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BIBLICAL ROOTS
Deuteronomy 21:1-9

If a slain corpse is found in the land that the Eternal One your
God has given to you to possess, and they are lying in the 773 y-_nj N'; 11\?; '723 1]3\;41'? -|'; 'ITJJ
open and it is not known who is responsible, your elders and HRATTN POV TIRT IRYN NN
judges shall go out and measure how far the corpse is from iV niD] 35??0 ﬁl’-?l\? 7\?:73.‘3’7.530
the surrounding town_s. The e_lders of the town nearest to the YN IR NP1 Y9N0 YR N2PN
corpse shall take a heifer, which has never been put to work, WK A2 T2y NY TR P2 nbny X0
which has never pul.led a yoke., from theoherd, and the elders N0 PV 2T T VA nawn KD
of that town shall bring the heifer down into an unplanted

) , . N T2V KD WX IR 5N3 'JN 1'33))1 nR
wadi, and there, in the wadi, they shall break the heifer’s 5 NS
neck. The Levitical priests shall draw near, for the Eternal 12970 MDY YT RN 2
One your God has chosen them as ministers, to give man3aa ’15 e D’n:n wm 'Jnn
blessings in the Divine Name, and every dispute and incident
is to be determined by them. And all the elders of the town 53‘ 2 531 53 i o 55"
closest to the corpse shall wash their hands over the heifer 5907 YR 2P RN P 3T
whose neck was broken in the wadi. And they shall certify: N2V 7‘233...’3 5y O NRAXNY
“Our hands did not spill this blood, and our eyes did not see. NX 129 N7 1°T2 1N 12Y) :5N32
Forgive Your people Israel, who You redeemed, Eternal One, RY? 192 AN K2 1V T DTN
and do not let the blood of the innocent remain among Your 23 DT AN X Mi* 7T TWKR DX
people.” And atonement shall be made for them and for the :070 D7 19221 XY Ry 1)p3
blood. And thus you will remove bloodguilt from your midst, "] 727N *P2N DTN WYARN NRX)
by doing what is proper in the eyes of the Eternal One. M’ Y1 1Y Nwyn




SO WHAT’S THAT ALL ABOUT?
Maimonides’s Guide to the Perplexed 3:40

The advantages of the broken-necked heifer are clear. N2NN "2, NN NNYVIN Nany Ny
For it is the town nearest to the victim that brings the 11 591 59Nn YR NP YR RN MR
heifer, and the murderer normally comes from that .,
place. It is inconceivable that the investigation, the DY INAZY RN ... NINN NINOMAN
procession of the elders and the taking of the heifer will NP DTMYN DIPTN NRXN NTPNN
not arouse comment. By making the event public, the "IN, DTR 722127127 ROW ,nYayvn
murderer may be found. Force is added by the rule that  yayn ar prm ... 200 vy Pavn mpaa
the place in which th.e neck of the heifer is broken T2y X9 N9IYN 12 97N TR DIPNRN R
should never be cultivated or sown. The owner of the

land will therefore be motivated to search and to find 22 WY’ YIRA 5¥2W ,D1W2 VI RN 12

the murderer, in order that the heifer be not killed and NOW T2 0MNN VTR TV Mpn” A1ann
the land be not made useless. ;DYDY POV IXIR TDRN X1 N2IvN 9IvNn

Ibn Ezra to Deuteronomy 21:7

It is possible that God arranged for the murder to be N2PN YN 12 MPYY X DWnw )ann
committed near to this town, begagse tho;e who live . TR &Y 1Y AMTI APy WwYw b o3
there have probably been committing similar acts to this
one — if not, a murder would not have been committed in
their vicinity. The schemes of God are far beyond us.

DY Mawnn 0NN 1Mp DTIRNTY 0D
VXN YR PRY NN pny




Mishneh Kesef to Deuteronomy 21:1

There is no need for a ritual to have a specific, NPNN2N MAD DY NPRY TN PR
necessary basis - all the more so in matters qes[gned to PNNY DMDPNN D271Y2 12w 92 NNy
influence the many. It is reason enough for this ritual to
. , : 2710 NN 222 1MYY XY DYL N1l
stir up everyone’s hearts - of those who live nearby -
and this action will make them gather, put their heads ~ B¥11 N2 Y12pM Hyan N11 DY D’1pnn
together, remember what happened and guard their ;02717 1NMYN Yaan Q™Y NI DMyaia
roads.

Ramban to Deuteronomy 21:7

If Maimonides is correct, there is a positive reason NOVIN TN NY12NN2 v At DYvn *ab nam
for carrying out the whole shebang, but the act TV IR A NNV AXI 1R AWYNAa AN

itself is irrelevant. And it would make more sense to , - T > ,
do it in a more fertile field, so that more people PRITIITTIE,AYAT AR N AT AE»Y
would be aware of it. In my opinion, the reason for ~ D’W¥IN M111PN VI DYD 1 L2 NYTAN...
this ritual is the same as for the Yom Kippur 111 72°a01,NNMTR N1a1 NONYNN 1YY Yina
scapegoat, and the red heifer, and therefore our :DP)INN 552 na1y Ny 0on
sages count this among the chukkim.




B’chor Shor to Deuteronomy 21:8

All this, God did to give a voice to the victim. And one who S Rirw MwyY N”7apn mx Nt Ha
had travelled from their home, and not returned, and | X9 2W K91 1PN 1N M ... N9
nobody knew what had become of them: members of his

household and his family will travel to the place where they
saw these events taking place, and perhaps they will 1IN0 DX DRI PN DR INNawn
identify the corpse. AR

MNP DR A NPV M VT

Shadal to Deuteronomy 21:1

Because of their belief that retribution would come to land  yIRY yann wnya onNR QpInNaw ™12
on which blood was shed, steps had to be taken to ensure INT K9 N2 19w IWR OTN Al
that they did not rush to execute an innocent person on '

. . . . . ? 7 MY
whom suspicion had fallen, without compelling testimony /%' =11 2V TVNI iTY 2p1 MY
and clear evidence. NM12 MTY NMNa PRI DM

David P Wright, ‘Catholic Bible Quarterly’ 49(3) (1987)

The reason for the requirement of performing the rite in an uncultivated place is this: the murder
was committed in an area of human concern, perhaps even in a cultivated field. The resulting
bloodguilt threatened the productivity of this area. Hence a rite which re-enacts the murder is
performed in an uncultivated place in order to relocate the pollution there. In this way, the
pollution longer threatens the area of human concern.




WHY THE ELDERS?
Sifrei D’varim 210

The elders of that town say, “Our hands did not spill this blood” 1125 Sy nby ') ,n0avw &R 1T

(Deuteronomy 21:7). But would we even have thought that the 0N DT 2 PT NPT
elders were spillers of blood?! Rather, they are saying, “He did not

. ) : i N211M271091 1D K2 XYW ROR
come into our hands and we let him go - we did not see him and !
send him off.” AMANINM 1IN




y.Sotah 9:6, 23d

The rabbis here in Israel understand this to be referring TANT P22 N2 RMP PINA RINT P
to the murdgrer, but the rabbls there‘ n Babylon | TINa RIAT 227 11722 NP PINa
understand it to be referring to the victim. The rabbis 511177091 137 5Y K1 XYW 3R X9
here take it to mean, “The murderer did not come into ' ' '
our hands and we let him go rather than executing him - DYVIIMINIM IMPRI RN IMDN
we did not see him and send him off having cocked up ND 1N22 RPN ANT PIANTOY
his trial.” But the rabbis there take it to mean, “The victim N91 790 89210107091 1T Yy KA
did not come into our hands and we let him go without
any travelling companion — we did not see him and send
him off with no food to sustain him.”

Tiferet Yisrael, Yachin to m.Sotah 9, 19-20

:NDIA XD 1IMINIM MK

‘But we let him go without food’ — so that he was forced to DLDYY TIXNIM NM XY 1INV

b‘ecome a.highwayman, and on account of this he was 19RT 573 1R 3712 15 TWar)
Killed. Or, it seems to me, if they had fed him properly, he 319 133 SIAAA TP IR 111199KA
would have had the strength to resist the murderer, and he ' ' H ' '
would have been saved. ‘And we sent him off without any oM 02 X221MIMIM 9%
travelling companion’ — so he travelled alone, and was thus TLOYN 17N 12O IWar) TP
Killed by highwaymen who assumed that he had no loved VINTY AMRY PRY BRI IMIAVNY
ones to miss him or ask after him.

T




Malbim to Deuteronomy 21:7

The elders say, “We did not cause this murder through NOW 7Y K9 ATA NXY RN 170 &Y
failing to provide the murderer with food on account of M2 70 2731 IR NI 1N
which they were forced to kill someone to extort bread to

satiate their hunger - nor did we fail to provide an escort to

the victim so that they would not travel alone in a N7 12N XOW Y KD ,2V77 0 1wA)
dangerous place.” ;N30 MpN2ATN 2 ROW NXINY

XoNY 1INY IR PIYYY NX1IN DR NND

Abarbanel on Deuteronomy 21

The elders’ wrong was that they did not persuade the people nmwaoyn 1w n 8O[V] ... DYWa
to act uprightly, keeping to the ways of the Torah, that there D 7P ROW 1IN NNN T
should be no spilling of blood amongst them. Also, the elders HX MNYR 7°AN O DT M2ay

failed in that they did not identify the murderer. If there was M NYTY 1VNIN RYW QY DRNIN
strict and exacting justice in the town, as is appropriate, the AWP 1Y DOYN PN DN ... AMNN

hand of the murderer would not have been strong enough to
go through with killing a human being on the borders of
town, because their heart would have been too afraid of the
town’s justice system, for its judges would chase after them,
and overtake them, and trample on the land of their life.
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