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Deuteronomy 21
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If, in the land that the LORD your
God is assPr_nn_g ou to possess,
someone slain is found lying in the
open, the identity of the Slayer not
being known, your elders and
magistrates shall go out and
measure the distances from the
corpse to the nearby towns. The
elders of the town nearest to the
corpse shall then take a heifer which
has never been worked, which has
never pulled in a yoke; and the
elders of that town shall bring the
heifer down to an everflowing wadi,
which is not tilled or sown. There, in
the \lévadl’ they shall break the heifer’s
neck.



Deuteronomy 21 (cont.)
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The priests, sons of Levi, shall come forward;
for the LORD your God has chosen them to
minister to Him and to pronounce blessing in
the name of the LORD, and ever%/ lawsuit
and case of assault is subject to their ruling.
Then all the elders of the town nearest to the
corpse shall wash their hands over the heifer
whose neck was broken in the wadi. And
they shall make this declaration: “Our hands
did not shed this blood, nor did our eyes see
it done. Absolve, O LORD, Your people Israel
whom You redeemed, and do not let guilt for
the blood of the innocent remain among Your

eople Israel.” And they will be absolved of

loodguilt. Thus you will remove from your
midst guilt for the blood of the innocent, for
ou will be doing what is right in the sight of
he LORD.



Atoning for the Land (Num 35; Gen 9)
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You shall not pollute the land in
which you live; for blood
pollutes the land, and the land
can have no expiation for blood
that is shed on it, except by the
blood of him who shed it. You
shall not defile the land In
which you live, in which |
Myself abide,

Whoever sheds the blood of
man, by man shall his blood be
shed; for in His image did God
make man



Ibn Ezra’s Torah Commentary
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It is possible that God
commanded the closest city to
perform this ceremony since
had they not performed some
similar crime, it would not have
happened that anybody would
have been killed in the vicinity
of their town. For us, God’s
thoughts are infinitely deep and
lofty.



Mishnah Sotah 9:6
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The Elders of that city wash their
hands in water in the place of the
breaking of the neck of the heifer,
and they recite: “Our hands did
not spill this blood, nor did our
eyes see”. [The mishnah
explains:] Did it enter our minds
that the Elders of the court are
spillers of blood”? Rather, [they
declare:] he did not come to us
and then we sent him away; we
did not see him and then forsake

him/leave him be.




Jerusalem Talmud Sotah 9
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The rabis here [in Israel] explain the
declaration [?] as referring to the
murderer; the rabbis there [in
Babylonia] explain it as referring to
the victim.

The rabbis here . . . . explain: it was
not the case that he came to us and
then we sent him away without
executing him; nor that we saw him
?ncll then'let him be by muddling his
rial.

The rabbis there . . . explain: it was
not the case that he came to us and
then we sent him away without _
accompaniment; nor that we saw him
and left him without support [food].



Babylonian Talmud Sotah 38b
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Rabbi Yehoshua b. Levi says: The
eglah arufah is brought only
because of stingy people. Foritis
written: “Our hands did not shed
this blood, nor did our eyes see.”
Did it enter our minds that the
Elders of the court are spillers of
blood? Rather . .. it was not the
case that he came to us and then
we sent him away without food;
nor that we saw him and left him
without accompaniment.



Rashi Sotah 38b
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In other words, he needed food
and had none. He then saw
someone who had food and
tried to grab some of it because
of the compulsion of his
hunger. The owner of the food
then killed him.



Rashi's Torah commentary
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“Our hand did not spill”: Did it
enter our minds that the Elders of
the court are spillers of blood?
Rather it was not the case that he
came to us and then we sent him
away without food; nor that we
saw him and left him without
accompaniment

The priests then say: “Absolve, O
Lord, your people Israel.”

“They will be absolved of
bloodguilt”: Scripture announces
to them that when they have done
this (the ceremony prescribed)
their sin will be absolved
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If, in the land that the LORD your
God is assPr_un_g ou to possess,
someone slain is found lying in the
open, the identity of the Slayer not
being known, your elders and
magistrates shall go out and
measure the distances from the
corpse to the nearby towns. The
elders of the town nearest to the
corpse shall then take a heifer which
has never been worked, which has
never pulled in a yoke; and the
elders of that town shall bring the
heifer down to an everflowing wadi,
which is not tilled or sown. There, in
the \lévadl’ they shall break the heifer’s
neck.



Deuteronomy 21 (cont.)
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The priests, sons of Levi, shall come forward,;
for the LORD your God has chosen them to
minister to Him and to pronounce blessing in
the name of the LORD, and every lawsuit
and case of assault is subject to their ruling.
Then all the elders of the town nearest to the
corpse shall wash their hands over the heifer
whose neck was broken in the wadi. And
they shall make this declaration: “Our hands
did not shed this blood, nor did our eyes see
it done. Absolve, O LORD, Your people Israel
whom You redeemed, and do not let guilt for
the blood of the innocent remain among Your

eople Israel.” And they will be absolved of

loodguilt. Thus you will remove from your
midst guilt for the blood of the innocent, for
ou will be doing what is right in the sight of
he LORD.



Rashbam’s Torah Commentary
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shall make this declaration:
["our hands did not] ... (8)
absolve your people Israel... .”



Maimonides Guide 3:40

The beneficial character of the law concerning "the breaking of
the neck of a heifer" is evident. For it is the city that is nearest to
the slain person that brings the heifer, and in most cases the
murderer comes from that place. The elders of the place call
upon God as their witness, according to the interpretation of our
Sages, that they have always kept the roads in good condition,
have protected them, and have directed everyone that asked his
way; that the person has not been killed because they were
careless in these general provisions, and they do not know who
has slain him.



Maimonides (cont.)

As a rule, the investigation, the procession of the elders, the
measuring, and the taking of the heifer, make people talk about it,
and by making the event public, the murderer may be found out,
and he who knows of him, or has heard of him, or has discovered
him by any means, will now name the person that is the
murderer, and as soon as a man, or even a woman or handmaid,

rises up and names a certain person as having committed the
murder, the heifer is not killed.



Maimonides (cont.)

When the murderer is discovered, the benefit of the law is
apparent. If the beit din cannot sentence him to death, the king,
who has the power to sentence to death on circumstantial
evidence, may find him guilty; and if the king does not put him to
death, the avenger of blood may scheme and plan his death, and
ultimately kill him. We have thus shown the use of the law
concerning the breaking of the neck of the heifer in discovering
the murderer.



Shadal’'s Commentary
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The purﬁose of the law of eglah arufah is
not so that the murderer will be
discovered (as Maimonides and others
claimed). Rather it has two purposes:

1. To promote the well-known belief of
the Jewish people that they are all
responsible for each otherand that "the
land can have no expiation for blood that
is shed on it, except by the blood of him
who shed it.” (Num 35:33) Accordingly,
since they don’'t know who the murderer
was and cannot punish him, they should
break the neck of a heifer instead. The
elders should wash their hands as a sign
that they and their constituents are
guiltless, and their hands have not been
soiled by the blood of the victim.



Shadal’s Commentary (cont.)
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2. They will not put to death—as a result
of their strong belief that punishment
befalls the land when innocent blood is
spilled—anyone who is suspected of this
murder without strong proof and clear
testimony. For even though they knew
that they were not all responsible for
each other in cases where someone was
secretly killed, it was possible that they
might think that that exemption applies
only when the murder is not known. But
in our case, where the victim was found,
they might think [ML: as Maimonides
suggests] that they would all be
punished if they did not find the
murderer.



