Discovering the Commentators
Parshat Ki Tetze
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10 When you take the field against your enemies, and the L-rd your G-d delivers them into your power
and you take some of them captive, 11 and you see among the captives a beautiful woman and you
desire her and would take her to wife, 12 you shall bring her into your house, and she shall trim her
hair, pare her nails, 13 and discard her captive’s garb. She shall spend a month’s time in your house
lamenting her father and mother; after that you may come to her and possess her, and she shall be
your wife. 14 Then, should you no longer want her, you must release her outright. You must not sell
her for money: since you had your will of her, you must not enslave her.
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18 If a man has a wayward and defiant son, who does not heed his father or mother and does not obey
them even after they discipline him, 19 his father and mother shall take hold of him and bring him out
to the elders of his town at the public place of his community. 20 They shall say to the elders of his
town, “This son of ours is disloyal and defiant; he does not heed us. He is a glutton and a drunkard.”
21 Thereupon the men of his town shall stone him to death. Thus you will sweep out evil from your
midst: all Israel will hear and be afraid.

Rav S R Hirsch

This law which pronounces the death-sentence over a youthful de-
ent as being “incurable”, and declares his early death to be the one
is of salvation from later complete degeneration — N9 MM MO 13

%X RO N 20 aw %y (ibid 17b) — fixes that sentence on
sharply defined factors of age and behaviour; but quite specially
> relations of the parents to each other and to the son. Only if the
work harmoniously together and completely hand in hand can the
al task of educating their children be achieved and the fault to lie
ncorrigible nature of the son. But just thereby is given the most
ficant indication of those factors which every successful bringing-up
dren must start with. We went, at great length, very deeply into
ctors in the article referred to above. Here we will limit ourselves

cribing those factors only as far as they arise out of the explanation
ext.
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8 When you build a new house, you shall make a parapet for your roof, so that you do not bring
bloodguilt on your house if anyone should fall from it.
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1 When there is a dispute between men and they go to law, and a decision is rendered declaring the
one in the right and the other in the wrong 2 if the guilty one is to be flogged, the magistrate shall have
him lie down and be given lashes in his presence, by count, as his guilt warrants. 3 He may be given up
to forty lashes, but not more, lest being flogged further, to excess, your brother be degraded before

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

Nechama Leibowitz - Studies in Deuteronomy

We may immediately perceive considerabie variation between the
two passages. In Exodus we have a factual account of what
happened. Amalek came and fought. There is no evaluation of the
event., But in Deurerononty the wickedness of Amalek and the
feebleness of Israel are thrown into relief. The destruction of the
weak how he “smote the hindmost of thee, all that were enfeebled” is
emphasised. In Exodus following the factual account we have the
divine decision, the program of the Almighty for wiping out Amalek
and His eternal declaration of war against them. In Deuteronomy,
however, this task of fighting Amalek is imposed on Israel. The
difference may be said to derive from the divergent character of these
two books-of the Pentateuch. Exodus, like Numbers, recounts the
incidents that happened to Israel in the wilderness. In Deuteronomy
Moses devotes his attention to the precepts and tasks which would
be obligatory on the people in their homeland, in the organization of
their social and political life in accordance with the will of God. As
we have had occasion to mention before, Moses speaks as a histor-
ian in Exodus and Numbers, but as a lawgiver and moralist in
Deuteronomy. The difference between the two passages becomes
clear if we bear this in mind. Where the Almighty is setting forth His
program for the future there is no need to dwell on the crucity of
Amalek. The divine will stands in need of no motivation. But in our
sidra where Israel is commanded a specific precept, that of
remembering and blotting out Amalek, the awesome character of the
task requires explaining for them to appreciate its necessity. The
Torah always strives to appeal to the heart and understanding of its
aundience.

But in spite of all these explanations commentators in all ages
have been puzzled and even thunderstruck by the specific command
to wipe out a whole nation and blot out its memory, without
reservation or qualification. Furthermore, and perhaps the solution
lies in this direction, no other nation is described in the Torah by the
phrase “and he feared not God”. Such an outright condemnation of
a whole people does not occur elsewhere. Let us analyse the

implications of this phrase by comparing the contexts in which it is
used. We find this expression employed four times in the Torah in
connection with heathen peoples or individuals:
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Because § thought: Surely the fear of God is not in this
place. ..

(Genesis 20, 11)
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And Joseph said unto them . .. This do, and live; for 1 fear
God.

(Ibid. 42, 18)
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But the midwives feared God, and did not as the king of Egypt
commanded them. ..

(Exodus 1, 17)
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Remember what Amalek did unto thee., ..

How he met thee by the way, and smote the hindmost of thee,
all that were enfecbled in thy rear. ..

and he feared not God.

(Deuteronomy 25, 17—18)

What is the common denominator of these contexts? What is the
character of the fear of God that animates or should animate those
who do not belong to the stock of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob and
have not accepted the yoke of the Torah and its precepts? Evidently
the criterion of God-fearingness (o"n® N7 in all these four
contexts may be measured by the attitude of the subject to the weak
and the stranger. Where the fear of God is lacking the stranger who
is homeless in a foreign land is liable to be murdered. Out of fear of
God the Egyptian prince releases the suspects from prison and sends
them home, the midwives transgress the royal command and do not
slay the children of the strangers. In our coniext Amalek is
condemned for killing the weak and smiting the feeble because “he
feared not God”.

This is evidently the reason why we were commanded to blot out
the memory of Amalek since they came and fell upon the defenseless
and weary without any pretext whatsoever. The Children of Israel
were not entering their territory and it was purely a wanton attack.
“Amalek” against whom the Almighty declared eternal war is not
any more an ethnic or racial concept but is the archetype of the
wanton aggressor who smites the weak and defenseless in every
generation.



