Chaburah Learning: Amalek. How do we justify committing genocide?
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6. “The Mitzva to Destroy Amalek - And Our Moral Qualms” By Rav Elchanan Samet

Let us examine the broad biblical context of this mitzva. In biblical terms, the war with Amalek is
defined as a "war of cherem," of destruction or extermination, as king Shaul was commanded: "Go and
smite Amalek and DESTROY EVERYTHING (ve-hacharamtem) that is theirs..." A war of cherem was
always carried out with religious motives, and in a case where everything had to be destroyed, the enemy
nation was all put to death and no booty was taken. The taking of booty in such a war was considered a
most serious sin. We encounter several wars of cherem in the Tanakh: the war with Arad (Bamidbar 21:1-
3), the war of Yericho (Yehoshua 6:17-21), and even the mitzva of to wipe out the "ir ha-nidachat" — an
Israelite city that has been corrupted to serve idols (Devarim 13:13-19).

The idea of a war of cherem is not unique to Israel, but was rather an accepted norm among ancient
nations. Thus we learn, for example, from the Mesha Stone (lines 11-18) that King Mesha's war with the
Israelite cities of Atarot and Nevo was a war of cherem. Not only do the facts described there match the
rules of a war of cherem, but with regard to Nevo it is stated explicitly (line 17) that it was "exterminated."

Thus, the war against Amalek is not such an outstanding exception against the backdrop of accepted
wartime practices prevalent in the ancient world. This does not completely ease our discomfort, but it is
important to realize that the mitzvot of the Torah, although valid and relevant for all generations, are also
related to the era in which they were given. In a world where a war of cherem is an accepted moral norm,
Israel also occasionally engages in such a war for religious reasons.
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9. Rav Samson Raphael Hirsch, Shmot 17:14

PPey oy nX. It is not Amalek who is so pernicious for the moral
future of mankind but p%my o1, the glorifying of the memory of Amalek
~ which is the danger. As long as the annals of humanity cover the memory
- of the heroes of the sword with glory, as long as those that throttle and
jnu.rder the happiness of mankind are not buried in oblivion, so long will
&ach successive generation look up in worship to these "grmt ones’ of vic-
ence and force, and their memory will awaken the desire to emulate these
- beroes, and acquire equal glory by equal violence and force. Only when the

divine laws of morals have become the sole criterion as to the worth of
e greatest and smallest of men, and no longer in inverse proportion but
0 direct proportion to greatness and power do the demands of morality
w, and the greater and more powerful a man is, the less any lapse in
laws of morality is excused, then and then only will the reign of
lek cease for ever in the world. That this is the final goal of God's
aagement and direction of the history of the world is expressed here
r the first weakening of Amalek, "I will utterly obliterate the keeping
the remembrance of Amalek frtun as far as the heavens reach™. So also
in Ps. IX,7, the thought is poignantly expressed, that only with the doing
#way with the remembrance of devastations and conquests will the perpetra-

i,

ors of these deeds disappear fm DO 712K}

10. Rav Soloveichik Kol Dodi Dofek (translated by Lawrence Kaplan)

the Arabs are directed not just against the political sovereignty of the
State ol Israel but against the very existence of the Yishuv in the land
of Israel. They wish to destroy, heaven forbid, the entire commun-
ity, “both men and women, infant and suckling, ox and sheep™ (1
Samuel 15:3). At a Mizrachi convention I cited the view expressed by
my father and master [R. Moses Soloveitchik] of blessed memory,
that the proclamation, “The Lord will have war with Amalek from
generation to generation™ (Exodus 17:16) does not only translate
o the communal exercise of waging obligatory war against a
specific race, but includes as well the obligation to rise up as a
community against any people or group that, filled with maniacal
hatred, directs its enmiry against Keneset Israel. When a people
cmblazons on its banner, *Come, and let us cut them off from being
a nation; that the name of Israel may be no more in remembrance”
(Psalms 83 :5) it becomes, thereby, Amalek.?® In the 19505 and 1940s
the Nazis, with Hitler at their head, filled this role. They were the
Amalekites, the standard-bearers ol insane hatred and enmity
during the era just past. Today their place has been taken over by the
mobs of Nasser and the Mufti. If we are silent now as well, I know




11. “The Punishment of Amalek in Jewish Tradition: Coping with the Moral Problem”, Avi
_Sagi, Harvard Theological Review 87:3, 336 (1994) XS ERC
Hasidic exegesis claims that Amalek did something to you, that is, to hu-
man beings who stray from the right path because of the evil instinct:
therefore, “Amalek is the evil instinct, everyone’s enemy.”*® Because this
instinct is always lurking, we are commanded to remember that “even at
the highest rung of holiness and purity, one should still beware of the lure
of the evil instinct, Amalek.”*' The duty to blot out Amalek is thus the
duty “to extirpate and destroy the source of evil and the evil instinct.”? As
the evil instinct cannot be obliterated, “‘the Lord will have war with Amalek
from generation to generation’ meaning that, in every generation and at
every hour, this is the great war we fight all our days.”*3

ww dew

1 719 02 niN%a n"an1.12
R 77377

OR 2P0 2 IMRIW ,TIRD MAPR TARY MW DANYA TR 219 17 PRIPY TV 092 DIR OV aaa0n PR PR
ST AW 1A PANT PR 100V 13012 NOXIW NIXA VAW 19201 1200w R L1900 TPOR IR Y anhah vy
;7Y 077 T2 1T AR L0107 31

771997

DOMR 0127 712 ,0°7977 93 A TANYN QnRY Y ,NIEA Yaw 1720 R 120 IR 1279w RD oK)
10 MRV AW QNN PRNIN TR IMOWR XYW PRRYY Pany ayaw 2aR ,NINING XY a¥ XITW MW Dnena
PMAY 9T DR 0NN PRV MR KT 1Y ,7AWI 90 700N K 2O Ivn pa A 995 qwen




