Shimon and Levi Against Shechem: A Case Study in the Jewish Attitude Towards Collective Punishment

17 18bn XY WK MR was e by nos MR apyb oy mnw pann — It is also plausible that
Jacob’s anger at Simeon and Levi, with which he cursed their rage (below, 49:7), was because
they killed the men of the city, who had done nothing wrong to him, 0w wymw 0% "8y

1125 — whereas it would have been fitting for them to have killed Shechem alone, for he
deserved to die.®  xnb WK DT TRD MR M NK) DY DR 2P T WY 2INDT MY 1 1M
"aniny M1 nx - This is the explanation of what Scripture says, Jacob’s sons answered Shechem
and his father Hamor with deception and they spoke, because he had defiled their sister
Dinah.®®  on% nwyw n%a37 Mmays M3 19 1315 M0 oY 23 — For they all agreed to speak to
[Shechem] with this deception because of the outrage that he had committed against them.
[Ramban now discusses the ethical issues behind Levi’s and Simeon’s behavior:]
1Yxwr @27 — Many people ask this question: py BT 7OWY My N P ApY N2y PRY -
How could therighteoussonsof Jacobdo this deed, spilling the innocent blood of the Shechemites?
[Ramban cites Rambam’s (Maimonides’) opinion on the matter:]
ouvTT by DR m oAy K] vl Mopa 2w 297 — The Rabbi (Maimonides) answers this
question in the Book of Judges, saying that “the children of Noah”" are commanded concern-
ing the execution of justice,® 1w nivn wwa p17 7901 755 Y2 pav1 winY xam - that is, in his
words: To set up judges in every district to administer justice regarding [the Noahides'] other
sixlaws....% o2 »ym3 X e nox Sy 12¥w 03 121~ And a Noahide who violates any one of

[their seven laws] is to be put to death by the sword .... w27 X% 10 nox Sy "apw mx nxn
T3 P AR ) - 9% — Thus, if [a Noahide] sees someone transgressing one of [the
Noahide laws] and they do not sentence him to be executed,® this person who witnessed the
crime must himself be killed by the sword." 0,513 Daw miaw ,n3n7 0ow %y b3 1m0y iy uom
3127 851 3 187 — It was for this reason that all the Shechemites became liable for the death
penalty, for Shechem committed theft (by abducting Dinah),” and they saw it and knew about
it, but they did not administer justice against him (Mishneh Torah, Hil. Melachim 9:14).%3
[Ramban disagrees with Rambam:]

Wy oy Hhn o3y X ~-But these words are not sound in my opinion.  2py! 137 12 nxw
BORMA N9 DT N7 33 WAK — For if so, our forefather Jacob should have gone ahead of his
sons and sought the privilege of killing [the Shechemites], rather than becoming angry at
Simeon and Levi for doing so!  Dnix wWigy ,0uy M2 AR DDX XY 13 SY oyd An’ oM MD bRy
oy ap%m — And if you should reply that he was afraid of them and thought that he would not
be able to execute them all, nevertheless, why did he become angry at his sons and curse their
anger after such a long time, and punish them by separating them and scattering them (below,
49:7)7  ppym ombRa Nw,Mmyn oy 1y o X5 — After all, they had the merit to fulfill a
commandment; they trusted in God to protect them in the face of the danger inherent in executing
all the Shechemites, and He saved them.

[Ramban continues with his refutation of Rambam:]

AN 277 132 wWpa o — But why does the Rabbi (Rambam) search for reasons for [the
Shechemites’] liability for the death penalty? 771 AT1ay ¥12W X5 PRy NYAY 53] DIV WIK )
W3 Dwa niayin 53 0w nity Yo — Weren’t the people of Shechem — and all the seven
Canaanite nations — perpetrators of idolatry, sexual immorality and all the other acts consid-
ered abominations to God? Y3 nnm nivayy Sy a7 o Sy ninipy Me3a Ty MY SInsm
13 13¥1 Y¥ —~ In many places Scripture proclaims loudly about them and their attachment to
idolatry, such as: ...where the nations that you are driving away worshiped their gods — on the high
moundtains and on the hills and under every leafy tree, ete. (Deuteronomy 12:2); ™mYn b
DT} DMAT N3YInD mwyy — and, When you come to the land that Hasuewm, your God, gives you, you
shall not learn to act according to the abominations of those nations (ibid., 18:9); nimy nH1m
7RG WK YINT WK Wy YXi7 naying Y nx 137 — and, concerning sexual immorality, For the
inhabitants of the land who were before you committed all these abominations (Leviticus
18:27). 173 D3 NiyY 131 3pyh Mon 1277 pRw x9x — However, the truth is that the matter
was not _given over to Jacob and his sons, that they should execute justice against [the
Canaanites] for all their sins.5
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1. Ramban (1194-1270)
& Rambam (1135-1204)

Deuteronomy 20:10 says, "you shall call to it for peace", but that is
where they have not acted upon lIsrael. Where they have acted
toward Israel, such as here [Shechem] where they had broken forth,
doing this repellent thing, then even though only one of them had
done it, since they had attacked first, Israel was permitted to
respond. So, too, for all wars... since there were those among the
nation who had harmed them, they were permitted to go to war

against them..
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R’ Herschel Schachter

) V. 25. et seq. Now the blameworthy part begins, which we need
In no wise excuse. Had they killed Schechem and Chamor there would
be scarcely anything to say against it. But they did not spare the unarmed
men who were at their mercy, yea, and went further and looted, altogether
made the inhabitants pay for the crime of the landowner. For that there
was 00 Justification, For that Jacob too reproached them: You have
“clouded” me, our reputation, our name, our honour, which was clear
as crystal you have besmirched, “have brought me in evil odour” even
with the Canaanites and the Perizzites, And just as you have dealt unjusty
so have you dealt unwisely, we are so few in number etc.

In a peculiar manner this story follows immediately on the preceding
one. There we saw a transitory 2p¥> 9p, a humane emotion flaring up in
Esau’s feelings, and we recognised in that, the germ of humaneness that
ultimately was to grow to complete development in Esau too, and here
we see, all at once the sword of Esau transitorily in the hands of Jacob,
and learn from that the fact that brightens Jewish history, namely that,

though we have ultimately become the nation to whose hands the least
spilt blood sticks, if we have become the mildest most soft-hearted of
nations, this is not due to any inherent weakness on our part, to aay form
of cowardice — the last days of our existence as a state showed our courage
and military spirit in such a terrific manner that.the very bravest ?nd
chosen legions of Esau-Rome had to be called against us. We can wield
the sword of Esau, we can also become bloodthirsty. Our humaneness and
mildness are the fruits of the education which God has given us through
our history and through His Toarh.

It is only the means which they took and their going much too far
in their use of them that is blameworthy. The motive that moved .Sm.xe‘on
and Levi, the purpose they were striving for was a h?ly 'and most justified
one. The spirit with which they were filled is an.mdxspensable one for
a family that had to wander about amongst the nations of the world, had
to allow the bitterest fate to pass over them, to endure the decpest c!e.grada-
tion, and yet was to remain upstanding with all elasticity of spirit a..nd
all nobleness of mind for their world-historic reviw{al to an everlasting
patn through history which is unparalleled. Still on his death-bed we sh.all
see the old father expressing his curse on the means and the excessive
passion, but his blessing and recognition of the motive .and the spirit which
lay behind them. He indicates that Simeon and Levi S!'l?\lld be allotted
such a position in the future Jacob-Israel nation, that political and military
powers of decision should never lie in their hands _(s_)ee Ch. XLIX,? &
6 1.L.), but, on the other hand, that their strong spirit, alwa):s conscious
of their own worth and Israel’s lofty destiny, should come into contact
with every sphere of the whole nation, actively imparting and .teachmg
its life-giving, sustaining and saving effect. That same sword.wh_xch Levi
used here against an external foe to rescue the honour gf his sister, we
see him wielding internally against his own brethren when it was a question
of ruthlessly — ¥ X% w32 D1 P°oi1 R? PIR MR — saving his brethren up
out of their degeneration.

"In practice, there is insufficient basis to permit action against an
entire community that has failed to execute its duty and remove
murderers from its midst so long as it is reasonable to excuse
them with the claim of fear, pressure, and the like."
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