
This week’s parsha opens with a directive:  

ֶּתן־ְלָך֙ ְּבָכל־ְׁשָעֶר֔יָך ֲאֶׁש֨ר ְיהָו֧ה ֱאלֶֹה֛יָך נֵֹת֥ן ְלָך֖ ִלְׁשָבֶט֑יָך ְוָׁשְפטּ֥ו ֶאת־ָהָע֖ם ְטִר֗ים ּתִֽ   ׁשְֹפִט֣ים ְוֹׁשֽ
ֶדק׃  ִמְׁשַּפט־צֶֽ

Judges and officers shall you appoint in all your cities - which Hashem, your G-d, gives 
you - for your tribes; and they shall judge the people with righteous judgment. 

 לֹא־ַתֶּט֣ה ִמְׁשָּפ֔ט לֹ֥א ַתִּכ֖יר ָּפִנ֑ים ְולֹא־ִתַּק֣ח ׁשַֹ֔חד ִּכ֣י ַהּׁשַֹ֗חד ְיַעֵּור֙ ֵעיֵנ֣י ֲחָכִמ֔ים וִֽיַסֵּל֖ף ִּדְבֵר֥י
ם׃  ַצִּדיקִֽ

You shall not pervert judgment, you shall not respect someone’s presence, and you 
shall not accept a bribe, for the bribe will blind the eyes of the wise and make just words 
crooked.  

ְך׃ ְחֶיה֙ וְָיַרְׁשָּת֣ ֶאת־ָהָאֶ֔רץ ֲאֶׁשר־ְיהָו֥ה ֱאלֶֹה֖יָך נֵֹת֥ן לָֽ  ֶצֶ֥דק ֶצֶ֖דק ִּתְרּדֹ֑ף ְלַמַ֤ען ּתִֽ

Justice, justice shall you pursue, that you will live and possess the land that Hashem, 
your G-d, gives you. 

The purpose of laws is to establish a framework for a society where people can coexist, 
with a system of justice that adjudicates disputes and violations of that law. There is no 
community without laws, and without justice, laws are tyranny. Justice is foundational to 
the formation and continuity of communal life.  

In just a few short weeks, we will celebrate Simchat Torah. We complete our reading of 
the Torah, and immediately start over from the beginning. We are continually engaged 
in the reading of the Torah - a book of laws that marked our formation as a people. The 
Jews standing before Har Sinai said, “na’aseh v’nishmah.” We will do, and we will hear. 
Not each of us individually, but all of us together - communally - as a nation. 

So, to form a Jewish people, we needed a system of law and governance - the Torah. 
To sustain a Jewish people - to live and possess the land - we needed that system to 
dispense justice. Shoftim is telling us “tzedek tzedek tirdof” - pursue justice upon justice. 
The parsha instructs the Jewish people to appoint judges, to ensure that they are 
impartial, to enshrine equal treatment of all comers before the courts. Rich and poor 
must be treated alike, bias must be set aside. These are all laudable ideals.  

But then, at the end of the parsha, we come to a strange ritual of the justice system - 
the eglah arfuah. The parsha presents a scenario where a man is found slain in an 
empty field, and the identity of the perpetrator is unknown. The first step is to determine 



jurisdiction - a foundational element of any legal matter. Who is responsible for 
addressing this crime?  

The Torah instructs the elders and magistrates of the town to measure the distance 
between the body and the nearest towns. Whichever is the closest now has jurisdiction 
over the matter, and it is the elders of that town who are obligated to conduct the eglah 
arufah ritual.  

In this ritual, an unyoked cow - purchased from a communal fund - is brought to land 
that has not been worked or sown, and its neck is broken there. The elders wash their 
hands over the cow and declare: 

ְפכּו֙ ֶאת־ַהָּד֣ם ַהֶּז֔ה ְוֵעיֵנ֖ינּו לֹ֥א ָרֽאּו ׃  ָיֵד֗ינּו לֹ֤א ׁשָֽ

“Our hands have not spilled this blood, and our eyes did not see.” 

ם׃  ַּכֵּפר֩ ְלַעְּמָך֨ ִיְׂשָרֵא֤ל ֲאֶׁשר־ָּפִד֙יָת֙ ְיהָו֔ה ְוַאל־ִּתֵּתן֙ ָּד֣ם ָנִק֔י ְּבֶקֶ֖רב ַעְּמָך֣ ִיְׂשָרֵא֑ל- ְוִנַּכֵּפ֥ר ָלֶה֖ם ַהּדָֽ

Atone for Your people Israel that You have redeemed. Do not place blood in the midst 
of your people Israel.” Then the blood shall be atoned for them.  

What if it is obvious from the location of the victim which city is closer? Still, we must 
perform the measurements. Many commentators suggest that this ritual is a chok - a 
law for which we cannot conceive a reason, but we follow it anyway as G-d’s 
commandment, and trust that it has some benefit beyond our understanding.  

Perhaps, though, one purpose is to impress upon us the importance of process and 
procedure in a system of justice. We must observe the formalities - take those 
measurements, even when it is clear to the eye which town is closest - to ensure that 
every victim receives the same treatment, that every case is subject to the same rigors. 
No cutting corners, no assumptions. No matter the victim’s identity - whether he was 
someone we knew, or a stranger, whether he was rich, or poor - the ritual does not 
change. Procedure - as a foundation for equity.  

The eglah arufah itself is purchased from a communal fund - not provided by the 
kohanim who participate in the ritual, not sourced from a generous donor - but obtained 
through an existing pot into which everyone has already contributed. That communal 
statement, a literal buy-in to shared responsibility, reflects the value of this process, and 
its lessons for us today. 



The zekenim declare over the eglah arufah, “our hands did not shed this blood, nor did 
our eyes see it done” - and then, the Torah tells us, the community is relieved of its guilt. 
But you might imagine that this strange and memorable procedure - with all its exacting 
requirements - has a more lasting impact. Our hands didn’t spill this blood - but what are 
we guilty of by omission? Our eyes didn’t see this done - what were we blind to that we 
should have seen? Did we turn away from another’s suffering? Were we so occupied 
with our own daily concerns that we averted our eyes when we should have extended 
our hands?  

And the eglah arufah does not declare us innocent of the crime - וְִנַּכֵּפ֥ר ָלֶה֖ם ַהּדָֽם. Rather 
than an acquittal, it is an atonement.  

No, we did not strike the blow with our own hands. No, we are not legally culpable for 
this crime. But justice doesn’t begin and end at the courtroom doors. The eglah arufah 
requires us to interrogate ourselves: Are we morally culpable? Was this a person in 
need who was turned away from our community empty-handed, as Rashi suggests?  

The parsha then concludes with this declaration: 

י־ַתֲעֶׂש֥ה ַהָּיָׁש֖ר ְּבֵעיֵנ֥י ְיהוָֽה׃  ְוַאָּת֗ה ְּתַבֵע֛ר ַהָּד֥ם ַהָּנִק֖י ִמִּקְרֶּבָ֑ך ּכִֽ

But you shall remove the innocent blood from your midst when you do what is upright in 
the eyes of Hashem. 

And what is upright? Consider again how the parsha opened - tzedek. A system of laws, 
a code of conduct, a Jewish people bound together in a way of life that centers 
community, accountability, and equity.  

The continuing relevance of the eglah arufah to me then, is this: We must not look 
away. We must bring ourselves to the site of injustice and look at it unflinchingly. And 
then - tzedek tzedek tirdof - pursue justice upon justice. Seek equity, seek fairness, 
seek compassion. Be a voice for the voiceless. Continue building our community as one 
that welcomes, includes, reaches out, and uplifts. Keep growing our community as a 
home of true tzedek. 

Good shabbos. 

 


