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A. Cities of Refuge for ACCIAENTAL KILLETS........vvweeeeererreresesssneesesssssssesessssssssssssssssssssssssessens 1

The Torah commands that a person who accidentally kills another must flee to a city of
refuge, where he will be protected from the family members of the victim who might seek
revenge (Source 1).

The Sefer HaChinuch provides three reasons for this punishment of exile (Source 2).

B. HOW L0NQ A0ES the EXIlE [aSt?......ovveereeeeeeeeerresssssssneesessssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssseees b

The killer remains in the city of refuge until the death of the reigning High Priest (Source
3a). For this reason, the mothers of the High Priests would provide food and clothing to the
killers, so they would not pray for their son’s death (Source 4).

Why is the release of the killer connected to the High Priest’s death? Rashi explains:

A. The High Priest’s role is to draw down the Divine Presence and increase life among the
Jewish people, while the killer has done the opposite. Therefore, they shouldn’t be in the
same place.

B. The High Priest should have prayed that such a tragedy not occur (Source 3b).
Some commentators explain Rashi’s second reason as follows:

The High Priest bears some responsibility for the killing because he did not properly pray for
the Jewish people. As a consequence, the killers pray for his death to be freed from exile—
and that, in itself, is considered part of the High Priest’s punishment.

However, the Rebbe asks:

Rashi never actually mentions that the killer prays for the High Priest to die. Moreover,
causing such prayers doesn’t seem to be the Torah way.

C. Why Is Exile Until the Death of the High PrigSt2........ueeeeeeemsseeeesssssssssseessssssssssseesesss 8

Rashi’s explanation aims to address two primary questions:

A. The purpose of the cities of refuge is to protect the accidental killer from the avenger. So
why does that protection end when the High Priest dies?



B. Naturally, the anger of the avenger should subside with time, as Rebecca told Jacob (Source
5). So why tie the killer’s exile to the death of the High Priest, which could take many years?

The explanation:

Exile to the city of refuge is not just for protection—it also serves as punishment and
atonement for the act of killing. When the High Priest dies, his death brings atonement
for the sin of murder. As we find in other places, the death of the righteous atones for sin
(Source 6). Therefore, at that point, the killer may return home.

Why is it specifically the High Priest’s death that atones, more so than the death of any
righteous person?

Rashi explains: The High Priest has both the power and the responsibility to pray that
tragedies like this do not happen. Since the killing occurred nonetheless, he bears a degree
of responsibility. Therefore, his death serves as the appropriate atonement for the killer.

This teaches us a profound message about Ahavat Yisrael—love of our fellow Jews.

The High Priest, the most exalted person, and the accidental killer, considered the lowest,
are still interdependent. This teaches us of the importance of unity and mutual responsibility
between all members of the Jewish people.



Introduction

Within the Torah’s legal system, there is a unique institution of “cities of refuge” designed to
address cases of accidental killing. One who kills unintentionally is held responsible by the
Torah for his actions, and is sent into exile in a city of refuge to atone for what he has done.
However, he doesn’t go alone.

In this lesson, we will explore the central role of the High Priest in the atonement of the
accidental killer and discover how the love for our fellow Jews creates a deep and special
connection between two people who, at first glance, seem completely distant from one
another.
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A. Cities of Refuge for Accidental Killers

A city of refuge is one of the most unique commandments in the Torah. Such a concept does not
exist in other legal or religious systems.

Here’s an example:

A 40-year-old man helped his friend carry a refrigerator down the stairs of their building. The
refrigerator slipped from their hands, fell on the helper’s head, and he was killed instantly. This
is a classic case of causing death through negligence.

Now imagine that the refrigerator’s owner was fully at fault for what happened. He was supposed
to tie the refrigerator securely, but he acted carelessly and failed to do so. What is his sentence?

In modern legal systems, killing through negligence is usually not treated as a severe crime.
Under U.S. law, sentences may range from a year to ten years in prison, and families may be
entitled to financial compensation from the perpetrator. But the Torah presents an entirely
different approach.

On the one hand, the Torah treats an act of killing very seriously, even if unintentional. The killer
is considered liable for death. He acted carelessly and irresponsibly, leading to the loss of a life,
and he deserves to die himself. This is not a natural disaster that could not have been prevented.
It is a severe case of negligence—something that could have been avoided with a degree of caution
and respect for the sanctity of life.

For this reason, the victim’s family member is permitted to "redeem the blood" and avenge the
death.

On the other hand, the Torah provides the killer with a way to protect himself from the death
penalty, by fleeing to a city of refuge. He is exiled to one of the six designated cities of refuge in
the Land of Israel, where he is shielded from death. As long as he remains within the city limits,
the avenger is forbidden from harming him. If the avenger kills him, the avenger is considered
a murderer. But if the Riller leaves the city—even for a moment, for any reason—the avenger 1is
allowed to kill him on the spot.

Source 1 numbers 35:9-12: 16: 22-27
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student's shall be cities of refuge, and one who Kills
P91 unintentionally shall flee there. These cities

will serve as a refuge from the avenger, so
that the killer will not die before standing
judgment before the congregation...

If he struck him with an iron instrument and
he dies, he is a murderer, and the murderer
shall be put to death...

But if he pushed him accidentally, without
malice, or threw an object at him without
intent... yet he was not his enemy and bore
him no hatred, then the congregation shall
judge between the Kkiller and the avenger of
blood, according to these laws.

The congregation shall protect the killer from
the hand of the avenger of blood and return
him to the city of refuge to which he had fled.
He shall remain there until the death of the
High Priest, who was anointed with the sacred
oil. But if the killer goes beyond the border of
the city of refuge to which he had fled, and the
blood avenger finds him outside the limits of
his city of refuge, and the blood avenger slays
the Kkiller, he has no blood."

TRy o3 027 nPiIn uoEn
P32 WO N — 0X7
N?) 250 W7 0IyR 037
B TRy 7Y N¥n D

LOBUR? 7Y

— iR M7 2112 7732 N
%77 N nin N0 0¥n

BT NN X972 yDp2 ON)
N?2 %90 9o vhy phun ix
N7 12 2% X2 NI LR
ATYN 0DYY NYY URan
7y o7 9K 1Y N2Rd 12

PN DOVEYnD

R 0¥ DX ATYn AR
TTYD 90X 127w 070 9K
;MY 0] TR o 1Y N
2737 1030 Nin Ty M2 2w
WTPD w2 INK YD WK
2123 DX T¥IT N¥? N¥Y ON)
ST 0N WK uppn Y
YINRM 070 OKD NN NI
OXB MY iuopn Y 71257
"o7 i? X — 0¥I0 DX 070

How are the Cities of Refuge created?

G-d commanded Moses to designate six cities to serve as cities of refuge. The southern city
chosen was near Hebron. The northern city was Kadesh, located between the modern areas of
Tzfat and Haifa. In the center of the country, the city of Shechem was designated. Alongside these
three, another three cities of refuge were established on the eastern side of the Jordan River. The
locations were selected to ensure equal accessibility for all residents of the land.

Accessibility was a central concern in the preparation of the cities of refuge. The roads leading
to them were exceptionally wide by the standards of that time. While the width of a typical main
road was sixteen cubits (about 26 feet), the roads to the cities of refuge were required to be twice
as wide—thirty-two cubits (about 52 feet)!

The terrain was also specially prepared to assist the fugitive. Valleys were leveled, and hills were
flattened to make the path easier to run. If a river ran across the road, a bridge was built over it
to avoid delays.

At major crossroads, signposts were placed with the word "Miklat, Miklat" (Refuge, Refuge) to
guide the person fleeing. Every year in the month of Adar, a full inspection of these roads was
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conducted, to repair any damage and ensure they remained usable.

In addition to the six main cities of refuge, all 48 cities that belonged to the tribe of Levi also

served as places of protection for someone who killed unintentionally.

The Procedure: Who Flees to the Cities of Refuge?

The primary purpose of the cities of refuge was to protect someone who Rilled accidentally.
However, in practice, anyone who committed a Rilling—whether accidental or premeditated—

would flee there.

Once the Riller arrived at the city of refuge, the court would send officers to bring him to trial.

These officers also protected him on the way from potential blood avengers.

If the court ruled that the killing was intentional, the judges would impose the appropriate
punishment. If it was determined to be accidental, the officers would return the killer to the city

of refuge, where he would remain in exile.

Why is the Killer punished with exile?

Source 2 sefer Hachinuch 410

The underlying rationale of the mitzvah:
Murder is so serious a prohibition that
it destroys the world, as Maimonides
writes (Laws of Murder 4:9) that one who
intentionally takes a life, even if they observed
all other mitzvot, will not be spared from
judgment, as Proverbs (28:17) says: “A man
who is guilty of robbing one's lifeblood will
flee to the pit, but no one will support him.”
Therefore, even one who Kills accidentally
should be exiled, due to something so severe
occurring through their actions. Exile is
appropriate, because the pain of exile is
likened to death, where a person leaves their
native land, their friends and family, and
lives with strangers the rest of their life.

Another benefit this serves is being spared
from the hands of the avenger, and an
additional benefit is the victim’s family
being spared from constantly seeing the
killer before their eyes. All the Torah’s ways
are pleasant.
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B. How Long Does the Exile Last?

Source 3a numbers 35:28

The person exiled to the city of refuge would remain there for an undefined period of time, and would
only be released after the death of the High Priest.

If the exiled person died before the High Priest’s death, he would be buried in the city of refuge. After
the High Priest passed away, it would be permitted to transfer his grave to another city.

student's For he shall remain in his city of refuge until nin Ty 2w iurpn Y2 0D
g3 the High Priest dies, and only after the High 137 nin "I0K) ,'7"rgn maa
Priest has died, may the killer return to the W °X n¥Yn 23> 2730
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Source 4 raimud Makkot 11a
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Since the Torah linked the release of those exiled to the cities of refuge with the death of the High
Priest, the Talmud relates that the mother of the High Priest would travel from city to city, visiting
the cities of refuge to supply the exiles with food and clothing. She did this so they would not pray
for her son’s death as a way to gain their freedom.

Some explain that her goal was not only to prevent them from praying for his death, but to care
for them so generously that they would actually pray for him to live a long life.

Source 3b

Why does the Torah connect the liberation of the killers with the death of the high priest? Rashi gives
two explanations:

Rashi, Numbers 35:25

Student's The High Priest brings the Divine NIy .‘7"r§ti 20 nin Ty
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Divine Presence to depart from the
people, and shortens their lives. It is not
fitting for the Killer to remain in the
presence of the High Priest (Sifri).
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A person who has shortened the life of another is not worthy to walk free and be in the presence
of the High Priest. The High Priest prolongs the lives of the people of Israel and brings the Divine
Presence upon them through the sacred service in the Temple, while this person has done the

exact opposite.

This can be compared to the halachah that forbids iron tools from being used on the stones of the
altar. Iron shortens human life, while the altar was created to prolong life.

Mishnah, Middot 3:4

They would bring whole stones from
there, upon which no iron had been
lifted, for iron disqualifies by mere
touch...

For iron was created to shorten human
life, and the altar was created to prolong
human life. It is not proper, therefore,
that that which shortens life should be
lifted against that which prolongs it.

Rashi continues and adds a second explanation:

Rashi, Numbers 35:25

Another explanation: Because the High
Priest should have prayed that such a
tragedy not occur to Israel during his
lifetime (see Makkot 11).

>> The Rebbe
Punishing the High Priest?

The commentators write that, according to
Rashi's second explanation—“Because he [the
High Priest] should have prayed”’—the verse
“he shall remain there until the death of the
High Priest” means that the High Priest is being
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punished for failing to pray.

But this seems puzzling: where in the verses or in
the law of “he shall remain there until the death
of the High Priest” is there any hint that this is a
punishment for the High Priest? And in what way
is it a punishment for him that the accidental killer
must stay in a city of refuge until the High Priest
dies?

Some commentators explain that, since the High
Priest did not pray as he should have, the Torah
required that the killer remain in the city of refuge
until the High Priest’s death, and experience the
hardship of not being able to return home as long as
the High Priest is alive. As a result, the killer will pray
forthe High Priest’sdeath, his prayer willbe accepted,
and the High Priest will receive his punishment. A
new High Priest will then be appointed, and this
kind of tragedy will no longer occur in Israel.

However, this seems like a very forced reading of
Rashi’s words. Rashi doesn't mention—or even
allude—that the killer will pray for the High Priest’s
death. If that's what Rashi meant he should have
said so explicitly—especially considering that his
commentary is written with a beginner student in
mind.

The very idea itself—that the Torah’s reason for
requiring the killer to stay in exile until the High
Priest dies is so that people will pray for the High
Priest to die—is also highly questionable. In the
words of the Gur Aryeh, “These are not the ways of
the true Torah.”
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C. Why Is Exile Until the Death of the High Priest?

>> The Rebbe

Short-lived anger

Studeg;'sg The reason Rashi brings explanations here for

why the accidental killer must remain in the city
of refuge “until the death of the High Priest” is not
simply to explain the rationale of this law. Rather,
it's to resolve a textual difficulty in the verses.

The rule that “he shall remain there until the
death of the High Priest” appears right after the
verse says, “The congregation shall rescue the
killer from the hand of the avenger of blood, and
return him to his city of refuge.” This raises an
obvious question: what is the connection between
protecting the killer from the avenger and the
death of the High Priest? If the purpose of the city
of refuge is to provide safety from the avenger,
then what does the death of the High Priest have
to do with that protection? Why should the need
for refuge come to an end because of his death?

There’s another problem as well:

On the simple level, it would seem that the danger
of revenge—“lest [the avenger]| pursue... while
his heart is hot"—is something that fades over a
relatively short time. This is evident in the story of
Jacob and Esau: even though Esau held a grudge
and wanted to kill Jacob (over something that had
happened to him personally), Rebecca told Jacob,
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student's This is all the more true in our case. The killer
acted unintentionally (“he was not his enemy,
nor was he seeking his harm”), and the avenger
is merely a relative of the victim. This is all the
more reason to expect that after just a short
time, his anger would subside, and his heart
would no longer burn with a desire to take

pg.7

“Flee to Laban... and stay there a few days until

your brother’s anger subsides.”

Source 5 cenesis 27:41-45

Esau hated Jacob because of the blessing
their father had given him. Esau said to
himself, “The days of mourning for my
father are approaching; then I will kill
my brother Jacob.” Rebecca heard what
Esau, her older son, had said. She sent
for Jacob, her younger son, and said to
him, “Behold, your brother Esau intends
to harm you and wishes to kill you.

Now, my son, listen to me: arise and flee
to my brother Laban in Haran. Stay with
him for a while until your brother’s
anger has passed, until his rage against
you subsides and he forgets what you
did to him. Then I will send for you and
bring you back. Why should I lose both
of you in one day?”

>> The Rebbe
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revenge on someone who accidentally caused

his relative’s death.

If so, the question becomes stronger: since the
purpose of the killer’s stay in the city of refuge
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Studeg;"g is to protect him from the avenger’s revenge
(as is clear from the beginning of the section:
“These cities shall be a refuge from the avenger,
so that the killer not die”), then why must the
killer remain in the city for such a long time—
“until the death of the High Priest™

For the killer’s sake

Student's To resolve this difficulty, Rashi brings two

et explanations. Both explainthattherequirement

for the killer to stay in the city of refuge (for

such an extended period) is not primarily due

to the danger posed by the avenger, but rather
because of the killer's own actions.

According to the first explanation: “He is not
worthy tobe in the presence of the High Priest.”

According to the second: only with the death
of the High Priest is his guilt atoned for.

The Rebbe explains that the main reason an accidental Riller is required to dwell in the protected
city of refuge is because of the judgment hanging over him. One might mistakenly think that
the stay in the city of refuge is solely for protection from the avenger’s wrath, who seeks blood
revenge, and therefore a relatively short stay would suffice. However, the extended time spent
there—until the death of the High Priest—proves that there is something beyond protection from
the family’s response; it is a form of punishment and atonement for the great sin caused by the

killer’s actions, even if the act was accidental.

Now we can explore why the duration of the punishment coincides with the lifetime of the High
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Priest, who served during the time of the killer’s negligent act.
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Studeg;'g This can be explained further:

Earlier, in the portion of Chukat, Rashi commented
that “the death of the righteous brings atonement.”

Source 6 numbers 201
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of Israel arrived at the desert of Tzin in 2" 1R WIN2 1% 92T

the first month, and the people settled in o oY nnml WTR2 ovn

Kadesh. Miriam died there and was buried DU 2pm
there.
Rashi
Student's Miriam died there: Why is Miriam’s my .o oY nem
pg.9 death written adjacent to the Red [akalalisiggialisl'7ii>Riyinfalont

Heifer? To teach us that the death of  =i? 27X 772 YAty
the righteous atones like the offering 792 2R R ,:[’?
of sacrifices. DEon DR°TE ND°R AN

>> The Rebbe

student's From this, we also understand why in our case,

"7 the death of the High Priest brings atonement

for the killer's sin. However, Rashi is troubled

by a question: what is the specific connection

between this particular wrongdoing—accidentally

killing someone—and the death of the High Priest

in particular (and not the death of some other
righteous person)?

To answer this, Rashi explains: “Because the High
Priest should have prayed that such a mishap
would not occur.” In other words, preventing such
tragedies is specifically the responsibility of the
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High Priest—through his prayers. Since the High RPw) w nPpnb oW 91T
Priest contributed indirectly to the occurrence of  ynnan nbyB 19 ,(1 S%oNn
this tragedy, his death brings atonement. It atones  yyyp 31 95pn 9351 71 D*Hwab
for his failing and for the killer’s mistake. 1881 Sw

The Rebbe offers a novel insight: since it is well known that the death of a righteous person atones
for certain sins committed during his generation, so too, in our case, the death of the High Priest
serves as atonement for the actions of the accidental killer.

The question arises: why does the death of the High Priest alone bring atonement, and not the
death of any other righteous person? On this, Rashi explains that this particular sin could have
been prevented by the High Priest if he had prayed that such a tragedy would not occur. Since this
unfortunate event did happen, a certain responsibility attaches to the High Priest.

Therefore, it is specifically with the death of the High Priest that the sin is completely atoned for,
and the atonement is finalized. Consequently, the period of the accidental killer’s punishment
comes to an end.

Source 7 torat Menachem 57212, p. 182

In another talk, the Rebbe further explains the “quilt” of the High Priest for the fact that such a tragic
accident could occur during his tenure.

This is similar to what the Sages say: “A IR DANT PITNR"Y NN
Sanhedrin that executes even once in seven (0°3w yaw2 NN OyD) ¥12W2
years is called ‘destructive.” MRS —  "DaIn DX
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At first glance, this seems difficult to understand:
if the Sanhedrin is acting in accordance with
Torah law, why would they be labeled as
destructive?

The answer is that the very fact that such a
case could occur in their time indicates that
on some subtle level, something was lacking
in them. This is why the term “destructive” is
applied to them.
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Similarly, the commentators explain that one DRI 1971, Iy oeR v
who Kkills unintentionally must flee to a city of Rhisptink
refuge and remain there “until the death of the
High Priest... and after the High Priest’s death,
the killer may return to his land.”
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This connection between the accidental Killing
and the High Priest’s death seems puzzling:
what does the death of the High Priest in
Jerusalem have to do with releasing someone
from exile?

The deeper meaning is this: the priests, led by
the High Priest, are meant to be the moral and
spiritual teachers of the nation—“They shall
teach Your laws to Jacob and Your Torah to
Israel.”

If, despite their presence and influence, such
a tragedy occurred—even unintentionally—it
indicates that the High Priest has some issue
that requires atonement. His death brings
atonement, and serves to repair this subtle
flaw. And once that is rectified, the atonement
extends also to the killer, whose sin was linked
to that deficiency. As the verse says, “Your sin
has been removed, your transgression atoned.”
Therefore, the killer may now return to his
home.
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Here the Rebbe further explains the idea that the death of the High Priest brings atonement for
his own subtle share of responsibility in the tragic event. Once that is atoned for, the killer’s sin is
automatically atoned as well. That is why the Riller is then permitted to return home.

All intertwined

From this we can learn a powerful message
about love and unity among the Jewish
people.

The High Priest represents the highest
spiritual level within the Jewish nation.
Someone who kills accidentally represents
the lowest level. (Someone who Kkills
intentionally is sentenced to death and is no
longer among the living, while among those
who remain alive, there is no lower status
than that of an accidental killer. This is why
he is the only sinner punished with exile.)
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And yet, the Torah teaches that  "w) o oaw - 21097 BTSN
these two extremes within the nation  poyon (5xw "12aw NNEPR
are connected to one another. The N0y TN INSNY TV A W
atonement of the accidental killer is I 09,5173 1705 OV 1 w3 f1on
tied to the High Priest. This is because ORI AN - DI 1107 D WY

the role of the High Priest is to be a
lover of the Jewish people. As we find
with Aaron, the High Priest, who is
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described as “loving the creations”— MM NI N AW 0°pon

meaning he loved even those people TSwn’e , yon

whose only redeeming quality is their 206 Ty ,3”> P51 MW "WIPS

being created by G-d. %P T2°y1

Key Points:

* A person who accidentally kills another flees to a city of refuge, thereby
gaining protection from the blood avenger who might seek to kill him in
revenge. The duration of the stay in the city of refuge lasts until the death of
the High Priest.

The Rebbe asks:

* 1. Seemingly, the purpose of the cities of refuge is to protect from the blood
avenger. What changes when the High Priest dies?

* 2. Naturally, the anger of the blood avenger subsides over time. Why then is
the punishment of exile set to last potentially many years, until the death of
the High Priest?

Explanation:

* The answer lies in Rashi’s words, explaining that the killer’s residence in
the city of refuge is not only a means of protection from the avenger, but also
serves as a form of punishment and atonement for the accidental killer.

* However, the punishment ends with the death of the High Priest, because
“the death of righteous people atones.” Since the High Priest bears partial
responsibility for the murder, it is specifically his death that atones for that sin.

Takeaway:

The High Priest, the most exalted person, and the accidental killer, considered
the lowest, are still interdependent. This teaches us the importance of unity
and mutual responsibility between all members of the Jewish people.
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