people and takes back His

afflicted with merciful love."

6. Harmonies of bxs and nmB

We have observed. the root 98} in its parallels and
connections to other roots, such as Y¢' (or S81), BP) and OM.
The Tanakh also attests to close connections between bR and
m7®. 1In Isaiah 35:8, as observed earlier,B we are told that
“a highway will appear which will be called g7pn T, the
Sacred Way." At the end of verse nine and the beginning of

ten, we learn that:
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== "...those on whose behalf the SRY has acted will walk
(there); and the D™"P of Yahweh will return." A survey of
usages of the root M B will help fur out our understanding of
the root “N.
Verse two of Shemot 21, the first in a series of D'wewn,
of "rules," deals with the freeing of a Hebrew slave:
T2 W o "op Tap npn o
‘R wenb Ky nyawm
- "If you acquire a Hebrew slave, he will work for six
years, and in the seventh he will go free, BN." Shemot 21:11
defines QI (*wBNS) RX™: MOD X DN TN, When the Hebrew slave

in verse two (or the neglected wife in verse eleven) BIN (7)NR¥",

he or she goes free "without payment." 1In these cases, no
(financial) exchange, and no third-party intervention, should,
ideally, be necessary. Here, then, the word BN helps to
define other spheres of responsibility which might have
required the participation of a 9RY, or other potential
involvements, as being beyond the range of a b%43. when land
is sold nms";, that land is beyond the powers of a Rt to
recmnarl:l.'3 When a Hebrew slave is liberated QIN, that slave goes
free without the néed for a “®U to intervene. In Isaiah 52:2-
3, MM says of N3 N2 AW, of '"the captive Zion":
abnan mooa #5Y onom BN, ..

-- ", ..You were sold without payment [or, for no price], and

you will be redeemed without money [or, you will not need a
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5% who has to pay cash for your release].
A different case is described in Shemot 21:7-8:
‘82D NRED R3N RS MRS D e R en
++ 0BT AT 1D R AMER TPR A ON

-- "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 let her be released in
exchange for some tangible compensation. The root NMB in this
case describes a redemption, a release, in exchange for some

payment; N"E might be defined as "ransom." 1In the case of

this daughter sold into slavery, a woman without assets, a
third party (perhaps her father) would assumedly have 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 MR and b appear in parallel:

15D INERN AR TP 47D MREEN NN ONY
P T S kS o

-- "And if it (the firstborn) is of an unclean animal, it can
be ransomed at its fair market value plus one-fifth. If it

is not redeemed [or, If nc one acts as 5!“, and pays the

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

value." This cash ransoming expressed by the root T"E can be

seen as a subcategory of 173
In Jeremiah 31:10, a verse familiar from the liturgy,

this relationship of the two roots might be observed:
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== "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 984 will test,

in attempting to fulfill the covenantal responsibility of
securing the release of Jacob, who, in the language of Vayikra
25:47, is My R, who is in straits under the authority of a
dominating foreigner.

That sense of N7P as a subcategory of YR), as one specific
strategy available to a YR, or as one locus of responsibility
within a broad spectrum of kinship-group troubles to which a
b%Y 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,"
the two roots again are attested as a pair, here with the
word-order reversed. We read in Psalm 69:19:

T 2k wnb a5 e Sk Mo
-- "Come near and act as my bX%. Ransom me from my enemies."

The suggested form of this payoff is made clear in Psalm
69:29:

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

The pair appears ‘again in Hosea 13:14:

gk MR DTBR DY M

-- JPS offers the translation: "From Sheol itself I will save
them, redeem them from very Death." A plausible alternative:

"I will ransom them from Sheol, I will act as their 58U in the
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realm of death." Does this mean that God will save them, one

way or another, at the brink of death? Or, in this verse, are

B7BR and O9NN completely identical in meaning? Is this a
statement of the monolithic responsibility of BI7 R0 to

avenge the murder of a kinsman, to act as Y8 for a blood
relative now irretrievably, though not irremediably, beyond

the brink of physical death?

7. A Second Root “Nu: Defiling

Darkening, or defiling, not redeeming, proves the central

action conveyed by a second root 5. Abraham Even-Shoshan's

concordance lists Job 3:5 under twc separate headings for
roots ‘7!0 Unsure of the verse's most accurate plain sense,
the concordance itself labels each listing with a guestion
mark. By identifying parallels within the first hemistich of
Job 3:5, we might best be able to approach this elusive plain

sense:

ninbea qwn aowy
oup ¥y 1own

-- "May darkness and deep ggadowin58?, may a dark cloud loom
over it." This is Job cursing the day he was born.

Syntactically we might expect the verb YOR® to parallel the
verb ]¢N. Thus, "R, a root of "redemption," and its inherent

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

writer to parallel the root |2¥, and its sense of a living

presence. Job's curse would then be framed as a retaking, by
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a dark transmuting force, of térritory which had once been
fertile, territory 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?:

N Pent S pen et ek w S, ..

¥ is a presence capable of issuing commands. With the
same verb in the same construction, in Job 3:5, TP conveys a
curse. A plausible literary translation of M Yo 12¢N could

be, "May a cloud shroud it." n®®¥Y YN could be read as a

hendiadys: "May a deathly murk [or, May death's murk] reclaim
: S AL
In Ezra 2:62, missing genealogical records cloud the

bloodlines of certain priests' sons and TMON N oRM, "they

were disqualified from the priesthood," -denied the right to
eat DWAPN @APNR, of the most holy things. The root 5% here
describes a degrading of their status.

In Malachi 1:7, not only priests but the food offerings
themselves come into the expressive range of this root b,

In 1:6, God, through Malachi, addresses "W "2 @WA27, "the

priests who abuse My name." A parallel emerges from the last
half of 1:6 and the first half of 1:7:
Y WM AR CRTRRY MY TS BUNST. ..

..Tuon oms onmly  Sadn on® nam Sp oo
-~ ", ..you priests who abuse My name and then say, ‘How have

we abused Your name?' On My altar you offer defiled food and
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then say, ‘How have we defiled you?'"

In Zephaniah 3:1, Jerusalem, the central city of the
priesthood, is perceived as 798 nRTn, "polluted and defiled."
The city's judges are voracious wolves, her prophets are
labeled M2 WX, traitorous types, and as for the priests:

0 sonn @ Wb Ans
== "...her priests profane the holy, degrade Torah."

Are there links between this second root hﬂ, and its
sense of defilement, its appearance in atmospheres of cursing
and angered disappointment, and the sense of the root 5”:, in
its ten Tanakh attestations? Within David's dirge for Saul
and Jonathan in II Samuel 1:21, Y3 evokes the.scene at.gnﬁm

ews mon o2 Sww pn ovos pn bvn oo ...

-- "...for there the shield of warriors 7P, the shield of

Saul no more polished with oil." Here conveys a sense of

disuse, of desertion. Verse twenty-one asks that there be no
dew or rain on the hills of Gilboa, as if the desertion of the
shields on those hills equaled a rejection of Go&'s
commandments by those who farmed there, and demanded the same
punishment. In Vayikra 26:3-4, the Torah portion Bekhukotai
begins with God's assertion that "if you follow My laws and
_faithfully observe my commandments, 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:
oNm PisEn 55 MR wEn kS Y0 wnen &S o
t.. . omn wBZn MR OXY ONRD TP OXY



-

35
.. .03% DRT TEpN R AN
TR TR oOpT B Emeen. ..
-- "But if 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 ROVT might also convey "your offspring," a sense of
Saul's son Jonathan, lying dead in a field n Gilboa.
The dirge continues in II Samuel 1:22:
TR i XD AT NP ovimy a%mn ohhe o
op™ 3wn &Y Swg 2am
-- "From the blood of slain men, from the fat of warriors,
Jonathan's bow never retreated; the sword of Saul did not
withdraw empty." In the poet's sense, the now-deserted
weapons defile the Gilboan hills by their disuse; when sword
and bow and shield served in battle, 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 says that "it was for the sins of her prophets,

for MMM MY the iniguities of her priests who in her midst
spilled the blood of the righteous B'P'IX B3 M25p2 £2RWA."

Lamentations 4:14 continues:

D73 oRd MR oY W
ogaba Wy oo &b
-- "They wandered, blind, through the streets, defiled by

blood, and no one could touch their garments."
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In Isaiah 59:2-3, the language is significantly similar
to that of Lamentations. 1In verse two, Isaiah asserts:
EoTOR 125 oors o%van pamvp on 3
-- "But your iniquities have separated you from your God."
Verse three continues:
103 COMPASNY g1 1NN E>Bs D
-- "For your palms [or, your hands] are defiled with blood,
and your fingers with iniquity."
God's garments are bloodstained in Isaiah 63. "Why 1is
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:
MDA2 DORORY BND CONTNY. ..
apo wabn 51 i by pnw ™
-- "I stomped them in My anger and trampled them in My rage.
And DOMXI ™ on my clothing; I had stained all my garments."
The word DN3] is, apparently, a variant of M¥), bearing its
sense of "endurance," blood the essential force of enduring
human life. The word ™ comes from the root MM, a root
frequently attested in connection with R%. In Vayikra 6:20 we
find the phrase T30 bp mA7n 7, "its blood is spattered on the
garment."” In Shemot 29:21:
s Sm p.-r'n by prrm .. mamn Sy w2 @ e
-- "Take from the blood that is on the altar...and sprinkle
it on Aaron and on his garments."
Thus, the phrase M2 "wn5n 531 ™3 v on%s ™M, in Isaiah
63:3, can be translated as: "Their lifeblood spattered my
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clothing; I had stained all my garments." The word MSNIR, of

the second root'mu, in Isaiah 63:3, is followed immediately

by an appearance of the first root hm, in Isaiah 63:4. Why

were God's garments stained with human blood?:

=5 gpy o o

MND oW ngh
-- "For a _day of avending had been in my heart [JPS: For I
had planned a day of vengeance] and My time of acting as 9R8% had

come."
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NOTES TO CHAPTER ONE

1 sSifra, 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 981 has acted
in the interim,

4 Boaz refers to himself as “RY in Ruth 3:12.

5 From Tanakh, Jewish Publication Society, page 1423,
footnote c.

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

7 If the unnamed SR} 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
Humash. In Ruth 4:6, the unnamed SRY says that he will not

redeem Mahlon's estate TS P'MER 2. In Bamidbar 26:53-54,

God is apportioning the same land of which the unnamed 8%
controls a share. In Bamidbar 26:54, God instructs Moses:

5

NS ewah wee® inbm wmen avh

== "With larger groups increase the share, with smaller groups

educe =) re." If the unnamed %RY actually intended to
express his concern over the diminution of his holdings, he
could have said: 'Tom 2wmR |B. His choice of words, as

reflected in the significant parallel attestations already
cited on pages 14-15 of this essay, and as highlighted by

language the unnamed by might have used (but did not),
substantiates the interpretation that the unnamed 5K, 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 tradition by intermarriage.

8 See page 24.

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

CHAPTER TWO:
4

This blood's for you
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The blood avenger's singular commanded responsibility is
established in Bamidbar 35:19:
397 PR O N BT S

-— "The blood avenger, D71 “ND himself, will put the murderer
to death.™

: The end of that verse expresses the potential immediacy

with which that commandment can, legally, be fulfilled:
AR R 2 Waea
-- "On encounter, B Y81 will put the murderer to death."
The closing half of Bamidbar 35:21 reprises the commandment
in distilled form:
19 DIBD M¥SN DR DR B Sns

-- "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 BTN 5Hﬁ,=once simply as iy

The Torah's commandment and detail concerning RTN bR 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 fueils
the commandment to a 98 to kill his kin's killer:
PIRT DR AN RT 077 D N2 DOR WK _PIRT DR BUND KDY

{OBY 072 DR "D 12 PW WX 0710 D X5 pwd
-- "You must not pollute ["™N] the land in which you live, for
blood pollutes [™pN] the land; and the land can hav o)

e ation fo lood which is shed upon it, except by the blood

of the one who shed it."
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The root PN appears nowhere else in the Humash. In
Isaiah 9:16, we read that God will not spare the lives of
Israel's youths:

P ;0 55 D o xS TnIbR MY AR nRY
-- "and will not show compassion to their orphans and widows,
for all are MM and wicked." Here, being TN cancels
protection, for even the most pathetically vulnerable of
Israelite society, from the ravages of death. 1In Job 36:13-
14, ™M and an early death are again linked:

QWY WIS MR ... TR W A% e
== "The "BIN in heart become enraged: They die in their
youth." But the ™M himself can be lethal. In Proverbs 11:9:
et el Al nfliy -= 1

-- "Through a spoken word the ™M can destroy his neighbor."
In Daniel 11:31-32, forces of an invasive king

ORGP PPON BROY THOM YO nMenn wpnn vhm. ..

—-- "ywill desecrate the temple, the fortress, and will abolish
the reqular offering and establish the appalling abomination."
In strategic tandem with their activities, the king

...mpbma aun A Ve
-- "with smooth wordé.ﬁﬂn' those who act with wickedness
toward the covenant."

In Job 15:34, a "N is paralleled with a "M¥, with one who
gives bribes, whose tents will be consumed by fire. Why such
destruction? In Job 15:35:

Rn [on w3y (i THn Saw A0
-= "They have conceived mischief, given birth to evil, and
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their womb produces deceit." The fertility of evil must be
obliterated.

In Psalm 106:38-39, we find Israelites destroying

evidence of their own fertility:
|32 *33P5 N3N WK DTTRY B BT P B W™
coOTWEED WM DT PR MM
-- "They shed innocent blood, the blood of their sons and
their daughters, whom they sacrificed te the idols of Canaan.
The land NN by blood: They were defiled by their acts."

Isaiah 24:5-7 reports a state of pollution, and defines

the causes of that defilement, and its repercussions:
B P2 1BN proebe DMn A S TTaYt DA DN PR
-— "The earth "IN under its inhabitants, because they
transgressed teachings, violated laws, broke the covenant."
m3 2zt WRM PR TeoR mhe 1o by

MM DUR WEN P 2w° N e by
-- "That is why a curse consumes the land and its inhabitants
pay the penalty. That is why the land's settlers have
diminished and but few men are left."

.. .18 ook wirn Sam

-— "The new wine fails, the vine is feeble."

The root ™N expresses a pollution loosed by violation of
the Torah'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 1live,"™ 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.n

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
MRORN W O'PPN, 'erying 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 wvital 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 when a famine struck in the days of David.
Earlier editions say that the famine began in the year after
their deaths.?!

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. Hexi; David senses that immorality could
be causing the continued lack of rain. Why?:

TR PR BUIAMm
-- Jeremiah 3:2: "You polluted the land with your whoring."
What are the consequences of that pollution? The next verse,
Jeremiah 3:3, tells us immediately:

... mn b gty ovaas wam
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-- "The showers were withheld, and the late rains never came."

The root MM again expresses "pollution", and the midrashic

redactor doesn't even have to sew in an intersecting verse

from elsewhere in order to 1link the pollution of MM te
infertility.

In the third year of the famine, David tells the pecple
to search in the land for people who shed blood; on account
of murder the rain is witheld. How do we know this? The
midrash cites Bamidbar 35:33:

TARD PR ANAY R 097 2 M2 R WX PUIRT DR BNNR R

-- "You will not pollute the land in which you live for blood
pollutes the land." This verse, sharing the root TN with
Jeremiah 3:2, substitutes 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 of blood's power
to defile the land; 1is positioned to precede, immediately,
the mention in Jeremiah 3:3 of rain withheld. Blood shed in
an act of murder, if unavenged, will cause denigration of the
land's fertility.

But David's people locate no such unavenged murder.
David says to them: “Ff&m now on, the matter only depends on
me." This statement of individual responsibility echoes words
attributed to God, Wwords 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 mentioning Moab and Edom and

Philistia, that "it is up to Me to search for merit on their
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M,

behalf." . 1

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 listing Saul's merits,
and David rises to search for Saul's bones. Once the bones
of Saul and Jonathan are properly buried (as narrated in II
Samuel 21:14) and once God sees that the people of Israel have
expressed lovingkindness to these dead men of merit, then God
releases the rain and restores the land's fertility.

Saul and Jonathan died in war, themselves armed with
sword and shield. They were not murdered. David's
responsibility here was not to avenge their blood, but to
remedy their disrespectful burial. In both cases, though the
physical status of the dead is surely beyond human powers of
retrieval, the human responsibility is to remedy that status.
If 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 will fail.

2. Sifre Bamidbar Piska 161

The initial reaction recorded in Sifre (and Midrash
Lekakh Tov and Yalkut Shimoni) to the phrase YORA NN BNNN ]
is:

gremnh MR TN
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-- "This \is surely a warning to the deceitful ([or, to
practitioners of deceit, to sycophants]. " Whether this

reaction to the sacred text serves as a generic warning
against deceit, or whether the midrash perceives that the land
(and its fertility) will be damaged specifically by deceit,
seems unclear. But the ne‘xt midrashic reaction, introduced
as MR "2%, works to clarify that hazy drash:
0% nEann kTR RS wan 8

-- "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 PIRT DR AN 1 277 "2 by
citing R. Yasia, who was known to say that AWM was ]3P ]WH,
a codified shorthand for Mt |'M" -- God's anger would be loosed
upen the land by bloed shed in an act of purposeful murder.

To deal with the phrase 72 7BW "R £7% "B K> P, "the
land can have no expiation for blood that is shed on it
(except by the bood of the one who shed it)," Sifre Bamidbar
Piska 161 brings Devarim 21:4, which deals with the case of
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 u;'lder a yoke, and, in a wadi where
water regularly flows but which is not tilled (a seemingly
unlikely combination'in 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,

in the presence of priests the elders are to wash their hands

-- O™ 18N -- over the heifer whose neck they have broken.
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Sifre, in this instance, brings only Deuéeronomy 214,
the breaking of the heifer's neck, not the language of 21:7,
not the oath MM B NR 1VBY 8% W', "Our hands did not shed
this blood," and thus we find no play here between the roots
YA, "to wash," and M37, "to murder." As the ritual
absolution proceeds, the elders are to state that oath: "‘Our

hands did not shed this blood, nor did our eyes see it done.

M M TR RO Jap SeD

2 g1 mn
87 7% "eon
--...Absolve, Yahweh, Your people Israel, whom you have [in
the past] ransomed, and ow o i t
blood among vour people Israel, and they will be absolved of

e o ilt)."

Sifre's juxtaposition of Bamidbar 35:33 and Devarim 21:4
frames an apparent disharmony: How can a murdered person's
blood be balanced by the blood of a heifer if the land can
have no benefit from expiation 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 dishafmnny 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,

I RIM P NN
-- "and then afterwards the murderer is found?" Sifre answers

to its own question:
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2% =ean vt
B ®5 Wb min
== "I might have thought that (the death of the heifer) would
absolve them; (but) the Torah says ‘there will be no expiation
(for blood shed on the land except by the blood of the one who
shed it).'"

To whom does the word &S, "them," refer here? 1If Sifre
is asking whether the murderer who is discovered after the
heifer's absclving death is still liable for murder, then why
don't we find the word 5, “him," rather than BM%? Does Sifre
intend to include the murderer in the absolved group described
by EM%? 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 against a (rhetorically employed) perception of
the midrashist, intend to show the halakhic primacy of the
demand for the killer's blood over the ritual breaking of the
heifer's neck?

Sifre's citing of the specific case of the belatedly-
arrested killer draws attention to a loophole, a significant
flaw in the Deuteronomic Absolution ritual. Thus Sifre asserts
the 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 ritual were employed to cleanse guilt 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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T2 O30T ONR WK PINT DR RDBN N
D P N N
-= "You will not defile the land in which you live, in which

I Myself live." Sifre comments:

MDUT MR NPOORY PIRT MR KRR ONT MDBY
@IpRn DY 39 MY MOBY M

== "Bloodshed defiles the land and causes the Shekhina (God's
presence¥ 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 competing 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 SR%" N'2 VMR, 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

v

such a crime?

Or is 2zaddok not questioning who actually committed
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 Purpé:ke, 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 SR "3 WTR?
Is this the scenario which 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 of distance, to ascertain to whose

domain the cause of this murder was more proximate, the father

of the fallen priest, himself presumably a |72, arrives on the
scene, "BTBR N3N, and finds that his son is still breathing.
The father addresses the assembled masses, calling to them as
WMN, with the same diction used by Zaddok:

QORT2D M0 VTN

-- literally, "Our brothers, may I be your absolution,"
apparently a standard idiom of address, which here takes on
a different resonance as two distinct groups measure each
other's responsibility, and assess blame.

The father bends to his son on the altar steps, and then

i eople:
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- "My son is still breathing, d the ife e
efi -" The father/priest expresses great concern for the
itual purity of the sacrificial instrument -- for an unshaken

and continuing community perception of the priesthood as
guiltless, as pure. You might also say that the priest, in
this strangely public 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 machinations)
exalted over human life, expressive of a theocratic elite
which celebrates its own inviolability even in a moment on the
altar steps when its own child, the institution's future, lies
mortally wounded by the sacrificial knife. Sifre might be
saying that he knife, 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 empathetic reading of a
priest's inner life in the most demanding moments 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 sacrifiée 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 midrash might express empathy for the dying youth's
torn father, who must deal, on a moment'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 seems to be that the institutional
self-involvement of the 2addokite 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 true access for their offerings of
atonement. Thus the midrash manages to serve its own agenda,
linking ©W7 M3'%Y, bloodshed, to ¥R 13M, to the
destruction of the Temple.

Sifre Bamidbar Piska 161 now appends II Kings 21:16 to
the priestly murder midrash to further substantiate the link
between bloodshed and Temple destruction:

me mp oowr DR RSP R Y ND 7270 e Y Pl o7 BN
-- "And also Menashe shed so much innocent blood that he
filled Jerusalem from end to end." Sifre's reaffirming tag-
line commentary:
XaBR gPm npbRon MDY 0T ROBY W3 TIR 1PM

-- "Prom this (textual evidence) it 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 priests 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
Shekhina 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,
M2 PW IR WK, "the land in which I dwell," and comments:

OOTS TUYST OONGR B B SR e St omavan
-- "(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 that 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:

gy M Yo opn Ssaw
-- "Wherever (the people of Israel) have gone into exile, the
Shekhina has been with them." Citations from I Samuel 2:27,
Isaiah 43:14, Jeremiah 49:38, Isaiah 63:1, Dvarim 30:3 and
Song of Songs 4:7 support statements that God has been present
with the people in Egypt, Babylonia, Elam (with no play on the
root HEP, and its sense of disappearance), and Edom, and will
return with the people to Jerusalen.

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 which 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." Citing ONWNOW TN CNR one 1Din,
"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 1live, in which I myself

live, for I, Yahweh, live among the people of Israel."
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3. Ramban on Bamidbar 35:34

Ramban interprets R MR Roen ®% as meaning that "the
land will become defiled, and then the Shekhina will not dwell

in the land, if there is innocent blood shed (in the land)
which has not been expiated 19B® D93, by the blood of the one
who shed it."? Ramban then links the command to shed the
blood of the murderer to the first reaction of Sifre Bamidbar
concerning INT Nk BUAN ®%), 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:
TR Din OL . nY oY B3 men R,

-- and which JPS translates as: "You may not accept a ransom
for the life of a murderer...he must be put to death." 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,

AW NNN 02N K'Y PORT DR QUM MON an% m VR 0 2
for if we flatter them, we will be deceiving the land, and
(the land) will betray its inhabitants." In Ramban's
comments about a murderous elite we hear resonances of Sifre's
story about the murderous priesthood.

Ramban thinks that the jurisdiction of P X7 MR WWNN X

as commanded in Bamidbar 35:33 is broadened beyond the land
of Israel by Bamidbar 35:29:

EaMaTin 933 Eonae® vewn npn @b ntr vm
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-- "And this' will be your law of procedure throughout your
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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:

D0 TR TDPT M35 M pMT A veam S
O T I B wa
p miS5pa mmen xn apuAn
-— "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 pollute it and not

defile it. The substantive impact of MBUR is expressed in

(the Torah's) cursings of fertility."

4. Midrashic Comparison:

Pirkei de Rabbi Eliezer and Midrash Hagadol Bamidbar?

Midrash Hagadol to Bamidbar 35:34 approaches the phrase

TR\ DR RoenD x5, "you shall not defile the land," by offering

a smooth digest of material we have already begun to review:

S npbhon M@ 3TN wAPRR M O MOBR Jwaw mtn
-— "Teaches that by the transgression of blcodshed was the

Temple destroyed and the Shekhina distanced from Israel."

Midrash Hagadol Bamidbar responds to M2W2 9% “R “WR,
"(the land) in which I Myself live," with a matter-of-fact

statement of causality:

OR[N IR PR NI ROED ONR OR KO
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-- "So if you pollute it, I'm net going to live there."

Midrash Hagadol also includes a 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 Eliezer. After citing the initial words of God's
response to David in II Samuel 21:1, "W® X, "because of
Saul," Pirkei de Rabbi Eliezer interrupts 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 Jonathan 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, apparently, 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. Pirkei de Rabbi
Eliezer, therefore, reads

I KT PR Epn 15 ew
MR (AU MOn YW N

Sk At ATiaY nnep NS vRvaY e e
as, "The Holy One Blessed Be He said to David, [or, "The Holy
One Blessed Be He said, ‘David...] ‘Isn't it Saul who was
anocinted with the anointing 0il? 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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reading just difered. and thus to fit into the lesson on
handling mourners gently, Pirkei de Rabbi Eliezer would have
to read WY R = as, "The Holy One Blessed Be He said to
him, ‘David is not Saul, who was anocinted 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 time --"‘there was no false
worship in Israel.'"™ 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 tc David. Midrash Hagadol Bamidbar
is telling us that N™ Y% W@ S8 is not a singular cause. The
famine came both because, by 58, Saul had not yet been

offered a proper ritual® burial, and also because, N3 5K,

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:

o5 ~om Kow Sww on

The famine came "because Saul had not been offered burial
rites according to the law." But Midrash Hagadol does not
then turn to the language of bwe U™ M.

The method of Midrash Hagadol to Bamidbar is to comment
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 keyed to one particular textual locus, but to
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 35:34 is
markedly different:
Q'RT N2'BY MWp MO NNT N2
-- "Come and see how difficult [how serious a transgression])

bloodshed is."

AMET KON B A% PR
DEY B3 OR %D "2ONS PR e
-="...for there is no expiation for (the transgression of
bloodshed) except (by) killing, as it is written: ‘The land
can have no expiation (for bloodshed) except by the blood of
the one who shed it.'"
Then the midrash's specific intention is clearly stated:
VM R 97 YRR KSR Tk g M 121 R XY
-- "And the matter is not only restricted to one who killed
a citizen, but includes even one who killed the stranger."
Now Midrash Hagadol Bamidbar begins to tell the story of
the famine, and of the three Qears in which David sent his
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 alsc shows the people

searching out idol worship in the first year, and sexual
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immorality \in the second year. But in the third year:
™M RY B nPas poie
-- "...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 tells us that

- Lwo 1T TR TR SER NeT ame

-- "you will find that Saul even killed cattle and donkeys,"
and then proceeds in the tone of a careful homicide
investigator to offer details of the deaths of the Gibeonites
at the hands of Saul's close relatives and associates.
Midrash Hagadol Bamidbar tells us not only who killed the
Gibeonites, but also deduces where and when and how. Thus,
the same midrashic text which had stated bluntly that
bloodshed causes the Shekhina to depart, now makes a thorough
case to show that bloodshed, even the murder of foreigners,
causes rain to be withheid. 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, X7 DR BWAD %>, Ramban says that "all
expressions of BN (in the Tanakh) involve doing the

opposite of what is seen or appears to the eyes. This is the
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punishment ﬁpon the land because of idolatry, bloodshed and
sexual immorality." Ramban is saying that because of any of
these transgressions, earth's expected fertility will be
reversed. Midrash Hagadol Bamidbar, responding to the same
verse, concurs, but distinguishes between transgressions:

oM MBS TR 0D NTEpTE B Y5 PR
-- "You will find nothing about which the Torah is more strict
than about bloodshed."

Yet, Midrash Hagadol goes on to say:
o7 MOBYR RBR MY ow o B Sy e
oW 5w 0w PAnEn 1D PR DI T ATEY 1D

-- "For although there are transqgressions more severe than
bloodshed, such as idolatry and sexual immorality, in those

transgressions there 1is no destruction of the human
community."

Don't idolatry and sexual immorality destroy families and
communities? What is the special status of bloodshed, that
it is a transgression less severe yet more destructive than
these other transgressions, which also ruin earth's
fertility?:

an% oI Paw MTEER oMY MoBEY BD
oipn® 2K 130 RiTaER N AT Tem

-- "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." Transgressions
between human beings can only be righted by action involving

both people. The murdered one is no longer accessible, now
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beyon&\his fellow's communications. Only his bloed cries out,
and only the murderer's blood can respond.

R DT KT N DMWY MOBY 1Y ST o m S

W WD PORY v 5D mow mvom S
-- "And anyone who is gquilty of the sin of bloodshed is
totally evil. Not even all the merits which might have

accrued to him in his life can balance against this sin."
5. Blood, Sex and Strange Gods

Pirkei de Rabbi Eliezer incorporates all three
transgressions named in Midrash Hagadol Bamidbar into a
chapter on Cain and Abel, substantiating a view that idolatry
and sexual immorality culminated in Cain's shedding the bloed

of his brother-s

First, Pirkei de Rabbi Eliezer insists that
Cain was not Adam's son:
TP MR mMam prn 3517 M9 82

San mx mar 2o thpa P T

-- "The rider of the serpent came to her and she conceived
Cain. And afterwards, Adam had sex with her and she conceived
Abel." The Palestinian Targum to Bereshit 4:1 says: "And
Adam knew his wife Eve, who was pregnant by the angel Sammael;
she had conceived, and gave birth to Cain." 1In response to
Bereshit 5:3, telling of the birth of Seth:
MOED PN TS M PR owhY BT
-— "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 learn that Cain was not of Adam's seed, and not in
his likeness or in his image."® Tthis 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 the wife of his
neighbor, in the streets.”

The descendants of Cain, says Pirkei de Rabbi Eliezer,
are "all the generations of the wicked, who rebel and sin, who
rebeled against their Creator, and said, ‘We do not need Your
drops of rain,' as it is written (in Job 21:14):

wan e SNG Tme
-- "They said to God, ‘Leave us alone.'" The descendants of
Cain would pray to other gods to insure fertility.

Earlier, in beginning its treatise on Cain and Abel,
Pirkei de Rabbi Eliezer comments on (human) fertility in the
voice of the appropriatelQ;named Rabbi Zera, who cites

Bereshit 3:3, it Tn2 R Te ¥MERy, "of the fruit of the tree

which is in the midst of ‘the garden," and links that verse to
Deevarim 20:19: N7@N PY B8 "2, "for man is the tree of the
field." sSays Rabbi Zera: "Here ‘tree' means ‘man' and ‘in
the 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 concludes: "Just as 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 Pirkei de Rabbi Eliezer says of Cain:

p5 I Mard 3k ve
-- "Cain was a man who loved to work [or, worship] the ground
(in order to) sow seed." Adam appears on the scene, and, says
Pirkei de Rabbi Eliezer, 12% 0% 0n% mX, "Adam said to
his sons:

o'moR PR3 2™Pn% Sx Pne M Sea

onis b ook @ PN
== ‘In the future, on this night, Israel will bring Passover
offerings. You must .also bring to your Creator.'"

Adam's presumption 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 earth, believe to be his Creator? (Did the God who
accepted Abel's offering perceive that Cain's offering was
intended for Him?) The God to whom Adam had instructed "his
sons" to make offerings now rejects Cain's leftover roasted
grain and his flax seed -- offerings Cain intended for the
earth -- and accepts Abel's prime sheep. Abel's God Kknew

that Cain was not addressing Him. And sheep have blood.

Midrash Hahefetz reads "R O'PYX from Bereshit a:10:’
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TRTINA B oR TPYE TIR M S
-= "Your brother's blood screams to Me from the ground," as:
g N3 1wt o, meaning that the midrash recognizes the
biblical writer's use of metaphor. vYet in offering this
comment the midrash might not be focusing most particularly
on the phrase D'PDX MR ™7 %P, but on the words MMINT |2 YN,
"to Me from the ground." The phrase DO "2 Dﬁb might show

that the midrash was reading T not as "ground" but as

"humanness." The blood of Abel was crying to God in a moment
of horrific suffering, in the vocabulary of human pain.
Here ‘?\P does not mean "voice." But, as God uses it,

the word 5#3 itself does expresses a generic human shout,

hoping to attract, or direct, (Cain's) attention. Cain had not
communicated well in the language of sacrifice appropriate to
Abel's God. God's rejection of Cain's offering proved another
malfunctioning communication in that sacrificial language.
If Cain's murdering of Abel was meant by Cain as an attempt
to communicate with Abel's God in what Cain had observed to
be the effective sacrificial language -- blood -- now God
perhaps was realizing that He had to communicate with Cain in
ways which Cain could more surely comprehend, in human ways,
(=} S = ﬁ@ﬁ: ™, before any more human bloodshed occurred.
It's not that God had failed to teach Cain about murder. God

had not seen to it that Cain had had sufficient instruction
in the languages of cultic sacrifice.

The phrase DR "2 ]‘W‘?D appears in Sifra to parashat
Kedoshim, Vayikra 20:2. The phrase in guestion there is:
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onRn SRt wm S
-=- "Say to the children of Israel," an introductory 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 lists similar phrases:

LoR 33 B3 SR in Sk ik L maan Sxer wn G
LOR 2 Hromnn AnRy L SRt w3 e
Then Sifra cites Rabbi Yosi, who makes a generic statement
about the language of Torah:
@ @oME E% M3 NkSa oo N3 P AN At
-- "The Torah has spoken as humans communicate, in many
languages, and all of them need to be explained." The purpose

of Vayikra 20:2 is to instruct in the languages of sacrifice:

SR a0 N P Sk an oR o

nRY i oMb awam I e
-- "Anyone among the Israelites, or among the strangers
residing in 1Israel, who gives any of his (legitimate)
offspring to Molech, shall be put to death." Note that those
who might have already received some instruction in the
boundaries of the sacrificial cult of Yahweh are being
addressed, but so alsoc are those who conceivably had never
received any Yahwist education.®
What does Vayikra 20:2, prescribe as the method of

execution for one who would make human sacrifice to Molech?:
q:n:anmn*1ﬂmn or
-- which JPS translates as "the people of the land shall pelt

him with stones," but which would also be an accurate
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paraphrasihq of Pirkei de Rabbi Eliezer's version of how Cain
actually killed Abel:

937 5o snxna nwam ok mpb
-- "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:
nmn PRY 5Y 1R S 195 A% mor mep noisy W o

TR YN WR OV MDY NN NER Nt kok e 8 San Yo
M2 ENITS M AR 537 SR PR WRM Wow Nox nery Tk San me

T@T Y BINT D WY MWD "SUmw ToNn KOR w2 PR

-- "Rabbi Zadok said: ‘A jealous hatred for his brother Abel

entered Cain's heart, because his offering had been accepted

[== a repercussion of idolatry, of Cain's misdirected
sacrifice]. Not only this, but also because Abel's twin-

sister [whom Abel had married] was the most beautiful of
women, and Cain desired her in his heart. And moreover, Cain
said: I will take his twin sister from him, as it is written:

7T%a eMYNS M, 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 [-- immorality linked to sexual lust]."
can it be that %37 YR I'P BP" means that Abel caught Cain
having sex with his (Abel's) twin-sister/wife, in the field,
and that Cain had to stand up to 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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b
immorality...with the wife of his brother...in public."
# Bereshit Rabbah® explains the plural TR M7 in this way:

2R 50 ovsvm Sy SSom e e

The Torah text uses the plural, literally "your brother's

bloods," because "(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 attempting to fulfill
the commandment to be fruitful and multiply, "causes the

" &
Shekhina to leave Israel. For it 1is written (in Bereshit

2 T o i}

TR P ot 5 nnd
-- '‘To be God to you and to your (legitimate) offspring after
you.' Where there exist ‘offspring after you,' the Shekhina
dwells (among them). But where no ‘offspring after you'

exist, among whom should (the S8hekhina) dwell? Among 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? Bereshit 4:11

states the curse:
"D DR 3D WR RTRA 1B R TR O

TR RN MW7 Nk b
-- Y"And now you are MM @ "YW which opened its mouth to

receive your brother's blood from your hand." What does the
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phrase nmnn\m MW mean? Is cain cursed "from the land,"
meaning that Cain's efforts to grow anything will prove
infertile? 1In Bereshit Rabbah, Rabbi Eleazar says: "To you

(to Cain) it (the land) will not yield its strength, but to

; : 1 i y
another it wi1l1.10 Immediately, 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 is a neutral body,
by its nature absorptive of blood, and all fluids. Rabbi
Yose's comment implicitly observes that, even at a pshat
level, the earth (goddess), MRORN, with its hungry mouth,
responsive to Cain's blood offering, was an active participant
in this act of bloodshed.

Midrash Hagadol Bereshit, responding to the gquestion of
whom is actually being cursed, says:

mARA B NS ’ow B9
—- "He cursed him, so-:that he would not derive benefit from
the earth." The midrash continues:
ovawa wn nbbprn o & nnsn &N K5
--"_,.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 brings the language of Bamidbar
35:33, PR DR AU N7 D71 YD, and inserts Rabbi Yasia's
comment that AWM is actually shorthand for AR 1int:
yon Sy An i M oan 2

-- "for blood brings God's anger down on the land." Here "the
land" does not refer generally to the territory and the people

who live within its boundaries, but to the earth itself.
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Resonant in Midrash Hagadol Bereshit's comment that the
earth was cursed because of Cain, "3 m%“pmi, is the pshat
of Bereshit 3:17: TM2P2 MR T, "cursed be the earth

because of you (Adam)." Of Bereshit 3:17, Midrash Hagadol

says:

DREM 7D PR RBN OON BN
-- M"If Adam sinned, how did the land sin?"
B S Sraws w5k men) 85w BS
1 n%Spre Soprn ok wen
MY NM N2 ReY RO D

-- "Since the land was created solely for the needs of Adam
(of man), when Adam sinned and was cursed, the land was cursed
with him, so that he would find 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 particular curse:

B2 M N NITIRN MNTDED PRESR BTN DwD

revenn niEr nopnn paRa nidp MTvapa wen 3
ensw orakt e negS PomEnt v

-~ "When people commit severe transgressions, they pay a
penalty with their (own) bodies. If they have committed 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 more
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destructive to the human community, is technically 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 "™B T¥, 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 "™& Y2, but, in Bereshit 1:12, with
& WY 'Y, 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 TRIRT N MR "MW 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. Ac:c:ording to Rashi, God is imposing
an additional curse on the earth, and Cain will experience the
repercussions of that curse, in diminished fertility, because
the earth will no longér 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 MRINA |2 MN® "X means that this

curse on the land precedes the sentencing of Cain to a life
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of wanderingf of further disconnection from the earth. By
declaring punishment first for the earth, God implicitly
declares that the idolatrous relationship between Cain and the
earth 1is the most significant transgression here. By
sentencing Cain to exile, the penalty reserved not for
purposeful murder but for unintentional manslaughter, God
implicitly admits His failure to instruct Cain in the

distinctions between not only different cateqgories of killing,

but different modes of ritual sacrifice.

Ramban disagrees with Rashi's reading of ..,"™"N "because
here God did not curse the ground M2Y3, because of Cain, as

He did in the case of his father. Instead, He said that Cain

would be cursed MM, "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 NN, to
Cain's craft, to his occupation as "7 T3P, a worker (not, in
Ramban's reading, "a worshipper") of the earth; Y@¥n 3 m,
says Ramban, "and thus God cursed his particular efforts" to
make the earth bear fruit.

This, as Ramban notes, is actually Abraham Ibn Ezra's
reading. But now Ramban moves beyond his agreement with Ibn

Ezra, and his opposition to Rashi, to explore the meaning of

B DR MNBB, "(the earthi has opened its mouth (to take your
brother's blood)": 3
D IR NRY MR BT PR DO TR DR DTN IR
(Isaiah 26:21] "N 50 7 7OON KoY 717 PR AN

AWM "PYI [R5 M3 5N WK 9O M wvn O
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-- "D M'Q‘ma means: You have killed your brother and
covered his blood with the earth, and I will decree upcn (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 35:33:

PR £7 moBw B> iy

TORT DR AN K0 097 2 mdw s

TRITES TIWE PN nEIm

-- "And this is the punishment for all bloodshed in the land,

as it is written, ‘For blood pollutes the land,' and pollution
of the land means a curse on its fruits ([or, on its
fertilityj."

The diminution in the earth's fertility will match the
diminution in human fertility. Our midrashic sources are
virtually unanimous in observing, through the unusual plural

AR M7, literally "your brother's bloods" (Genesis 4:10),

that murder cuts off the births of future generations. In
Breshit Rabbah, Rabbi Yudan says that MR 27 "means his blood
and the blood of his seed."!! Rabbi Huna offers a parallel
use of the plural in II Kings 9:26, involving the "bloods" of
Nabot and the "bloods" of his sons, substantiating that the
plural expresses "his blood and the blood of his seed.n1?
Another citation, in II Chronicles 24:25, "the bloods of the
sons of Yehoyada,"'reconfirms the point that murder not only

ends one life but prevents the lives of those who would have



T

74

been born.
Midrash Hagadol says that "o O'PY3 AR M7 means:
Yo o mn

MRS PUIY 1N 151 vAn nnsd IR RIS 500 mbn e e b
-- "His blood and the blood of his seed. That's why it says
W7, This teaches that all of the generations which were to
come from him (Abel), all of them, stood and screamed to
[at?] (God)." After insisting, througn repetition of $3/159,
that all of the descendants of Abel, all of whom would never
be born, screamed to God, Midrash Hagadol Breshit immediately

inverts the perspective and says:

512 o5 5 1m0 Ypr i e Yoo b m

-- "This is to say to you that each and every (life) balances
evenly against the whole world." Midrash Hahefetz phrases

this in different words:
g%ips v Bt k) Peb
®5n o5 TaR 19N Pk wBy Tanan Sou

=="Thus was a singular man created in the world, for anyone
who destroys cne life has in a sense destroyed a full world."
Yalkut Shimoni presents this in a legal language:
MZE) W™ nuien D 85
— "Cases involving possessions [or, money] are not
comparable to [or, are not dealt with in the same ways as are]
cases involving capital crimes."!® valkut Shimoni continues:
¥ aporn 1ian INY o N
-- "In a case involving possessions [or, money], a man gives

something of [appropriate] tangible value and it expiates for
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him [or, f6¥ his transgression].
2T MR W 13 MG YR BT e miwEy e
== "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 of the one wrongfully convicted and
executed on the basis of false testimony, and the blood of all
those who would have been born in his line, will be held
against that false witness until the end of time.

Yalkut Shimoni wuses the Mishna's language to teach
distinctions between what can be reclaimed and what cannot be
reclaimed. In cases of possessions of tangible value, if the
original items cannot-be retrieved, then appropriate tangible
compensation will be demanded. In cases involving money, the
money can be reclaimed. From beyond the boundaries of death,
no human life can be retrieved.

But fatal bloodshed can be remedied. In connection with
Cain's circumstances, Yalkﬁt Shimoni brings the words of Rabbi
Hiyya:

ngrm mmeon Mm%
TH P M MO A T ¥ M KPR
-~ "Exile can partially atone, for at first it is written, ‘He

will be a wanderer,' and in the end it is written, ‘And he

settled in the land of Nod,'"!4
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But one midrash intimates that the blood of Abel was, in
a sense, cursed, by Cain's violence, to a future of unsettled
wandering:

ey o mndy &S e e A% Anm RS mbpnd nisps

B oY 3P 85 e TiepS i anem kS e
-- "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
in 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 blocd of Abel screamed for
instruction in the rituals of death.

What agenda might this midrash have served?!® on one
hand, the image of a soul wailing, left directionless by
violent death, could move people to perceive of Cain's action
-- or of actions similar to Ccain'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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image of
2a3Rn Sy oswn Sy Soon e
-= "his blood splashed on the trees and on the stones."

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 alsc be
influenced by the (egually) 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
€c find any statements, in biblical or midrashic texts, which
assert that, when a murderer is executed, the murderer's blood
itself 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.



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?

N DPYIS TR MY S T TR oipn e
mReT S0 mawn Mgy Snmn e omow e

-- "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]."17

Here Midrash Tanhuma has summoned the inner conflicts of
a tradition which would 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, possibly, can change).

The reflexive language of Breshit 9:6 would seem to leave
no doubt as to the Torah's prescribed response tc bloocdshed:

TBY° T DTS &RY o1 PY
BN MR Y oMok B98O

-- "Whoever sheds a man's blood, by man will his blood be
shed; for in His imagé God made man."

Bereshit Rabbah uses this clear commanded response to
bloodshed, set in parashat Noah, to state the ground rules for
the murder trials of M "3, of non-Israelites, non-Jews:

"Rabbi Haninah said: ‘All of these are according to the laws
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(which govern murder trials) ofﬁﬂ: %
Y39 "7 50 A 7 S mamn 853 ame s e wa

-= "(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 B M7 B3, "by man will
his blood be spilled" to mean "by a 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
a single witness (rather than two), and by a 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 number of words, is
perceived by the midrash as requiring no additional language
== no admonition before the crime to‘I;g:}e that the potential
criminal knows the law he is about to transgress. B
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:

R A™D 12 A1 ORI TR
-- "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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be shed." Says B.T. Sgﬁgedgin 72b:  "For it has been taught
(that) Rabbi Yose, Rabbi Yehuda's son, said: A "QN (meaning
an educated person) need not be warned, for a warning is
essential only to distinguish between ignorance and
premeditation." Thus, neither a M 12 nor a "N, 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 B"R3 to the first

clause of Bereshit 9:6, and translates the preposition "3 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 "2 in the

word B IR 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 thét 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? 1Is he (that baby being born) not a pursuer?'
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‘There the situation is different, for she is pursued by

heaven.'"

B.T. Sanhedrin 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 B0 M7 B is that the preposition "3 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 Bereshit 9:6 would be: "He who sheds a man's
blood, within him shall his blood be shed." As B.T. Sanhedrin
57b states:

PIN T MR NN D 0 BN B Sv on nOTEY T
-- "How can a man's blood be shed, and yet be contained within
him? By strangulation."

In Bereshit Rabbah, Rabbi Yehuda bar Simon translates all
the words as does the tanna of the 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
strangulation deserves the death penalty, even though death

was not caused by the'spilling of any blood from the body.

We have looked to TBY" W7 D3 OIXT 07 |W, that
symmetrically constructed statement of the demand for the

blood of the killer to balance the blood of the killed, with
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the hope that such apparently deliberate wording would have
triggered clear midrashic reaffirmation of the necessity of
balancing Israelite blood with Israelite blood, in 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, which are, for the most
part, angling away from dealing with the hard reality of
execution.

But, in response to the language of the second half of
Bereshit 9:6, DTRT MR "wp 258 o5 'S, we find one (reasoned)
position for the theoretical demand of blood for blood. In
Bereshit Rabbah,19 Rabbi Akiva says:

DTN DR BOPR KT R 2mon hp orhin pRt ew e i 92

Here the play is between B and MW7, from the root ™MT,
expressing "resemblance": "Anyone who sheds blood is regarded
by the Torah text as though he had diminished the image of
God." To Akiva's comment, Bereshit Rabbah immediately appends
the words of R. Eleazar ben Azariah, who says:

MY2TN PR BURR XN YRS 2o 1Ry e Amam aven Sws ww m o
-= "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 fruitful

and multiply."
Now, to tie all these elements together, Bereshit Rabbah

brings the words of Ben Azzai:
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-- "Anyone who ceases attempting to procreate is regarded 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 Bereshit 9:6-7,
++ BTN 07 Y and ©MOK £582 'O and 1M Y EMXY.  In (Bereshit
and in) Bereshit Rabbah, bloodshed and infertility are
intimately linked.

Variants of the same midrash can be found in Tosefta
Yebamot 8:4, in B.T. Yebamot 63b, in Yalkut Shimoni I:61, and
in Midrash Hagadol to Bereshit 9:6. The Talmud's variation
in B.T. Yebamot 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 A2 ([that is, all the yet
unborn souls] are used up.'" To the statement NVAT3 tynn oKD,
"as if he had diminished the image of God,'" Midrash Hagadol
Bereshit appends a piece from Mishna Sanhedrin 4:5, which, in

its mishnaic context, is part of a midrashic expansion on

Bereshit 4:10: s

opn X33 S s 1S o e nr Sow

-- W_,.for each and every person is obligated to insist, ‘On

my account the world was created.'"

While other interpretations of Bereshit 9:6 look to
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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 B7R" DY “B¥% could be linked to the phrase
mn 5 M in 9:5:
TR 5D TR B PWs e amne T 55 v ek e jenm

-- "It is possible that the meaning of 7'M %5 " could be that
the vengeance upon one who sheds (human) hlcod will be exacted
by animals."

Therefore, says Ramban, "God is saying, ‘1 will require
(a reckoning) and will avenge (bloodshed) through the power
of any beast, for I will send against the murderer all beasts
of the earth, and I will send man against him also, and he
(the murderer) will not escape from their powers (to avenge

blood) ."
8. Bloed: 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:
WK MRS EONT W
-— "But for OoTYES DORT T will require (a reckoning)."
Ramban defines the phrase as @\1IR £33 wBi® RYW D77, "for the
blood which is the life in you I will require (a reckoning):
AR ATYRR RN @RI R Sp D mTM BN XV BT T2 TR

ora SR TGN PRG BTETRT BT 50 XO
-- God is telling that the blood is the life, and hinting that

one who sheds the lifeblood incurs the death penalty, but



(that there is no death penalty for shedding) blood of the

B5

limbs upon which physical life is not dependent."

Ramban derives this interpretation in part by reading the
phrase EMUEY® OON1 as meaning DOMPBIY @OMY, "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:

<o N WD W W 5o umy o
== "For the life of all flesh -- its blood is its life."

Sifra's response to Vayikra 17:14,%°% to this statement
specifically locating the life of the flesh in the blood, is
other than explicit, and invites speculation: W ™M s might
mean "to tell what it caused" (or "what it causes") or "to
tell what caused ---."

"To tell us what the blood causes"? -- meaning, what the
blood's power might be? If DM is a verb, we are without any

evident object, direct or indirect. If we read OO0 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 blood's effectiveness for expiation?
Should we read 07 =1 "M"® as: "To tell us what the essence
182"

clarifying language might be expected as the midrash

continues. The next sentence begins with "W}, which could be

translated as, "And it also says," and which should indicate
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that the midrash'now does intend to enhance the unclear point,
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and is not digressing at a different angle;

e 5p &9 I abakn 85 wa 52 o Swr b mae
Y 190 52 WS wabn o Sy ovmes: v S
-- "And it says to the children of Israel that the adults
should caution the children about the prohibition against
consuming all blood. They (the adults) could be cut off by
them (by the actions of the children). Talmud says that
anyone who consumes (blood) will be cut off."

If there is a thematic connection between this statement
and B ™M Mn®, then perhaps Sifra means to say that Vayikra
17:14 tells us that the life of the flesh is in the 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 which
states WBIN RN BTN, "the blood is the life," in particular
linkage with the commandment "not to partake of the blood...
...not to consume the life with the flesh," Midrash Tannaim
says: O Mn 7. There the phrase seems clearly to say that
we are told that the blood is the life for the purpose of
teaching us the root cause of the prohibition against eating
blood.

Sifre Devarim Piska 76 (and the later Midrash Tannaim)21
both cite the opinion of Rabbi Shimon ben Azzai concerning the
prohibition against eating blood:

wn Sp nhsnn 523 e
-- "Among all the commandments there is none which is more

5 than (the prohibition against eating blood)." In this




\ \

\
context, 2P'could mean "1ight,® meaning that in R, Shimon's

view there is no commandment which is less crucial. But here

87

the word 5P could also mean "simple," meaning 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, Ramban cites Maimonides'
statement in Moreh Nebukhim (1III:46) that the chaldeans
loathed blood, and considered blcod impure. Only those who
wanted to establish contact with demons and tc predict the
future would eat blood. Ramban says:

o8 150 nwwmin D wms Sowvw B Swab s e
-- "It is not fitting that a creature with a soul should eat
(another creature with) a soul, for all souls belong to God."

Ramban uses the word WBl here to mean "soul." Also
crucial to Ramban is the sense that if one were to eat what
Vayikra 17:11 calls %3 %> uB3, that is, blood, then:

a% e ym 172 wrnn am

-— "it would join itself to his own blood and they [animal
blood and human blood? both souls?) would become united in the
(human) heart."
Soin WN NTRNRA GEIR POES 31 WM DIRN PRI MON DW TN

ohepa unghw ohonn e Sy Test kS B D

ABMD O DT R 1B Omm

-- "The result would be a serious coarsening of the human
soul; 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 rest of the foods, which are



""-,_“_\__
"
~

\ 88
altered by diges'éion. The human soul would be combined with
[or, dependent upon] animal blood."

Ramban comes to distill his extensive commentary on
Vayikra 17:11 to the following words:

872 ¥B ANMadY o3 s 5o v»
NRYPN UBI NN wEIN 2705 e
-— "For all flesh, human and animal, has a soul in the blood,
and it is not fitting to mix the soul destined for destruction
with the soul which will endure (in the world to come)."

Not until Vayikra 17:14, and the phrase R\ WBI2 07, does
Ramban directly confront the nature of blood, as lifeforce.
Ramban disagrees with Rashi's view, and so brings Rashi first:

B mbn wen o w opn 1S xR me
-- "Its blood represents its life, since life is dependent
upon (blood)." Rashi alsc says (although Ramban doesn't cite
this language) that BT7 N7 WEN, "the life is the blood."

First, then, in the language of Rashi which Ramban cites,
and of which Ramban says |12 'R}, "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 YB3 in Vayikra 17:14 as meaning 813, "in its body".
Thus, the verse would be saying that the life of all flesh
WP M7, "is the blood in its body." Ramban's comment would
seem to agree with Rashi's sense that i3 mm5n @B, that "the
life is dependent on the blood."

1f Rashi, in going on to say RTIR™M @B, means to declare that

©8) and blood are identical, then he would seem to be
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contradicting\himself, for how could blood be identical with
life and also be OB} O¥M3, representative of the living
elements within a creature's body? And if Ramban is going to
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 cpinions may stem less
from the conflicts between (and within) Rashi and Ramban than,
as Ramban himself point out, from the apparent changes of
nuance within the Torah verses themselves. First, in Vayikra
17:11, we find XM 072 “W2AN ¥B), "the life of the flesh is in
the blood." Ramban says: B0 2 MR, "Then it changed," and,
in the first half of Vayikra 17:14, the Torah said:

N RS WY Wl 5o omr D
-- "For the life of all} flesh -- its blood is (in) its life,"
meaning, says Ramban:
T TR MUY 072 N WRIT @RI BTN 2

rans amk 52 omn 1T S O BRS Rmn T uED o
-~ "_..that the bloocd 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 in the wine and the wine is
in the water and each dne is in the other." But, observes
Ramban, afterward, in the second half of Vayikra 17:14, where
we read X' N7 W2 5> ©m), "the life of all flesh is its
blood," then:
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(the verse) explained that the blood is the life itself,
meaning that both had become one inseparable substance."

D7 852w XS wB 853 o7 K NS
-- "Blood will never be found without life 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 first invoked in Bereshit 1:1, in the context of creation
nebmn nO'BRN, “from absolute nothingness." There Ramban says:

WA P T ESMAT TN OBRT B RS
Spien Sr non 1n nsS amsn S3p5 ow xexnan mo M SaR onn B PR
27 X0 RS OPRR AN Hrn anrd R PRI Winn R

BRIR 1PDY PATIRR 2'abm 5o keNnm U D unn tey e S
-~ YGod brought forth from -total and absolute nothing(ness)

a very thin fundamental material, devoid of substantive
corporeal existence, but being a power [or, an energy] of
poteniality, ready to accept form and to emerge from
potentiality into real existence. This was the primary matter
which was called by the Greeks UAN (hyle, hylic material];
and, after the ¥UAnN, God did not create anything, but God
formed and made from (the hylic material). For from it (from
DAN) God brought forth everything (into existence) and clothed
the forms and honed them."

Ramban sums up his theory of creation with these words:

TR IR M2 WX 5D PIRM MR W B2 R 51 omwn 1D 0
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-- "Know that the heavens and all that is in them are of one
material, and the land and all 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 VA7,

is known by the Hebrew word ph."

In his commentary to Vayikra 17:14, Ramban applies the
theoretical language of creation which he established at
Bereshit 1:1 in order to elucidate the relationship of
inseparability between blood and life:

87 X932 we ¥ wB) X953 o7 xen N
151 nimn® " g 250 R nOPn tek MR T D
TampEm 4TI KN DT O MR M R3T 9am

-- "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 OAn, for all spirits; and from this M7
will come the nutritive material which makes the blood, and
the bloed gives [in its turn within this inseparable
relationship] life and sustains it."
Ramban finally comes to frame the relationship between
blood and life as being
SRR TS TMRA RERY RS AUR Yopa S2 amam @bun s

-— #__.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:

B> WIBPR PRT 5p utonn #5 3ot omd pprmt BT e

TN BT MR W B TR
-— "Blood is different, because it is deemed similar to water, for it is
written, ‘You shall not eat it. You shall pour it out upon the earth, as
water. ' [Devarim 12:24] Just as water is permitted, so is blood permitted."

At the beginning of Pesahim 22b, the stam returns to this line of
guestioning:

o o7 oprrr kb0 web
-- "In regard to what law is blood likened to water?" The
question is reframed by R. Hiyya bar Abba in R. Yohanén's
name:
- o> woBwR PN Sy vooxn &S w Toon e o0 I
TSR WNW DMe -pm YRY TESn oMmO WW =h]

-- "How do we know that the blood of sacrifices does not make
[anything] susceptible [to being rendered unclean]? Because
it is said, ‘You shall pour it out upon the earth, as water.'
Blood which is poured out as water creates susceptibility to

uncleanness. Blood which is not poured out as water does not

create that susceptibility."
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In the proper conditions, the earth's fertility may
benefit from blood as it benefits from water. Midrash Lekakh
Tov to Vayikra 17:13 asserts N0i03% amn ine 520, that the one who
hunts down an animal or a bird that may be eaten is obligated
to cover all blood which he sheds:

nies’ amn ses Svwn mvn oo
-- "He is (even) obligated to cover blood which might have
sprayed or (blood) which is on the knife."

With what must one cover the blood? Vayikra 17:13 says:

SBP2 03T N MR B
-- "He shall pour out its blood and cover it with "BY." What
qualifies as "B¥? Mishna Hullin 6:6 says: "With anything that
grows plants." Midrash Lekakh Tov to Vayikra 17:13 says:
moon oy MS Bt BT Y3 W v oY
TP reon 5o ommioay et T3t P Sin po ot
1ot 3%t rmps kb San

-- "The general rule in this matter is that one covers (the
blood) with anything which will end up being "BY -- 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:

2 poon Prme S 9o mr s ST By
-- "What is "BY? 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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a midrash thch also links %3t and a1

D M e%ws aon e opb o™ e

N " n om oam anee pr 5o
MRD THeawn s Seawn e Tmswn -

-- "Resh Lakish said: (God said:) I will plant a cinnamon
tree in the world. Just as with is the case with this
cinnamon tree, as long as you fertilize 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 cinnamon tree's creative strength,
so the blood of Abraham's circumcision (and not the act itself
of removing his foreskin) revived Abraham's fertility.

Yalkut Shimoni I:883 says:

no5Bt M W pnig nies® ey Ry M vm A

mem SnYSR AW niost mey S R mpoa oM

--— "If one is traveling in the wilderness and has no "B [!]

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 "BY to cover the blood, one should burn his tallis and use
(the ashes) [-- note the link between “BY and “BX] to cover
(the blood)."
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\NOTES TO CHAPTER TWO

1 Pirkei de Rabbi Eliezer, Chapter 17.

2 Sifrg Bamidbar Piska 161; Midrash Lekakh Tov to
parashat Masei; Yalkut Shimoni 788 to Bamidbar 35.

3 Ramban to Bamidbar 35:34.

4 Pirkei de Rabbi Eliezer, Chapter 17, and Midrash
Hagadol to Bamidbar 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 U7 means "(legitimate) offspring," but
one wonders why the phrase was not WTR N “WN. Cain had

offered V7, 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 instructed to ask Ahab: NUT' BN PMA%9", "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, seeking to determine if the blood
avenger had as yet fulfilled his responsibility; or, this
might have served as a formulaic question, once blood had been
avenged, ritually confirming that the responsibility had been

fulfilled. .
13 Yalkut Shimoni I:38.

14 Yalkut Shimoni I:38.

15 Yalkut Shimoni drew this midrash from Bereshit Rabbah
22:9. .

16 Bereshit Rabbah 22:9 and Yalkut Shimoni I:38.
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17 Hidrésh Tanhuma, Bereshit 25.

18 Bereshit Rabbah 34:14.

19 Bereshit Rabbah 34:14. Similar language is found in

Midrash Hagadol to Bereshit 9:6 and in Midrash Hahefetz to
Bereshit 9:6.

20 Ssifra, parashat Akharei Mot, 11:12.

21 Midrash Tannaim to Devarim 12:23.
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1. 'Haazinu and Blood Avenging

When Moses has finished reciting the poem of parashat
Haazinu, he says to the people B933% '@, "take to heart" all
the words of this poem, all the terms of this Torah [Devarim
32:46]

TRINT 5P M WURR AT WU BR e oS
-- "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:
=1=A g I - B
-— "For (God) will avenge the blood of His servants."

Sifre Devarim says that "there will be two acts of

avenging:
onnn v opt B Sy o
== Avenging for the blood and avenging for ;ng_gig;gggg."l

Bamidbar 35:16-18 (begin to) define the intentional
character of that violence through the inanimate materials
which might be the tools of murder:

MIIM AT DI R AT DAY yon S vhoa o
MM DY DD RN MXT DM DN T2 MY WK T ]R3 DNY
BN AR NI KT AYY DAN 7 9 DY WK T pY Uboa W

-- "Anyone who strikes another with an 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, \and 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

resulted, 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:

R 552 mmn Sramy g5Wwe T wrw M wes i v
WY TN 2 mune xS P owb
-= "The One who created the world surely knows that iron can
kill in any circumstance. Therefore the Torah did not offer
gualification (in the case of a blow struck with iron)."2
Sifre Bamidbar Piska 160 says:
513 933 v ’ORE R k0D Yoy B toew
-- "Whether with a needle or with a pipe, he clearly killed
him with an iron object.™

Midrash Hagadol says:

115 AR MR SOy e e D n 10 o !
PYR W 1NN PMRE TIND AR PR 7S i 512 nops von ok San
-=- "Meaning that if (the implement) which he had was sharp,
like a needle or a roasfing 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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Sifre Bamidéar disagrees:

e Mgy Yop Then anm kv

oPR SO0 METN AT MR M Rt s T ™R
-- "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."“ Sifre prefers to read the Torah here most literally.
Qualifications for implements of stone and wood are evident
in Bamidbar 35:17-18. But no clause exists in Bamidbar 35:18
to distinguish among implements of iron. Iron kills. One who
strikes and kills 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 ofterr in the Tanakh, God's arrows are
attested in parallel with lightning. The poem's penultimate
verse, Devarim 32:42, says:

"R NIYNE oxn At SHn o L. .BT0 YRR U
-- "I will make my arrows drunk with blood.... -- blood of the
slain and the captive from the long-haired enemy chiefs."

Midrash Tannaim asks:

oTn "oren® ovsnt wek >
PiPAD MY TMR DNR DR TOEH T RTINS TITPN MR KON
-- "Is it (actually) possible for arrows to become drunk with
blood? Rather the Holy One Blessed Be He said, ‘Look, I make

5
others drunk with what my arrows do."
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Who are D“Tﬁ? If the midrash had used the definite
article, EB™N], "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, B™MR might mean
"different people" who get drunk in the aftermath of God's
avenging. Both losers and winners would have cause to imbibe,
and 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:
PWY XA TR NN DRY DN DR TOUR TN ’OR ovnen oYsnn )
=- "Can arrows (actually) get drunk with blood? Rather:
‘Look, I will make the animals and the birds drunk with what

my arrows do.'"6 Those intoxicated 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
Devarim 32:42:
RN T2 @1TPN IR 5K WD DOMn 390 DY w3 BoMn 3T
AP SeMY Tn BT M DT Rk Sown vn

-~ “sAg my sword devours flésh': 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 and birds will be the ones nourished, scavenging on

on human corpses. THE KLAL LIRRARY

HEBREW LNICN s l\EIGE
JEWISH (ST L1 811 SiON
BROCED LY e 8 _R
1 WEST 47TH SIHLET

NEW YORK. N.Y. 10012
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What will be the purpose of all this avenging bloodshed?
The final hemistich of the Haazinu poem, the last half of
Devarim 32:43, offers an answer (and an ending) unclear in
syntax:
Ny Mo B b 2w opn
== "(God) will wreak vengeance on His enemies, Y3 {NRTR =B3%. "
JPS translates this last phrase as: "And [will] cleanse the
land of His people," by which I think the committee of
translators meant, foremost, to convey, "And (God) will
cleanse His people's land" -- of evil evidenced through
intentional bloodshed, whether the viclence 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 might also express
a (subtextual) threat, not to the longhaired chiefs and their
groups, but to Wi¥, 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,
that God would evict the long-wandering group from the land
they now verged on controlling, might cross some custom which
prefers to end recitations on a positive note. But more
substantively, such a threat would resonate in harmony with
a consistent theme of the Torah's consequentialist legal
philosophy, exemplified by the second paragraph of the Shma.
The JPS English syntax would seem to leave the door open to

that interpretation. To insure the land's fertility, all
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,

those who shed blood intentionaily must be cleansed from the

land. The continuing settlement of Israelites in that

territory would appear a lesser priority.
The JPS translation of P AT "B is footnoted:
"Meaning of Hebrew uncertain. Ugaritic ‘'udm‘t ‘tears'

[instead of MNTR, land) suggests the rendering ‘And wipe away
His people's tears.'" Isaiah 25:8 offers diction similar to
that of Devarim 32:43:

B2 52 Sum mpet v v A A nmn voa
-- "He will swallow [or, destroy) death forever. My Lord

Yahweh will wipe tear(s) from all faces." Other attestations

of NYNT offer a sense of wiping away, or preventing, tears

(such as Psalm 116:8: 7TUNT ¥ WP DR...nA%8" ™, *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, |0, "from," is used) in connection

with the cleansing of NPRT. For this reading suggested by
JPS, the Isaiah passage would be the only proper parallel to

our problematic final hemistich in Devarim 32:43,

No midrash found in the course of this study makes the
connection between MR and NYNT in the context of Devarim
32:43 (or elsewhere). Interpretations remain fixed on the
earth. Drawing from Ketubot 11la, Midrash Tannaim to Devarim
32:43 says:

ASMT DAR 9P 1OR0 SR PSP DO 1IN PR

Y ARIR DD ROT 2N 7 MEPR MNTR A2M oNA 3D

-- "Thus they said that anyone who is buried in the land of



~.

103
Israel -- it is as if 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 Y iNRIR <“B>Y, Sifre Devarim connects
another territory with death and expiation:
Sxaze oS XM TED @S DpYn Sw BT Nk Ane IR
oUsR DD TR WY Kxon ghwn
-- "How do you support the statement that the descent of the
wicked into Gehinom brings expiation for (the people of)
Israel in the world to come? It is written [Isaiah 43:3]:

‘I gave Egypt as expiation [or, ransom] for,you.'“7

Sifre cites R. Meir to affirm that tgL land of Israel
makes expiation for the living:

by MMESH SR PR SR PR 20T 5D M YRR 1T

1D W) M3 2T BT 5D TR

—— WRabbi Meir used to say: For anyone who lives 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 ¥ NATIR TB1:

Dy R PR VI TSN KSR O 2T

mbp ERE CREY SR TP DTRUW DPTR BR
2t “And-yet the matter is still in doubt, fow 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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punishment for'their iniquities [or, perhaps more accurately

than the grammar here allows, for the land's iniquities)
(through their living) on (the land) ."

In a midrashic tautology, the problematic phrase itself
solves the problem of interpretation, to Sifre's apparent

satisfaction:

TOD SNV D'PTR N WP ANRTR SBSY SHIR D
0D BTN DREY N

== "But when (Devarim 32:43) says D NI B2, there (we

learn) that they are able to free themselves 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 inigquities]) (through their
living) on (the land)."

Rashi tries to solve the syntactical problem by declaring
MR8 and MY to be equivalent objects of the verb =BD%:

3ven on% Tevey BTty 1INY RSN SY i nnwm oo

TRMNR I3TR DMMRD NPwS Nr NIRRT ., .

—-= "D IPRIR BD) (means that God) will soothe His land and his
people after the miseries which they experienced and which the
enemy caused them...And what is MR (His land)? MY (His
people) . For when His' people are comforted, His land is
comforted."

Midrash Lekakh 'I'rwa deals more provocatively with the
difficult syntax of the phrase WP NRIX "B in Devarim 32:43:

grME> N DN MOBOY =nn
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-- "Teaches that the shedding of their blood is gtheir
expiation." Whose blood? Whose expiation? The supportive
verses brought by Midrash Lekakh Tov answer these guestions:
o'z N0 omd oR BB
-- "Their blood was spilled like water around Jerusalem."
This first supportive verse brought by Midrash Lekakh Tov is
psalm 79:3., Whose blood? Psalm 79:2, the previous verse,

tells us without doubt:

onen Mt Sonn sy oy me wn
P AR PN WA
-- "(Heathens) have left Your servants'[worshippers'] corpses
as food for heaven's fowl, and the flesh of your faithful for

wild animals." This first supportive verse shows that when

Midrash Lekakh Tov is responding to WP MR B with the
observation that GRTED R OR7 Moy Tn%n, that "this teaches
that the shedding of their blood is their expiation," the
blood in question, "their blood," is the blood of WP, of
"God's people," the children of Israel.’

To answer the second guestion -= Whose expiation? =-
instigated by the personal pronouns in Midrash Lekakh Tov's
phrase QMMB2 R OR7 MmUY ﬂﬁﬁn, nteaches that the shedding of
their blood is their expiation,” Midrash Lekakh Tov brings a
second supporting verse, Psalm 79:9. Through the language of
Psalm 79, Midrash Lekakh ToVv 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 affirm

that the shedding of the blood of the children of Israel, the
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shedding of the blood of God's people, brings expiation for

the sins of God's people:

T 85 27 S vor MOk oy

g (RS wnken Sy B wHhsm
-- YHelp us, God, our deliverer, for the sake of the glory of
Your name. Save us and cleanse our sins for the sake of your
reputation.”

Thus, Midrash Lekakh Tov understands P NRIR “BE>Y to be
"teaching that the shedding of the blood of the children of
Israel serves as expiation for (the sins of) the children of
Israel." Human blood atones for human sin.

Sifre Devarim Piska 333 shares this understanding, and
offers the same source to affirm it. Commenting on the same
phrase in Devarim 32:43, NP NNAR TBDY, Sifre Devarim also
prings Psalm 79:1-3, in this case to serve as a substantive
response to the following (declarative) guestion:

ghipn iR e St Sw T IR TnR TR

xan pbws onb wn AED
-- "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?" Sifre now brings
Psalm 79:1 to provide the answer:
PO NS TTON W3, . RO o8 W3 groR MONS M
ome onT WBY
-- wA Psalm of Asaph: God, heathens have entered Your

domain...[they have left] the flesh of Your faithful for the

wild beasts. Their blood was shed like water..."




The blood of TN, of God's faithful among Israel, is
the blood which expiates the sins of Israel. Vayikra 17:11
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says:
gomem S 1ot romn Sp oob vhm U 0 2713 Wwan ue D
PO wBRX w1 BTN O

-- "For the life of the flesh is in 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 Lekakh Tov and Sifre Devarim both state that the

shedding of human blood effects expiation for the sins of

human life.

yalkut Mekhiri to Psalms endorses the sense that God's
death sentence for His own people, fulfilled by heathen
executioners, qualitatively changes God's perception of the
character of the slaughtered. Yalkut Mekhiri to Psalm 79:1
says:

gy N TR BE IS £SW Sw Ul
PR TS R T emen WY boxm T3y N9 MR WND RN
Yo OTOER ONNTR DO IR R "M T ErTen AN
m QORI S NEVR D KON

-- "Master of the Universe, what will become of your children
who have been killed? -- as 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

peasts.' And were they really gen 2" And behcld He said:
{Jeremiah 5:8] "'‘'They were well-fed lusting stallions,' but
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when judgment was executed upon them they became saints."

We have now observed a chain of commentaries which
express ideas about blood and violent death 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 human blood not
only balances human sin, but, for the world-to-come, can
fundameniélly alter the pgrceived 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 =W, is involved then?

Midrash Hagadol to Bamidbar 35:19 to brings one specific case,

an absolute negation of a man's power to participate in

creation:
L2 MR W SN
ORG R MED TSR IR T M T2 275 A DN
-- "The g 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) bri. "
What if the slain man had no son?

v:anan*nnbmn'munﬂmmnnﬂmwpﬁntmw

PAR PRYR 1T DD KON
-- "And if (the slain man) had no son, one of his brothers is

not made DR 9N, blood avenger, to execute his (own) father.
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Instead, the bet din executes him." The father's blood will

palance the shed 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 din 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
fertility contributed to that son's own creation. The bet din
thus 1limits 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 (also known as Midrash of the 32
Middot) disagrees:

D il TEDY WOT US OR ITE 3R DT ORY XN AR
- WWho is to be BT MY, the bloed avenger? (If) a father
has killed his son, the second (son) becomes the blood
avenger."10

Devarim 32:39, within the Haazinu poem, says:

dvgn R PR NEOR TN MM TR MR .
~= "I deal d}ath and I give life., I wounded and I will heal,
and none can deliver from My power." Midrash Tannaim, ™!
responding to this verse, says:

guan MR O'ER DIER TR

-- WFathers (Patriarchs] don't save the sons."
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WY DR DI0 PR XY SRumgt B Sren meaR KO

-- "Abraham didn't save Ishmael and Isaac didn't save Esau."
Midrash Tannaim seems to be reading "™ as "immediate

relative." The midrash also chooses to read the word MR, (in
Psalm 49:8), which could arguably be an interjection (Ah!),

as "a brother." Midrash Tannaim says:

DINR DR DNR 093 M MIDR ROR S R

You me Svsn 3y ¥ Sxvnz ik Sven omet &S pn

QURY 11D TPM MR MBR @R TR D RS NR MmN
-="*T0 must refer to fathers (who might save) sons, brothers
(saving) brothers. From where do we derive this? Isaac did
not save Ishmael, and Jacob did not save Esau, as it is
written [Psalm 49:8): ‘A brother surely cannot redeem a man.'
Why? [Psalm 49:9]: ‘The price of life's redemption is too
high. '™

Yet the Torah commands B771 S8 to redeem the life(blood)
of a murdered kinsman. Sifre Bamidbar Piska 16C asks:

“m) b NN AR AWM N BN BRe
-- "Why does (Bamidbar 35:19) say, ‘The blood avenger himself
will execute the murderer?'" Sifre looks back in linear
fashion to the definitions of lethal violence in Bamidbar
35:16~-18, and comments:
DA™ 57 A3 DY R T JAK3 O TN NoR Sran Y93 om mik wnw 2
A" N TSRS BTNE NOR TS PR MRM DN 1D MR WR T PR 933 W

-- "Since (the Torah text says, ‘Anyone who strikes another
with an iron object and death results,' ‘'if he struck him with

a stone tool that could cause death and death resulted,' ‘or
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if he struck him with a ‘wooden tool which could cause death
and death resulted,' -- one can only conclude that he should
be killed with the same (implements) for he is liable (to a
death sentence)."

Sifre's strict literal approach to commanded blood
avenging, reaching nowhere beyond the explicit material
concerning BTN “N1 which clusters in Bamidbar 35, offers clues
beneath the level of tone, to a fundamental method rooted in
a consequentialist empiricism:

BRGS0 137 3R I3 17 AR T 18T 52 wen
- "In any other matter you would discern a principle
fundamental to the three of them (-- to the implements of
iron, stone and wood)."
S92 50 WD AN M N7 KDY 1Ak RID POR N S PO RTD (AR N RS

DMNS D X INESTAw MEN T8N BTN RS Sz &

-- "The appearance of stone is not similar to the appearance
of the wood(en tool), and the appearance of the wood(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 appearance 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
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in counterbaiéncing the chaos of violent bloodshed, the
hothearted passion of a blood avenger in pursuit, the court's
anguish at participati