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  1. 

Shifting the Verse  

In this week’s Torah portion, the Torah relates that after the war against Midian, the 

“officers of the army” were commanded: “Whoever has killed a person or has touched a 

corpse, shall purify themselves…”1 Rashi quotes the words “Whoever has killed a person” 

and explains: 

“Rabbi Meir says: The verse is speaking about someone who has killed using an 

instrument that is susceptible to tumah (ritual impurity). The verse is teaching that 

a vessel imparts impurity to a person while it is in contact with a corpse, just as if 

he had touched the corpse itself. Or perhaps {one may learn that} even if one fires 

an arrow at his target and kills him {he becomes impure}? Therefore, {to negate this 

idea,} the verse states: ‘or whoever has touched2 a corpse.’ It compares a killer to 

one who touches {a corpse}: Just as the one who touches {a corpse, and thereby 

becomes defiled,} does so through contact, so too the killer {becomes defiled} 

through contact.” 

This {quote from Rashi} requires explanation: The source of Rabbi Meir’s statement 

is the Sifri , but the Sifri  does not cite it regarding the verse “Whoever has killed a person” 

which is in our Torah portion . Rather, it is cited regarding an earlier verse: “(and whoever 

touches…) someone killed by a sword” in Parshas Chukas .3 {There,} the Sifri ’s wording, 

“The verse is speaking  about someone who killed using an object susceptible to tumah,” 

refers to the verse in Parshas Chukas. 

Furthermore: Rashi adds to the wording of the Sifri  the phrase,  

“And the verse teaches you that a vessel imparts impurity to a person while it is 

connected to the corpse, just as if he had touched the corpse himself.”4 

Regarding Rashi’s addition, one could say that Rashi is thereby providing a 

clarification  of Rabbi Meir’s words (as we find in several places that Rashi quotes a 

statement of our Sages and then adds his own clarification). 

However, regarding the aforementioned change (regarding which verse Rabbi Meir 

is discussing) — that Rashi connects this derivation to a different verse — we must say5 that 

 
 

1) Bamidbar  31:19. 

2) In the standard printed editions {of Rashi}, the 

text reads “the one who touches” (hanogea). 

However, in early printings and manuscripts, the 

text reads “whoever touches” (nogea), which aligns 

perfectly with the actual verse. 

3) Ibid.  19:16. 

4) In the standard printed edition of the Sifri , it says: 

“that it imparts impurity through movement.”  

5) It is unthinkable that Rashi  would alter Rabbi 

Meir’s statement. 
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Rashi had an alternative version of the Sifri ,6 and according to that text, Rabbi Meir was 

indeed discussing our verse, in Parshas Mattos.7 

We must understand, however: Why does Rashi specifically choose the version 

wherein Rabbi Meir derives this from the verse in Parshas Mattos, rather than the 

widespread version8 where Rabbi Meir refers to the verse in Parshas Chukas? 

2. 

Rashi ’s Underlying Logic  

The Re’em explains9 that Rabbi Meir’s statement is a continuation of the preceding 

law in the Sifri  derived from the verse regarding “someone killed by a sword” in Parshas 

Chukas:10 “The verse comes to teach concerning a sword, that it becomes impure with a 

seven-day impurity, and one who touches it becomes impure with a seven-day impurity” 

(— “The sword is like a corpse”).11 

According to this reading, when one touches a sword that has been in contact with 

a corpse, he contracts a seven-day impurity as if he had touched the corpse itself. Rabbi 

Meir then adds a novel ruling: From our verse, “Whoever has killed a person,” we derive 

that this rule — that an object in contact with a corpse imparts impurity as if one had 

touched the corpse itself — applies not exclusively to a sword, but to any instrument  

susceptible to tumah. 

For this reason, Rashi cites this law here, in our verse, and not on the verse “someone 

killed by a sword” in Parshas Chukas. Rashi wants to show that the proof for extending this 

law to all susceptible instruments is derived from the verse “Whoever has killed a person” 

in our Torah portion.  

 
 

6) This aligns with the Vilna Gaon’s text of the Sifri , 

which has Rabbi Meir beginning: “There is no need 

[to derive it from there, for] it states (in our Torah 

portion), ‘and whoever has killed a person.’”  

7) A wording matching Rashi  (including the 

addition) is also cited in the Sefer Mitzvos Gadol 

(Semag), Positive Commandment 231, regarding the 

verse in our Torah portion. The Mishneh LaMelech  

(Hilchos Tumas Mes  5:3) also cites this in the name 

of the Sifri , though he may just be quoting Rashi . 

See footnote 36 below. 

8) See the commentaries on the Sifri  — there are 

several textual variants, but all present it as an 

explanation on the verse in Parshas Chukas  (and not 

our Torah portion).  

9) On Rashi  here, near the end. 

10) Bamidbar  19:16. 

11) Pesachim 14a. 
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However, this interpretation of Rashi is difficult to maintain. 12 (That according to 

the straightforward reading, the teaching of Rabbi Meir is connected to the halacha of “a 

sword is like a corpse”.) 

If Rabbi Meir’s teaching were truly a continuation of the law that “a sword is like a 

corpse,” his primary innovation would be that the law is not limited to a sword, rather any 

instrument can bring the impurity. 

 Yet, Rashi’s wording, “The verse is speaking about someone who killed using an 

object susceptible to tumah,” implies that Rabbi Meir is actually limiting the scope of the 

verse. He is (not expanding  the law to include all susceptible objects; rather, he is ) 

excluding  others, stating that the verse specifically addresses someone who kills using an 

object susceptible to tumah (thereby excluding someone who kills using an object that is 

not). 

Furthermore, Rashi here never mentions the law that “a sword is like a corpse”, and 

impure for seven days, nor does he offer any commentary on the verse “someone killed by 

a sword” in Parshas Chukas . This indicates that Rashi interprets the verse in Parshas 

Chukas  in its straightforward  sense: it refers to touching  the person who was killed by the 

sword, not the weapon itself. 

If we were to say that the person indeed becomes defiled directly {and solely} 

through contact with the weapon, this would be so significant a deviation from the 

straightforward meaning, that Rashi would explicitly specify it, 

Rashi understands the phrase “someone killed by a sword” as a description of the 

corpse, and the subsequent “or” phrases (“or a standard corpse,” “or a human bone”) as a 

list of different categories of human remains that impart impurity. 

{Because Rashi interprets the verse in Parshas Chukas  as merely listing different 

categories of human remains that defile a person, rather than teaching a law about the 

actual instrument of death contracting impurity, we cannot say that Rabbi Meir’s statement 

in our portion is an expansion of that earlier verse. According to Rashi, the verse in Chukas 

is not discussing the instrument of death at all.} 

Because Rashi does not treat the verse in Parshas Chukas as a source for the status 

of the weapon, it becomes clear that Rabbi Meir’s statement in our portion is an 

independent law. The phrase “The verse is speaking about someone who killed using an 

object susceptible to tumah” connects exclusively to our verse, “Whoever has killed a 

person,” and is not an expansion of the law from Parshas Chukas. 

 
 

12) In addition to the fact that the simple reading of 

Rashi  indicates that Rabbi Meir’s statement refers 

{directly} to the words “Whoever has killed a 

person.” 



Vol. 28 | Mattos | Sichah 2 | 4 

 

projectlikkuteisichos.org 

In light of this, the straightforward meaning of our verse appears to be: “Whoever 

(anyone who) has killed a person” contracts corpse impurity — whether he used an object 

susceptible to tumah, an object not susceptible, or even if he used an arrow (where there 

was no direct contact with the corpse at all). Additionally, the verse includes “whoever 

(anyone who) touches a corpse” (even if the one touching was not the killer). 

Given this broad meaning of “Whoever has killed a person,” how does Rashi deduce 

that the verse refers specifically to “someone who killed using an object susceptible to 

tumah,” and furthermore, only if this occurred “while connected to the corpse”? 

3. 

Defilement Through Movement  

Some commentators suggest that Rashi relies on the point which he concludes with: 

“Or perhaps {one would think that the verse implies, that} even if one fires an arrow 

at his target and kills him {he becomes impure}? Therefore, the verse states: ‘or 

whoever has touched a corpse.’ It compares a killer to one who touches {a corpse}. 

Just as the one who touches {becomes impure} through contact, so too the killer 

{becomes defiled} through contact.” 

{According to these commentators, Rashi’s logic is as follows:} Since the defilement 

of the killer only occurs through direct contact, meaning, the instrument used to kill 

touches the corpse, thereby becoming impure and transmitting that impurity to the killer 

(“the vessel imparts impurity to a person… just as if he had touched the corpse itself”), the 

instrument must necessarily be an object susceptible to tumah. ({Their reasoning is that} if 

the very instrument causing death remains pure, how could an obj ect incapable of 

becoming impure transmit impurity to the killer?) 

However, it is a stretch to assume that the entire foundation of Rashi’s commentary 

is based on the juxtaposition between a killer and one who touches a corpse, for several 

reasons:13 

a) This juxtaposition only proves that we are dealing with impurity transmitted 

through direct contact {between the weapon and the corpse} (thereby excluding a 

case like “firing an arrow”), but it does not prove that the connecting object must be 

an “object susceptible to tumah.” One could argue (as the Ramban does14) that 

“Whoever has killed a person” becomes impure through hesset (moving)15 — i.e., 

 
 

13) Rabbeinu Bachya  on our Torah portion differs, 

explaining that the juxtaposition excludes firing an 

arrow. 

14) On the verse ibid.  

15) The Rambam actually has “imparts impurity 

through hesset” in his text of the Sifri . 
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by causing the corpse to move from its place16 — and hesset can occur even through 

an object that is not susceptible to tumah. 

In fact, the opposite is true: Since the verse says, “Whoever has killed a person,” it is 

logical, as mentioned earlier, that the Torah intends to include as many methods of 

killing as possible. Consequently, it would seemingly be better to interpret the verse 

as referring to impurity through movement (which applies with any object, whether 

susceptible to tumah or not), rather than asserting that it refers specifically to 

someone who kills with an object susceptible to tumah. 

b) It is difficult to accept that this juxtaposition serves as the necessary foundation — 

according to the straightforward reading of the verse  — even with regards to the 

second detail, that the verse is speaking specifically about impurity through direct 

contact. We could easily explain (as mentioned above) that the verse refers to two 

distinct methods of contracting corpse impurity: one through “killing  a person” and 

another by “touching  a corpse.” This is especially true since the verse says “Whoever 

has killed a person,” which (in its simple sense) means every killer, not just one who 

is in contact with the corpse via a weapon at the very moment of death. 

c) The plain language of the Sifri , and especially Rashi, indicates they are speaking of 

common  occurrences, {since we are talking about} during the war against Midian, 

where there were also instances of “firing an arrow,” as is the standard way of 

warfare with sword or bow (and similar).  

Based on the logic {that the verse only purifies those who had direct contact via their 

weapon}, it would emerge that the archers in the army were excluded from the 

command “and you shall encamp outside the camp for seven days [to purify 

yourselves],” even though they were certainly included in the command “Now, kill 

every male…”! {This makes no logical sense, because if the archers were commanded 

to participate in the killing, they must surely have been included in the subsequent 

command for the returning soldiers to undergo purification.} 

d) As has been discussed many times, the exact words chosen for Rashi’s title are 

precisely chosen. In our case, since Rashi quotes only the words “Whoever has killed 

a person” from the verse (and does not even hint at the words “or whoever has 

touched a corpse” with an “etc.”, leaving them to only be mentioned only at the end 

of his commentary), it implies that the foundation for his commentary — that “The 

verse is speaking about someone who has killed using an instrument that is 

 
 

16) Rashi  mentions impurity through hesset earlier 

(Vayikra  15:12), discussing an impure person 

moving a pure object.  
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susceptible to tumah, and the verse teaches you etc.” — is derived solely from the 

words “Whoever has killed a person” (and not from the words “or whoever has 

touched a corpse”). 

[As for Rashi’s concluding statement, “Or perhaps even if he fires an arrow… It 

compares a killer to one who touches…”, this addresses an additional point: 17 Even after 

we know that “The verse is speaking about someone who has killed using an instrument 

that is susceptible to tumah” and that “the vessel imparts impurity to a person… just as if 

he had touched the corpse itself” (which is derived from “Whoever has killed a person”), 

there is still room to say that “even if he fires an arrow at his target and kills him” he should 

become impure. This possibility is then negated by the juxtaposition, as will be explained 

below.] 

4. 

Impurity of Killing  

The explanation is as follows: 

According to the straightforward meaning of the verse, the intent of the command, 

“And you shall encamp (outside the camp)… whoever has killed…,” is a practical  

command. That is to say: Earlier, in Parshas Chukas, G -d instructed Moshe regarding all 

the laws pertaining to corpse impurity (“These are the laws etc.”)18; whereas in our Torah 

portion, they are reiterated as they become practically relevant, 19 as a warning to the 

soldiers to actively fulfill the laws (from Parshas Chukas) in practice. 

Based on this, however, a major difficulty arises in our verse: Reading the words 

“Whoever has killed a person” in their plain sense implies that every killer contracts corpse 

impurity. Meaning, the impurity is not inherently tied to touching a corpse or being present 

in a tent with a corpse. Rather, the very act of killing a person imparts impurity to the killer. 

[Even though in the realm of Halachah there is no room to even suppose this — as 

the Rambam states:20 “The Torah says, ‘Whoever has killed a person’… Could one  suppose 

that one who shot an arrow and killed… contracts a seven-day impurity? Rather, etc.” (as 

will be discussed below) — nevertheless, within the straightforward  reading of the text, 

there is room for such an assumption. Since the act of killing brings about the (primary 

level) of impurity (a corpse), {it stands to reason that} the killer himself should become 

impure as a direct result.] 

 
 

17) See footnote 29 below regarding the word “Or” 

in Rashi . 

18) Bamidbar  19:14 and onward. 

19) Similar to Rashi  earlier (Bamidbar  9:4). 

20) Hilchos Tumas Mes  5:3. 
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The question then arises: In Parshas Chukas , this method of contracting corpse 

impurity {through the mere act of killing} is not mentioned at all! If this is indeed a new 

category of impurity, why was it not listed earlier among all the other laws (“These are the 

laws etc.”) of a corpse’s impurity? 

Rashi preempts this difficulty by explaining that indeed, no new category of impurity 

was introduced here. Rather, this is simply one of the categories of impurity that were 

already stated earlier: 

“The verse is speaking about someone who has killed using an instrument that is 

susceptible to tumah, and the verse is teaching that a vessel imparts impurity to a person 

while it is connected to the corpse, just as if he had touched the corpse itself.” The impurity 

of “Whoever has killed a person” — {which Rashi qualifies as} “someone who killed using 

an instrument susceptible to tumah” — is actually a subcategory of impurity contracted 

through contact, which was already established earlier {in Parshas Chukas}. 

[Furthermore, we already learned earlier 21 that even touching a “grave” imparts 

impurity, and according to one explanation in Rashi (on the words “in the open field”), 

even touching the cover or frame of a grave imparts impurity.] Rather, here (in Parshas 

Mattos), the Torah reveals and specifies that any vessel that touches a corpse {imparts 

impurity} “just as if he had touched the corpse itself” (provided it is “connected to the 

corpse” {at the time}). 

5. 

The Status of the Killer  

There is a further point Rashi preempts by adding (to the Sifri ’s wording): “And the 

verse is teaching that a vessel imparts impurity to a person while it is connected to the 

corpse, just as if he had touched the corpse itself.” 

Without this addition, one might have assumed that a person who kills with a 

susceptible instrument contracts corpse impurity simply because the instrument  touching 

the corpse becomes an avi avos hatumah (a primary source of impurity, equal to the corpse 

itself). Consequently, the instrument itself would impart corpse impurity to the person 

touching it. 

This would mirror  the halachic principle that “a sword is akin to a corpse” — 

meaning the sword assumes the identical severity of impurity as the corpse itself.22 We find 

 
 

21) Bamidbar  19:16. 

22) There is a difference of opinion as to whether a 

sword imparts impurity only through direct touch 

(like a corpse), or if it also imparts impurity through 

carrying and overshadowing.  
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a similar concept — even according to the straightforward meaning of the Torah — 

regarding the impurity of a zav (a person with an impure discharge). There, the bed of a 

zav “becomes an av hatumah  (like the zav himself) to impart impurity to a person, 

rendering his garments impure.”23 

— Following this logic, one might have concluded that when a person kills with a 

susceptible instrument, the instrument itself becomes an avi avos hatumah. 

Rashi, however, rejects this interpretation. If this were true, the novel teaching of the 

verse “Whoever has killed a person” would center on the vessel touching the corpse (that 

it acquires the severe status of an avi avos hatumah). But this would raise the question: 

where is this novelty hinted at in the words “Whoever has killed a person”? 

Had this law been derived from the verse, “And whoever touches… someone killed 

by a sword,” it would be less difficult. Since that verse explicitly mentions “a sword,” it is 

plausible to say the Torah is hinting  that touching the sword (that touched the corpse) 

imparts a seven-day impurity.  

However, since this law is derived from the verse “Whoever has killed a person” — 

a verse that entirely omits any mention of the instrument used to kill — how could the 

Torah be introducing a novel law about an instrument, when the instrument itself is 

completely absent from the phrase “Whoever has killed a person”?! 

Therefore, Rashi is precise in his wording, stating, “a vessel imparts impurity to a 

person while it is connected to the corpse, as if he had touched the corpse itself.” The novel 

teaching here is not a law regarding the vessel — that it acquires the status of an avi avos 

hatumah (as is the case with the bed of a zav). Rather, the law concerns the person, 

establishing that he is considered “as if he had touched the corpse itself.”24 Because he is 

touching the vessel while it is connected to the corpse, his action is legally defined as 

touching the corpse directly.25 

For this reason, the verse conveys this law using the phrase “Whoever has killed a 

person” — which emphasizes the action of the person and his physical link to the corpse. 

It is this very connection between the killer and the corpse, coming into contact with it via 

the instrument, that generates the impurity, “just as if he had touched the corpse itself.” 

 
 

23) Rashi , Vayikra  15:5. 

24) This clarifies Rashi ’s precise choice of words in 

Hebrew: “just as if he is touching,” implying that the 

act of touching the connected vessel is legally 

defined as a direct touch. 

25) Note that the Gur Aryeh  (on Chukas ) explains 

similarly regarding the cover and frame of a grave: it 

is considered as if he touched the corpse itself, “not 

that the impurity resides within the cover and 

frame.” 
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6. 

Remote Defilement  

Based on the above {understanding that Rashi interprets our verse not as a new 

category of impurity for killing, but as an extension of the laws of contact}, we can 

understand the continuation of Rashi’s commentary: “Or perhaps [the verse implies that] 

even if one fires an arrow at his target and kills him [he becomes impure]? Therefore, the 

verse states: ‘or whoever has touched a corpse.’ It compares a killer to one who touches…” 

Seemingly, (since the verse broadly states “Whoever has killed,”) what novelty is 

Rashi’s comparison coming to teach? 

The Re’em explains26 that the logic behind this initial assumption (that firing an 

arrow might impart impurity) is: “Perhaps he does not contract impurity through contact, 

but by killing.” This logic would inherently include a case of firing an arrow.  

However, based on what was explained above, it is clear that such an assumption 

(that the impurity stems from the act of killing) categorically has no place in the 

straightforward reading. If it did, it would mean a completely new category of corpse 

impurity was being introduced , as discussed earlier. Furthermore, it is a stretch to assume 

that Rashi cites this juxtaposition (between the killer and the one touching) merely as 

additional proof that the impurity does not stem from the act of killing. 

Rather, the explanation is as follows: Since the impurity of “Whoever has killed a 

person” is based on the principle that it is “just as if he had touched the corpse itself,” this 

demonstrates that corpse impurity does not strictly require a literal touch where the 

person’s physical body contacts the corpse. Rather, moving the corpse via a vessel is 

sufficient to be considered “just as if he had touched the corpse itself.” 

Consequently, the assumption regarding “even if one fires an arrow and kills him” 

arises naturally. Since the “touch” in the case of a connected vessel consists entirely of 

establishing a link with the corpse (via the vessel) rather than physical  bodily  contact, it is 

plausible to assume that the same law should apply to firing an arrow.27 For in this case as 

 
 

26) In his commentary on Rashi  here. 

27) This clarifies a manuscript variant of Rashi  (also 

cited by the Ramban) that completely omits the 

word “Or” and simply reads, “Perhaps even if he 

fires an arrow…” The assumption that an arrow 

imparts impurity does not contradict the previous 

law; rather, it follows directly from it: Since a vessel 

imparts impurity like direct touch, perhaps an arrow 

does as well, since it too establishes a link to the 

corpse. 
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well, the person causes a movement in the corpse, through the “force” 28 that is present 

within the arrow.29 

To counter this, Rashi states: “Therefore, the verse states: ‘or whoever has touched a 

corpse.’ It compares a killer to one who touches: Just as the one who touches is {rendered 

impure} through contact, so too the killer {becomes defiled} through contact.” Because the 

impurity of the killer is (not a new category based on the act of killing, but is ) entirely 

rooted in the law of impurity through contact, it is only logical to conclude that “Whoever 

has killed” functions in the exact same manner as “whoever has touched a corpse” (since 

they are stated in a single sequence). Therefore: “Just as the one who touches does so 

through connection, so too the killer {becomes defiled} through connection.” 

7. 

Garmi  vs Grama 

An astute student, however, might ask: Since in both cases — killing with a weapon 

directly connected to the corpse and killing by firing an arrow — the “touch” is not a literal, 

physical touch, but rather a connection created through a secondary object, an explanation 

is required. What exactly is the difference between these two methods of connection that 

specifically the first method renders the person impure? 

Rashi alludes to this explanation by deliberately citing the author of the statement: 

“Rabbi Meir says…”  

The Gemara30 states a rule that Rabbi Meir adjudicates cases of garmi (direct 

causation). This means that even though the established halachah31 is that one is exempt 

from liability for grama (indirect causation), Rabbi Meir maintains that if the causation 

falls under the category of garmi, it is treated like actively damaging with one’s own hands, 

and the person is liable to pay. 

The core distinction between grama and garmi is this:32 Grama refers to damage 

caused with a degree of separation — either in space or time — between the perpetrator’s 

action and the actual resulting damage. Garmi , on the other hand, refers to damage effected 

 
 

28) This is comparable to the laws of damages 

regarding a fire, where one is liable for the force he 

generated (see Shemos 22:5 and Rashi  there). 

29) Consequently, the initial assumption only 

challenges the requirement that the weapon be 

physically “connected” to the corpse. It does not 

challenge Rabbi Meir’s opening premise that the 

verse speaks exclusively of an instrument susceptible 

to tumah. 

30) Bava Kamma  100a. 

31) Ibid.  60a; Bava Basra  22b. 

32) See Encyclopedia Talmudis , s.v. Grama 

B’Nezikin , sec. 1. 
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in close proximity to the person’s action. {Meaning, with grama it is an eventual outcome 

of the action, whereas garmi is a direct and immediate consequence.} 

The same logic applies to our subject. Even though in both cases — a connected 

weapon and a fired arrow — there is merely a connection to the corpse via a secondary 

object, there remains a fundamental difference. When a weapon is actively held and 

connected to the corpse, touching the vessel creates an immediate proximity. Therefore, it 

is legally considered “just as if he had touched the corpse itself” (just as garmi is similar to 

damaging with one’s own hands). 

In contrast, in the case of firing an arrow, where the person’s force comes into 

contact with the corpse over a physical distance,33 it cannot be considered “just as if he had 

touched the corpse itself.” 

8. 

Contrasting Rashi  and the Rambam  

Here we see — in a remarkable halachic nuance — the precision of the differences 

between Rashi’s wording compared to that of the Rambam regarding this issue. 

The concept mentioned at the end of Rashi’s commentary — “Or perhaps [the verse 

implies that] even if one fires an arrow at his target, etc.” — is also cited by the Rambam,34 

but with three primary differences. The Rambam writes: 

“It states, ‘Whoever has killed a person or whoever has touched a corpse.’ Could 

one suppose that one who shot an arrow or threw a stone, and killed, contracts a 

seven-day impurity? Rather, etc.” 

{The differences are as follows:} 

a) A striking  difference: The Rambam says, “ Could one suppose  etc.” (and 

consequently, he does not need, nor does he bring, the juxtaposition to negate it). 

Meaning, to the Rambam, this is a rhetorical question that has no logical  basis to 

begin with  (as mentioned above). This contrasts with Rashi (and the Sifri), who 

writes: “Or perhaps even 35… Therefore, the verse states… It compares…” 

According to Rashi, there is a legitimate possibility and initial assumption that firing 

 
 

33) This differs from the laws of damages regarding 

a spreading fire (discussed in footnote 28). There, 

the liability concerns one’s external property, 

whereas here, the impurity must apply directly to 

one’s physical body.  

34) Hilchos Tumas Mes  5:3. 

35) In the Sifri , the text is “Or perhaps even.” 
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an arrow imparts corpse impurity, and we must rely on the juxtaposition to negate 

it. 

b) The Rambam adds a second example: “or threw a stone and killed.”36 

c) Rashi (and the Sifri )37 uses the phrase “fires an arrow at him  and killed him” — 

whereas the Rambam uses the phrase “shot an arrow and killed… or threw a stone 

and killed .” He makes no mention of the victim. 

Based on all the above, we can say that these three differences are intrinsically linked: 

The initial assumption in Rashi, that one who “fires an arrow at his target and kills 

him” contracts corpse impurity, is based on the idea that this falls under the category of 

impurity through contact (“just as if he had touched the corpse itself”). This assumption 

arises due to the “c onnection” established between the person’s physical force and the 

corpse, as explained at length. Therefore {, Rashi’s phrasing aligns perfectly}: 

a) His precise wording is “fired an arrow at him  and killed him” — emphasizing the 

physical connection established between the killer  and the corpse. 

b) He specifically uses the example of an arrow (and not a stone), because an arrow is 

an instrument susceptible to tumah {as it is a tool}. Since the initial assumption is 

that the killer contracts impurity via contact, it is obvious that this could only apply 

if the instrument bridging the contact is susceptible to tumah. 

c) There is indeed logical room for this initial assumption (“Or perhaps even…”), 

making the juxtaposition necessary to negate it. 

In contrast, the Rambam rules that impurity through direct contact is not a Biblical 

law.38 He frames the law of “Whoever has killed a person” strictly within the halachah that 

“a sword is akin to a corpse,”39 stating that “the same applies to other vessels, whether metal 

vessels, etc…. they are, to the one who touches them, just as if he had touched the corpse 

itself; just as a corpse imparts impurity… so too vessels that became impure from a corpse, 

they, and the vessels or the person who touches them, contract a seven-day impurity.” 

Because the Rambam does not hold that impurity through contact is Biblical, he 

does not entertain any initial assumption (“Or perhaps…”) that an arrow imparts impurity 

due to the “connection” between the killer and the victim. Rather, he addresses a different 

assumption entirely: that the very act of killing generates impurity. He categorically rejects 

 
 

36) The Mishneh LaMelech  (ibid. ) notes that the 

Sifri  does not include the example of a stone. 

37) In the Sifri , the text reads “fires the arrow at 

him.”  

38) The Rambam (ibid.  5:2) rules that impurity 

through direct contact is only Rabbinic.  

39) This is the wording of the Rambam (ibid.  5:3), 

differing slightly from the standard Talmudic 

phrasing “a sword is like a corpse.”  
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this theory from the outset, saying, “Could one suppose…” Therefore, the Rambam’s 

phrasing perfectly aligns: 

a) He says “Could one suppose” — because (in the realm of Halachah) the idea that 

killing generates impurity has no place. 

b) He writes “shot an arrow and killed” (omitting “at him” and “him”) — because the 

connection to the victim is irrelevant; {the assumption being rejected centers on} 

only the act of killing. 

c) He adds the example of a stone (which is not susceptible to tumah) — to emphasize 

that he is negating the assumption that the act of killing defiles, an assumption where 

the susceptibility of the weapon makes no difference. 

9. 

Cleaving to the Divine  

From the “wine of Torah” {the inner, spiritual dimension} within Rashi’s 

commentary: 

Just as we see on the side converse to holiness, regarding impurity, that “a vessel 

imparts impurity to a person while it is connected to the corpse, just as if he had touched 

the corpse itself,” the same applies on the side of good, regarding purity and h oliness. 

Through attachment to Torah scholars, “the verse considers it as if he is literally attached 

to the Divine Presence.”40 

Furthermore, since “the measure of goodness is greater than the measure of 

punishment,”41 it follows logically: Regarding impurity, a grama {an indirect, “distant” 

connection to the sin and impurity} is not enough to defile a person; it requires direct 

contact. 

Regarding holiness, however, it is different.42 In order to become “literally attached 

to the Divine Presence,”43 it is sufficient to be attached to Torah scholars through any type 

of connection whatsoever. As the Gemara states:44 “Whoever marries his daughter to a 

Torah scholar, conducts business on behalf of a Torah scholar, or  {even} benefits a Torah 

 
 

40) Tanya , end of ch. 2, based on Kesubos 111b. 

41) Sotah 11a. 

42) See Sanhedrin  64a and Iyun Yaakov  there. 

43) Thus is the wording in Tanya , ibid . In Kesubos: 

“attached to the Divine Presence” (omitting the 

word “literally”).  

44) Kesubos, ibid . 
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scholar from his assets,” 45 accomplishes {such a profound bond} that it is “as if he is 

attached to the Divine Presence.” 

Through this, {the verse} is fulfilled: “And you who cleave to the L-rd your G -d are 

all living  today.”46 

(From a Sichah delivered on Shabbos Parshas Mattos-Masei 5742 [1982]) 

 

 

 
 

45) The Rambam writes (ibid. ): “Therefore, a person 

must strive to… marry his daughter to a Torah 

scholar… and connect with them in every way, etc.”  

46) Devarim  4:4. 


