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"Educational, Timely, and Timeless Lessons from the Laws of the Cities of Refuge"

Makot 9b-10a

GEMARA. Our Rabbis taught: Moses had set apart three cities on the other
side of the Jordan, and corresponding to them Joshua set apart [others] in the
land of Canaan. And they were made to correspond on opposite sides like a
double row [of trees] in a vineyard; Hebron in Judah, corresponding to Bezer
in the wilderness; Shechem in mount Ephraim, corresponding to Ramoth in
Gilead; Kedesh in mount Naphtali, corresponding to Golan in Bashan. And
thou shalt divide the border of thy land into three parts means that they shall
form triads, [namely], that the distance from the Darom [southern] boundary to
Hebron be similar to that from Hebron to Shechem; and that from Hebron to
Shechem similar to that from Shechem to Kedesh; and that from Shechem to
Kedesh similar to that from Kedesh to the North [boundary].

Were three cities [necessary] in Trans-Jordania [the same as] three cities for
the [whole] land of Israel? — Said Abaye: By reason that manslaying was rife
in Gilead, as it is written: Gilead is a city of them that work iniquity and is
covered with footprints of blood. What is meant by [covered with footprints]
‘akubbah? — Said R. Eleazar: It suggests that they tracked down victims to
slay them.

Ramban Bamidbar 35:14

YE SHALL GIVE THREE CITIES BEYOND THE JORDAN. “And even
though in the land of Canaan there were nine tribes, and here [on the east side
of the Jordan] there were only two [and a half], Scripture gave them an equal
number of cities of refuge, because in Gilead [on the east side of the Jordan]
murderers were numerous, as it is written, Gilead is a city of wrong-doers; it
is covered with footprints of blood.” This is Rashi’s language, based on the
words of our Rabbis.

Now even though the [cities of] refuge were only for those who killed in error
[and these murderers of Gilead killed deliberately], they would Kill in
treachery and make themselves appear as if they had done it in error, and
therefore it was necessary to increase [proportionately] the number of their
cities of refuge, in order to be able to take in all of them, since one could not
tell who had killed deliberately. If so, [we must say that] the Holy One, blessed
be He, commanded this on account of the future...

But I wonder! For in the opinion of our Rabbis, of blessed memory, the [cities
mentioned in the] verse which says, and beside them [i.e., apart from the six
cities of refuge], ye shall give [to the Levites] forty and two cities, were all
commanded as cities of refuge, and thus there were thirty-six of them in the
land of Canaan, and six beyond the Jordan, and they all offered protection, in
the opinion of our Rabbis, of blessed memory! Thus the cities of refuge
throughout the Land of Israel were [distributed] justly and equally, for
each of the [twelve] tribes received four cities of refuge...

According to the simple meaning of Scripture, it appears to me that the land on
the [east] side of the Jordan was very large... Thus the land on the [east] side
of the Jordan was a very large land, and required three cities of refuge just as
the whole of the Land of Israel on the [west] side of the Jordan did, and only
these six cities offered refuge [to unwitting murderers], and the forty-two cities
[set aside] were for the open lands of the Levites and not for refuge.
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R. Meir says: A murderer shortens a man's days, and the high-priest
lengthens a man's days. It is not fitting that the "shortener" should
stand before the "lengthener."
Rebbi says: A murderer defiles the land and removes the Shechinah,
and the high-priest causes the Shechinah to repose on the land. It is
not fitting that he who defiles the land should stand before him who
causes the Shechinah to repose upon the land.
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...Therefore, mothers of high priests were wont to provide food and
raiment for them that they might not pray for their son's death.
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(32) The priest who is anointed and who is consecrated to be priest in
his father's place shall make the atonement and shall put on the linen
garments, even the holy garments. (33) Then he shall make
atonement for the Holy Sanctuary; and he shall make atonement for
the Tent of Meeting and for the altar; and he shall make atonement
for the priests and for all the people of the assembly. (34) This shall
be an everlasting statute for you, to make atonement for the Children
of Israel once a year because of all their sins." It was done as Hashem
commanded Moses.
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But when you go over the Jordan, and live in the land which the Lord
your God gives you to inherit, and when he gives you rest from all
your enemies around, so that you live in safety; 11. Then there
shall be a place which the Lord your God shall choose to cause his
name to dwell there; there shall you bring all that I command you;
your burnt offerings, and your sacrifices, your tithes, and the offering
of your hand, and all your choice vows which you vow to the Lord,
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And it came to pass, when the king sat in his house, and the Lord

had given him rest from all his enemies; That the king said to

Nathan the prophet, See now, I live in an house of cedar, but the ark

of God dwells within curtains. 3. And Nathan said to the king, Go,
do all that is in your heart; for the Lord is with you.
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A certain elder said to him: I heard in the lecture by Rava: ‘for they

should have pleaded for mercy for their generation and they did not
do so.
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(a) because he serves to cause the Shechinah to dwell in Israel and
thereby prolong their days, whilst the murderer serves to make the
Shechinah depart from Israel and thereby shortens the days of the
living. He is therefore not worthy that he should stand before a High
Priest (that he should be anywhere near a High Priest) (Sifrei Bamidbar
160:9).
(b) Another explanation why he had to remain there until the High
Priest’s death: Because the High Priest should have prayed that this
misfortune might never happen in Israel in his days (cf. Makkot 11a).
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For the high priest atones on behalf of Israel, and this incident
happened during his lifetime.
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A person who killed another person unknowingly must go into exile
(Exod. 12:13: Num. 35:11-28); because the anger of “the avenger of
the blood” (Num. 35:19) cools down while the cause of the mischief
is out of sight.
The chance of returning from the exile depends on the death of [the

high-priest], the most honored of men, and the friend of all Israel. By
his death the relative of the slain person becomes reconciled (ibid.
ver. 25); for it is a natural phenomenon that we find consolation in
our misfortune when the same misfortune or a greater one has
befallen another person. Amongst us no death causes more grief than
that of the high-priest.
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