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The Torah, in Parshat Masai, instructs the Jewish people to
designate six cities to function as cities of refuge for those that
deserve exile. These cities were included in the forty eight cities
that were given to the Levites. Although the Levites did not
receive any land as an inheritance, they did receive cities in which
to live. Six of these forty eight served not only as Levite cities but
also as cities of refuge for murderers who were deserving of exile.
The decree of exile required the killer to flee to one of these six
cities and to live there until the Kohen Gadol would pass away.

The Torah instructs Moshe to establish three of the six cities on
the east of the Jordan river and three in Eretz Yisrael proper.

Rashi, in Makkot 10a, notices that the
mathematical proportions are not equal, for the land east of the
Jordan was inherited by only two and a half tribes, whereas the
land of Israel itself was settled by nine and a half tribes. If three
cities of refuge sufficed for the entire land of Israel, which

citing the gemara

contained nine and a half tribes, why were three needed for the
remaining two and a half tribes east of the Jordan?

Rashi answers that the city of Gilad, located east of the Jordan,
was a thereby
necessitating so many cities of refuge. The commentators are

lawless violent city with many murderers,

bothered by this answer because cities of refuge only received
those who accidentally killed their victims. They did not accept
murderers who killed their victims intentionally. So even if we
accept the fact that Gilad had a lot of violent murderers, they
would not be eligible to live in these cities of refuge, thereby
begging the question again why the land east of the Jordan would
need three of these cities. Surely the number of accidental deaths
in a society are a product of the size of the population, so why
would two and a half tribes require the same amount of cities as
nine and a half tribes?

The Ramban answers that these murderers from Gilad would run
to the cities of refuge, pretending that they killed their victim
accidentally. Only after investigating the matter would the Beit Din
then remove them from the city. In the meantime, there could be
an influx of murderers running to these cities and therefore three
cities were required.

Another approach | heard many years ago is as follows. In truth, all
three cities were required for the accidental killers and not for the
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intentional murderers. The reason why three cities were required
for two and a half tribes was because there were many more
accidental deaths per capita east of the Jordan, to the degree that
they equaled the amount of accidental deaths that occurred from
the other nine and a half tribes combined. The reason for this
phenomenon is because there were so many violent crimes in
Gilad!

There is a deep social axiom at play in this chazal. If a person lives
in a lawful, well behaved society, he too will have a tendency to be
well behaved, as he will rise to his peers. If, however, one lives in
a violent and murderous city, then even if he does not become a
criminal himself, his sensitivity to life, law and order, could be
dulled to the degree that he becomes lax and cuts corners. This
could lead a good person to accidentally killing another without
intent, solely because the destructive society that he lives in
eroded his sense of responsibility and accountability. This is why
there were so many accidental deaths east of the Jordan. Living in
the “wild, wild West” does not make for exemplary moral people.
To the degree that one can try to fight the influence, he will not
escape unscathed. The destructive environment will leave its mark
on his moral compass. This can lead to taking chances, sometimes
endangering other people’s lives and sometimes accidentally
taking other people’s lives.

This coming Shabbat, the Ra’anana municipality, driven by the
secular Democratic party within the coalition, is launching their
Shabbat day public transportation initiative. Although the bus will
not operate in the mainly religious areas of Ra’anana, we, as
Shabbos observant Jews, should still be very troubled by this
breach to Shabbos. From this Shabbos, Ra’anana will be a city that
officially violates the Shabbos in a way that we’ve never seen
before. This doesn’t only put the secular community of Ra’anana
in spiritual danger, it puts us in danger as well. It makes us
susceptible to treating Shabbos lightly. We learn from this parsha
that this is human psychology. Live in a city where Shabbos is
strong and precious and we will all treat Shabbos better. Live in a
city were Shabbos is sullied and we are all affected in some way.
Let us pray that we remain loyal to Shabbos and to Hashem no
matter what is thrown at us and may we rise above these new
challenges that our city has unfortunately placed in front of us.
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