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Haman’s Downfall vs. Pharaoh’s Demise:
A Study in Contrasts

The Question and Its Background:
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Another Approach:

23. Rabbi Meir Soloveichik, The Virtue of Hate (First Things, February 20

The Protestant theologian Harvey Cox, who is married to a Jew, wrote a book on his impressions
of Jewish ritual. Cox describes the Jewish holiday of Purim, on which the defeat of Haman is
celebrated by the reading of the book of Esther. Enamored with the biblical story, Cox enjoys the
tale until the end, where, as noted above, Esther wreaks vengeance upon her enemies. Like Sr.
Johanna, he is disturbed by Jewish hatred. It cannot be a coincidence, he argues, that precisely on
Purim a Jew by the name of Baruch Goldstein murdered twenty innocent Muslims engaged in
prayer in Hebron.

There is something to Cox’s remarks. The danger inherent in hatred is that it must be very
limited, directed only at the most evil and unrepentant. According to the Talmud, the angels
began singing a song of triumph upon the deliverance of the Israelites from Egypt until God




interrupted them: “My creatures are drowning, and you wish to sing a song?” Yet the rabbis also
state that God wreaked further vengeance upon Pharoah himself, ordering the sea to spit him out,
so that he could return to Egypt alone, without his army. Apparently one must cross some terrible
moral boundary in order to be a justified target of God’s hatred—and of ours. . .

Another danger inherent in hate is that we may misdirect our odium at institutions in the present
because of their past misdeeds. . . .

Yet neither does this mean that hate is always wrong, nor that Esther’s actions were unnecessary.
The rabbis of the Talmud were bothered by a contradiction: the book of Kings describes Saul as
killing every Amalekite, and yet Haman, according to his pedigree in the book of Esther, was an
Agagite, a descendant of the Amalekite king. The Talmud offers an instructive solution: after
Saul had killed every Amalekite, he experienced a moment of mercy, and wrongly refrained from
killing King Agag. This allowed Agag a window of opportunity; he had several minutes before
he was killed by the angry Samuel. In those precious moments, Agag engaged in relations with a
random woman, and his progeny lived on to threaten the Jews in the future. The message is that
hate allows us to keep our guard up, to protect us. When we are facing those who seek nothing
but our destruction, our hate reminds us who we are dealing with. When hate is appropriate, then
it is not only virtuous, but essential for Jewish well-being.



