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Parshat Maatot-Maasei

Experiential Impact
Simon Wolf

Parshat Maasei enjoins Bnei Yisrael to allocate
forty-two cities to the tribe of Levi to settle in since
they would not be awarded an inheritance in the
land."” The cities would be allocated on a pro rata
basis, with those tribes that had larger populations
and land apportionments contributing more cities
and the smaller tribes allotting a smaller number
of cities.? Levi’s “inheritance” was to be their
portions in the sacrifices and tithes or as the verse
allegorically explains, “God is their inheritance.”
Since the tribe of Levi were the teachers and
purveyors of Torah,* God’s emissaries,® they
were dispersed amongst the other tribes in order
to provide local spiritual leadership throughout the
nation. That local presence would be
reinvigorated when they took their turn serving in
the central place of worship, the Mishkan or the
Mikdash, and that inspiration would then be
infused into the local population upon their return.

In addition to the forty-two Levite cities, the Torah
also indicates that the tribe of Levi was granted
another six cities.! Though, these six cities had a
different purpose than solely housing the Levites;
they were to be “cities of refuge (07 1).” The
Torah goes on to explain that there is a difference
between murder and manslaughter. Someone
who intentionally kills, murders, is subject to a
death penalty.®* God’s presence in the Land will
not tolerate any alternative outcome other than
the murderer being brought to justice.” On the
other hand, unintentional killing, manslaughter,
requires the perpetrator to run to a city of refuge
in order to protect themselves from a familial
avenger (D0 7x3).% As long as one remains in
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the city of refuge, they are afforded protection
from the possibility of facing extra-judicial revenge
for their careless act of killing, or, in essence, their
punishment is exile. The killer is to remain in the
city of refuge until the death of the currently
serving Kohen HaGadol. The tribe of Levi were
to be the permanent residents of such cities.
Again, this is likely in order that the local Levite
leadership could provide spiritual guidance and
therapy to the offending party and hopefully
remediate them for their eventual reentry into
society. In Sefer Yehoshua, it describes the
allocation of the Levite cities and the cities of
refuge, both by the particular cities contributed by
each tribe and who amongst the Levite family
would reside in those cities.®

In this week’s Parsha, the Torah specifies the
general location of the cities of refuge. “The cities
which you shall give shall be for you six cities of
refuge. Three cities shall be designated beyond
the Jordan, and the other three shall be
designated in the land of Canaan: they shall serve
as cities of refuge.”® Later on in Parshat
VV’Etchanan, Moshe dedicates the three cities that
were to be Arei Miklat, cities of refuge, on the
eastern side of the Jordan River. “Then Moses
set aside three cities on the east side of the
Jordan; to which a killer might escape, one who
kills his neighbor unintentionally, and did not
previously hate him. He shall flee to one of these
cities and live: Betzer in the wilderness, in the
plain country, belonging to the tribe of Reuven;
and Ramot in Gilad, belonging to the tribe of Gad;
and Golan in Bashan, belonging to the tribe of
Menashe.”"" The list of the remaining three cities
of refuge that are to be allocated in Eretz Cana’an
is completed in Sefer Yehoshua. “So they set
aside Kedesh, in the Galil, in the hill country of
Naphtali; Sh’chem in the hill country of Ephraim,
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and Kiryat Arba, which is Chevron, in the hill
country of Yehuda.”'?

In Parshat Shoftim, it states that these cities
chosen because of their central location and easy
access.’® Chazal specify that there needs to be
clear signage posted on the roads to indicate the
direction to the nearest city of refuge at every
junction.™ In addition, they were to be distributed
in such a manner that it would provide equidistant
access to a city of refuge for the populations from
each region.’ The Gemara also suggests that
the three cities found in Eretz Cana’an were
latitudinally parallel to those that were designated
on the eastern side of the Jordan River."®

This setup only serves to exacerbate the question
that jumps out from the allocation of the cities of
refuge. Why did two and half tribes on the eastern
side of the Jordan River require three Arei Miklat
while the nine and half tribes in Eretz Cana’an
were only designated a similar three cities of
refuge? One could suggest that it has to do with
the size of land apportioned rather than the
magnitude of the population.'” While this might
be true with regards to the north-south expanses
conquered and allocated on both sides of the
Jordan River, which would explain Chazal's view
that the two sets of three were parallel to each
other, it certainly does not seem correct
concerning the east-west dimensions. Moreover,
it certainly does not account for the population
differences between the two sides of the Jordan
which statistically should have had a greater
impact on the number of people seeking asylum
and therefore demand a commensurate number
of cities of refuge to be allocated.
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Chazal in the Gemara Makkot were aware of this
discrepancy and therefore pose this very
question. “Why were there three cities designated
on the east bank of the Jordan, where two and a
half tribes resided, and three cities designated in
Eretz Yisrael, where more than nine tribes
resided?”'® Abayei responds: “In Gilead, which is
located on the east bank of the Jordan, murderers
are common for it says in Hoshe’a, ‘Gilead is a
city of evildoers; it is covered with footprints
(napy) of blood.”® What is the meaning of:
footprints (najpy) of blood? Rabbi Elazar says: It
means that they would set an ambush (jajiv) to
kill people.” Rashi quotes this explanation in this
week’s Parsha,? but the answer is completely
incomprehensible. Cities of refuge are
designated for those that killed unintentionally,
but the verse in Hoshe’a is describing individuals
who are committing premeditated murder!

The Ramban suggests that those that deliberately
murder pretend to have committed their murder
unintentionally and therefore there is a need for
more Arei Miklat to accommodate those
imposters until their true intentions can be
discovered.?’” He also notes that based on
Chazal’s view that the Levite cities also functioned
as cities of refuge then the balance is restored
since thirty-six of Levites cities were within Eretz
Cana’an and only six were found on the eastern
side of the Jordan River. The Chizkuni is a similar
vein proposes that, based on Chazal, all killers,
intentional or not, at first seek refuge in an Ir Miklat
and then they are called to trial to determine if
they are entitled to the city’'s protection.??
Therefore, larger numbers of murderers still
require additional refuge space to accommodate
them pretrial. Other commentaries, based on a
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Midrash Chazal in Parshat Mishpatim, put forward
the following solution. When an individual
murders or causes an unintentional death without
witnesses, they will not face their respective
punishments of death or exile because of a lack
of evidence. God solves this problem by having
the two meet subsequently and having the party
deserving of exile kill unintentionally the murderer
in front of witnesses, thereby ensuring that each
party gets their due. Based on this calculus, the
more murderers, who are likely to act incognito,
will result in more unintentional killings to
straighten everything out.?3

A more compelling solution might be to suggest
that kiling of any form is a product of an
environment.>* Murder, at its core, is a disregard
for another person’s life. It is the deprecation of
the Godly image that is found in each individual
and the viewing and treating of them similar to
animals.?® If life is sacred, then murder is an
inconceivable option or solution. The fact that
murder exists within a society is a sign that the
sanctity of life has been diminished; the
preponderance of murder demonstrates that
society has failed to properly educate or lost the
proper perspective with regards to the value of the
life and the Godliness embedded within each
individual. That cheapening of life has a broader
impact on society since a byproduct of that
sentiment, by definition, is that it will also produce
more unintentional killings (aaiw). That is because
at its core an unintended killing is a result of too
little care for other’s lives. Itis that lack of concern
that caused the “killer” to not take the proper
precautions to protect the lives of others and that
resulted in an unintentional death. Had there
been a higher societal premium on life, the person
would have acted in a more cautious manner to
avoid any possibility of causing the death of
others. Murder is symptomatic of a deeper fault
line within society and therefore it will be
synonymous with more unintentional deaths. Itis
an issue spawned by a problematic societal
attitude towards the value of life.

The question then is why was Gilad, or the
eastern side of the Jordan, more susceptible to
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this problem? It could be because of their
distance from the central place of worship which
left them less spiritually connected. That lack of
spirituality might have been the cause of why
those individuals or tribes chose to concern
themselves with their flocks and the luscious
grazing lands rather than the settling of Eretz
Yisrael or it could have been the result of their
choosing to be so distant. Either way, that
disconnection left them more vulnerable to
corrupted attitudes towards the sanctity of life.

In this week’s Parsha, Bnei Gad and Bnei Reuven
approach Moshe Rabbeinu with a request to
remain on the eastern side of the Jordan River.?®
The Torah relates that the impetus for this petition
was that Bnei Gad and Bnei Reuven were blessed
with an abundance of livestock and the rich
grazing lands conquered from Sichon and Og
were of great appeal and value to them.
Disconcerted by their request, Moshe states
incredulously, “shall your brethren go to battle
while you remain here?” After wandering in the
desert for forty years and the loss of an entire
generation, Bnei Yisrael had finally been released
from the sin of the Meraglim and were on the
verge of entering the Promised Land. Moshe
accuses Bnei Gad and Bnei Reuven of repeating
the sin of their forefathers by fomenting seeds of
dissension amongst Bnei Yisrael to enter the
Land of Israel. Their “refusal” to join the
remainder of Bnei Yisrael in the conquest of Eretz
Cana’an would dishearten and demoralize the
rest of the people. It would be interpreted as a
lack of faith in God’s ability to empower Bnei
Yisrael’'s conquest of Eretz Yisrael and cast
aspersions on the desirability of the Land of Israel.
In order to mitigate the negativity that might be
construed by their remaining on the eastern side
of the Jordan River, Bnei Gad and Bnei Reuven
present a novel solution to Moshe Rabbeinu.
They propose building fortified cities in the lands
conquered from Sichon and Og to house their
livestock and families. Once their families and
possessions were securely settled, Bnei Gad and
Bnei Reuven would join and lead the remainder of
Bnei Yisrael in the conquest of the Land of Israel.
They commit not to return home until the
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remainder of Bnei Yisrael are settled on the
western side of the Jordan River. This would
enhance the morale of the people and dispel any
possible misinterpretation of their motives for
requesting to remain on the eastern side of the
Jordan River. Moshe accepts their proposal. In
a national ceremony before Elazar HaKohen and
Yehoshua Bin Nun, the leadership of the next
generation, Moshe has Bnei Gad and Bnei
Reuven publicly commit to lead the armed
conquest of Eretz Cana’an as a necessary
precondition to their taking possession of the
lands of Sichon and Og. Assuming that they will
hold up their end of the bargain, Moshe Rabbeinu
then distributes and divides the lands of Sichon,
king of the Emori, and Og, king of the Bashan, to
the tribes of Reuven and Gad and half of the tribe
of Menashe.

In Sefer Yehoshua, Yehoshua commends the
tribes of Reuven, Gad and half of the tribe of
Menashe for living up to their obligations. “Then
Joshua summoned the Reuvenites, the Gadites,
and the half-tribe of Menashe, and said to them,
‘You have observed all that Moshe the servant of
God commanded you, and you have obeyed me
in everything that | have commanded you. You
have not forsaken your kinsmen through the long
years down to this day, but have faithfully
observed the command of God, your Lord. Now
God, your Lord, has given your kinsmen respite,
as He promised them. Therefore, turn and go to
your homes, to the land of your holdings beyond
the Jordan that Moshe, the servant of God,
assigned to you...”?” For seven long years,
Reuven, Gad and half of the tribe of Menashe are
on the front lines of Bnei Yisrael's conquest of
Eretz Cana’an.?®

While at war for seven years, however justified,
they were engaged in the killing of people. No
matter how spiritually inclined an individual is, the
constant exposure to the killing of other people
likely had a psychological impact on the those
involved in the war, especially those on the front
lines.?® The impact of that effect was only
exacerbated by the fact that in those days war
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was conducted by hand to hand combat, in close
proximity to the enemy which one was killing. The
witnessing of and engaging in bloodshed likely left
a scarring impact on the combatants that might
have more broadly diminished the value of life in
their eyes. When they returned home after
completing their commitment, they brought that
problematic attitude back home with them. That
cheapening of life permeated their culture and
became imbedded in their society and therefore
“in Gilead murderers are common ( '‘nDw Ty712
n'n¥N).”"® The possible mitigating factor for the
next generation would have been their exposure
to the Divine and a close relationship with God.?°
That is because it puts emphasis on and brings to
the forefront the Godly image of man (n'j717x nx)
which perforce elevates the sanctity of human life.
Unfortunately, as noted above, their choice to
settle on the eastern side of the Jordan River
placed them outside of the Land of Israel and so
far away from the Mishkan or Mikdash, the
spiritual center of Bnei Yisrael. This distance
perhaps left them bereft of this possibly offsetting
or mitigating remedial countertrend. Therefore,
the next generation grew up in the shadow of this
societal indifference to life and the problem
persisted on the eastern side of the Jordan River.

Experience with and exposure to evil, justified or
unjustified, wears down the protective layers that
we have and leaves us exposed to those
deleterious influences. Whether encountering it
personally or simply being exposed to its images
or (glorification, it allows those corrupted
perspectives and immorality to seep into our inner
core. Of course, avoiding that exposure is the
best remedy, but when inevitable, the
strengthening of our spirituality and connection to
God can serve to anchor us and provide us with
the resilience to possibly withstand or offset these
negative influences. We must be keenly aware of
these damaging influences and do our utmost to
rid ourselves of them in order not to allow them to
become embedded in our personality or become
the norms of the fabric of our society.

Shabbat Shalom
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