A Study in Contrasts: Parashat Ki Teitzei 5786

Deuteronomy 22:1-3

(1) If you see your fellow Israelite’s ox or
sheep gone astray, do not ignore it; you
must take it back to your peer. (2) If your
fellow Israelite does not live near you or
you do not know who [the owner] is, you

shall bring it home and it shall remain with
you until your peer claims it; then you shall
give it back. (3) You shall do the same with

that person’s donkey; you shall do the
same with that person’s garment; and so
too shall you do with anything that your
fellow Israelite loses and you find: you
must not remain indifferent.

Deuteronomy 22:6

(6) 1f, along the road, you chance upon a
bird’s nest, in any tree or on the ground,
with fledglings or eggs and the mother
sitting over the fledglings or on the eggs,
do not take the mother together with her
young.

Deuteronomy 22:6

(6) 1f, along the road, you chance upon a
bird’s nest, in any tree or on the ground,
with fledglings or eggs and the mother
sitting over the fledglings or on the eggs,
do not take the mother together with her
young.
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Deuteronomy 23:16-17

(16) You shall not turn over to the master a
slave who seeks refuge with you from that
master. (17) Such individuals shall live
with you in any place they may choose
among the settlements in your midst,
wherever they please; you must not
ill-treat them.

Deuteronomy 24:17-18

(17) You shall not subvert the rights of the
stranger or the fatherless; you shall not
take a widow’s garment in pawn. (18)
Remember that you were a slave in Egypt
and that your God redeemed you from
there; therefore do I enjoin you to observe
this commandment.

Deuteronomy 23:4-9

(4) No Ammonite or Moabite shall be
admitted into the congregation of Adonai;
no descendants of such, even in the tenth
generation, shall ever be admitted into the
congregation of Adonai, (5) because they
did not meet you with food and water on
your journey after you left Egypt, and
because they hired Balaam... to curse
you....(7) You shall never concern yourself
with their welfare or benefit as long as you
live. (8) You shall not abhor an Edomite,
for such is your kin. You shall not abhor an
Egyptian, for you were a stranger in that
land. (9) Children born to them may be
admitted into the congregation of Adonai
in the third generation.
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Deuteronomy 25:17-19

(17) Remember what Amalek did to you on
your journey, after you left Egypt— (18)
how, undeterred by fear of God, he
surprised you on the march, when you were
famished and weary, and cut down all the
stragglers in your rear. (19) Therefore, when
your God grants you safety from all your
enemies around you, in the land that your
God is giving you as a hereditary portion,
you shall blot out the memory of Amalek
from under heaven. Do not forget!

Exodus 17:8-16

(8) Amalek came and fought with Israel at
Rephidim. (9) Moses said to Joshua, “Pick
some troops for us, and go out and do battle
with Amalek. Tomorrow I will station myself
on the top of the hill, with the rod of God in
my hand.” (10) Joshua did as Moses told him
and fought with Amalek, while Moses, Aaron,
and Hur went up to the top of the hill. (11)
Then, whenever Moses held up his hand,
Israel prevailed; but whenever he let down his
hand, Amalek prevailed. (12) But Moses’
hands grew heavy; so they took a stone and
putitunder him and he sat on it, while Aaron
and Hur, one on each side, supported his
hands; thus his hands remained steady until
the sun set. (13) And Joshua overwhelmed the
people of Amalek with the sword. (14) Then
God said to Moses, “Inscribe thisin a
document as a reminder, and read it aloud to
Joshua: I will utterly blot out the memory of
Amalek from under heaven!” (15) And Moses
built an altar and named it Adonai-nissi. (16)
He said, “It means, ‘Hand upon the throne of
Adonail’ God will be at war with Amalek
throughout the ages.”
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Rabbi Shai Held, The Heart of Torah

During the Shoah, many Jewish thinkers equated antisemitism with Amalek. One can
easily imagine a Jewish thinker extending the image in a more generalized way to people
who behave in monstrous ways, brazenly and remorselessly attacking the innocent
(Think, for example, of ISIS.) This is eminently understandable: Amalek is the rhetorical
device in Judaism's arsenal for speaking of utter ruthlessness and inhumanity. And yet
such moves are also extremely dangerous: in labeling someone as an Amalekite, and thus
raising them to the level of metaphysical evil, we run the risk of giving ourselves license to
behave in savage ways in attempting to root out savagery. In the process we may become
the very thing we set out to combat.

If we wish to employ the language of evil, we must be vigilant lest it pave the way for us to
behave in evil ways. The Hasidic master Levi Yitzhak of Berditchev (1740-1809) teaches: "It
seems that not only are the Children of Israel commanded to blot out Amalek, but also
every individual Jew must blot out that evil part called 'Amalek’ which is hidden in [their]
heart. As long as the seed of Amalek is in the world, since a person is a miniature world (a
microcosm), Amalek exists in the evil potential within the person, which awakens anew
again and again to cause [them] to sin" (Kedushat Levi, parashat Zakhor).

...We should not invoke the language of Amalek--and of evil more generally-- unless and
until we are willing to recognize "the evil potential' within ourselves as well.

Mekhilta de Rabbi Yishmael, BeShallach, Amalek 2 (trans. R' Held)

R. Eliezer teaches: If anyone from any of the nations of the world comes to convert [to
Judaism], they must accept [them], but from the House of Amalek, they must not accept
[them)].
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