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THE CITY OF REFUGE ð A PLACE OF SPIRITUAL AWAKENING 

(BY RABBI DAVID HANANIA PINTO SHLITA)

It 
is written, òThere shall be six cities of refuge for you. Three 
cities shall you designate on the other side of the Jordan, 
and three cities shall you designate in the land of Canaan. 
They shall be cities of refuge. For the Children of Israel and 
the proselyte and resident among them, these six cities shall 

be a refuge, for anyone who kills a person unintentionallyé. He must 
dwell in his city of refuge until the death of the High Priest, and after 
the death of the High Priest the murderer shall return to the land of 
his possessionó (Numbers 35:13-15, 20).

We need to understand the basic points of this mitzvah:
1. What is the signiþcance of the cities of refuge, and why is the 

unintentional murderer not to hide in his own city?
2. Why does Scripture make the unintentional murdererõs return 

from the city of refuge dependent on the death of the High Priest? Why 
does it not establish a set time for him to return from there?

3. The Sages have also questioned the statement concerning the 
mothers of the priests, who would provide food for these unintentional 
murderers and care for them, lest they pray for the death of their 
sons. This seems to mean that if these unintentional murderers had 
prayed for the death of the High Priest, their prayers would have been 
answered. How could this be, given that it is written: òAn undeserved 
curse will not come to restó (Proverbs 26:2)? The Sages have explained 
that the High Priest should have asked for mercy for his generation, 
but he failed to do so.

It remains difþcult, however, to understand how the prayer of a 
murderer could be accepted. Just because the unintentional murderer 
wants to return home, how can it lead to the death of the High Priest? 
Although the unintentional murderer is not a murderer in the real sense 
(since he killed by mistake, not on purpose), the Sages have said that 
evil occurs by means of a person who is already guilty. Therefore if the 
person in question has done something as serious as killing, it means 
that he is not beyond reproach.

Some have explained the situation in light of the verse: òYou reduce 
man to dust and say, ôRepent, O sons of manõ ó (Psalms 90:3). We know 
what the Sages have said, namely that even if all other gates are 
closed, the gates of prayer and the gates of teshuvah (Eicha Rabba 3:
15) remain open. Since murderers are living in cities of refuge, they 
have certainly done teshuvah on account of the suffering and pain of 
exile. In fact their pain is considered to be almost like death, since 
they are separated from those they love and their place of birth, and 
they spend their days with strangers. Since the gates of teshuvah and 
prayer and not closed, it is certain that their teshuvah is accepted. 
Indeed, even the repentance of King Manasseh, despite his sins, was 
accepted, as the Sages have said: òManasseh testiþes that the Holy 
One, blessed be He, accepts the penitent.ó Therefore when those in exile 
repent and become great tzaddikim, we may fear that their prayers will 
be granted. That is, the High Priest may actually die when they curse 
him. This explanation remains difþcult to accept, however, for in what 
way did the High Priest sin? What grave transgression did he commit, 
such that he will die from the curses of those who repented while in 
exile? Where is the justice in this?

We have already mentioned what the Sages have said on the passage 
regarding the choice of the cities of refuge. Although there were nine 
tribes in Canaan, and only two and a half tribes on the other side of the 

Jordan, the cities of refuge were equally distributed among them, 
for the territory of Gad contained many murderers. To explain 
this, we must say that the evil inclination is stronger outside of 
Eretz Israel. Now if this is true with regards to a sin as grave as 
unintentional murder, how much will the evil inclination try to 
convince a person to transgress in a less serious way! This is 
especially true with regards to unintentional sins, ones that we 
donõt see at þrst glance: The evil inclination tries as hard as it can 
to make a person stumble outside of Eretz Israel, and sometimes 
it succeeds. Hence a person who þnds himself outside of Eretz 
Israel should be especially careful.

We are also familiar with the Sagesõ statement that each person 
constitutes an entire world. When the time comes for a person 
to leave this world, the Holy One, blessed be He, ensures that 
someone else is born. In this way, nothing will be missing from 
the world. These things are stated with even greater emphasis 
regarding the tzaddikim, as the Sages have explained on the verse, 
òThe sun rises and the sun setsó (Ecclesiastes 1:5): A tzaddik does 
not leave this world until a similar tzaddik is born. Therefore when a 
person kills someone, he destroys an entire world, and the blood of 
the deceased, along with all his would-be descendants, is imputed 
to the murderer. If he killed intentionally, it is obvious that only 
his death can atone for him.

Yet even if he did not kill intentionally, he still requires 
atonement. What can he do to achieve this atonement? It can 
only occur through exile, through complete repentance and regret 
for his grave transgression. By dint of his tears, he can begin to 
rectify the loss that he brought upon the world.

It is for this reason that the Torah condemned the unintentional 
murderer to live in a city of refuge, for he must have time to think 
about what he did. In fact since he was the cause of something 
as serious as the destruction of an entire world, it is certainly 
because he is guilty, for evil only comes about through the guilty. 
He will therefore think of repentance, and he will plead with the 
Holy One, blessed be He, to forgive him for his sin. If he manages 
to feel that his prayers have had an effect, it is a sign that he has 
reached the level of a baõal teshuvah, a person whose sins have 
been transformed into merits. He can then rectify the loss that 
he brought about.

Yet even if he feels that he has the ability to pray for the death 
of the High Priest in order to return home, he is forbidden to do so. 
He is also forbidden to pray that he may leave his city of refuge, 
for this request could bring about the death of the High Priest. 
The tikkun of the involuntary murderer is to do teshuvah without 
asking to leave, for otherwise it will be accounted to him as a 
mitzvah obtained through a sin: The mitzvah of teshuvah obtained 
by inadvertently cursing the High Priest and bringing about his 
death. If a person truly desires to repent, it is not enough for him 
to refrain from praying for the High Priestõs death. He must also 
pray for the High Priestõs welfare. It is measure for measure, for 
just as he killed a person, he must now pray for a personõs life, 
even if it means that he will have to remain in his city of refuge. 
During all that time, he must repent and learn from the deeds of his 
neighbors the Levites. He must infuse himself with their holiness 

Throw Him to the Dogs
One who speaks Lashon Harah 

deserves to be thrown to the dogs, 
as we read: ñNovach captured 
Kenat and its surroundings and 
called it Novach, after his nameò 
(Numbers 32:42). In a letter of 
protest and a warning against 
the scourge of informing that 
had spread in a certain town, the 
Chafetz Chaim used this verse 
to allude to what the kabbalists 
have said, namely that a moser 
(an informer) who reports to non-
Jewish authorities is punished by 
being reincarnated as a dog that 
noveach (barks). Thus it is written: 
Vayikra lah (ñAnd he called itò) ï the 
term lah is an acronym for Lashon 
Harah ï ñNovach, after his name.ò 
A similar allusion is found in the 
Gemara: ñWhoever speaks Lashon 
Harahédeserves to be thrown to 
the dogs, as it is written: óYou shall 
throw it to the dogsô [Exodus 22:
30]ò (Makkot 23a).
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