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DIGES? OF THE THESIS 

The thesis is an analytic examination of the dominant 

literary and ·theological themes found in the early Rabbinic 

material bearing upon Amalek, the symbolic arch-enemy of the 

Jewish people. Though the study is subdivided into seven 

major headings, the whole actually separates into two dis

tinct parts, sections Im~ II deal with literary aspects, 

and sections III through VII with the theological motifs. 

The first chapter explicates Amalek•s genealogy as 

formulated in the early aggadio literature, tracing Amalek•s 

heinous character traits to his ancestor Esau, The genea

logical analysis continues as we note that the vanquishers 

of Amalek also must possess special lineage: namely, from 

Rachel the Matriarch. We then proceed to examine in detail 

the various character formulations of Amalek, and the spe

cific qualities of evil, which the Rabbis ascribed to the 

enemy. We then present the view that "Amalek" was used as 

a metaphor for Rome during an early stage of the Aggada, 

but that the term "Edom" gradually replaced it. 

In the brief second chapter, we explore the associa

tion of Amalek with Purim and the Scroll of Esther, Ha.man, 

the Agagite, being the offshoot of the King of the Amalekites, 

becomes the embodiment of Amalek. Thus we find the view that 

the public reading of the Book of Esther in fact eonstitutes 

a recounting of Amalek's nefarious deeds. Haman, being the 

remnant of Amalek, serves as a reminder to generations that 



~he Jews have struggled against enemies more powerful than 

themselves and have prevailed. 

With chapter III we enter the theological realm. We 

here discuss two major concepts o:f divine retributions Meas

ure for Measure arid the alternate view that there exists no 
dir•ct correspondence between sin and suffering. According 

to the first theological tendency, Amalek aots as a chastis

ing strap toward sinful Israel, The enemy serves the end of 

urging Israel back to the ways of the Torah. According to 

the second view, God and Israel suffer together when the 

enemy approaches, 

We note that the victory over Amalek at Rephidim as 

described in Exodus 17 served definite teleological purposes. 

The specific roles of Moses, Joshua and Jet~ro during the 

battle all relate to that teleological direetion, 

Since the halakhic aspect of Rabbinic thinking con

cerning Ama.lek also bears upon his treatment in the Agg~,d.E!, 

we turn our attention to the mi t~\A!.2.! regarding Amalek and 

discuss their agga.dic amplification. 

Of paramount significance for the understanding of 

the totality of passages is a grasp of the two great poles 

which shape the Amalek literatures Midat Ha~Din and Midat •r •Ii -~-.i• ............, .....,...__,. - •~•"• • 

Ba;p.a!UJ:m, the attributes of strict jus·tice and mercy. There

fore, in chapter VI we analyze a variety of germane passages 

which clearly reflect those tendencies. 

In chapter V!I we address ourselves to tw© questionsa 

who is ultimately responsible for the final extermination of 



Amalek, and when is the final end, 0f the dreaded people to 

come about, These questions tal{e us into eschatological 

considerations, 

In our final chapter, we attempt to pull together 

all the literary and theological strands in order to arrive 

at an over ... all G';estal t for the character of Ama.lek and the 
~-~-~Wl'f'l"MWIII(..,._ 

theological notions which surround him in the early Rabbinic 

literature. We then relate that configuration of elements 

to the question of the Nazi holocaust and to the problem of 

how the Jew is properly to relate to his enemy, 
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Shlonsky•s poem first came to my attention as I sat, 

during the Seder meal, among the members of Kibbutz Lapav, 
i 

a settlement in federation with the Shomer Ha-Tsa'ir move• 

ment located in tne northern Negev. It surprised me to dis~ 

cover that even among Jews ascribing to the most secular of 

ideologies, the symbol "Amalek," saturated as it is with 

connotations from the Tanakh and Rabbinic literature, cQn• 

tinues to convey rich meaning. In modern Israel "Amalek" 

has become once again a living metaphor for the perennial 

enemy of the Jewish people. and refers first and foremost 



to the Nazi regime whioh decimated European Jewry and gave 

the Jewish State its raison d'etre in the sight of the na~ 

tions of the world. 

This study represents an attempt on my part to come 

to terms with the last thirty years of Jewish history 

through a re-examination of a group of early Rabbinic 

texts which address themselves to the symbol of the per

ennial enemy, Amalek. My purpose was to search for notions 

and symbology which could assist us in our search to bind 

past to present, to develop a theologioal attitude toward+ 

the holocaust appropriate to its mystery and organically 

related to Rabbinic categories of thought. 

This study is motivated in no small measure by the 

fact that I have been deeply influenoed through the years 

by stories of the Germany of the 193o•s that I have heard 

since early childhood. The desire t~ turn my interests in 

such a direction was amplified by a year's exposure to the 

life of our people in the Land of Israel. 

I wish here to thank my thesis referee Dr. Jakob J. 

Petuchowski and his family for the support and enoourage~ 

ment necessary to complete this study. 

This work is dedicated to the memory of Benedict and 

Ida
1

Baruch, my grandparents, who perished during the dark 

years. 



CHAPTER ONE 

The Identity and Character of Amalek 

A. Introduction 

Enemies have threatened the existence and way of life 

of the People Israel in virtually every period of the\r ex

istence. Inasmuch as Rabbinical literature of the Tannaitic 

and Amoraic periods is generally indifferant to precise chro

nolo~y, it follows consistently that the Aggadio literature 

should group all enemies from disparate periods under a few 

highly charged, symbolic designations. The nation Amalek 

serves as one of the most generative of these symbols iri the 

Aggadio sources. "Amalek" designated the hatred of the na

tions for Israel, and, like all Israel's misfortunes, this 

nation becomes the eternal "Chastening rod" which lashes 

Israel at various junctures in their listory, 1 In fact, 

according to one s0urce, the very inception of Amalek was -

in the teleologioal-historioal framework of the Aggada -

punitive in intents 

.,.'Lotan•s sister was Timna• (Gen. 36122). 
Who was Timna? She came from royal lineage, 
as it is writt.en, •The chief of Lotan• 
(Ibid, vs.i~), 'The chief of Tirona• (Ibid. 
vs.40). - now, every 1 ehief' (aluf) desig~ 
mates an um.crowned ruler .... sne-znmna) wished 
to ~eoome a Jew. So she went to Abraham, 
Isaac and Jacob, but none of them were wil• 
ling to receive her. She then became the con
cubine of Eliphaz the son of Esal>t, for she r~ 
thoughts it would be preferable to be a ser
vant to this people than a mistress to any 
other. Amalek came forth from her, who vexed 



Israel. What was the reason (that this oe~ 
curred)? They (the Pat2iarchs) ought not 
to have driven her off. 

2 

Amalek th1.:ts comes into existence because an important 

mi tswab,,,..,had been violated, that of properly receiving con ... 

verts. We clearly recognize that in this aggadic statement 

the term "Amalek" is metaphoric, it is a connotative word 

meaning "that which vexes Israel to chastise them." Often, 

as we shall see, t~e oontext of a passage will not give us 

nearly so clear a notion of the referent f'Qr the word "Amalek" 

as the above. We shall need clearly to differentiate between 

those aggadio strands in which 11 Ama.lek 11 indeed denotes a par ... 
I 

ticular nation - either the historical A:ma.lek or another spe ... 

cific national group.., and those strands in which the word 

connotes something much broader, At the 0utset, however, it 

is necessary to clarify the function of the name "Amalek" as 

we find it among other protagonists in the aggadic "cast. 0 

B. Amalek as the Offspring of Esau 

We have already noted that Amalek, according to one 

source• was born to Timna., the oonoubine. of Eliphaz, the son 

of Esau. Amalek is thus Esau•s grandson. This information 

is stated already in Genesis 36, where we conoommitantly 

learn that Esau was the progenitor of the Edomite nation 

(Ed~m), which dwelt in the vicinity of Mount Seir (Gen. 3618f). 

That Esau is the progenitQr of Amalek is of great importance 



for the Midrashic development of the latter's character. 

The Rabbis gave Esau a quite well defined disposition ae a 

thoroughly evil and corrupt personality, and as such he be

came Amalek's archetype. That Amalek is associated closely 

with Esau is elea.r from the following 1'rief statement., "And 

Amalek came" (Ex. l7a8). Rashi saysc they came from the 

mou.ntai.ns of' Seir. u)J5i1 Seir is the home of the Edomi tes, 

who, according to the Torah, are the offspring of Esau; 

thus Amalek must have come from Seir. What stamp of oharac ... 

ter did wicked Esau imprint upon his descendants? The follow

ing story frem the Tan.~umak2 gives us a clear notions 

"Remember what Amalek did to you" (Deut. 2.5,17) 
••• 

11 Now the lads grew up, Esau became a skilled 
hunter, a man of the field, but .Jacob was a per ... 
feet man (ish tam), who dwelled in tents" (Gen. 
25a2?). Both went to school and both returned 
{ home to,gether), No one e~u.ld distinguish be
tween them for fifteen years. a. Levi saids 
What were th~y like? They were like a myrtle 
and a.thorn bush. While they were small no one 
could distinguish between them. But when they 
grew up - ene turned out his thorns while the 
other gave forth his sweet fragranee. 

The juxtaposition of the Amalek verse beside the 

statement about Esau.., gives us the olue that what h©lds 

true for the archetype (Esau) holds equally for the de• 

scendant ( Amalek). Esatt' s cha.raoter tral ts a1"e clearly 

defined; then the aggadiat pr0jeets those traits onto 

Amalek. 

The Rabbis utterly blackened the image 0:f' Esau. He 



4 

sinned against God by burning the Torah • .3 He sinned against 

his brother by plotting to kill him, 4 He managed even to 

wrong Abraham. his grandfather, inasmuch a.s his murderous 

and incestuous behavior c.aused the old man much bitterness 

of heart and thus shortened his life; similarly, he grieved 

his father Isaao by marrying id©latrous women and by himself 

committing idolatry,5 Perhaps w©rst of all, Esau was hereti~ 

cal. He denied the fundamental dogma of tbe Resurrection of 

the Deads 

While Joseph aoknowledged the (truth of) the 
Resurrection of the Dead ••• Esau denied it, 
11 

( Then Esau saids ) Lo, I am going to die ( so 
what go:Qd is this birthright to me) 0 

( Gen. 
25132)."( 

The~~ ~-Jonathan8 presents an unusual view 

when it pins the blame for Amalek's enmity upon both Jacob 

and Esau, 

••• It wa.s because of the hatred between Esau 
and Jacob that (Amal.ek) came and waged war 
again.st Israel at Rephidim ••• 

The line of influence fr0m Esau to Amalek is not consistently 

drawn in the aggadio li tera:ture. Ao cording to pe;qttt~nom~ 

F.al?,P,/lb,9, Eliphaz, Amalek's father. was a righteous man, while 

Amalek received the full brunt of Esau's influence, Another 

souroe10 claims that Eliphaz actively participated in this 

process of bad influence. 

The connection between Amalek and his ancestor Esau 

I 
I' 



also manifests its elf in the concept of Amalek as 'Esau• s 

age,n,:t;. According to one source, Esau labored unsuccess

fully to eliminate Jacob, and the task fell to Amalek to 

continue Esau•s efforts by vexing Jaeob•s descendants, 

Esau said to Amaleka Oh how hard I tried to 
kill Jacob, y.et he slipped through my fingers. 
Oo~centrate your efforts on exacting vengeanee 
for me! He (Amalek) said to him, "How can I 
attack them? 11 He (Esau). replied a "This ad-
vioe I pass on to youc when you ser

1
them stricken 

by pestilence ... :then strike them!" 

5 

More specific is the order from Esau directed to his grand

son Amalek found in Numbers Rabbaha 

Why did he (Amalek) see fit to station him ... 
self on the border where Israel was to enter 
into the Land? Esau, his grandfather, had 
thus commanded~ that he (Amalek) removed 
from his place and ensconced himself on the 
ways ••Then the Amaleki te and the Oa.naani te 
(Who dwelt in that hill oountry) came down, 
and smote them and beat thep2down, even un
to Hormah" (N-umbers 14145). 

We see, then, that the relation between Esau, the pro~ 

genitor of the Edomites who dwelt in the region of Mt. Seir, 

and A.malek is so intimate that whatever applies to one; 

generally appliee to both. Therefore any prophecy oonoerning 

Edom. such as we find in Ezekiel (Chapters 35-36), can be 

applied, in the Rabbinic schema, to Amalek as well, A good 

example appears in the~ in its exegesis upon the 

verse "(And Joshua discomfited Amalek and his people) with 

the edge of the sword (l'fi l}ar!.Y)" (Ex, 17,13): 



Others say the following scriptural verse 
was fulfilled (by this discomfiture)1 
"therefore, as I live, saith the Lord God, 
I will prepare thee unto blood, and blood 
shall pursue thees surely thou hast hated 
thine own blood, therefore blood shall 
pursue thee." (Ez. 35,6).13 

6 

The exegetical possibilities surrounding the Amalek 

passages expand greatly becau$e of his descent from Esau• 

Edom. Virtually all aggadio material bearing upon Am.alek's 

particular identity relates itself to this lineage, as w~ll 

become clear. 

C, The Offspring of Rachel as the Appointed Vanquishers of 

Amalek 

We have now established that the archetype Esau and 

his offspring Amalek are frequently telescoped into one units 

Amalek's first vanquisher, as recorded in Exodus 1711) was 

Joshua. We learn from Numbers 13a8 that Joshua wa$ an 

Ephraimite. and as such the aggadic material considers him 

the direct descendant of Josewh, one of Raohel's two sons. 

This connection with Rachel is of the utmost signifieance, 

for the_Rabbis, basing themselves on Jeremiah 3.1,15, portray 

Rachel as the great interoGssor on Israel's belilalf, as ·the 

tender supplicant who wins from God the promise of Israel's 

restoration when even the patriarchs fai1,14 

A passage from the Pesikte. li""ll?.:Y. !~.~n:.~? 5 clearly 

establishes the role of Joseph's line as vanquisher of Amaleka 



It is written, HThen Moses said to Joshua, 
'Select men for us (and go forth and bat
tle against Amalek') 0 (Exodus 17s9). Be ... 
oause he (i.e. Joshua) proceeded from the 
tribe ef Joseph. It is further written, 
"And the house of Jacob shall be a fire, 
and the house of Joseph a flame. (And 
the house of Esau for stubble, and they 
shall kindle in them and devour them: and 
there shall not be any remaining~of the 
house of Esau; for the Lord hath spoken)" 
(Obadiah 1118). Let the flame go forth 
from the house of Joseph and consume the 
stubble of the house of Esau~ this means 
Joshaa who killed Amalek, as it is written, 

, "Joshua vanquished Amalek ••• 11 
( Exodus 17113). 

7 

In the foregoing passage there is an ellipsis between 

the initial quotation and the response "Because he (Joshua) 

proceeded from the tribe of Joseph ... Here the missing 

question would probably have beens Why was it Joshua in 

particular whom Moses chose? The answer is satisfactory in 

terms of the prophecy which comes from Obadiah concerning 

the destruction of Edom. 

In the Mic\r.as}l J:!! ... .9:~2116 we encounter a different 

question and response which introduces the matter of Rachel, 

Joseph's mother, 

..... and go forth and battle against Ama.lek" 
(ExodQs 1?19), Now would Moses stand there 
and tell Joshua, "Make war with Amalek1 11 (I?) 
Rather it is an established tradition (u ... 
~) that the descendants o:f' Esau fall only 
at the hands of the descendants of Rachel. 

The whole point here is that Moses appears to be abandoning 

his responsibility to Joshua. It would seem reasonable that 



8 

Moses, the recognized leader of Israel should command the 

battle against Amalek. the enemy who endangers the very 

existenoe of the wandering people. Apparently the m~~9F.~~ 

with whioh we are here dealing, reflects a strong sentiment 

for the power of intercession which Rachel exercised and 

bequeathed to her descendants. The same tradition is stated 

in the Midrash ~an~q!ll! (Buber) 17 with the introductory words 

m~.E!.2!!..~ iiS.d.fill !!1 ( It is an aggadie tradition) by R. Pinhas 
• 

in the name of R. Shemuel bar Nahmani • • 
From I Samuel 911:f' we learn that Saul was. a Benjami te, 

and since Benjamin was Rachel's seoond son, Saul's lineage 

justifies his warring against Amalek. That Saul inherited 

Joshua•s credentials with raspeet to Amalek becomes clear in 

a passage from Pes~ltta Ratbatia1 8 

And no sooner did Satll become king, than the 
Holy One. blessed be He, saids a descendant 
of Amalek can fall by the.hand of none other 
than a descendant of Rachel ••• The Holy One, 
blessed be He. saids this tribe stands eter
nally prepared to requite Amalek. What is 
the scriptural proof? The verse wherewith 
the lesson in the prophets concludes,19 "Out 
of Ephraim came (Joshua). one who would 
pluck them up - them of Amalek • by the roots; 
after thee, (0 Joshua. Saul man of) Benjamin, 
with thy many soldiers" ( Judges 5 s 14). 

The aggadie tradition which establishes Saul the Benjamite 

as Joshua's successor in the struggle against Amalek receives 

even more precise formulation in T~rmam J,2.n~than to Judges 

111420 , which justifies the foregoing rendering of that verse, 



From the house of Ephraim arose Joshua the 
son of Nun who, for the first time, battled 
against (the house of) Aroalek. After him 
arose King Sattl from the stock of Benjamin 
and killed off (the house of) Amalek. 

9 

The last statement in our passage from the Targam Jonathan 

raises the question of whether or not the line of Amalek did 

in fact meet its end at the hand of Saul, a subject to which 

we shall have cause to treat at length. 21 Of significance 

tor our discussion here, however, is that Joshua's deed is 

continued by Saul, and that both warriors stem from Rachel, 

the kindly matriarch. 

David, however, we may surmise from I Chronicles 2118, 

I Samuel 16s10f, and Ruth 4118-22, was the offspring of Jesse 

the Bethlehemite and hence not explicitly of the pffspring 

of Raebel. There does exist one aggadic tradition22 that 

David descended from Miriam, Moses• sister, but nowhere do 

we find an indication that he possessed the necessary xihus • 
to qualify as a vanquisher 0f Amalek. Th~s we have a. seeming 

contradiction with the verses I Samuel J0117f "And David 

smote them (the Amalekites) f~om the twilight even unto the 

evening of the next day ••• 11 A resolution to tm problem is 

proposed in the collection :Agad@it, E,stlHU', 23 

••• and ao you find in th@ oase of David - that 
he did not war against the descendant of Esau 
until he joined fo:tfoes with desoendants of Ra .... 
ahel, as it is stated& "As he went to Ziklag, 
there fell to him of Manasseha Adnah, and Joza
bad, and Jediael, and Michael, and Jozabad, 
and Elihu, and Zillethai, captains of thousands 



that were of' Manasseh" (I Ohr. 12121). There
fore it is saids ("If Mordecai, before whom 
thou hast begun to fall, be of the seed of 
the Jews,) thou snalt not prevail against him, 
(but shalt surely fall before him") (Esther 
6,13). 

Though David requires the aid of.members of the tribe of 

Manasseh in order to vanquish the Amalekites, we see that 

Mordecai qualifies to battle against Haman the Agagite. 

Mordecai, the son of Jair, is identified in Esther 215-? 

10 

as both X~P~~~ and ish :£!-mini, which the Aggadist took to 

mean that he was at lea.at on one side of his family, a Ben ... 

jamite. Mordeca.i•a role as the vanquisher of the Aga.gite 

must be fully discussed, as we shall subsequently proceed 

to.do,,24 

The merit of Rachel is so highly esteemed by some of 

the agga.dic authors, that her descend.ants virtually guaran ... 

tee the People Israel their survival, when threatened by the 

line of Esau at any juncture in hietory. According to one 
C •' ,' ,,.. 

souree in the l?!UJs1@.b~J2!ti~5 when Jacob "was greatly 

afraid and distressed" (~en. )218) in anticipation of his 

imminent meeting with Esau, God Himself' counseled• 

What. the descendants of' Rachel are with you 
and you a.re afraid.? By your life, they will. 
in the future r~quite him (i.e. the descend
ants of Esau) at every occasion when they 
threaten your sons. 

Jacob. is oomforted, places Rachel and her sons in the rear ... 

ward section of the camp, and says, 



Even if they (i.e. Esau •.e h-ost) sholilld kill 
all my sons (lit. "his sons") ... and only Ra
che.l's son shoild survive, I (that is, the 
People Israeli) would be rescued by Rachel's 
son, 11 the company whieh is left shall be for 
deliverance" (Gen. J219). 

11 

One is here inclined to ques•tion whether the Rabbis 

were positing a kind of rigid dynastic succession in regard 

to the vanquishers of Amalek, or whether other merits oharac

terized the descendants of Rachel beside their ~~~Y!• Further, 

one may inquire whether distinctions. are t.o be drawn among 

Raehel•s descendants with reference to greater or lesser 

marit. N~~~!t! Rab~~a27 makes a bold comparison between 

Joshua and Sau.la 

One finds that ·the Omnipresent loves him who 
cleaves to His Word. as was the caae with 
Joshua w~o tenaciously battled against Ama• 
lek, acting toward tbem according to the 
commandment of the Torah, as it is saids 
"Joshua vanquished Ama.lek ••• 11 (Ex. 17,13). 
The Omnipresent said to hima From your tribe 
will I raise up a perennial requiter for 
Am.aleks "Out of Ephraim (will proceed one 
who) will uproot them, (that is, them of) 
Amaleku (Judges 5114). Saul, too. tena ... 
eiously battled (against Amalek) but was 
not found true to his charge, but rather, 
"But Saul and the people spared (Agag) ••• 0 

(I Sam. 1519). He (Saul) was turned back 
(h,~~-ll""I.9. il""$.-r§!;v-) and the kingdom.was 
taken from hims .,After you (0 Joshua, in 
obedience,) is the Benjamite (Saul)" (Judges 
.5114). 

In the preceeding passage, the emphasis ie clearly on Joshua's 

obedience rather than on his lineage from Rachel. Other 

aggadists developed the m~~p¾e~ concerning the descendants 
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.of Racheil, ques·tion:1.ng the meanlng of this tradit.ton and 

replying with assertions about the moral superiority of her 

descendants. The following passage clearly outlines this 

prooess1 

W~y do J?~eph's descendants (hav:~the privilege 
of) requiting Esau? Now, Josephs brothers 
hated him, as we know from the verse "And they 
hated him" (Gen. 3?e4), but he turned hatred 
into love. Esau, on ·the other hand, turned 
Jaoob•s love to hatred. The Holy One, blesse~

8 be He, said I Let ~r oseph come and requite him. 2 -

ir'he quest:1..on we must ask regarding this passage, of course, 

is, Are we here confronted with a separate "Joseph tradition" 

or :ts this a variation on the "Rachel themen. William 

Braude draws our attention to Psalm 801 '.3 and 18 f'or a ":Poss\tb'le 

basis for this Joseph emphasis, 29 Though these verses do 

mention tToseph, Ephraim, Ben,jamin, and Manasseh in connection 

with the ~eeking of God's salvation, the line of Esau is 

nowhere cited in this psalm; its value for us, therefore, in 

finding a basis for a separate "Joseph tradition" would seem 

neglig1.ble. 

In the preceding passage, Joseph's special m®rit conM 

sisted in his penchant for turning hatred into love, Benja

min shares another Rabbinic merit with Joseph according to 

another passage,30 namely, lowliness, humility; 

Another interpreta:tion of "~-,;y,erd O 
( Numbert~ 

24:19) The Holy One, blessed be He, saidt Not 
from the greatest sons of Jacob but rather 
from the lowli©st (ll ... ~§.im) (will come the 

'' I: 
I 

1· 



requiter of Edom), Who were the lowliest of 
the tribes? Thef!le were Joseph and Ben.jamin. 
The Holy One, blessed be He, saids I shall 
turn the wick~,d nation (mal .... khut ha ... rieh'ah) 
over to the lowli.est of J'acot"ts'-11rie:--lncl 
why so? The Holy One, blessed be He. said: 
I know what lam doing, I Myself counseled 
that it should be thusr as it is said& "Who 
hath devised this against the adv~rsary 
("tzor) 32 ... " ( Isaiah 23 o 8). I am He who de
v'Ise'd agalnst them1 The Lord of' hosts hath 
devised-it" (Isaiah 23:9), 

:1.3 

Though we are still dealing specifically with the offspring 

of Rachel, the preceding two statements merit Joseph and 

Benjamin for their own quall ties, qulte separate :fr•om their 

xl.1:1.:.\il-.!.• 'rh(I; emphasis and reasoning changes; the basic re-
• 

quirement :!:'or vanquishlng the line of Esau (of which Amalek 

is an integral link) remains constants the vanquisher must 

proceed from Rachel's stock. 

The opposition between Esau's line and the stocl-c of 

Rachel extends beyond earthy combat. according to tha aggadic 

schema. Both Esau and the heads of the tribes have "heavenly 

counterparts"; 

Rabbi Jochanan saids All the ~heavenl!) ~~i~fs 
33 stand (in readiness) to come into conflict Nlth· 

Esau's chieftain but he does not fall into their 
hands, for he (Esau's chi®f) can dismiss ea.ch 
of them with a retort (about their moral defi
ciencies) ••• When Joseph's officer comes to 
take him in he (Le. J£sau's chief) immediately 
falls before him, for he (Esau's chieftain) has 
nothing with which to accuse him. That is the 
meaning of the text, "And the house of Jacob 
shall be a fire, and the house of Joseph a 
flame, and the ~8use of ·n~sau :for S"tubble ••• " 
( Obadiah 1118) • ~ 
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That this matter of II chieftains" :ls in fac·b deaJJ.ng with an 

esohatological line of thought comes to light in other pas-

sages: 

Rabbi Joshua ben Levi said: Even in the Mes
s i an i c :f'u ·bure ( 1.~."'.'.' ,ill£ l!.:..."'!:.2.2., the heads of 
the tribes will meet in debate with Esau's 
chieftain; yet he will not fall into their 
hands. But when Joseph's chieftain comes and 
enters into the debate with him, he (i.e, 
Esi:m • ~1 chief'tatn) will immediately fall be
fore him. 35 

The introduction of the esohatologioal dimension casts the 

entire issue of iil\U..§l. into a di.:f'fererrt light, for when we 
• 

enter the realm of messianic time, biological succession as

sumes a new aspect. Indeed, a third paseage36 considers 

the entlre ,Joseph (Rachel) - Esau (Amalek) anti thesis a:1$ an 

issue to be relegated to the eschatological futures 

Said the Holy Ona, blessed be He, in this world 
I told you to blot out the name of Amalek, but 
in the messia,nic :future (~<! l\!::.:Y.2.) the· 
tribe which I have prepared for him will requite 
him and root out his stock (m'sha-resh be-tsa-to) 
from the world, "It :ts of me thatEpfiraI'"nlpiiick 
them up - them oi:' Amalek - by the roots; after 
thee Benjamin° (Judges 5114). 

Not only does the above passage shift the whole issue of 

~thus out o:f' the realm of world time, but also does it not .......-~ 
evE-m ment.ion the speci:f.ic tribe ( except subtly 'by means of 

the verse cita:tion). A further ramif5.cation is that God 

Himself assumes ultimate responsibility :f'o:r the exte:rm:tna

tion of Amalek, leaving to Israel the responsibility only of 

blotting out Amalek's name in this world,37 



1.5 

It has so far become clear to us that, though the 

thread of lineage from the Matriarch Rachel 7 twines con

fd.stently through the above-quoted aggadic excerpts, the 

i.mpo:r.tance ass:i.gned to that factor varies greatly from pas ... 

sage to passage, assuming greater or lesser significance in 

terms of' the vamquisher of Amalek, his character, and his 

mode of' conquest. It now would be well to turn our atten ... 

tion to the enemy himself• Amalek, We must see what heinous 

qualities he possesses that make his eradication of such un~ 

:flagging concern to the a,ggad:i.sts. 

D. '.Phe Particular Character of Amalek 

'I1he aggadists attributed to Amalek a plethora of 

heinous characteristics, which characteristics :fall into 

$&vera1 more or less distinct categories. It will here 

best serve our purposes first to enumerate Amalelt• s less 

serious character blemi.shes and then to proceed to the more 

vicious, criminal traits attributed to hlm. 

We must inquire at the outset, however, whether "Arna ... 

lek" in the Rabbinic typological schema, exists as an actual 

human personality,, or whether the 'l:;erm II AmaJ.ek" does in f'act 

represent the Amalekite nation, the prototypical enemy o:f 

the Jewish people, Still a third possibility would be that 

"Amalek," like ",Jacob - Israel, 11 is a term denoting concom

mi tantly a personality and a nation. 

In a signlf:i.cant passage :from the !YJe~n.1J....:8!, 38 both R, 
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tToshua and R. Eliezer Ha ... Moda• i clearly intimate that Arna ... 

lek the personality was present a:t ·the battle with Joshua 

at Rephidims 

11And Joshua discomfited Amalek and his people,., 11 

(Ex. 1?c1~3)~ R. Joshua sayss He (,Jo@hua) de
scended 1.,,:md out off the heads of the mighty men 
who were wi·th him (i.e~ wi"l;h Ama.lek), those who 
were standing in the battle lines. R, Eliezer 
Ha ... Moda•i interpreted the word(~) as 
an acrostio s He made Amalelc to be sil!,k, to trem ... 
ble, and crushed him, Meaning Amalek himself' 
l.iterally ••• 39 

Here we see that Amalek, though closely ldentified wj_th the 

collectivity, nevertheless remains a distinct personage, 

As a descenda.nt of the p~,triarchs Abraham and Isaac ... 

even though corrupted by 11:sau's baneful lnfluence ... the ag ... 

gadists hold Amalek responsible for infringements upon Rab

binic values. Among the 1p,ost dominant values of Rabbinic 

thought, is the praiseworthiness of hospi tal.i ty (h.,~JthP.~f.HU 

orhim): 40 _,,,.... ..... 
among the Rabbinic passages one finds ;h.!J{tipaf1.l" QJ.:~lm lis

·tad as a primary duty. 41 And in the Pirke Avot~'2 we re ... 
..--~~ •• .. •••ow~--

oeive the admonition, 

Yosi Ben Yohanan, a JerusaJ.emlte, saysi Let 
your house ~e wide open, and let thE:~ poor 
be lik.e your own family ••• 

We shall consider Amalek's breach of hospitality according 

to two passages. '.I'he first, from the I'i...rJ~(z. ~::.llab:bi ~-~
1;~3 

clea.rly enunciates the h~.~-.~1~,h~ concerning ·the rece:1..ving of 

'' : ; 

i 
I. 
i: 
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guests. and describes Amalek's infringement of that~• 

11 Then Amalek came ••• " (Ex. 1718), He came 
to requite them (i.e. Israel, for their mur
murings at Massah and Meribah). But one is 
required to greet the traveler with food and 
drink. Now he (Amalek) saw them exhausted 
from their slavery in Egypt and the hard
ships of the journey but paid no attention, 
Rather he blocked the road, (vicious aa) a 
bear bereaved of its cub, to slaughter wo
men and children; as it is writtena "how 
he met thee by the way •• ," (Deut. 25118), 

R. Joshua b. Kor~ah, the sage to whom the above passage is 

ascribed, here maintains that even though Israel "had it 

coming to them, 1144 Amalek's ignoring of the rules of hos ... 

pitality constituted a grave sin. Rabbi David Luria, a com

mentator on the Pirke ~-Rabb~ ~1i~~~t• points out45 that 

11 
••• it was not enough that they refrained 

. from greeting Israel with food and water, 
for which sin of omission the Amonites and 
Moabites were banished from entrance into 
the congregation (of Israel), but he in 
fact received the Israelites with swords!" 

A complex passage from the Seder !liahu Rabbah fur

ther ramifies the issue of Amalek's inhospitality. According 

to this second passage, Amalek could have utterly transformed 

his own character and would have inherited the world to come 

had he only performed the mitswa~ of hakbnl!!-!31:!-l. .2.£l:il'fl properly1 

Eliphaz the Temani had a son. He asked hims 
Amal ek, my son,· who is it who will inherit 
this world and the world to come? He should 
have answered• Israel are the inheritors of 
this world and the world to come. Now. (said 

:1 



Eliphaz), dig (water) pits for them, and pre
pare roads for them. What will it profit you 
if you do this? You will have the merit of 
inheriting the world to come. But he (Amalek) 
did not act according to Eliphaz' request. 
Rather when he (Eliphaz) told him the hidden 
meaning of the matter he (Amalek) remained 
silent. Immediately, Amalek went out to 
destroy the whole world, as it is writtena 
"Then came Amalek and fought with Israel in 
Rephidim~ (Ex. 1718) • 

. , , .. Here Ama.lek acts willfully to his own detriment. He has 

lbaen clearly informed in advance of what is expe.cted of 
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him, yet his desire to perform evil is so great that he 

forfeits the world to come purposefully. It is interesting 

to note tha.t when the author of Seder Eliahu says tha.t "Ama

lek went out mo destroy the whole world" he affirms the cos ... 

mic centrality of the People Israel, for whose sake the 

world exists on account of their possession of the Torah. 

According to this conceptualization, Amalek as enemy of 

Israel becomes the enemy of the entire world. 

The aggadists also portray Amalek . .as ungrateful. 

This motif reappears in many sources, 46 "lLet the ungrate

ful Amalek. come and requite the ungrateful people." In what 

does Amalek's ingratitude consist? He had received the in

heritance of his ancestor Esau, the region of Seir (Deut. 

2tS), a divine favor of the first order. 47 As for Israel, 

that they had forgotten Q.od•s kindnesses is quite clear 

from Ex. 17s1-7, but the issue of Amalek as "chastening rod" 
48 will be dealt with at length elsewhere. 

A quality, which the Rabbis attributed to Amalek., which 
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indicates to us that they considered him an enemy par excel

lence, is extraordinary enthusiasm for warfare and the ten

dency to violate the "international law" of his days 

"Until the going down of the sun" (Ex. 17:l.2). 
Because we have learned about all other king
doms that they engage in battle only during 
the first six hours of the day, this wicked 
kingda:m., engaged in battle from morning to eve
ning. 9 

This is o.ne indication of an almost magical quality which the 

aggadists impute to Amalek. We shall see that Amalek's 

supernatural powers influence his entire character as por

trayed in this literature. 

That informers were hated and feared among Jews dur

ing various periods of history is expressed clearly in the 

establishment and retention of the twelfth benediction of the 

Amidah, the malediction age.inst informers (malshinim).5° 

Some of the Rabbis charge Amalek as an informer, 

"And it was told to the king of Egypt ••• " (Ex, 
1415). Who told him? The guards whom he sent 
with them. Some say he had remi.lar post-guards, 
And some says Amalek told him,51 

We are informed f'urthermo,re that Amalek acts like a 

robber, his host like a band of' highwaymen, 

", •• by the way as ye came forth out of Egypt" 
(Deut. 25,17). R. Levi said• He (Amalek) 
pounced upon them like a hoard of robbers,52 

His character is fundamentally inauthentic and deceptive, 



like the rest of his antecedents and descendants• 

To what could we liken Esau the wicked. Eli
phaz the Temani, Amalek his son• Jere.boam ben 
Nabat, Nebuchadnezzar King of Babylon and Ha~ 
man the Aggagite? To one who found an article 
of clothing on the road close to a city. He 
grabbed it and brought it into the city. He 
would then announces Who lost this? Who lost 
this?" All the denizens of the city gathered 
round him and saids "Did you see so ... and ... so? 
How righteous he isl How fit he isl There
upon they appointed him as municipal head. 
In the course of one, two, three years he 
laid waste all the countries, in fact, the 
whole world ••• 0 53 
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It would seem, then, that according to the parable, Amalek 

assumed leadership over his host deceptively, that he is 

more culpable than they, for they chose him out of foolosh ... 

ness and lack of discernment. 

According to several sources, Amalek is not onlW, 

shifty, but also perverse, He is guilty of pederasty. Sodomy 

is expressly forbidden in the Torah (Lev. 20,13) and is pun

ishable. by. death. The Rabbis prescribed death by stc>ning 

in the easer of a i!ewh.gum:t. ty of sodomy • .54 In the case of a 

Noahide, slaying with the sword is the prescribed punishment.5.5 

That Amalek was guilty of perverse acts is adduced by the 

aggadist, here specifically R. Nehemiah, by exeg~tical mani

pulation, 

"How he met thee (kare-kha)by the way" (Deut. 
25118) ••• R. Nehemiah read the verse, How he 
took advantage of the mischance which befell 
thee (~~r~~kha). The mischance of thy noc
turnal emission of semen which required thee 

I 
i 



to leave the camp - "Any man that is not clean 
by reason of that which mischanceth him (!!!11£-n) 
by night, then shall he go abroad out of the 
oamp ••• 11 (Deut. 2:3,11) - and this gave Amalek 
the opport~gity to seize thee and pollute by 
pederasty,::>· 
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The character description of Amalek continues with 

plays on the name ".Amalek" itselfa "Amalek (Deut. 25,17) ... 

a people of locusts t~ :yel!l,t) quick like the .~ .. ~~la;. ( species 

of locust born without legs)57 Another play on the name, 

this time emphasizing the perverse, vicious personality ele

ments "Amalek" ... that is a "licking people'' ( '!.!n ~) ... a 

nation which came to lick the blood of Israel like a dog.58 

The enemy nation is further compared to a flya 

R, Levi in the name of' R, Simon b. Halafta: 
What was Amalek like? This is a fly with a 
passion for (an opem) woundA so anxious was 
Amalek to war with Israel,5~ 

Elsewhere,60 as we shall see. Amalek acts also as a murderer 

in his dealings with Israel. 

The aggadi.sts thought that Amalek in :fact exploited 

every possibility to torment Israel. Amalek is not only 

vicious but also intelligent. The following passage will in

troduce themes, which we shall need to develop in depth. 

(King) David said to the master of the universe• 
They (the Amalekites) perpetrated against us 
everything that was pessible1 They desecrated 
the sign of brit milaJ.!, which was of your choosing, 
They turned your Rouse and your Torah. So You 
dictated that it be written in the Torahs "Re
member what Amalek did to you ••• 11 (Deut. 2,5117),60a 

I, 
I 
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.. I. Amalek's Wily Tactics 

Amalek, the enemy £_a~ §Xc~llence, is marked by a high 

degree of cunning and intelligence. His cruelty, one might 

say, was analogous to the special kind of political evil 

which marks twentieth century demagogues. For Amalek knew 

how to use the resources at hand and formulated his plans 

systema.tically. The first step in his plan was to cleverly 

enlist the aid of other nation groups, 

R. Jose b. Halafta saysc "Then came Amalek ••• 11 

(Ex. 1?18).• That is, he came with a plan. 
Amalek assembled all the nations and said to 
theme Come and .aid me (to war upon) Israeli 
They replied to him, We could not stand 
against them. P~a~~ah did not stand up 
against them. Why the Ho,ly .. One, blessed be 
He, drowned him in the Reed Sea, as it is 
saids "And he overthrew Pharohh and his host 
in the Reed Sea" (Ps. 136115). Ae for us, 
how could.!! stand against them? He replied 
to them1 Come and I shall counsel you about 
how you should act. If they should vanquish 
me, then go ahead and flee. But if not, come 
and aid me (in warring) against Israel. And 
so it is written,

6
11 And Amalek came ..... He 

came with a plan. 1 

One may aska How could Amalek be so cock-sure that he had 

the ability to vanquish Israel, when the past evidence 

seemed to indicate that Israel was well-protected by God. 

Here the heathen prophet Balaam comes into the picture, 

Balaam, according to the Rabbis, a.quired a position among 

the heathen as exalted as that o:f' Moses among the chosen 

People. 62 That heathen kings allegedly consulted with him 

When affrighted by the tremors precipitated by the Sinaitic 
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revelation is recorded in the '!];1.IDE.£!~~!..~1~(..g,,!l>~ 116a). 

Furthermore, Balaam most often receives the epithet 11 .r,!!

sh~" {wicked one) in the Rabbinic sources. 63 It is there

fore not surprising that Amalek would be likely to consult 

with Balaam in planning his stratagem against Israel, which 

is, in fact related in one source, 64 

R. Kruspedai in the name of R. Johanan saids 
He (Amalek) came up to Balaam the"Wicked, He 
came to receive advice from him. He {Amalek) 
said to him, I know that you are a competent 
counselor, also that you specialize in wicked 
thoughts, anyone who takes your advice will 
not fail. He (Amalek) continued, Look what 
this nation did to the Egyptians who had (from 
time to time) done them some favors •. Now if 
they dealt thus with the Egyptians who had 
done them favors, how much the worse would the 
other nations fare. How do you advise me? 
Balaam sa.id to hims Go and make war with them, 
for if you do not you will never vanquish them, 
because they are sustained by the merit of 
Abraham their Patriarch. But yotl too are a 
descendant of Abraham and strengthened by his 
merit. Immediately he began to wage war upon 
them. 

Amalek thus took preliminary steps to make certain that his 

enlistment of other nations was in fact a viable act. The 

special merit of Abraham, according t& the disclosure of 

Balaam, would give Israel no special military advantage 

over Amalek. 

Among the list of Amalek's crimes is kidnapping or 

abduction (ieneva~ r~f~su). In Talmudic jurisprudence ab~ 

duotion falls into the category of capital offenses, the 

eighth commandment is read by the Rabbis asa Thou shalt not 

I 
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steal (a human being). 6.5 That Amalek was a murderous kid-

napper is asserted in the Mekhilta,66 

R, Elaza.r Ha-Moda•i says, "Then Amalek eame ••• ~ 
(Ex. 1718). For he entered underneath the 
borders of the cloud, abducting Israelites 
and killing them, as it is written• "how he 
met thee by the way. and (smote the hindmost 
of thee all that were enfeebled in thy rear, 
when thou wast faint and weary,) and he feared 
not God" (Deut. 2S118). 

We must now expatiate momentarily in the notion of "the cloud.•• 

From Exodus 1J121f and elsewhere the Rabbis developed the 

image of 0 clouds of glory" considerably beyond its description 

in the Biblical literature. 67 These clouds were conceived, 

by juxtaposition with the image of the sukkot (booths) found 

in Lev. 2314:3 and the geographical location i~gkot (Ex. 12137 

and 13120), as a divine protection. As we shall see, 68 these 

clouds receded from Israel when they committed sins. 

The characterization of Amalek as murderous kidnapper 

develops far beyond the above-quoted f'1ekh~.l~f3. passage, the 

"how" of the abduction becoming of increasingly greater in ... 

terest. In Tanhuma (Buber) 69 we encounter the most developed • • 

description of Amalek•s kidnapping stratagem, a description 

which emphasizes both his intelligence and his wilinessa 

("How he met you (~ ... 15;~a)by the way .. •" (Deut. 
25t18).) R. Nehemiah sa1d1 He literally called 
to you (k~r!-i~~~ ~am~~h)• So what did Amalek 
do? He went down to the archives of Egypt, and 
lifted out the rosters of the tribes, on which 
was recorded the daily task of bricks, Then he 
stood outside the cloud and ca0led them (by 
name), "Reuben, Simeon, Leviaf Come out for I 

I 



am your brother and I wish to do business with 
you. When they then came out he killed them. 

2.5 

The Pes ~kta RaJ;fpa t,i 71 describes another incident in 

which Amalek exploited the weakness of the Israelites while 

they were mourning for Aaron, and when, as a result of Aaron's 

passing, the protective "clouds of glory" dissipateds72 

..... But when I halt they rejoice, and gather 
themselves together" (Ps. 35,15). !his refers 
to Aaron• 0 And when all the congregation saw ,_ .. 
that Aaron was dead •• ," (Num. 20,29), Now 
what is written after (the preoeding) verse? 
"And the .Canaa.nite.,. the lting of Arad, who 
dwelt in the south, heard tell (that Iara.al 
came by the wa~ of Atharims and he fought 
against Israel. and took some of them cap
tive") (Num. 21 a 1). 

Friedmann adds the explanation, "Now he (the king of Arad) 

was Amalek, and when he heard that Aaron had died aµd that 

the clouds of glory had dissipated, he immediately engaged 

them in battle. 11 73 This identi:f'ieation of Amalek as the 

Canaanite king of Arad has far-ranging importance and will 

s~bsequently be examined at length. 74 

In short, because of hia cleverness and ability to 
' 

adapt his stratagem to emergent situations, .. Amalek is a 

formidable enemy indeed, ·This latter quality ff adapta~ 

bility to the specific situation of the prey-people-Israel, 

is reflected clearly in a Mekhilta passage,75 

"Then Ama.lek came ••• " (Ex. 1718). He then came 
openly, But every other time he came. he came 
stealthily; as it. is written, "Who met you by 
the wa;y. ,. " ( Deu t. 25118) • But this entrance 
was maae openly ••• 

I' ,j 
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The wily Amalek enjoys the fanfare o:f' an open attack, when 

he thinks it is safe to do so, and when he thinks he can 

get away with it. Indeed, in this battle, his stratagem 

almost proved effective: only after a great struggle did 

Joshua vanquish his clever enemy. 

o. II. Amalek's Desecration of ~r.l~ ~l;l,.~11 

One of the key m,i~~.!f.B.! of Rabbinic Judaism is the rite 

of bri.! mi~a,.h ~· the entering of a male child into the cove

nant of Abraham •. In the second paragraph of the ~~rka~ Ha~ 
,.-.~•·1· 

Mazon (blessings after the meal), the halakhioally-oriented 

Jew thanks God "for the covenant which you.have sealed in 

our flesh. u76 It seems that the rite aq~1U:19ad special 

sanctity during the Syrian persecution, at which time pious 
,· 

mothers 11 faoed martyrdom willingly to preserve the rite of 

Ap:raham among their children. 11 77 

Not only is there great reverence £or the mi tswa}1 of·. 

wJ.Ja.n in Rabbinic Judaism, but there is also great contempt 

for any kind of mutilation of the male organ. In a minority 

opinion, R. Johanan ben Baroka lists castration as one of 

the prohibitions whieh are binding upon gentiles (~D§ ~~).78 

The sources inform us that, after Isaac's passing, 

the line of Esau began to disregard the mitswah of~ 

mila.h, thus separating themselves from the Abrahamic cove ... 

nant.79 Amalek, Esau's grandson, not only repudiated circum-. 

cision, but also made the mockery of Israel's mark of the 

1.; 



covenant one of his central concernsa 

Said R. Haninah ben Shallum and R. Joshua of 
Sikhnin !n the name of R. Joshua ben Levis 
What is the meaning of the verse, "Andren
der unto our neifhbors sevenfold into their 
bosom (el he-kam. Their reproach wherewith - ....... -they have reproached thee, 0 Lord" (Ps. 791 
12). This teaches that they severed the 
circumcised male organ which is loeat.ed in 
a man's middle (be-hek). Then, throwing it 
heavenward, theywo~ld blaspheme. shouting 
at Goda Is this (the thing) that you desire? 
See! It is cast before You! What is the Tora
itic basis for the foregoing interpretation? 
That which is recorded above the matter of 
Amalek: "And putteth forth her hand, and 
taketh him by the secret parts" (Deut, 251 
11). And what follows? "Remember

8
what Ama

lek did unto thee" (Deut. 25117). O 
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It is most interesting to analyze the above .. quoted passage 
, ' 

in the light of Bettelheim's theory of the relation be-

t"Yeen circumcision and the "castration complexi• and "oas

tra~ion -anxiety.1181 That oultic themes also enter into 

the picture seems clear from the following expansion of 

the matter: 82 

For Israel did not know the meaning of the 
zemorah (phallic ri.te),8.3 for we reads ( 0 Then 
he said unto me, 'Hast thou seen this, 0 son 
ot man? Is it a light thing to the house of 
Judah that they commit abominations. which they 
commit here in that they fill the land with 
violence and provoke me still more,) and, lo, 
they put the branch (g;emq;&:ff1,,1'2.) to their nose?" 
(Ez. 8117). When Amalek came, they taught 
them (i.e. Israel)(this cultic practice), 
from what he had learned from his wicked 
grandfather E.sau, who said 1 "Hakhi li::fll..r!: 
.~b,e,mo 11 (Gen. 27136); this is, he hawked 
(~fke~~) in his ~hroat (to show contempt), 
and produced the ,ze.roo:i;:ah (heres phallus). 
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. , It. is clear throughout these passages that the main point 

Hcthat the Rabbinic conception of Amalek is marked by a 

salient perverse obscene element. The whole matter be

gins with the difficult word ".!&.:..~~ E._ajS~~" .. "and 

smote the hindmost of thee" (Deut. 25a18). such as we find 

it interpreted in the Pesikta De-Rav Kahana, 84 

"And smote the hindmost of thee" (way;-zanev 
.12!-m) (Deut. 25118). (Amalek) mutilated 
them by smiting the &anav (euphemism for 
membrum vtrile). 

Since the act of kll mJ:lah constitutes submission 

to the will of a commanding Deity85 who demands this spe

cial surgery of His covenanted people, any action that 

would in any way degrade this mitswah, would therefore be 

considered a willful act of rebellion and pride, 

11A man•s pride shall bring him low ..... 
(Prov. 29123). This is Amalek who exal
ted himself above the Holy One. by his 
blaspheming and reviling, (but especially 
by his (~gimeful violation) of the male 
organ ••• 

In regard to Amalek's desecration of miJ~h, we perceive 

more directly than anywhere else, the depth of the Rabbinic 

obsession with the evil figure Amalek. The Rabbis were here, 

as it were, laying bare their psyches to the scrutiny of later 

generations, and revealed much to us about their personality 

make-up. The figure of Amalek reaches down to the libidinal 

aspect of the Rabbinic mind, calling up responses of fear and 

I,. 

ii 
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hatred. The foregoing passages, in the last analysis, tell 

us much that can be universalized about how a man views his 

enemy to this very day. 

D. III, Amalek as Degrader of Israal•s Stature Among the 

Nations 

Since Israel's security depended largely on the re

putation they had gained as a result of the wonders at the 

Reed Sea, any blemish in their reputation would render them 

more vulnerable to the attacks of hostile nations. Though 

Joshua in fact vanquished Ama.lek, the Biblical account (Ex. 

17c8 ... 16)r describes the battle as a nip and tuck struggle, 

so that Israel's supernatural image suffers coneiderably: 

"How he met thee (~.sh,12;!;: MU-kpa) by the way ••• 11 

(Deut. 25,18). our Rabbis render the verse: 
11.£9..Q.J:,~g them (h§.-ki)Z~-k..ha~ before the nations 
of the world. 11 R. Hannan1ah saids (The matter 
is like) a pool of coiling water, into which 
no one dared to enter. But then this worth
less fellow came along and jumped into it. 
Even though he was severely burned, he cooled 
it (the pool) for others. So it was that 
when Israel went forth from Egypt, the dread 
of them fell upon all the nations of the 
world; as it is written, "Then were the chief's 
of Edom af.'frighted •• ~Terror and dread fal-
leth upon them" (.Ex. 1511.5f). When Amalek 
came and joined in battle against them (i.e .. 
Israel). even though (Joshua) snatched victory 
from their hands. {Amalek) still managed to 
cool (Israel's reputation) i~

7
the opinion 

of the nations of the world.· 

Because Israel is God's covenanted people, according 

to the Rabbis, and since God•s reputation is consequently 
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bound up· .with Isr~el • s stature•. the degradation of Israel• s 

fame is tantamount to the abasement of God's dignity. Much 

of' the early liturgy reflects this relation, especially the 

section in the Birkhot 1:!!: ... ~.h~it .which concludes 1 "Blessed 

are You, Lord, that You sanctify Yo:urr Name in public. 1188 

D, IV. Magical and Astrological Elements Surrounding the 

Character of Amalek 

It is not surprising that around the character of 

the primal enemy Amalek revolve many themes that would be 

in the category of what Joshua Traohtenberg terms "folk re ... 

ligion°. 89 The inexplicable tenacity and meanness of the 

enemy nation invite speculation that pas.ses beyond the 

realm of natural cause and effect int.o the world of magic 

and astrology. In several sources, Amalek the personality 

and Amalek the nation are described as sorcerers and necro

mancers. That, despite this fact, Israel was able to tri~ 

umph is oonsidered a great feata 

Now the Israelites entered the desert and Ama
lek, the son of Eliphaz, the son of Esau, came 
upon them for battle, With hmm were 178,000 
men, all of whom were sorcerers, necromancers 
and soothsayers. Yet the Lord handed them 
over to Moses His servant and Joshua his 
(Moses•) disciple, am they smote them by the 
edge of' the sword,90 

But the magical power seems to reside not only in the enemy's 

hands, as the following late Midrash testifies, 



"Choose men for us" (Ex. 17a9). For Ama
lek was a sorcerer and chose as warriors 
men who could not die in that year. There
fore Moses said, "Choose men for us"-~ 
like them: Thus it is said"Joshua weakened 
Amalek" (Ex. 17a1J). But he could not 
kill them.91 
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The astrological underpinnings of thj.s mystifying passage 

appear more clearly in the Talmud Yerushalmi,92 where Moses 

too manipulates heavenly bodies in the cosmological struggle 

against the arch•fienda 

R. Joshua ben Levi saids Amalek was a be
li~'ver i.n sorcery and omens Clm.@h • ffl..P). 
Now what did he do? He set up men on their 
birthdays. for a person, does not fall easily 
on his birthday. So what did Moses do? He 
confounded the order of the planets. Thus 
Scripture saysa "The sun and moon stand 
still in their habitation" (Rab. ]111). 

We note, therefore, that both Amalek and Israel employ magi• 

cal and astrological means. The former receives censure for 

the illegitimate use of such methods, while the latter 

(Israel) remains blameless for such procedures. In several 

sources, we learn that the dastardly Amalek magically tra

versed an uncanny distance to make war on Israels 

R, Nathan says, He (Amalek) came from the 
mountains of Seir, traversing four hundred 
parasangs until he reached Rephidim. There 
he made war on Israe1.93 

Commenting on the above ... quoted passage, the '11:E! X.Qs,ef94 notes 

that according to the Targy.m Jonathan95 the distance was 

traversed in a single night. In addition, the commentary goes 
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on to say, this was an unnatural deed, accomplished by witch ... 

craft and sorcerers. 

Not only did Amalek traverse an uncanny distance to 

wage war on Israel, but he also needed to pass through the 

territory of five nations, all of whom, it would seem, would 

have been hostile to intruders: 

R. Judah Ha ... Nasi says, Amalek had to make 
his way through five nations and came to 
make war with Israel; as it is written& ,, 
0 Amalek dwelleth in the land of the south; 
(and the Hittite and the Jebusite, and the 
Amorita, dwell in the mountains; and the 
Canaanite dwe.lleth by the sea, and along 
by the side of the Jordan") (Num. 13129), ... 
he (Amalek) wgs in the interior beyond 
all of them.9 

Yet the most clearly described use of magical devices 

relates to Moses, the Midrash97 describes Moses' usage of 

the ~hem ~~M!fotash (Tetragrammaton), 

Before Israel left Egypt Amalek heard that 
they were redeemed and came upon them at 
the sea. Then he (Moses) pronounced the 
Shem ~ ... ~Y!.!U:Rr,a~. ,;( Tetra.grammaton) over him 
~Amalek) and he Immediately panicked; as 
it is •~iiteftThen the chiefs of Edom pan• 
ickedt••" (Ex. 15,15), 

We assume that it was Mos.es who pronounced the ineffable name 

for a number of reasons. First of all, it was to Moses that 

the knowledge of the Divine Name was vouchsafed, as we learn 

in Exodus 3114i Secondly, the Tannaim took many precautions 

to preclude the arbitrary utterance of the name; one statement 
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in the Gemara excludes those who pronounce the Divine Name 

from the world to come. 98 It therefore seems reasonable 

that it was here Moses, who, by virtue of his special merit, 

employed the Ineffable Name to vanquish the enemy. 

In ~stn~t Rabbah99 we encounter a passage which in• 

dicates that the enemies of Israel mistook what were actually 

acts of God for magical practices. At Haman•s behest the 

wise men and magicians of Ahasuerus promulgated epistles 

against Israel, in one of which was included the following 

statement, 

What did Moses their chief do? Well, he had 
a certain pupil named Joshua bin Nun who was 
exceedingly cruel and had no mercy. That 
Moses said to him, "Choose men for us and go 
out to fight Amalek" (Ex. 1?19). I don•t 
know whether those men that he chose were 
sorcerers or warriors. What did that Moses 
do? He took a rod in hie hand. Now I don•t 
know what he did with it. And when (Amalek) 
attacked them, I don't know what (incantation) 
he whispered against them, but they became 
powerless and fell before them; this is the 
intention of Soripture: "Joshua vanquished 
Amalek with the edge of the sword 0 (Ex. 1711:3). 

The intention of this simulated propaganda piece is clearly 

to besmirch Israel's reputation, inasmuch as they had used 

1.1.l~g~~imate tactics Sl..! y,a~fa~~-• i.e. magic and sorcery. What 

interests us here, however, is the phenomenon that discussion 

about Amalek attracts discussion about magic and sorcery. 

Inasmuch as these elements are an integral component of 

Jewish folk religion from the ~~~akh onward, we may assume 

that the figure of Amalek was ingrained in the psyche of the 
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ordinary Jew of the Rabbinic Period, just as he was a topic 

for learned discussion. 

D. v. Amalek as Rome 

So far we have been speaking of "Amalek" as equiva ... 

lent to the proto ... typioal enemy of the People Israel. "Ama ... 

lek," however, also seems to function as a specific metaphor 

:for the Roman Empire. Schechter expressed the identification 

succinctly when he wrotes 11 
••• Amalek is only another name for 

his ancestor Esau, who is the father of Edom, who is but a 

prototype for Rome. 11100 Developing the metaphor further, he 

remarkda "The contest over birthright is indicative of the 

struggle for supremacy between Israel and Rome. 11 101 

Bacher also identified Amalek with Rome in his expli• 

cation of texts put forth in the name of Eliezer b. Hyrka.nos 

and Joshua b. Hananiah,102 • 

This entire section relating to Amalek with 
its intertwining meanings is set in its prop• 
er perspective, when one recognizes in the 
hated bame of the old extinct people an ag
gadic equivalent for Rome. just as later on 
the denotation generally became "Edom. 11 The 
aggadic metaphor of Amalek=Rome also shines 
through in the comment of the M,~~h~;);ta to 
Exodus 17 a 12 • "But this ~1.ti·$..laden kingdom 
makes war from morning to evening" ... where 
11 the suUtt ... laden kingdom corresponds to Rome. 

William Braude103 connects the following passage with 

the Hadrianie persecutions which followed the Bar Kokhba re

bellion (135 C.E.)s 



("But when l halt they rejoice.) they who are 
degraded gather themselves together~ some
thing which I do not understand 11 (J?s. 3.5115). 
At the time the Sages met in Lydda in the up~ 
per chamber of the house of Nithzah, they had 
to decree (that the Jews, except when they 
were called ·upon to commit the sins of idola
try, unchastity, and bloodshed, wete to sub
mit to the demands of the heathen nations). 
Thus, whenever I slip and fall into heretical 
ways, the heathen rejoice as they gather to 
attack~ heathen nations who are themselves 
degraded and who are (spiritual) cripples. 
Whenever Israel slips and falls into hereti ... 
cal ways, those nations who are degraded are 
always at hand for executing judgment. As 
the verse goes on to say, "When I fall ••• they 
tear and cease not'' ... they tear and tear. 
Whereupon Israel say, Master of the universe, 
shall the degraded execute judgment upon those 
who merely slip and fall? Shall the degraded 
forever be given permission to sit and wait 
for me to stumble into a fall so that they 
can set upon me?104 
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The relation of the foregoing passage to Amalek becomes clear 

when one considers it in its proper context, i.e. the verse 

from the Song of Deborah which generates the entire discus

sions "M¼P..1 :lftam !..11.2.I-.!lllm l?.!-~.mfil§Js."(Judges ,5a14a) which 

Braude here renders "Out of Ephraim A-.1.~!l! come those whose 

root is Amalek. 1110.5 for whioh he gives an alternate transla ... 

tion suggested by Prof. Mordecai MargulieE.u i06 "Because of 

heresy, O Ephraim, your roots are to be plucked up by Amalek. 11 

The issue of Amalek as an instrument of Divine retribution 

will be considered 1:dsewhere •107 · Of importance for us here 

is the liklihood pointed out by :Oraude that the term 11Amalek 11 

may have designated Rome at the time of the Hadrianic perse• 

cutions. 
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Given the assumption that "Amalek, 11 at least in an 

early Tannaitic stratum, functioned as a metaphor for the 
11 wicked kingdom" - Rome - it follows consistently that "Ama

lek" would be the destroyer of Jerusalem, 

Another interpretation of "For there is a hand 
against the Lord's throne" (Ex. 17116).108 R. 
Joshua b. Levi in the name of R. Alexanderosa 
When Amalek's hands stre1hbhed forth against the 
throne of the Holy One, blessed be He (now 
11 Jerusal8ro will be the Lord's throne" (Jer. 
3•17).)1 Y, he (Amalek) immediately became up
rooted from the world. One phrase from the 
Torah aaysa "the Lord's war against Amalek" 
(Ex. 17Y16b). But another verse reads a "Blot 
out the remembrance of Amalek" (Deut. 2.5119). 
Before he stretched forth his hand against 
Jerusalem 11 (:y;pu) blot out the remembrance of 
Amalek" but after he (Amalek) had stretched 
forth his hand .... "the Lord's war against Ama-
lek."110 . 

As we would expect, "Ama~ek" is furthermore identified as 

the destroyer of the Temples 

"Rem~mber (what Amalek did to you)•• (Deut. 
25,17) ••• Did to us? Did he not do it to You?! 
"Remember, O Lord, against the children of 
Edom the day of Jerusalem,/Who said, Rase it. 
Rase it/ Even to the foundation thereof" (Ps. 
137,7). 

In the Rabbinic schema, it would seem that the Romans• crime 

consisted in an attack on Divine property. That is to say 

that, inasmuch as the Romans oppressed the People Israel, 

they diminished God's chosen possession. (The Rabbis ~new 

well that this was so from Ex. 1,116, where it statess 11 the 

people whom You have acquired"). Secondarily, the Romans dew 

i 
I: 
I 



s 'l:royed Di vine property in the form of the 1~emple • God• s 

chosen house, With reference to the above-qu9ted text we 

ought here to note that 11 Amalek" and "IMom" function as 

interchangeable metaphors for Rome. 
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According to certain sources, 111 the study of Torah 

was interdicted during the Hadrianic persecutions which fol

lowed the Bar Kokhba rebellion. Given this fact, the Rabbis 

add to their list of accusations against Amalek-Rome the 

oha:r.ge of dc!:secra:tion of the DiyJ,n.~ Tora.ht 

"And render unto our neighbors sevenfold 
(§..b1:iz:! •. ~.::.1ia:y;~m) into their bosom, wherewith 
they have reproached Thee, 0 Lord" (Ps. 
79112) •• , Said R, Joshua b, Levis May 
they (Amalek) be recalled for what they 
did to us aga.inst the ~~.orf!h, of which it is 
written s ( 0 '11he words of the Lord are pure 
words,) as silver tried on a crucible on 
the eartht refined seven times ~.§h~;v•_t~.:.i.~~i;m,)" 
(Ps, 12t7J, So should you requ1te them 
sevenfold (11:/Jt.~ .. Y:,1 .~.:..tS&~L.AmJ into their bosom ••• 11 2 

The foregoing passages precisely correspond with Mid

rashic attributions of sir1s to Esau, whd), Friedmann notec111 3 

is none other than "Edom," the most common metaphor for Rome1 

He O~sau) sinned against 'th~ Holy One, blessed 
be He, in tha M he burned the Tore.h and burned 
the Temple.11..,. 

One notes that the sin against the '.rorah here consists in 

burning(~), which would appear not to be: preclsely 

equivalent to interdiction of Torah study, such as was re• 

ported during the Hadrianic persecutions. 
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As we have seen, 11 Amalek 11 and "Edom" are frequently 

employed in the Midrashic literature as synonymous metaphors 

for Rome. There is, however, some basis for the conjecture 

that in later Midrashic literature, the two appelations be

came sirparate in designation, a:nd that at this later stage 

onl;y "Edom" functioned as th~1 accepted metaphor for Rome c 

"Upon Edom do I ca.st my shoe .. , 0 (Ps. 60110). 
What do I do? I draw o(f'f my i3hoe and trample 
them with my heel, as the text reads: "I have 
trodden the winepress (i.e. Edom) alone ••• " 
(Is. 63:3&1). There is a welJ. ... kn.own parable, 
The matter ls like an eHa.rthly king who built 
four palaces in four districts. He entered 
the first, ate and drank, but did not draw 
off (his shoes). And so it was with the sec
ond and third palaces. When he arrived at 
the fourth, he ate, drank, and drew off his 
shoes. He said to them (his courtiers), 'Go 
forth and fetch all the great men who reside 
in this district, that they may arrange a meal 
before me. They (the courtiers) asked him1 
•Why are you doing this?• When you entered 
·the first palace you ate and drank bu·~ did not 
remove your shoes, but in this palace you drew 
off your shoes, ate, and drank. He (the king) 
replied to them: 'When I entered the first my 
mind was not at ease," - So it is with the 
Holy One, blessed be He, He made war on Pharoah, 
.Q.!1 .i\:m.~. on Sisera, on Sanecherib, on Nebu,.,. 
chadnezzar, upon the Greek kings - yet He was 
not pacified until He Himself wreaked vengeance 
upon ,E;d,o~. Th:i.s is the meaning of "Upon Edom 
do I cast m:y shoe; Philist:ta, cry aloud because 
of met 11 11,5 

rr1he source of the foregoing passage, 12..@. ... !Y]_i,~.Q..~!.'. ~h., is 

generally corn~idered late in origin, especially the ]ff.t;t:§-,!S.b.ru:! 

~.Q. where the pa~~sage i.s located, which, according to Straclt, 

"i.s probably not older than the twelfth century. 11116 Thie.i 
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gives c~edenca to the hypothesis that, though "Amalek" was 

a common term for Rome ln ·the earlier literature, it was 

supplanted by the appelation "Edom" with which it had been 

formerly interchangeable, 

E. Summary 

We have so far attempted to subsume the identity 

characteristics of "Amalek" under several more or less dis

tinct categories= his lineage, his/their specific char!a.ctar 

traits, his/their insiduous actions, the braz~m desecratlon 

of BrJ·.~. ~' the harm he caused Israel's reputatior1, Amalek•s 

tendency to usa the "off-limits" powers of magic and astral 

manl.pulation, and the concrete designation of Amalek as Rome. 

Our analysis so far bears out Louis Ginzberg•s observation 
h 

that '' ••• most frequently s90lastj.c ingenuity and popular 
117 

fancy both contributed toward the production of these legends." 

For we have seen that the most fanciful folk-like themes and 

notions have been cleverly and concretely anchored to the 

Biblical tmxt. All these observations should be borne in 

mind in regard to the material subsequently to be presented. 

Each topic relating to Amalek takes into kccount his identity 

as explicated in the Pharisaic-Rabbinic ffigg1it,g.ah. 
I 

1: 
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CHAPTER TWO 

Amalek and the Book of Esther 

That the association of Amalek with Purim and the re

oital of the Scroll of Esther derives from a quite early 

date is olear from the fast that §bibbg~ Z~knot1• already 

prescribed by the Mishnah2 ... is observed on the Sabbath im• 

mediately preceding the Purim festival. Furthermore, it is 

clear from the very designation of Haman as "the Agagite",:3 

that the author of the Book of Esther already oonseiously 

traoed Haman•s anoestry to the King of the Amalekites, 4 

A l30~1ith_! (B. lV!eg!l;.J.ab 7a) oonsidered the Soroll of 

Esther to be the fourth recital of Amalek•s deed, the others 

being in Exodus 17, Deuteronomy 25, and I Samuel 15s Rabbi 

Eliezer Ha-Moda'i considers Esther to be the third reoount* 

ing, inasmuch as the two verses from the Torah are accounted 

as one unit,-' The same notion is succinctly expressed in the 

Mekhilt,!1 6 

"Write thi.s for a memorial in the J;.),.qoJs •• o" 
(Ex. 17'Ti"li,), "This"~ refers to what is writ ... 
ten in this booko "For a memorial" refers 
to what is written in the prophets, "In 
the book" refers to what is written in the 
Sorell of Esthero 

There appear to be two major reasons why the final re• 

membranoe of Amalek's deed to be found in the ~an~Jth occurs 

in the Scroll of Esther. The first reason consists in ·the 

principle that God punishes by means of lowly things• 

I 
r ,. 



The Holy One, blessed be He, saids He (Haman) 
has made his attack against heavenly bein~s, 
( and God) will send against them in.signifl. ... 
oant things, to teach them that the power of 
their might is nought.? 
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The second factor would seem to be that women have certain 

powers and abilities, which make them effective instruments 

against an enemy,8 

Then Samuel said(to Agag)1 °As thy sword hath 
made women childless, so shall thy mother be 
childless among women ••• (I Samuel 15133). As 
the sword of Amalek, your (Haman's) grandfather, 
consumed the young men of the Israelites (after 
they had been drawn from) the protection of the 
cloud, and their women remained childless and 
widowed, so :t,x m..~,i:l:.f].! .Qi ,:th,e 12ra:'£ef pJ: E!i?.]her. 
.fill.ii her ,at-t:.,n,q.a,nt,s_.,,s, s every last maleki te to 
be kliled, so that their women will be left 
widowed and childless, as it is saids "Then 
Samuel saids Just as thy sword made women 
childless (so shall thy mother be made child• 
less by women") (Ibid.). 9 

As we shall see. Haman receives nearly all the typo• 

logical charac·teristios of his ancestor Amalek which we have 

delineated, According to one aggadio tradition10 God Him

self planned that this would be the case, or a:t least fore

saw the succession of ancestors that would proceed from Arna~ 

leka 

Ro FinQas says, The Holy One, blessed be He, 
foresaw that (from the line of) Agag was to 
arise a man who would be a great enemy of 
the Jews. Now who would this be? Haman, 
the wiokedr as it is wrdlttena "Because Haman 
the son of Hamdatha, the Agagite, the enemy 
of all the Jews, had devised against the 
Jews to destroy them,,. 11 (Esther 9124)0 



The descent from Agag is cast teleologically in another pas

sage, 11. where Haman appears specifically on account of Agag1 

The Holy One, blessed be He, brou~ht Haman 
into the world only on account ofl:2 Agag, 
who cried and sighed while he was interred 
in prison. He said; Woe is me! My seed 
will perhaps become extinct! 

We seem here to have the attribute of Divine Mercy13 opera

ting to Israel•s disadvantage, though the real intent of 

the passage is obscure, 

In Est,h~~t Rabbah14 is given the content,; of certain 

fictional letters that were sent out for Haman's sakes among 

the contents 5.s a telescoped genealogy from Amalek to Hamana 

Great peace to you without limitl It is 
known to you that among us resides acer
tain man, who is not of local origin (i,e. 
Persian) but of royal Amalekite descent -
one ot the great men of the generation -
and Haman is his name ••• (quoting Haman) 
Furthermore what did they ~Israel) do to 
Amalek rny Father's Father1:> when he came 
to war upon them?!,., 
Purthermore what did they do to Agag my 
Grand:f'a ther ••• 

In certai.n contexts the name '1:Haman° is a veritable equi va ... 

lent for the name "Amalek," as in the following passage 

from the ~e!ikt1 Rabbatia 16 

Another commen·tc "Remember" (:Oeut. 2.5•17). 
Our masters from the south, citing R, Samuel, 
began their discourse with the portion, 
;Kn.ewest thou not, heard.est thou not? Yea 
•rom of old was not thine ear opened? For 
I know that thou wouldst deal very treacher
ously, O transgressor from the womb, for 



thee a beam of the gallows" (Is. 4818), 
These words are addressed to Amalek as 
well as to Haman who came from the loins 
of Amalek ••• 

Inasmuch as Haman's identi.ty is firmly established 

within the aggadic tradition as Amalekite, he is included 

within the promised "blotting out" that is to befall the 

entire nation, 

"For blot out, Blot out will I" (Ex. 17114), 
"Blot out," that is, in this world. "Blot 
out will I," that is, in the world to come, 
"the remembrance," that is, Haman; "Amalek, 0 

that is. himself, taken literally.17 

Haman is considered a. last remnant of Amalek's stock in 

some strata, who remains even after most o:f the enemy na

tion has perished& 

"Thou hast destroyed the wicked" (Ps. 916). 
Thi.a refers to the wicked Haman who was left 
over from the seed of Amalek and sought to 
extermi.nate Israe1.18 ~ 
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Prom some sourcesj-9 we also receive the opini.on that Haman. 

was the final rung on the Amalekite ladder, but the "final 

end" of Amalek is a matter we shall need to trea.t fully 

elsewhere.20 

Just as Haman was a descendant of Amalek ... and con

sequently of Esau ... Mordecai, Haman's vanquisher, is a 

Benjamite and therefore a descendant of Rachel. 21 Saul, 

we should remember, was also a Benjami·te ( I Sam. 9, 1) and 

i j 
I, I 
I 



constitutes a kind of prototype - along with Joshua - for 

Mordecai..1 22 

Now from the seed of Saul ( procet8JJt<).) a re ... 
deemer for the Jews (who saved them) from 
Haman. Who was this? Mordecai. As it is 
writtens "There was a certain Jew in Shu
shan the castle, whose name was Mordecai 
the son of Jair the son of Shimei ti~ son 
of Kish, a Benjamite 11 (Esther 2,5). ~j 

Another passage 24 emphasizes Mordecai•s Benjamite roots 

still more directly• 

"Out of Ephraim came ((roshua), one who would 
pluck them up - them of Amalek - by the roots; 
after thee, {O Joshua, Saul man of) Benjamin, 
with thy many soldiers (Judges 5114). 0 What 
ls meant by "after thee, Benjamin"? The Holy 
One, blessed be He, saids For war, "after 
thee" (O Joshua, it is to be a man of) Benja
mintt who will demand satisfaction from the 
seed of Amalek. You can see so for yourselfs 
a man of the seed of Amalek rose up and waged 
war against Israel; and a.gt.inst him none 
other than on ( of the seed of') Y3enjamin. And 
who was this·man of the seed of Amalek? The 
wicked Haman •• ,to whom the Holy One, blessed 
be He, said: As thou livest, a man of the seed 
of Benjamin is held in readiness to come 
against thee and crush thy' roots, and who 
was th.i.s man'"? Mordecai, of whom it was saida 
"There was a certain Jew in Shushan the cas
tle ••• (Esther 2,5). 
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In ·the :foregoing fo..ggadf! the entire cont.inuum with wh.i.ch we 

have been dealing is manifest, so that the typology is or ... 

ganically structured from the Rabbinic legends bearing on 

Genesis through those relating 'to Esther. 

Haman, as Amalek, serves as a "reminder" to all gen ... 

erations that Jews have s·truggled against great enemies and 



have prevailed, 

R, Nathan says, Haman. came as a memorial 
for generations, as it is saids 11 And that 
these days of Purim should not fail from 
among the Sews" ( Eerther 9 m 28) • 25 

Another passage 26 tells us that the causal factor which pre

cipitated Haman•s appearance was. in fact, Saul's disobedi

ence, in that he spared Agag against the clear :instructions 

enunciated by Samuel. In our next section we shall careful ... 

ly develop the idea of Amalek as 11 chastening rod, 11 a concept 

which should cast light on much material heretofore presen ... 

ted, 
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CHAPTER THRf~E: 

Amalek as an Instrument of Divine Discipline 

From the literary characterization of Amalek and his 

descendants, we shall now pass to the broad theological con

ceptions which bear upon the Rabbini.c understanding o:f the 

perennial enemy. Our dlscussion will focus primarily upon 

the Rabbinic notions of' si.n and div.ine retribution. 

The major content of the Rabbinic doctrine of sin is 

encountered in embryonic :form already in the Ta.nakl1,, and ls 

most clearly developed in the prophetic books. Norman H. 

Sn.aith noted;'-

The world of 'sin' can be used either in an 
ethical sense of transgressing a moral code, 
or as a religious term in the sense o:f' a 
rebellion against God, and so betng alien to 
Him, From the latter point of view, sin is 
'theofugal • r i.t leads away .from God. rl'he 
eighth-century prophets thought of sin in 
this way. Primarily, it was rebellion against 
God. 

Snaith followed this assertion with numerous examples from 

the li term.ry prophets wh.ich a.mpl.y justify i~he statement. 2 

Many interpretors o:f' Rabbinic Judaism, among them Yitz~alc 

Heinemann, have asserted. that "the religion of the Sages is 

not a new religion like that of Paul, which ca.me to nullify 

rather than to uphold, it is nothi:ng other than an organic 

t . ti f B ·bl· J 1 · · · 11 3 con inua on o . 1 ica. re 1.gion. 

If it is indeed the case that Rabbinic Judaism is or

ganically related to the Bibliual doctrines, it follows that 
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the core of the Rabbinic notion of sin is also the notion 

of rebellion.' Schechter held this view an.d explained that 

11 the root J.?.!""!?hin-~.ayi!h used in the confession of the High 

Priest on the Day of Atonement, denoting, according to the 

Rabbis, the highest degree of sin, is explained by them to 

mean rebellion ••• " The notion of sin is integrally related 

with the Rabbinic understanding of Torah. As Schechter 

wrote,5 

It is evident,,.that the Rabbis thought 
that each m,~t~wa;i.. that is, the fulfill:
ment of a commandment, had also a certain. 
doctrinal value, bearing evidence to God's 
relation to man in general and his histor
ic relation to Israel in particular. 

Thus, in the Rabbinic schema, 11 sin11 is a notion of the ut

most consequence which "is concelved as an act of rebellion. 

denying the root, that is, the existence of God, or His pro~ 

vidence, or His authority, indeed, exclud.ing Him from 'the· 

world. 116 

When we beg.in to touch upon the consequences of sin, 

the concept of divine retribution necessarily intrudes. 

Schechter distinguished between two major directions in the 

Rabbinic literature regarding the notion of di.vim:) retri bu

tion, 7 The first trend, associated with the name of R. Am

mi, is, generally speaking, the idea that "there is no death 

without (preceding) sin, nor affliction without (preceding) 

transgression, 118 Implicit in this idea is the corresponding 

notion that "there is no happiness without some preceding 

I 
µ,,,,111 



merit." 9 In short, R. Ammi teaches the doc·tr1ne of "measure 

:for measure. i, 

The second, more subtle approach, is that associated 

with R. Meir; the substance of this approach is "that there 
10 

is suffering as well as death w.i thout sin and transgression. 0 

Closely associated with this notion is the belief that 0 God 

almost suffers Himself when He has to ir1flict punishment 

either on the individual or on whole communities. 1111 The 

consequence of this belief is th.at "if now, man is equaJ. to 

God, he ha.s nevertheless, or rather, on that account, ·to sub

mit to the law of God without any outlook for reward or pun

ishment.1112 

We shall find both concepts of divine retribution at 

work in the following Amalek passages, though we shall find 

that the former ... the notion o:f' ''measure for measure" ... ls 

by far the more common approach. 

A. Amalek as "Chastening Strap" 

The measure for measure doctrine of divine retribu• 

tion finds clear expression in a well-known para.ble, which 

will serve as a feference point in our discussion, 

R. Levi said: To what are the Israelites 
similar'? To a man who had a son and who 
let him ride on his shoulder. He walked 
about with him in the marketplace, and 
whenever his son saw 1c1omething that he 
wanted he said to his fathers "Buy me 
this!" So he purchased (these things) 
for him a first, second., and third time. 



The son spotted someone and called to him, 
"Have you seen my father?" He (the father) 
said to him~ "Fool! You are riding on my 
shoulder, and whatever you wish I buy :f'or 
you! And you ask this (fellow) ... 'Have you 
seen my father?'" What did his father do? 
He cast him (the son) from his shoulder. 
(Then) a dog came and bit him. Thus it was 
when Israel departed from Egypt. The Holy 
One, blessed be He, surrounded them with 
seven clouds o:f' glory, as 1.t is written, 
"He engirded .Jt!nr.1,1, wa·tched over him" (Deut, 
32,10). 1rhey requested Manna ... 'He gave it 
to them. lhen He had supplied all their needs 
they began to gr1..tmble, saying, 11 Is the Lord 
among us or not?" (:Ex. 17 a 7). The Holy One, 
blessed be He, said to ·them a "Have you mur ... 
murred against Me? By your life, I am in
forming you, the dog is coming to bite you." 
Now who is this? It is Amalek; as it is 
written: 11 Amalek £fi.me and battled with Is
rael" (Ex. 17c8). j 

There are several ramifications of the passage which bear 

upon ·the function of Amalek within it. That Amalek is char ... 

acterieed as a "biting dog11 is consistent with what we have 

learned about him heretofore. 14 That he bites as a punish

ment :f'or the son's foolish impudence is a new factor. R. 

Levi's understanding of the relationship between God and 

Israel seems to be that the bond between them is, in the 

last analysis, conditional, God is long-suffering, but 

there are limits to His patience. Israel is thoroughly 

guileful in that ·they disregard direct evidence of .God• s 

presence and care; they are spolled children in t1eed:.i0:ft .se

vere chasttsemen't. The chast:tsement comes in the form of 

the dog ... Amalek ... who would have bitten all along had it 

not been for the protecting care of the Father. 
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An exegetical mechanism, already implicj.t tn our first 

passage, namely- that of "proximity." manifests itself' much 

more clearly in a section of the ~J:.~k~. ~-~ E~,).ez~;i;:= 1 .5 

R. Yohanan ben Nuri saysr ••• Moreover they 
(Israel) slandered the Holy· One, blessed be 
He, when they saidt 'The Lord forsook us in 
this wilderness and His .§.b~khinah (in-dwel
ling presence) is. not among us; as j_t is 
wri t·tena "Is the Lord among us or not?" ( Ex-
1717). R. Joshua bt Korhah sayse after 
that section what is wri lten? .., 11 '.J.'hen Ama
lelr came" ( Ibid. vs. 8) - he came to punj_sh 
(lit. "to coJ.lect payment :from") them (Is ... 
rael). · 

From the juxtaposition of the story of Israel's trying'the 

Lord at Massah and Meribah to the account of Israel's bat

tle with Amalek, R. Joshua b. Korhah infers causations 
• 

Israel's impudence directly 11 causedu the onslaught of the 

punisher - the enemy Amalek. 'I'he same juxtaposi t:lon is 

made in a passage in Shemo½ }Ja)~P.!!h., 16 but the na·ture of 

·Israel's sinsthere becomes clear as does the "tit for tat" 

correspondence between sin and punishments 

0 The place was named Massah (trial) and 
Meribah (quarrel)" (Ex. 17:7). Now what 
quarrel (or "strife'') occurred there? 
{The opinions of) R, Judah, R. Nehemiah 
and the Rabbis, R. Judah says, They said 
if He (God) is Master of all creation we 
shall serve Him, but if not we will rebel 
against Him. And R. Nehemiah says1 If He 
supply us with food lilce a king who dwells 
in a state - so that all the citizens want 
for nothing - we shall serve Him, but if 
not we shail rebel against I-U.1!1• And ou.r 
Rabble t~ald; J:f we think cri t1cal ·thoughts 
and He know what we are th:ink:i.ng we shall 



serve Hi.m, but if not we will rebel against 
Him. The Holy One, blessed be He, said, If 
you have sought ·to try· Me, let the evll one 
come and try you. Immediately: "Then came 
Amalek" (Ex. 1718), 
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Our last passage confirms Schechter•s analysis of the Rab ... 

binlc doctrine of sin, 17 in that the sin of pride is tanta

mount to idolatry and brings about the removal of the~

khinah and consequently the divine protection which warded 

of:f' the enemy up to that time. 

But not only does the defending ~-h~1£b.Jinan depart. 

In many passages God.Himself' brings on the enemy na.tion, ex

ploiting it as a "chastising strap11
•
18 We hear echoes of 

the Father-son parable with which we began in the following 

terse statement from b ... .M~S.P,g\£ R.@~• :1. 9 

"Amalek dwells in the Negev region" (Num. 
13129). Why did they (i,e. the spies when 
they presented their description of the na
tions !BdJ Canaan) begin with Amalek? It is 
similar to the case of a child who has mis
behaved (lit. "has stunk") and was beaten 
with a strap. When they wish to frighten 
him, they mention the strap with which he 
was struck. Thus was Amalek an evil strap 
to Israel, 

Though this passage presents God in an even harsher role 

vis-a-vis Israel than we found to be the case in the Father-· 

son parable (in that God Himself smites with Amalek), we 

note that the covenant relationship between God and Israel 

here remains essentially unimpaired, since Israel survives 

the thrashing by the 0 chastising strap0 and need only be 



reminded in the future of the pun:tshment wM.ch had been 

wrought upon them in the past. 
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Still other passages, 20 however, depict Amalek as a 

perpetual "chastising strap" which beats Israel again and 

again when they do not learn their lesson the first times 

Amalek always functioned as chastising straps 
to Israel. You find that when they (Israel) 
said1 "Is the Lord among us" (Ex. 1717), the 
immediate consequen·t was, 11 Then Amalek came 11 

( I.bid. vs, 8)... Furthermore you find that 
when Aaron diedt Amalek set out against them 
(Israel), so that they had to retreat seven 
stages in their journey ••• 

The point here is that at sever.al stages of the wilderness 

period, Amalek functioned as the chastener, the instrument 

of divine wrath~ It is interesting to note that in the 

Tanhuma Buber21 we encoun.ter the same word fo.r "cha.stise-
""1 $ • ""°"" lfli~ • I, WI 

ment" (mardut) 
··--- t 

and with regard ·to punishments administered 

to those who practice intercourse during the wife's period. 

the Midrash warns, "these punishments do not come upon you 

'by mistake. 11 According to ;this trend o:f' thought, .punish

ments fit the crime and correspond to the specific trespass 

committed. 1'hat concept is briefly formulated in a ill.I:! 

pas~1age 22 bearing upon Amalek's chastisement of Israel; 

"Now you were ·t.ired and weary and did not 
fear God'' (Deut. 25s18). Just as you meas ... 
ured out, so they measured out to you, 
Just as you were tired and weary (of practicing 
the ordinances of the 'l'orah) ana did no·t ·· 
fear God, so he (Amalek) was tired and 
weary (with r~gard tQ elementary nQrms: of 
humafl, conduct) and did not fear God. 
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Amalek the chastiser here mirrors Israelts degeneracy, and 

is consequently the chosen device by which God smites Israel, 

Before proceeding, it remains to be mentioned that 

theuchastising blow" (ro~lfll mardut) is also a halakhic cate

go~y referring to stripes meted out in certain cases of 

transgression upon Biblical and Rabbinic law. 23 The Aggadic 

denotations of the term with which we have been dealing, 

manifest the theological underpinnings of the concept of 

chastisement and give concrete illustrations for the meas

ure for measure doctrine of Divine retribution. 

J3. Amalek and the '.llorah 

The measure for measure concept of Divine retribu

tion will continue to occupy our attent.ion as we conslder a 

large number of passages which deal with Amalek's function 

in disciplining Israel to recognize the central role and 

binding force of the Torah. We shall develop this theme from 

the general to the particular, considering first broad con~ 

cepts enunciated i:n the A_ggaQA and proceeding to more spe ... 

oialized concerns, 

The following S1f..:t:~. passage will serve to initiate 

the discussion, 

«and smote the hindmost of thee" (Deut. 
25,18). (This verse) teaches that (Ama
lek) killed no one except those persons 
who had wtthdrawn themselves from the 
ways of the Omnipresent and thus rendered 
themselves too weak to remain under the 



protection of the clouds o~ glory. 24 

We note .imm.ediately that the blame is shifted off' Amalek aJ. ... 

together. Laxness in the "ways of the Omnipresent" is the 

causal factor in the harm wrought upon Israel. Just what 

the 0 ways of the Omnip!'.esent 11 are becomes clearer .in other 

passagesc 25 

"Then came Amalek" (Ex. 1718). R. ~Joshua 
and R. J~le.azar Hisma say, This verse is to 
be taken in an allegorical sense and ex-
plained in connection with the passage in 
Job where it is said: "Can the rush shoot 
up without mire? Can the reed-grass grow 
without water?" (Job 8s11). Is it possi
ble fo:r. the rush to grow without mire and 
without water, or is it possible for the 
reed-grass to exist without water? So also 
is it impossible for Israel to exist unless 
they busy themselves with the words of To
rah. And because they separated themselves 
from the Torah, the enemy came upon them. 
For the enemy comes only because of sin and 
transgression. In this sense it is said1 
"Then came Amalek." 

It here becomes clear to us that the "ways o:f' the Omnipre

sent" are none other than the "words of Torah." It is Is

rael's ineluctable fate to perish at any time that the 

words o.f Torah are neglected, Torah is the~ ,gua rum of 

Israel's existence, 

We note parenthetically that .in the foregoing Me

khilta passage, Rabbis Joshua and J;lisma quote from the 

book of Job which concerns itself entirely with the prob~ 

lems of Divine retribution and theodicy. The quoted pas

sage (Job 8111) is extracted from the speech of Bildad the 
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Shuhite, one of Job's comforters. The Rabbis of the Aggadic 

literature never really came to terms with the enormity of 

Job's question, and accorded the words of the comforters 

• 25a eq.ual weight wi.th those of Jo"b h1msal.f. We notice a simi ... 

lar glossing over of the issue of Israel's suffering at the 

hands of Amalek in this and similar passages, which parai .. 

lels the Rabbinic treatment of the book of Job. 

An allegorical interpreta·tion of the text in l?.@:rg,~hat 

~-§,haJJ:fi!.l), introduces an additional elem~mt into the di.sous

sion, 

( "'l'hen came Amalek, and fought with Israel 
in) Rephidim" (Ex. 1718) ... Those who in ... 
terpret the law metaphorically saya There 
is no (mention) of "Rephidim" except in a 
case of ":feebleness of hands" (B.in•~gn .ug
g._aztl.m), for they weakened their grasp upon 
the Torah, Consequently the enemy (lit., 
"Hater") came upon them, fo:r. no enemy comes 
excep' whig there has been sin and trans~ 
gression. ~ 

The notion ihttoduced here i.s that of ;tax,i,,t'l in the perform

ance of the Torah's commands, That laxity results in a gen ... 

eral state of national weakness, wh:tch renders It~rael vul

nerable to Amalek's attack. 

In ar1other passage27 the whole battle with Amalek is 

conceived as one allego.ry depicting Israel's ongoing rel a ... 

tionship with the Torah• 

R. Ji:leazar says I For what purpose does it 
say, "I~rael prevailed," or what is the 
purpose of saying, "Amalek prevailed'?" (Ex. 



17111). Merely to tell that when Moses 
raised his hands towards heaven, it meant 
that Israel would be strong in the words 
of Torah, to be given through Moses• hands. 
An.d when he lowered his hands, it meant 
that Israel would lower their zeal for the 
words of the Torah to be given through his 
hands. 

28 Another parallel. passage formulates the same thought in 
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the future tense; that is, the battle with Amalek portended 

the future conduct of Israel w:l.th regard to the 1rorah and 

lVIitswot. 
Ill t op 'Ml I~ 

According to one aggadic strand, the tribe of 'Dan 

was especially vulnerable to Amalelt• s attack, because they 

had been the most culpable with respect to the neglecting 

of the Torahs 

Keep in mthnd what the house of Amalek did 
unto you in the way, on your coming up out 
of Mizraim, how they overtook you in the 
way, and slew every one of those among you 
who were thinking to go aside from !Vly Words 
the men of the tribe of Dan, in whose hands 
were idols ( or things o:f strange worship), 
and the clouds overcast them, and they of 
the house of Amalek took them and mutilated 
them, and they were cast up ••• 29 

There are a number of reasons why Dan :i.s singled out for 

punishment in the Rabbini.c literature. W:rote Kaufmann 

Kohler, 

Dan plays a peculiar role in rabbinical 
tradition. Owing to the fact ~hat his 
name, as the name of a tribe, is connected 
with the blasphemer (Lev. 24111), and with 
the idola·t;ry of northern Israel ( (rudges 
18:JO) ••• Dan came to be regarded as the 



57 

black sheep of the house of Jacob.JO 

Dan•s transgression had. consisted in thei.r practice 

of 0 strange worship" or idolatry·t But all Israel stand 

accused of bringing on the enemy by several specific trans

gressions against the Toraitic legislation; among these 

transgressions is violation o:f the Sabbath, 

If onlw Israel had kept the first Sabbath. 
no people or nation would have been able 
to have power over them; as it is written• 
.,And it came to pass on the seventh day, that 
(some) of the people went forth to gather 
(manna)" (Ex. 16,27). And after that i~ 
written, 11 Then. Amalek came" (Ex. 17s8).J1 

Israel furthermore inv.ites the enemy's attack by practicing 

social injustice in trades 

R. Ba.nai in the name of R. Huna opened (the 
discussj,on) s "A false balance is an abomina .. 
tion to the Lord" (Prov. 1111). Said Rabbi 
Banai in the name of' R, H't.ma1 If you have 
seen a generation whose character traits are 
marked by :falsehood, know that the (enemy) 
kingdom will come to engage that generation 
in battle. Now, what is the reason? "A 
false balance is an abomination to the Lord." 
What is written directly afterward'? nwhen 
pride come·th, then comes shame ••• ti ( Ibid, 
vs,2). R. Berekhiah in the name o:f' R. Aba 
bar Kahana, 11 Can I be meritorious with wicked 
balances, while in the bag are deceitful 
weights?" (Micah 6111). Is it possible that 
one whose characte:r· traits are marked by 
falsehood would merit (divine protection)? 
Rathert 0 in the bag are deceitful weights. 11 

Said R. Lavi1 Moses also hinted about this 
matter to Israel in the Torahs "Thou shalt 
not have i!J, thy bag dlverse weights, a great 
and a small" (Deut. 25s1Jf'). Should you 
have done so, know that the (enemy) kingdom 
will come and war with your (lit. "thattt) 

i.i 
I' 
j 



generatiQn, What is the reasoning (behind 
the last statement)? "For all that do such 
things, e'l.1'Jen all that do.unrighteously, are 
an abomination unto the Lord thy God 11 (Ibid. 
vs,16). And what is wrltten immediately 
a:r.terward? "Rememb,~ what Amalek did to 
you" (Ibid. vs.17). 
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Here, we ought to note, we are obliged to remember Amalek in 

order that we not again engage in shady business practices. 

To wreak vengeance upon Amalek would be fatuous, since he 

automatically entered the scene as a result of' Israel's ini

quitous practices. A variant reading of the above-quoted 

passage adds c " ( ·this is) to teach you ·that the enemy only 

comes as a re::.:ml t o:f' the iniquitous use of weights and meas ... 

ures ,J3 

It remains to be said that infractions against the 

Torah .include in:f'ractions against the Oral Torah, J~I~n3t.~-

heresy -- "religious divisions due to an unlawful spirit 11 ,34 

also renders Israel vulnerable to the enemy's attackc 

".Because of heresy, 0 :J~phraim, your roots 
are to be plucked up by Amalek" (Judges 
5114). These words are to be considered in 
the light of the verse "Then, when I fall, 
they rejoice, and gather themselves to-. 
gather" (Ps. 35•15). Whenever Israel slip 
and fall into heretical ways, forthwith the 
heathen nations o:f' the world rejoice and 
gather themselves together to slay the peo
ple of Israel. Hence, "when I fall, the~ 
rejoice and gather themselves together. 11 35 

JYJj.nut, is specifically an .infringement upon the Rabbinic norm 

syst:em, since no direct prohj.b:i.tion of devlant b .. ~l.ie.:t is to 



59 

be found in the written Torah.36 Thus the enemy stands 

ready to attack when .Israel neglects any major part of the 

Torah heritage t which, according to the Tanna:tm, would cer

tainly include the Oral Law. 

0, God and Israel as Co-sufferers 

We have noted before that, even though the tit for 

tat doc~~rine o:f dlvine retribution pre-dominates t there is 

a second doctrine according to which "there is suffering as 

well as death without sin and transgression. 11 According to 

Schachtar37 several other notions cluster around this doc

trine. One of these is 11 that even God's omnipotence is sub

mitted to a certain law ... though designed by His own holy 

wlll ... which He could not alter without detriment to the 

whole c:r.eation.° From this follows the concept that 11 G-od al

most suffers Himself when He has to inflict punishment ei

ther on the individual or on whole communities.° Consequent ... 

ly; 

every complaint about suffering must cease, 
Not only is affliction no direct chastise
ment by God in the way of. revenge, but ~wen 
when it would seem to us that we suffer 
innocently, we have no right to murmer, as 
God Himself is also suffering. 

As a result, "this thought of compassion• in its strictest 

sense of fellow-suffering~ of God with His creatures be

comes a new motive for avoiding sin, 11 

It is in the spirit of this trend of thought that Is-



rael, acco:r.d:lng to one fragment, immediately receives the 

divine ,judgment and commences .fast;inga 

"But the hands of Moses were heavy" (Ex. 
17s12). At that time Moses• arms were 
weighed down like a person from whose 
arms hang three water ... jugs. "And they 
(Aaron and Hur) took a stone, and put it 
under him" (Ibid.), Now, didn't they 
have a pillow or cushion for his arms 
to rest upon?! (This is) rather to 
teac~ rou that they (Is~~el) were en
gaged 1n a public fast.-' 
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This passage, which in other versions merely comes to re

cord that M.oses commiserated with the reeit of the community 

ln its terror o:f the enemy nati.on, here emphasizes the fact 

that the community recognizes Amalek. as the i.nstrument of 

God. 1!1he commun3. ty does not here murmer, but ma:lres an act 

in faith. 

As a I!.~~-~l!l.~@; to the section dealing with Amalek, the 

~ (ha ... nidpas) presents the following formula.a .. 

When Israel is in distress, He is in dis
tress; as it is writtens "In all their af
fliction He was afflicted" (Is. 6Js9).39 

In lts context, the passage tells us that though Amalek is 

in :f'act an instrument of di.vine chastlsement, God nonethe'"" 

less suffers when Israel receives its blow. Israel does 

not simply get what he deservest 

The theme of co-suffering is framed ironically in 

yet another passage, 



"Remember what Amalek did to yau" (Deut. 
25,17) •• , (replies Israel,) did to us, 
(but also) did to You! "Remember O Lord 
against the children of Edom/ The day 
of Jerusalem;/ Who said: 'Rase it, rase 
it,/ Even tg the foundation thereof.'" 
(Ps. 13717). l-O 
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In the :r.oregoing statement Israel and God stand together as 

equal victims of the enemy nation. :B:ven as Israel must 

bear the onslaughts o:f' the treacherous people, so G-od must 

bear the destruction of His chosen house. Israel has re

ceived their punishment, but the covenant relationship with 

the Lord of history rema.ins intact and assumes a new mutu

ality. 
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CHAP1IER FOUR 

Israel's Victory Over Amalek at Rephidim 

In our previous discussion we were concerned primari

ly with various doctrirn:is of divine retribut.io:n and noted 

how the enemy nation Amalek functioned in Rabbinic thought 

as a chastising strap, We shall now concentrate on the 

other side of the coin and consider the various merits by 

which Israel ultimately emerged victorious after the battle 

at Rephidim: 11 And. tToshu.a dlscomfi.ted Amalek and his people 

with the edge of the sword 11 (Ex. 17113), 

Before proceeding it would be well to review the 

cluster of ideas surrounding the Rabbinic notion of merits 

as formulated by Solomon Schechter.:t We are here dealing 

with the Hebrew noun Zakhut which 0 is used here in the 1'.3ense 
~ -•lrll<l•ll"'11" 

of merit, virtue, which under certain condition• have a pro

tective or an atoning influence." Schechter distinguishes 

among three types of Za .. ~hy.,t,s ( 1.) The ZFJ,kJ:lltt of pious ances-

try; (2) The Zakhut of a pious contemporary, and (3) the 

~c!-J~l.11:l.~ of pious posterity. In our present discussion we 

shall be concerned primarily with the first two categories. 

Wrote Schechter, 

11he Zakhut of the pious ancestry may generally 
be described as the zekhut avot ( the Zalchut of 
the F1athers), but the term Fathers is~ largely 
lim:l ted in rabbinic li teratu~e =eo 'the ·three 
patriarchs,Abraham,.Isaac, and Jacob, Goct•s 
covenant with whom 1s so often appealed to al-
ready in the Bible. · 
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In our analysis so far2 we have noticed that the notion of 

.~§.k.I).Jl.,t 1m.@:.-:ho~:;:(the merit of the Matriarchs Sarah, Rebecca, 

Rachel and Leah) also plays a strong role in the Aggadic 

literature. 

Many of the passages dealing with the notion of 

z .. ekhut avot derive from Lev. 26142, which statesa"then will --- --
I remember My covenant with J'acob. and also My covenant with 

:tsaac, and also My covenant with Abraham will I remember; 

and I will remember the land. 0 Basing themselves on this 

verse 

the Rabbis speak also of the covenant with 
the Tribes ( 0 the servant ot the Lord"), to 
whom God has also sworn as He did to the 
patriarchs• and whose ~.!,,kl"\:U,t ,Moses i.s also 
supposed to have invoked, as He did that 
of the Pathers. 

We shall note presently that Moses, too, is a source of spe

cial merit, though in the Rabbinic 1.iterature taken as a 

whole, he functions less as a source of Za.khut than do the 

Patriarchs.3 Schechter developed the above-~entioned no

tions at conAiderable length, and we shall have cause to re

turn to his treatment from time to time. 

With respect to the battle between Israel and Amalek 

a. ,IVI~khi,l_-:t;~ passage sets forth the concept of Z,a,lfl}~! as fol-

lowsa 

ttTomorrow I will stand" (Ex. 1719), To
morrow we shall be prepared to take our stand. 
"Upon the top of the h1ll 11 (Ibid.), to be 



taken literally - these are the words of R, 
Joshua, R. Eleazar of Modi'im says1 Let us 
declare tomorrow a fast day and be ready, re;;,., 
ly,it,,g upon the deeds of the fore.fathers. 
For ttthe top" (rosh), refers to the deeds of 
the :fathe.rs, "tile hi.ll," refers to the deeds 
of the mothers.+ 

IJ.1his utterance of R, '.Eleazar o:f' Modi• im, in which are in ... 

voked the notions of the merit of the Patriarchs and Ma

triarchs, is greatly amplified in a section of the Ees.iktit,, 

Ji.abbat~, 5 wherein many other kinds o:f' mer.its come into 

play as well: 

Another comment (on the verse) "And Moses 
said unto Soshua, 'Choose us out men, and 
go out, fight with Amalek; tomorrow I will 
stand on the top of the hill with the rod 
of God in my hand" (Ex. 1?;9): (the last 
words are construed not as having been 
spoken by Moses but rather as Israel's 
prayer to God in which Israel, during the 
fight against Amalek, invoked the merits 
which were theirs. And so) ·the words are 
read literally "And I myself stand up." 
Note that Scripture does not here use the 
word ~ (I), but _'nk_;y ( I rnysel.f), inti ... 
mating therefore that Israel invoked the 
merit of the Torah, the merit of the first 
word of the Ten Commandments which is •.nJc_;y. 
IJ:1he phrase "sta.:nd upu which :follows, inti
mates that Israel invoked the merit of the 
judges, for the Lord Himself as judge is 
described as standing upa "The Lord standeth 
up to plead, and standeth to judge the pErn
ple11 (Isa. 3,13). The next term, "top," 
intimated that Israel invoked the merit of 
the Patriarchs, "From the peaks of the 
rocks I see him" (Num, 23,9). (for the 
merit of the Patriarchs is topmos-t in Is
rael). Tha following term, "hill, .. inti
mates that Israel invoked the merit of the 
Matriarchs, "And from the hills I behold 
him" (Ibid.), ( for the merit of the Ma:tri
l;l.rchs towersponly a J.J:ttlE\rJess high ·¥han ·chat of the ·atr1archs,) :ne phrase 'with 



the rod" is an allusion to Moses• own merit, 
for the verse goes on to describe the rod 
as the one 11 0:f.God, that was given because 
of me (-- Moses"). Thus Israel finally 
prayed• Oh that we stand our ground through 
the merit of Moses! Why (did Israel deem 
it necessary ln the battle against Amalek 
to invoke the merit of Moses, as well as 
the other merits?) Because they saids As 
we come before God pleading the merit of the 
Fathers, so Arnalek, of the progeny o.f Esau, 
may also come (pleading) the merit of the 
Fathers, 

We thus have added to our inventory of merits the Torah and 

the Judges ( "who are the very root of Ifzrael 116 ) , and Moses. 

Moses• Zakhut is here considered essential, for Amalek, too, 

enjoys the merit of Abraham and Isaac, his forebears. The 

battle with Amalek here is a veritable contest of merits, 

w1th Israel winning out on account of Moses• special posi

tion, which we could class under the rubric "the Zakhu·t of 
"""'~ 

a pious contemporary, 11 

A. Moses• Role in the Victory 

Several Amalek passages show a primary concern with 

the figure of Moses. One passage goes so far as to say 

that Moses was totally responsible for the victory, 

("And ll'Ioses built an altar, and called the 
name of it) Adonai-nissi (the Lord - my 
Miracle 11

) (Exp 17,15). That is. Who per~ 
formed a miracle for my sake, for Israel 
were saved only on account of Moses, (This 
is becaiJse) they had already become lax .in 
performing r~tttf-1.!9,~ • 7 
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We noted in a previous section8 that laxity in the parfor

mance of the precepts of the Torah rendered Israel vulner ... 

able to the ememy' s blow. ':l1he view here given is that Mo

ses' z.~11;.hl¾..! was of such potency that it saved a people 

whose cause was already lost, 1I1he notion is extended so 

far in certain strata of Rabiinic literature, that we 

learn from one source that one is obliged to utter praise 

and thanksgiving upon seeing "the rock upon which IVIoses 

sat while Joshua battled against Amalek."9 

Certain aggadists concentrated especially on the role 

Moses• arms played in the battle process, 

"And it came to pass, when Moses held up 
his hand, that Israel prevailed, and when 
he let down his hand, Amalek prevailed. 
But Moses• hands were heavy.,." (Ex. 17c 
1 lf). 

A well .... known JV!.~.ktiJ .. ~ ti@. sounds the dominant theme concerning 

Moses• arms: 

nAnd it came to pass, when Moses held up 
his hand,» etc. Now, could Moses• hands 
make Israel victorious or could his hands 
break Amalek? It merely means this, When 
Moses raised his hands toward heaven, the 
Israelites would look at him and believe 
in Him who commanded Moses to do so; then 
God would perform for them miracles and 
mighty deeds. 11 10 

Moses' drama:tio gesture here serves to redirect the atten ... 

tion o:f Israel to the Source o:f commands, so that their own 

strength would lncrease. But the passage also hints that 

I 
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Moses possessed a certain intervening merit which was in

strumental in bringi.ng abou·t the v,ictory. I.n one source 

the idea is put forth that Moses• arms themselves possessed 

a. special merits 

"and his hands were steady (.~rnu.n,~h) 0 (J:i:x.. 
17:12). By the merit of Moses• arms and 
because of the pain which they endured, 
Amalek falls before J:srael,11 

Of' course the statement merel;y emphasizes lV!o}Jes' merit by 

calling attention to the pain he endured on Israel's behalf. 

The motif of vicarious suffering also seems to echo within 

the passage to a certain degree. 

Moses receives criticism as well as praise for his 

conduct during the battle w5.th Amalek. 12 'His arms also be

come symbolic of sluggishness• 

"And Moses' arms became heavy 0 (Ex,,:,1?:12) 
••• R., Eleazar Ha ... moda'i sayse From here 
one learns that it is impermissible to be 
sluggish in regard to the performance of 
a mitswah. For if Moses had said to 
Joshua ••Choose us out men, and go out, 
fight with Amalek, •• " (Ex. 17•9) immedi
ately, he (Moses) would not have suffered 
that.pain~ But rather he said "Tomovrow" 
(Ibid,),1; 

~r.he passage is interee-1ting not only because Moses is por-

trayed as a bearer of' n.agative credit, but also because it 

is the first example in our analysis in which the war 

against Amalek is considered miti::~wah. We shall have much 

to say concerning this topic subsequently. 14 

I 

I 

11 
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In other textst however, the tardiness of the victory 

over Amalek is ascribed not to Moses but to divine provi

dence: 

And the hands of Mosheh were heavy, because 
the conflict was prolonged till the morrow, 
and the deliverance of Israel was not pre
pared on that day; and he could not hold 
them up in prayer; on which account he would 
have afflicted his soul.15 

Moses here acts as the very human leader of a people, whose 

strength languishes as he waits for the divinely ordained 

outr:1et of the battle. He has neither merit enough to 

change the course of events, nor is he blamed for the pro

longation of the hostilities. 

B. Joshua's Role in the Battle 

In a previous section16 we discussed the connection 

between Joshua's lineage and his designation as the van ... 

quisher of Amalek. We shall now concern. ourselves with his 

specific acts during the confli.ct w.i.th the enemy nation. 

A certain hesitancy seems to characterize Joshua be

fore he goes forth to battle Amalek: 

"And go out, fight with Amalek" (I1:x. 17,9). 
R. Joshua says1 Moses said to him: Joshua, 
go out from under the protection of the 
cloud and fight with Amalek. R, Eleazar of. 
Modi'im says, Moses said to him, Joshua, 
what do vou wish to k~ep your head for? Is 
1 'c not for a crown·( '.Phen' fro out from ui;ider 
the protection of the cloua' and :fight with 
Amalek. 17 -



We here learn again that the clouds were a sign of' div.:i.ne 

protection, from which security Joshua is compelled to go 

forth. Moses fully comprehends the process o:f J:{~i}.sge ... 

schichte operating in the confrontation with Amalek and 

must reming ,1oshua of his role in the order of events. 

(I'he query "Is it not for the crown" becomes clearer when we 

consider an additional passage, 

••• Why did Moses say this to Joshua'?, •• 
From the outset you interpret that he 
(Moses) wished to train him (Joshua) for 
war, for he would be t~e one who would lead 
Israel into the Lana.1 

Joshua is therefore to receive the diadem of lea.dershi.p 

from Moses, and in order that he be properly trained for 

his future task, Moses delegates the responsibility for the 

battle to him • 

. Even though Joshua possesses the Zakhu_,! of lineage 

from Rachel and is the chosen successor of Moses, he still 

requires the aid o:f carefully selected. warriors s 

Moset~ said to Soshuas "Choose us out men" 
(Ex, 1'?s9),- men who are (true) sons of the 
Patriarchs, men of heroic strength, :f'earers 
of Heaver

9
- "and go out, fight with Amalek" 

(Ibid.). 

J'oshua still depends upon the merits of the Patriarchs 

and the piety of the Israelites to gain his victory over 

Amalek. But more important, one notices that with the 

character of Joshua the emphasis upon merit becomes more 
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muted, and other elements emerge more impor.•tant as causal 

factors in vanquishing the enemy. The above-quoted pas ... 

sages give credence to Schechter•s assertion that "the 

~.§1.khy.·~• •• to have a more lasting effect, has to be acquired 

by the highest degree o:f' perfection in the service of God, 

which is accomplished through the motive of love." 20 

We must furthermore note that according to several 

sources, Joshua's victory over Amalek at Rephidim was not 

"And Joshua prostrated Amalek and his peo ... 
ple" (Ex, 17113). The text does not say 
that Joshua went so far as to root them up 
entirely, but "Joshua prostrated Arnalek, ., 
so that he was like one who, though pros.,. 
trated by feebleness, nevertheless remains 
alive.21 

'I'hi.s corresponds with what we noted earlier22 in regard to 

the role of Amalek in the books of Samuel and Esther. We 

shall need subsequently to ascertain how the final oblitera

tion df the stock of Amalek is to be aocomplished. 23 

C. Jethro and Amalek 

Jethro was a character of considerable interest to 

the Rabbis, and the general concensus among them in the ag

gadic Literature is that he ultimately converted to Judaism?.4 

What concerns us essentially here is the relation between 

J:ir&l.et-.'J vic~tory over Amalek at Rephidim and J'ethro • s con

version. 



This conversion becomes all the more remarkable when 

we consider one rather radical opinion put forth in a mid

rashic source, 

Said R, Judah bar Slmon: Jethro was (for ... 
merly) enlisted i:.hnong the court officers 
of Amalek, but when he (Amalek) fell, he 
became a Jew. This is the meaning of the 
verse, "Then Jethro the priest of Midian 
heard" (Ex. 1811),25 

We find a similar, yet more developed characterization in 

Shemot Rabbaht 
~ I 11~~11_. 111i,;111;111tlilf~fflt .,....,,,. l~I I • "11111!1 

Another view of "Then Jethro heard" (Ex, 
1811)1 This relates to the versem "When 
thou s:mi test a scorner, the simple will 
become prudent" (Prov. 19125), and also 
to the simllar verse, 11When the scorner is 
punished, the thoughtless is made wise" 
(Prov, 21111). Amalek and Jethro were both 
(:formerly) in league with Pharoah (to smite 
Israel after their exodus from Egypt), But 
when Jethro. saw that the Holy One, blessed 
be He, destroyed Amalek both from this 
world and the world to come, he regretted 
(his former actions), and did t~H?Jhuvah. 
For it is written above, "I will utterly 
blot out the remembrance of Amalek from 
under heaven" (Ex. 17114), and than after
ward, "Then Jethro heard" (Ex. 1811). He 
(jethro) saidz I have go choice but to go 
to the God of Israa1.2J 

T,e theme of Jethro's conversion continues with a charming 

parable, 

Ii'rom what Scriptural basis do you adduce 
that both Amalek and the Midianites were 
enemies of Israel? :F'rom the verse, "And 
the elders of Moab and the elders of 11/lidian 
departed (with the rewards of divination in 



their hand.°) (Num. 22a7) • ar1d also from the 
verse, "Now the Midianites and the Amalekites 
and all the children of the east (lay along 
the valley like locusts for multitude)n (Jud. 
7s12). 

So it was said of the wicked Balaame nThen 
he saw Amalek" (Num, 24,20) - that he was im
penitent. But when he (Balaam) saw that 
Jethro had done teshuvah, what did he say? -
"And he looked on the Kenite (one of the 
names for Jethro), and took up his parable, 
and said, Firm is your dwelling place, in 
the rock is thy nest set" (Ibid. vs,21). 

It is like a huntsman who was won·t to hunt 
birds. He success:f'ully bagged a first (bird) 
but as he closed in on the second, she flitted 
away arn1 perched on the statue of the l<ing. 
1I1he huntsman stood and gazed at her, then 
saids 'If I should cast a stone at her, I 
shall incur the death penalty. Likewise I 
fear to strike at her with a stick, for it 
is impermissible to touch the statue of the 
king, I don't know what I could say to you., 
but that you have been rescued by fleeing to 
a fine spot. 

So it was that Balaam noticed Jethro and Ama
lek taking counsel, He stood against Amalek 
and wiped out his name. But when he came to 
see Jethro, he noticed that he had done ~e.srna ... 
vah. He consequently said to him1 'You have 
llid to a fine place•. So the meaning of "flrm 
is your dwelling" is (firm like) Abraham. And 
thus "When thou smitest a scorner" refers to 
Amalek, and 11 the simple will become prudent" 
to I1ethro. 27 
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This passage is a ftne example of the "attribute of mercy" 

operating within the Rabbinic 11 terature, but ;y-et more re

markable is a brief description of Jethro's reward for his 

change of heart and religion, which was, after all, mot:lva

ted by fears 



Now what was Jethro's reward (for his con ... 
version)? His sons merited to sit in the 
chamber of hewn stones ( in the 'l'emple pre
cincts where the Great Sanhedrin sat). As 
it is written: "And the families of' scribes 
that dwelt in Jabez1 the Tirathites, the 
Shimeathi tes, ·the Sucathi tes. rrhese are 
.!.rut ~t:znJ~.Ei@. that came of Hama:mh, the fa t~8r 
of the house of Rechab" (I Chron. 2s55).-

D. The Purpose of Victory over Amalek 

7.3 

We have so far been concerned with the question of 

how the victory over Amalek was gained, but with the con

sideration of Jethro's conversion we have begun already to 

treat an additional question: What was the teleological end 

of the victory? The answer seems to be that the victory 

~ 'f t Gd' ' 1 t serves ~o mani:es o e grace in severa aspec s. 

Even before the conflict with Amalek, we learn that 

God protected His people by a purely, gratuitous acts 

What is the meaning of .,And He led them 
about?" (Ex. 13118). God encompassed them 
(wlth a protecting wall o:f' fire and cloud.), 
as it is written& "For I, saith the Lord, 
will be unto her a wall of fire round 
about" (Zech. 2:9). Just ast when a shep
herd tending his flock beholds wolves de
scending on his flock, he surrounds them 
that they be not harmed, So when Israel 
departed from I~gypt, the chi.efs of Edom 
and Moab, Canaan and Amalek wer(;i offering 
advice how best to attack Israel, and when 
God beheld this He surrounded them so that 
they should n6t be attacked; as it is writ
tens "But God surrounded "the psople. 11 29 

We have noticed earlier that subsequent to the stage de

scribed above, the Israelites turned aside from God's ways 



and thus rendered themselves vulnerable to the enemy's at

tack. 

The entire course of the battle proceeded according 

to divine willt 

R. Eliezer saysa "With tha edge of the sword 
( le-fi harev)" (Ex. 1.7113) • Why is this 
$aid? Vi'e" can learn from· this that thi.~

0
war 

was only by the order of the Almighty. 

Though R. Joshua holds the opinion that the victory oc

curred for Moses• sake, R. Eleazar of Modi'im asserts that 

God brought about the event for His own sakes 

"And Moses built an altar and called the 
name of. it Adonai ... nissi" (Ex. 17,15). R. 
Joshua sayst Moses called its name Nissi 
(the miracle wrought in my behalf). R. 
Eleazar of Modi'im says, God called its 
name Nisei, for it is said: "And He, Adonai, 
called its name Nissi," - Said Moses1 This 
miracle which God has.performed, He per
fonned for His own sake. And so you find 
that whenever Israel benefits by a miracle, 
the miracle is as it were, before Him also, 
as it is said: "The Lord, my miracle. 11 31 

A parallel passage'.32 remarks that the miracle must have 

been on God's behalf alone, because Israel were not worthy 

at that time for such an a.ct of div:i.ne favor. We must 

note then that in this instance the portrayal of divine 

grace .is markedly qualified, 

In another passage, however, the victory is con

strued as a special divine favor to encourage Israel to reN 

ceive the kingship of Heaven upon themselvesa 



"I am ·the Lord Thy God'' (Ex. 20c2). Why 
were the Ten Commandments not said at the 
beginning of the Torah'"? 1rhey give a para ... 
ble. To what may this be compared? To 
the followingc A king who entered a prov
ince said to the people, May I be your 
king? But the people said to him: Have 
you done anything good for us that you 
should rule over us? What did he do to 
tht:..im? He built the city wall .for them, 
he brought :tn the water supply for them, 
and he fought their battles. 'rhen when 
he asked them, .May I be your king'? '11hey 
said to him, Yes, yes. Likewise, God. 
He brought the Israelites out of Egypt, 
divided the sea for them, sent down the 
matma for them, brought up the well for 
them, drove up the quails for them. He 

.fought for them the battle with Amalek. 
Then He said to thema I am to be your 
king. And they said -to Him• Yes, yes.33 

A similar parable, yet more tenderly formulated, appears 

in a midrash of later dating, 

"In the third month after the children of 
Israel were gone forth out of Egypt, the 
same day came they into the wilderness of 
Sinai." (Ex. 1911). - to receive the Torah. 
And there the Holy One, blessed be He, gave 
the Torah to Israel. But why did He not give 
it to them at tha time of their leaving 
l:i.!gypt'? Because the Holy One, blessed be He, 
thought: I shall do some favors for them 
first in order to manifest My might, and 
afterward they will receive My Torah and 
Mitsw..Q.~• I shall relate a parable• T? what 
may the matter be compared? '.110 the king 
who wished to marry a (certain) woman. 
The king said: I shall grant her a favof, 
then wed her. Such was also the case with 
the Holy One, blessed be He, He saw the 
congregation of Israel naked and dr~ssed her, 
as it is saidi "I clothed thee also with 
richly woven work 0 (:ECz. 16110). He saw her 
barefoot and put shoes on her; as it is 
saids "and shod thee with sealskin" (Ibid.) 
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Whc~n she came upon the sea, He passea her 
through. When He saw Amalek attacking her, 
He rescued her. 11hen when Israel recog ... 
nized the favors and m.ighty deedt.:i of the 
Holy One, blessed be He, they all crieds 
"All that the Lord hath spoken will we do, 
and obey" (Ex. 24:?).34 
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The matter can also be viewed in retrospect; that is, given 

the fact that the Torah was addressed to Israel alone, its 

existence would b~ vain were Israel not to pull through the 

battle with Amalek, 

Rabbi Joshua sayss When Amalek came to harm 
Israel, Demoving them from under the wings 
of their king father in heaven, Moses said 
before the Holy One, blessed be He1 Ruler 
of the world, this wicked one is coming to 
destroy ':Phy children from under Thy wings. 
Who then will read that book of the Torah 
which Thou hast given them?35 

Furthermore, it is written in the Prophets that Israel is 

to have a future: 

R. Eleazar of Modl'im says, When Amalek came 
to harm Israel, removing them from under the 
wings of their Father in heaven, Moses said 
before the Holy One, blessed be He, Ruler of 
the world, 1I1hy children whom thou wilt in ·~he 
future scatter to the four winds of heaven -
as it is aaid: "For I have spread you abroad 
to the four winds of heaven," etc. (Zech. 2, 
10) - this wicked one is coming to destroy 
them from under thy wings. Who then will 
read the book of the Torah which Thou hast 
given them?'.36 

Moses, it would seem, is here appealing to a kind of "rea

soned grace." That is. Israel may have deserved destruction 



at Rephidim, yet in the long run, their destruction would 

prove a great sorrow and embarrassment to God, so that it 

is in His best interest that Israel survive. 
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Yet the element of' 0 :f'reely-flowing gx•ace" is hardly 

absent from the Aggadic literature taken as a whole, as the 

following will demonstrate• 

Another interpretation of 0 Adonai nissi, 
( 

11 The Lord - miracle for mE~ 11
) (:E.x. 1 7 l'.1 . .5) • 

R. Joshua the Priest, son of R, Nehemiaht 
saids This reading may be explained by the 
parable of a king whose wife provoked him, 
so that he became angry at her, Whereupon 
he went down to the marketplace, entered a 
goldsmith's shop, and had a p1ece of jewelry 
made for her, Now if he had jewelry made 
for her when she provoked him, how much more 
and more would he do .for her if she did his 
wdill! So, too, if He performed miracles 
for Israel - 0 Adonai nissi" ("The Lord• 
miracle for me") - at a time when they pro
voked Him ("Is the Lord among us or not'? 11 

(Ex. 17,7)), how much the more and more will 
He do for them if they do His willt37 

Our analysis of Israel's victory over Amalek at Rephidim 

thus lays bare multiple interlocking facets of Rabbinic 

theology and gives support to Schechter's assertion that 

generally, it may be stated that the Zakhut 
of the Fathersstill retained its hold on 
Jewish consciousness, at least in its as
pect of the covenant, if not directly, as 
a fountain o:f.grace

8
on which the nation can 

rely at all times.3 

In terms of our discussion, Sohechter's assertion means 

that a mechanical concept of merits in regard to the bat·tle 

between Ama.lek and Israel can indeed be found i.n certaln 
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sources, This is not the total picture, however, and other 

principles must be considered as well, most important of 

which is the unconditional nature of the covenant between 

God and Israel which can in no way be totally abroga:ted. 

We have seen that the doctrine of grace has both a rational, 

self-interested aspect as well as what we might term a "ro

rnantio" dimension, in which God's generosi·ty is deernri bed 

as unbou.nded. Amalek langu:ishes as a result of his defeat 

at Rephidim, but his light does not yet splutter out en

tirely. He remains a topic for further discussion, 
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CHAPTER F'IVE 

1.rhe Act of Remembering Amalek 

According to the classic m..tt,swaj1 formulatlon of IVlai

monides, there are three commandments - two positive and 

one negative - which bear upon Amalek's felony. The first 

of the positive commandments enjoins the extinction of Ama

leka 

By this injunction we are commanded that among 
the descendants of Esau we are to exterminate 
only the seed of Amalek, male and female, 
young and old, This injunction is contained 
in His words (exalted be He). "Thou shalt 
blot out the remembrance of Amalek (Deut. 
25,19).1 . 

We shall discuss the many ramifications of this commandment 

subsequently, 2 though it will also prove to be an important 

underpinning for ou.r present discussion. 'l'he second posi

tive commandment regards "Remembering;}the nefarious deedr:t 

of Amalek, 11 

By this injunction we are commanded to re
member what Amalelt did to us in attacking 
us unprovoked. We are to speak of this at all 
tbnes, and to arouse the people to make war 
upon him and bid them hate him, to the and 
that hatred of him be not weakened or lessened 
with the passage of time. This injunction is 
contained in His words (exalted be He), "Re
member what Amalek did unto thee" (Deut. 25t 
17), •• 3 . 

rl~he sixteenth-century ~ Ha-Hl.n,ulf.,h. expatiates upon the 
. . 

I 

\ 

i ' 
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Rambam•s f'ormulati.on, 4 exp1a:i.n:I.ng that the specific deed we 

are to remember is that Amalek attacked Israel first, be

fore any other nation, therefore setting a bad example for 

the rest of Israel's enemies to follow. In justifying the 

m.,itswah, the author goes on to say that the remembrance of 

Amalek should make us realize that God hates those who tor

ment Israel, and that God will in the end anihilate the 

enemy nation entirely. 

1l'he negative formulation of the same r4J,t:3wah is stat

ed as follows1 

By this prohibition we are forbidden to for
get what Amalek did to us and how he at• 
tacked us unprovoked •• ,That is to say, we 
are not to ralax our hatred of Amalek, nor 
are we to remove it from our hearts.S 

A terse Sifre passage, quoted by the Rambam, serves 

to describe how Amalek's deeds are to be remembered: 

"Remember" (Deut. 2,511 7) - by mouth ( i. e, 
·orally). "Do not forget" (Ibid, vs,19) -
in your heart. Such also is the intention 
of the verse, "The peoples

6
have heard, 

they tremble" (Ex. 15,14). 

We find that the mi.:tssy.r~ of extinction ·became binding 

when 'the Israelites entered into the Landi 

R. ~Tehudah said I Three commandments became 
binding upon Israel when they entered the 
Iie.ncl1 to .sel µp a monarch, to cut off the 
i:i.iie of Arnalek; and to build for themselves 
the Chosen House,? 
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'J'!he consequence o:f not "remembering" is that Israel 

will be :forced back into slavery: 

••• the verse (Job 13112) may be read "?our 
memories shall be like unto ashes," as a 
warning to Israel to whom the Holy One, 
blessed be He, saids '.rwo things I command 
you to remember, "Remember what Amalek did 
unto thee," and "Thou shalt blot out the 
remembrance of Amalek" (Deut. 25119) -
remember, twot Know therefore, that (should 
your memory grow dead as ashes) and you do 
not remember these two commands, nor every 
year read the pas.sage of Scripture contain
ing them, I shall return you to servi tud'e 
ln another Egyptc "'Your emlnences to emi
nences of clay," "clay" in the sense of the 
verse, "And they made 0their lives bitter 
with hard service, in clay and in brick" 
(:B:x. 1,1L1-). Hegce, "Remember what Amalek 
did u.nto thee." 

We here note that the~ of' remembrance may be con

sidered two-pronged, that the act of remembering implies 

t'blotting out." 

Sine~~ there are two commandments in the ~~orah wh.tch 

demand the act of remembrance, the Sabbath and Amalek, the 

reasonable question arises about what the one has to do 

with the other, 

Israel said to hims Moses, our master! One 
verse reads, "Remember what Amalek did to 
you 0 (Deut. 25d.7) and another verse sayss 
"Remember to make holy the Sabbath day" (Ex. 
20zf3). How can both dicta exist, each ut,t ... 
lizing the same word 0 Remember 11 !? Moses 
replied to them; Does a glass of fine spiced 
wine not appear similar to a glass of vine
gar? Each is a glass~ .... "Remember11 to 
guard and hallow-the Sabbath day: as i.t is 
written: "Remember to make holy the Sabbath 
day. 11 And as for this one (Amalek), remem
ber him :for punishment,9 
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A similar distinction is drawn between the two remembrances 

in the T,:9.11.l;m:.,~~ Ij~I;;J:l~g].a.~., wherein is employed a yet more ela

bora.te parable, 

"Remember what Amalek did to you," etc. 
Hare it is written "Remember" and with 
regard to Shabbat also lt is written 
''Remember.'' Are the two matters simi
lar to one another?! 

Said Solomon1 "Then said I in my hearts 
'As it happeneth to the fool, so will it 
happen eva:n to me J and why was I then 
more wise?' - But then I said1 •There is 
never remembrance of the wise person 
along with the fool'" (Eccles. 2:15f). 
:!l:ven though with reference to Shabbat it 
is wr:t tten "Remember 11 ,just as lt is writ ... 
ten "Remember" in regard to Amalek. The 
two :ll.re not alike. Said Solomon: 11Should 
the same happen to the fool as happens to 
me"?!" 

What is this matter like? It is similar 
to the case of a king who had a meal pre
pared and invited guests. When the plat
ter filled with the finest delicacies was 
brought around he said 1 'Remember So--anc1 .... 
so;, my friend!' When he had wiped the 
platter clean, he saids 'Remember So-and
so, my enemy!' His friends said to hims 
You have mentioned both of them. He re
plied to th.ems •the former I ment.1.oned 
over a platter filled with the finest 
delicacies, but the other I mentioned 
over an empt;y platter.' 

So we see with regard to the Shabbat it is 
wri t·tent "Remember to hallow the seventh 
day" - with food, drink, and a fresh gar-
ment. But in reference to Amalek it is 
written, "Remember what Amalek did to you," 
Over what do you mention him? Ov6r an 
empty table. As it is said: "Wipe out the 
remembrance of Amalek from under heaven" 
( D eu t • 2 5 , 1 9 ) • 1 0 

i 

\ 
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There is, however, another qui.te different reason 

for remembering Amalek. Not only does the act serve to 

keep alive hatred for the despicable ememy, but it alBo ef .. 

facts moral vigilance. Given the theory that Amalek came as 

a chastising strap, not he, but God was ultimately responsi

ble for Israel• s troubles. 'I'he act of remembrance there ... 

fore helps Israel to recall their presumption and rebellious

ness at Rephidim, which brought the enemy on in ·the first ':' 

place. But Israel are not to be reminded of their weakness 

in a harsh ways 

R. Pinhas saidt After forty years Moses 
wished'to remind Israel by asking them, Do 
you remember what you said in the wilder
ness - "Is the Lord among us or not'?" (J£x. 
17i7), But (thought Moses), if I say such 
a thing to Israel I shall put them to 
shaipe, and. he who puts others to shame has 
no portion in the world to come. Rather, 
then, I shall recount the deed o:f' Amalek, 
and they will remember what .is written 
above that. 

What is the matter like? It is like a 
prince who owned an orchard, and at its 
entrancie was a dog. 'rha prince would 
gaze and view :from hi.s u:pper chamb<9r all 
that was in the orchard. The friend of 
the prince entered the orchard to take 
(fruit). He (the prince) then set the 
dog upon him, which ripped his friend's 
clothes. Thought the prince, If I ask 
my friend N "Why did you enter the or
chard'?" - I shm.ll shame him. 1rherefore 
I shall ask him1 "Did you see how that mad · 
dog tore your clothes, not knowing that 
you were my friend?" Immedia:tely he will 
understand what it is that he has done, 

Thus, too, did Moses reason• I shall re" 
count Amalek?s deed and they will immedi
ately know what is written above. That 



is why Moses sai.ds "Remember what Amalek 
did to you wh!m you came :forth from Egypt 11 

(l)eut. 25,17).11 

84 

The elements of hatred and vengeance connected with 

the commandments of "remember" and 11 blot out, 0 seem to have 

bothered a number of the aggadists, and some of' thedir in .... 

terpretations virtually eliminate the vindictive character 

of the dicta1 

Israel spolce right out to the Holy One• 
blessed be He, Master of the universe, 
Thou commandeet us, Remember (to blot 
out) the remembrance oJ':' AmaJ.ek. But we 
are no more than flesh ... and-blood ... here 
for a little while. Thou, Thou who 
livest and endurest for ever and ever, 
do Thou remember. The Holy One. blessed 
be He, replied, My children, you need 
only read every year. the passage con
c~rning Amalek, and I shall reckon it 
for you as though you were blotting out 
his name from the world.12 · 

The f'rame of mind reflected in the foregoing would tend to 

eliminate any Amalek-hunting on Israel's part, confining 

the mitswah to the realm of intellaction. Numerous other 
.....,., Mr IIL ~- " t -4 ~ 

passages, however, reflect an opposite tendency. That is, 

AmaJ.ek served as a real object o:f' anger; true, the anger 

was to be confined to the ritual sphere but its presence 

was not on that account any the less actuals 

••• (says Gods) You repay him (Amalek) for 
ill; I, too, will req~ite him for evil. 
You mention his name down below, and up 
here I shall blot out his name 1 "I~et 
them be before the Lord continually" 

-
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(Ps, 109115) - that is, all the evil deeds 
he perpetrated against me - 11 r11hat He ma;y 
cut off the memory of them from the earth" 
(Ibid.). 'l'ha t is the meaning of "Rem(f?m
ber what Amalek did to you. 11 1J 

The two tendencies reflected in the last passages manifest 

the complementary themes of strict justice and mercy which 

will be the topic for extensive development .:i.n the next 

chapter. What is of importance here is that the recital 

of and reflection upon Amale.k' s dead consti tute··-fulfillment 

of the comma.ndmemt, though the attitudes and feelings to

ward the requirement may gre-)atly differ from person to per

son. :Furthermore, the act of reading the account of Amalek 

is judged to have great consequenceLin the divine realm, 

for lt "causes" God to pE'!rform the blotting out. 

It remains yet to be noted that when Israel properly 

upholds the ~~ of remembrance they are considered the 

true offsprlng of Abraham, through whom the original cove

nant was established. 14 And according to !_a,,;r~m i:§ .. eud,_9. .... 

lQ.n.~:!m§.!)11,5 the commandment w:i.11 remain binding upon Israel 

"even until the days of the King Messiah." 

i ' 
r 
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CHAPT'.l:'!:R SIX 

M:i.dat Ha-Din and lVIidat Raham1.m 
""""'Jll•1u,1~ lwl., - ~ 1~• H 1..,,_ - ;1 l l~ 

In interpreting the Rabbinic approach to a hated 

e:n.emy we may distingui.sh between 'two tenden.oies, which ap

ply to many oth®r topics as well1 Midat li@:-Qin (the qual.ity 

of justice or God• s justice) and Mi~ R11J:uan1:l.TI1 ( the qual:i..ty , 
of love-mercy or God•s love-mercy). In its classic expres

sion the later Aggadi.c literature understands the Tetra ... 

gram.ma.ton. alwa.y.s to ref.er to the aspect of God's mercy and 

the term Elo,hi,m always to denote the attribute of str.ict 

justice •1 Max Kadushin. among o·thers has poi.nted out that 

0 Passages in the Bible which seem not to conform with this 

rule are interpreted by the Rabbis in such a fashion as to 

be in harmony with it, so flrmly was the rule itself held. 112 

In regard to Amalek, we shall observe a broad range of at ... 

titudes toward the hated enemy, ranging from the shockingly 

harsh to the almost absurdly lenient, though it will become 

clear that in regard to Ama.lek, the attitude will prove to 

be we,ighted onto the side of IVlidat l'I!-ill.:.n• 

The Rabbis seem to have been aware that Amalek's 

sentence was extraordinarily harsh in the Biblical wr.itin.gs, 

so they endeavored to justify this state of affairs, 

Another comment, 11 Pluck them up ... them of 
Amalek - by the roots" (Judges 5114). 
These words are to be considered in the 
light o:f' what Scripture says elsewhere, 



"Therefore shall they eat of the fruit of 
their own way" (Prov. 1131). Why did the 
Holy Ons, blessed be He. see fit to let 
cruelty (!UJ..day aknzari~) be the mode of 
Hi.s conduct toward Amalek, sayings "Thou 
shalt blot out the remembrance of Amaleku 
(Deut. 25:19); and 0 slay both man and woman, 
infant and suckling" (I Sam. 1,513)? Because, 
said the Holy One, blessed be He, I am an ... 
ticipating something which Amalek is other ... 
wise committed to do. I.tis revealed and:\ 
known to Me how an Amalekite will decree 
dea,th for "young and old, 1.i ttle children 
and women, in one day" (Esther 3,13). Hence 
have I commanded, "Slay both man and woman" 
(I Sam, 151 J), and ''thou shalt blot out the 
remembrance of Amalek," who therefore will 
have been made to "eat the fruit of their 
own way." W:l th reference to G·od • s fore
dooming of Am::1lek, Scrip·ture says, "Because 
Haman the son of Hammedatha;-11 the Agagi te, 
the enemy of all the Jews •• ,had cast pur, 
that is, the lot, to discomfit them and to 
destroy them; 0 then Scripture goes on to 
say, 0 When she ca.me before the K:lng" (Esther 
9124-25) - that is, before the King of Kings~ 
the Holy One, blessed be He, said1 "In ac
cordance with the book, his wic'lc"d device ••• 
should return upon his own head" (Esther 91 
25). In accordance with what bool<? 1.rhe 
one of which it is said "In the book write 
this for a memorial ••• I will utterly blot 
out the remembrance of Amalek (Ex. 17:14), 
who will have been made to 0 eat of the :f'rult 
of 'their own way, and are to be filled with 
their own devices" (Prov. 1131.) - with the 
very things which they dev.ised and schemed 
against us,3 
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It is interesting to note that what here constitutes Mida~ 

li!-121!2 .:in regard to Amalek, at the same time is kindly 

dealing with Israel. It is clear, however, that we are 

agaJ.n in the :f.'ield of Measure for Measure, which principle 

we explored in our d:l.scussion of di.vine retribution. 4 The 

pri.nciple shines through yet morE, clearly in the following 



passages 

Said R, Adas ((Jod says,) I am like a trus-
tee (e' !1, .'£:~k.~o,n9.,.t,), Amalek deposited 
bundles of thorns with Him. !!'he Holy One, 
blessed be He, returned his bundles of 
thorns to him; as it is saids "I remember 
(yalfM•ti) tha.5 which Amalek did to Israel" 
(. .. Sam.1512). 
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Furthermore, just as we have seen thm:t Amalek 'possesses a 

special merit on account of his lineage from Abraham and 

Isaac, so also is he judged more harshly precisely because 

of that Lineages 

The Holy One, blessed be He, examines the 
heart and feelings. He sald to him (Ama
lek): If' the lllark of circumcision were 
a·till engraved in your flesh, I would not 
judge your thoughts as though they were 
actions. Now, that you no longer prac
tice circumcision I shall judge thought 
as if it were action - and what you in 
the future will perpe·trate, even though 
it were not yet accomplishad, As it is 
said, "Therefore, as I live, saith the 
Lord God, I will prepare thee unto blood, 
and blood shall pursue thee; surely thou 
hast hated thine own blood, therefore 
blood shall pursue thee." (Exekiel JS16). 
You have hated the blood of circumcision 
( prl:'a:te17) • therefore I shall bloody you 
publicly. 

Amalek spurned the commandment of m,ilrui, which would bave 

protected him from the f'ull severity o:f M_~d,a.~ .fi!1'""12.J..n, and 

is thus made accountabl~ even for evil thoughts and not yet 

accomplished actions. This is in consonance with the Rab

binic notion that the wicked turn the at·tribute of mercy 

into strict judgment,8 
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We learn :from ! Samuel 1 .. 5 s 3, that Saul is commanded 

utterly to destroy the Amaleki tes. In. thus being placed in 

the category of ~~rel,11,i Amalek • .:in the Rabb.i.n.ic fli,ggadc;_,,t, is 

frequently grouped tc,gether with three other groups devoted 

to extinction: the kings Sihon and •og. Jericho. and the 
• 

Canaanites. 9 Amalek, in cont rad :ts ti.notion to the Edom.i tes 

and Egyptians, is slated only for evils 

Another comments '*Remember," etc. Citing 
R. Ai.bu, R. Tanhuma BeRabbi began. hi.s dis
course as follows, This exhortation is to 
be considered in the li.ght of the verse 
"Be ye not as the horse o:r. the mule, which 
have no understanding, licking no matter 
whether (one pricks him) with a goad, or 
(pulls him) by a bridle, or (bedecks him) 
wi.th his ornament. so that no one dares 
come near him" (Ps. 3219). So the Holy 
One, blessed be He, exhorts Israels Israel, 
let there be understanding in you. 11 13® ye 
not as the horse" in whom there is nc un
derstanding. How does a horse behave? 
Even when a man is about to bedeck him 
with ornaments or give him fodder, he 
turns his neck away and. kicks the man. 
So, too, the mule. But you, act other ... 
wise. In you let there be understanding. 
When ycrn enter the land of :Csrael, remem ... 
ber to repay the good his goodness, and 
the evil his evil. How so? It is written, 
"Thou shalt not abhor an Edomite'* (Deut. 
2318). Why not? "For he is thy brother" 
(Ibid.) - whether good or evil, he is still 
thy brother. "Thou shalt not abhor an 
:Egyptian, because ye were strangers in hi.s 
land 11 (Ibid.) ... whether good. or evil, you 
spent many years among the Egyptians, But 
Amalek! 0 Hemembe:r what Amalek did. unto 
thee. 0 10 

The question immediately ari.see1 Is not Amalek virtually an 

Ed.omite. inasmuch as he too is of the off.spring of Esau? 
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Braude notes that 14 Amalek, to be sure, is a descendant of 

Edom wh6 im not to be abhorred, but he is the most depraved 

of. Edom•s descend.ants. 1111 Yet th.is observat.ion is lncom ... 

plete, because in several passages the attempt is made al

most to avoid the whole q,uestion of Amalek • s common ancestry 

wi·th Edom. He ls classed with the Canaanites who are doomed 

to total annihilation by very clever reasoning. First o.f 

all, the Canaanite King of 'Arad memtioned i.n Numbers 21alff 

is identified. as an Amaleki te s 

"And when all the congregation saw that Aaron 
was dead" (Num. 20129). Now what is written 
after this? "Now the Canaanite, the king of 
Arad, who dwelt in the ,);tege_!, heard tell that 
Israel came by the way of. Atha.rim; and he 
fought aga.inert Israel, and. took some of them 
captive" (num. 2011). You find that when 
Aaron had died, the clouds of glory were re
moved, and they (Israel) appeared li.ke a wo
man with uncovered head, Now who was this 
King of Arad? 1.'his is Amalek; as it is saids 
"Amalek dwells in the ~ge,v region, and the 
Hittite and the Jebusite, and the Amorite, 
dwell in the mountains; and the Canaanite 
dwells by the sea, and along by the side of 
th.e \Tordan" (Num. 13,29). Now he (the King 
of Arad) dwelt in the gap (on the border), ... 
and when he heard that Aaron had died and 
that the (protective) clouds of glory had 
vanished, he immediately provoked war with 
them.1.2 

Since the King of Arad is thus conceived as an Amalekite. 

and itd.nce Israel fought against him and utterly lai.d waste 

his forces (Num. 2111-3), it follows that Amalek too is 

:fair game for extermination, his lineage with the Patri

archs notwithstandings 



If he was in fa.ct a.n .Amalekite why was he 
called a Canaa.n3.te'? For Israel were for
bidden to war against the descendants of 
Esau, as it is said: "Do not incite them, 
for from their land I shall not give so 
much as a :foot's stride, because the moun
tain country of Seir is the inheritance 
which :t have given him" (Deut:. 21.5). Af ... 
ter Amalek had incited them once, then 
twice, the Holy One said1 This one is not 
forbidden to you as are the rest of the 
descendants of Esau - indeed, you are to 
treat him like a Canaanite, as it is saids 
"You shall rnak1-:ithem an utter desolat.ion ••• " 
(Deut. 20s17) ... ..i 
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Thus, by assooiat:ton with the King of Arad, Amalek is seen 

to be cut off from the protection offered the Edomites, and 

indeed the ann.ihilation of him, even in the cruelest manner, 

has the force of mitswah, ....... rttt. 

At Rephidim, according to one aggadic ·tradi ti.on, 

~Joshua righteously dealt with Amalek in the manner of Midat 

Ha-D.inr --
And Joshua shattered Amalek, and cut o:f'f 
the heads of the strong men of his people, 
by the mouth of the Word of the Lord, with 
the slaughter o:f the sword. 1/,;J, 

But the most salient expresslon of l.11J.\1.a.~. J:!@:-1?1U, 

both ln the Tanakh and in the .Rabbinic llterature, has to 

do with the tale of the slaughter of the Amalekites and 

their 1{:ing Agag, which is recorded tn I Samuel 1..5s 1-33. 

The aggadic material frequently redter.ates the Biblical 

perspective, that Saul had committed a grievous sin in not 

car:t:•ying out the letter of God• s command to u'tterly exter-
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minate Amalek, but oft~n adds the belief' that i·t is pre

cisely because of Saul•s lack of zeal that Amalek cont1nues 

to torment Israei. 15 .In Kohelet Rabbah we encounter a 
tttk;tll OR ---.~ -tM Ml• ,tltM I 

thoroughly reasoned justification for the charges against 

Sauls 

":Se not righ·teous overmuch: neither make 
thyself overwise" (Eccles. 7116). Be not 
more righteous than your Creator, as in 
the case of Saul o.f whom it is wr.1 ttens 
•
1 And Saul came to the city of Amalek" etc. 
(I Sam. 1515). R. Huna and R, Benaiah 
say, He began to cavil at his Creator, ar
guing, 'Thus has the Holy One, blessed be 
He, ordered you, "Now go, and smite Ama
lek,,.alay both man a.nd woman, infant and 
suckling, ox and sheep. camel and ass" 
(Ibid,. vs.3). If the men sinned, how 
have the women and children, the cattle, 
ox and ass, sinned r • A Bat Kol went .forth 
and said, "Be not righteous overmuch," 
more than thy Creator?, •• 

R. Simeon b, Lakish said1 Whoever shows 
himself merciful in circumstances where 
he should be pitiless, in the end becomes 
pitiless when he should. be merciful, 
Whence have we that Saul was pitiless 
when he should have bee:n merciful? As 
it is said, "And Nob, the city of the 
priests~ smote he with the edge of the 
sword, both men and women, children and 
sucklings, and. oxen, and asses, adn sheep" 
(I Sam. 22:19), and Nob should not have 
been treated like the seed of Amalek. 
'J.lhe Rabbis say, Whoever makes himself. 
merciful .in circumstances where he should 
be pitiless will eventually be overtaken 
by the Attribute of Justice, as it is saids 
0 So Saul died and his three sons 11 (Ibid, 
31,6).16 

With this passage we view !11Jd,a,-P, !:!§l-P.ln in an entirely d.if ... 

ferent llght. A reason is given by R. Simeon b, Lakish for 

-
\ 
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the execution of strict justices we must learn to dif:f'eren ... 

tiate between situations and. act appropriately to a concrete 

state of affairs. This apologia, it would seem to us, indi

cates that some of the Rabbis were uneasy with the expres

sion of Midat Ha ... Din as we find it in I Samuel 15, and 
-.,.11,-i,• llr- _.,. __...._ 

sought ways to ramify the no ti.on of strict justice. 

Perhaps the harshest expression of severity in the 

whole episode comes with the simple description 11 .And Samuel 

hewed A gag ·to pieces in Gil gal'' ( I Samuel 1.5133). ~f'he 

phrase :ts even more brutally explicated in an aggadic pas-

sage, 

Then Samuel came and exacted punishment 
:from them.; as it is said, "And Samuel 
hewed Agag to pieces in Gilgal." - he 
would cut from his flesh olive-sized bits 
a11d feed them to ostriches; that is the 
meaning of the verse: "It shall devour 
the members of his body, Yea the choosing 
of his death (be-khor ma.wet) shall be the 
devouring of his inem'bers"' ('Job 18113) • -
He chose a bitter manner of death for him. 
Our Rabbis say1 They erected four poles and 
stretched him (to death) upon them; and 
that just as he had said; "Surely the bit
terness of death has departE~d" (I Samuel 
15:32). - for they are wont to execute 
princes by horrible means. R. Yi tsha·k 
saids They castrated him, as it is *rittana 
"As thy sword hath made women childless, 
So shall thy mother be chlJ.dless among 
women" (Ibid. vs.32). Said R. Levis Moses 
also hinted about this matter to Israel in 
the Torah; as it is said: "When men strive 
together with one another, (and the wife of 
the one draweth near to deliver her husband 
out of the hand of him that smi-teth him, and 
pu tteth forth her hand and take·th him by the 
secrets;) then thou shalt cut off her hand, 
thine eye shall have no pity" (Deut. 25111-12). 
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Immediately thereafter is written, "Re
mem1,er what Amalek dld unto thee." 17 
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As we recall, Amalek, according to certain agga.d9;!, 18 had 

degraded Israel by castration, so that by castrating Agag, 
'1 

Sa.muel acts according to the tit :for tat tradi'tion we have 

discussed before. This becomes yet clearer in a parallel 

passages 

"How he ••• smote thee in the nether parts" 
( Deu t. 2.5, 18) • What is meant by the words 
"smote thee in the nether parts?" It is a 
euphemism for mutilation by cuttin.g off the 
male parts, as you may learn :t'r.om the Boo:k 
of' Samuel t '' And Samuel cu·t Agag• s pa:r.ts" 
(I Sam. 1.5•33). This verse, according to 
R. Isaac, means that Samuel castrated Agag, 
saying to him• "As thy sword hath made wo
men childless, so shall thy mother be with
out grandchildren among women'' (Ibid.), 
When you castrated an Israel:t te, you caused 
his wi.fe to be bound to a dry stick. As 
you did to Israel in the wilderness, so 
have I done to you.19 

This passage, and the many others like it, lend support to 

Kadushin's categorization, according to which ttMeasure for 

Measure ••• is an independent manifestation of the concept of 

God's justice, sharing in the general ground provided by 

that qoncept :f:'or all forms of Goa.• s justice, and is in no 

manner inferred or derived. 1120 In other words, we can ex

pect to see both 1\/l_;\,d~ J:1§1-1?.ill and Measure for Measure oper

ating simultaneously in a given passage, they are 1:tke two 

sides of the same coin. 

An unusual and germane element is introduced in-to 



the d5.scussion in a Tanhuma (Buber) :passages 
l- -. --

"Samuel hewed A.gag to pieces at Gilgal" (I 
Sam. 15,33). R. Shmuel bar Evdlmi said: He 
judged him according to the laws of the gen
tiles, without witnesses or legal warning 
(pat.:i;,a, ... rui) .21 
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S:i.nce the laws of the gentiles were obviously held in low 

esteem by the Rabbis, one wonders if this last statement is 

not a klnd of condemnation of Samuel• s act-ior1. since he act ... 

ed accorcUng to the ways of the pagan nations in disregard 

of the leglslation of the Jews. On the other hand, it might 

be argued that only Amalek was sufficiently t'lorrupt that the 

ordinary process o:f' justice could :i.n hi.s case rightfully be 

ignored. Th.is latter interpreta'l:;ion would agree with a pas

sage from the :f!3g;J,Icj:J! JR;::1.J~q,at~, 22 whi.ch reckons the 11 strange 

execution" (m.:i:.l~\h meshunaq) dealt out by Samuel, appropriate 

behavior for one of a prophetic station, 

The topic of Amalek proselytism also relates itself 

to the issue of IVlid.§1:1 ~-1'2iu, AccorcUng to the halakha, 

the nations proscr.ibed from entry into the comrnuni ty of. Is ... 

rael include the descendants of Ammon, Moab, Egypt, and 

E"'d 2-l .. , om. ~ 1.ehe males of Ammon and Moab were excluded forever • 

though no restriction existed against marriage with their 

women. Descendants of.' Egyptians and Edomites of either sex 

were proscribed in the first and second generations; the 

third enjoyed :ruJ.1 connubial rights. Many aggadic passages, 

however, put forth the view that the descendants of Amalek, 
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in contradistinction to all other peoples, are permanently 

excluded from the Israelite Communityc 

R. Eliezer says1 God swore by the throne of 
His Glory, that if a person of any of the 
nations should come desiring to be converted 
to Judaism, Israel shall receive him, 'but a 
person from the house of Amalek they shall 
not receive. For it is said: "And David said 
unto the young man that told him1 'Whence art 
thou?• And he answered• 'I am the son of an 
Amalekite stranger'" (II Sam. 1:lJ), At that 
moment David recalled what had been told to 
Moses our teacher - that if a person of any 
of the nations should come desiring to be 
converted to Judaism, Israel should receive 
him, but a person from ·the house of Amalek 
they should not receive. Immediatelys "And 
Javid sa!d un·to him, • Thy blood be upon thy 
headi for thy mouth hath testified against 
thee" (Ibid. v.16). In this sense it is 
saida "From generation to generation" (Ex. 
17, 16), 24-

Thus in regard to converts, the Agg&1.da treats Amalek with 

the full severity of strict justice, justlfying the sentence 

of .Scripture. This is a most extreme example of Midat lfJ!:"" 

Q.!n in operation, a case where amel:i.oration is an impose:i

bili ty. 

!'hough ~ li~""lllU. be most conspicuous in the ma

jority of Amalek passages, there are a number of passages 

where the aspect of Midat .~nam_i.m proceeds and looms fore ... 
• 

most. A parable communica·tes the notion that God deoreed 

the extinction of Amalek only after having displayed the 

utmost mercy1 

Asked R. Levi: What is the matter (of Amalek 
and Edom) like? It is similar to the case 

i ,, 



of a klng who prepared a banquet, He had 
two enemies and he invited them to come. 
He asked of all those gathered round the 
table that they receive his enemies with 
friendship. And so they didt After they 
had eaten and drunk their fi.11, they ( the 
enemies) toolc up iron hatchets and pro
ceeded to tear down the king's palace, 
1rhe Icing said to thema Is it not enough 
for you that I commanded that you be 
honored',' that you tear down my palace? 
Do you not recogn.1.ze the honor I have 
granted you? ~l~alce them out and impale 
them, one opposite the other! And so you 
find that after all the evils that Egypt 
and 'Edom perpetrated against Israel (God) 
commanded concerning thema "Do not abominate 
the Edomite" (Deut. 2J18). Said the Holy 
One, blessed be He: Impale them, one op ... 
po site ·the other; as it is said: "Egypt 
shall be a desolation, And Edom shall be 
a desolate wilderness'' (Joel l.i,, 19), And 
so also, "Remember what Amalek did to you. 11 25 

9? 

In contrast to the !3:ggado~ quoted above concerning 

the castration o:r Agag, a brief ~1.elchj .. ~~.:t.~ says a 

0 By ·the sword" (Ex. 17,13), R. Joshua 
said1 He (J~shua) did not d~sfigur~

6
them, 

but rather Judged them mercifully. 

Furthermore, we see that the Kenites, who had become 

mixed in the Amalekite encampment, received special mercy: 

Rabbi says I When Saul arrived a·t the Arna+ 
J.ekite encampment he saw the sons of Jethro 
mixed together with Amalelc' s earn,. He 
warned them to break away from the Ama~ 
lekites; as it is saids Go, depart, get you 
down· from among the AmaJ.ekites, lest I de ... 
stroy you w:tth them; for ye showed kindness 
to all the children o.f Israel;f when they 
came up out of the land of Egy·pt" ( I Sam, 
1516). But did Jethro deal kindly with all 
of Israel?! Why he dealt kindly only with 



Mosesf But from here you learn that one 
who has done a kindness to one of Israel's 
great men has, as it were, dealt well wj_th 
all Israel. And because of the. kind deed 
which he (Jethro) did for Moses, his de
scendants escaped Amalek's tater as it is 
said, 0 So ·the Keni tes departed from among 
the Amalekites" (Ibid.),27 
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The same passage from which such blood-thirsty fan

tasies proceeded in other passages, undergoes radical meta~ 

m.orphosis in a comment from the Pirke ~-~ El~.si ... ~.su:= 

Now it was the prayer o.f Samuel which broke 
the forces of Agag•s subjects, so that they 
no longer threatened Israel, at Gilgal; as 
it is saids 0 (:By prayer) Samuel hacked down 
(the army) of Agag before the Lord at Gilgal" 
(I Sam. 15:JJ), 

And in expressing a d.iame·trically opposed sentiment 

to what we have heretofore encountered, a passage makes the 

claim that the interdiction of abominating the Edomite ap

pl1es equally well to Amalelt 1 

It is written, "Remember what Amalek did to 
you" (Deut. 25• 16). And another ve.rse says a 
~Do not abominate the Edomite, for he is 
your brother" (Ibid, 2Js8), Come and see 
that the H~ly One's disposition is not like 
that of mortals. If a man's fellow does him 
wrong, the deed never moves from his heart. 
But the Holy One is not like that. Israel 
were enslaved in J:1:gypt~ •• and when they wen-t 
forth from J:egy·pt Amalek the wiclted ( :from 
the seed of l~sau) came and perpetrated ma:ny 
evils against Israel. Even so, the Holy 
One said1 "Do not abominate the Edomite for 
he is your brother."29 

:B1rom our investigation it is thus apparent that 

I.' 
'' ' i ! 

l, 
! I 
I 
I 
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whereas mi,d~t .!l!-fil.n and Measure for Measure are the most 

frequent disposi t:i.ons in regard to the treatment of Amalek, 

M,i,.d~~. ~tll!:m,i1a nevertheless comes into play signl.ficantly • • 
These passages no doubt reflect in large measure the con

flicting attitudes Jews of the Rabbinic period had toward 

their enemies, and remain germane statements to be consid ... 

e:r.ed to this very day. 
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CHA.PTJ~R SEVEN 

The '.Pinal End of Amalel{ 

In our last chapter we analyzed two ma,jor tendencies 

in the aggadic literature regarding the manner in which 

Amalek is to be requited: the way of strict justice and the 

al··ternate course of· mercy and love. It is, however, to be 

noted, that .in no way ls the mitSV'{.@:1;\ to blot out Amalek ab

rogated. We have been speaking only about the manner in 

which the extermination takes place, Amalek is in a.ny case 

to be the "first in line for retribution"1 for "such is the 

rule obtaining throughout all generations, that the rod 

which strikes Israel in the end will itself be smitten." 2 

Two questions therefore remain, Who is to accomplish the 

f'inal blotting out of Amalek? And when is the termination 

of Amalek's line finally to come? 

Addressing themselves to the first question - who is 

to be the executor of the blotting out - we see that a num

ber of opinions may be found. A minority view is that Saul 

in fact accomplished the final extermination of the Amalek.., 

ites, 

R, Isaac said: We find that Joshua sought to 
blot out the remembrance of Ama..l.ek, as is 
saida "And Joshua discomfited Amalek and his 
people with the edge of the sword" (Ex. 171 
13). The Holy One, blessed be He. said1 As 
thou livest, some Amalekites are to remain. 
After thee, King Saul will rise out of Bemja .... 
mln and pluck out by the root the last of 
Amalek•s l.ine; a.sit is said, "Out of Ephraim 



came (Joshua), one who would have plucked 
them up, them of Amalek, by the roots; af ... 
ter thee, ( O tToshua, Sat~l man of) Benja ... 
min, with thy many sold.1.ers (Judges .511L~) ,3 
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It ls of note that the preceding opinion exists at all, for 

Saul lost his kingdom because he disobeyed the strict com

mand to utterly exterminate the Amalekites. His great sin 

was that he preserved Agag al:i.ve. One would expect, there

fore, to encounter the view that Samuel finished of:f' the 

last remnant of Amalek. This, however, is not the case, 

and we have found only one small hint to such a position in 

an interpretation of the word 0 ~ekhe:,;;: (remembrance)" accord.-
/4 ing to which the word refers to Agag. 

A second opinion is that the final. extermination of 

Amalek was accomplished in the time of Mordeli;:hai ari.d F£sthers 

And he saids The oath hath come forth from 
be~eath the throne of the Great One, of all 
the world, the Lord; the first king who will 
sit upon the throne of the kingdom of the 
sons of Israel, Shaul, the son of Kish, will 
set the battle in array against the house of 
Amalek, and will slay them; and those of them 
that remain will Mordekhai and Esther destroy. 
The Lord hath said by His Word that the memory 
of Amalek whall perish to the age of ages.' 

S ir11ilarly s 

"Arid it was because of hii::1 hands, a 'bringing 
up" (:Ex. 17112)... Now when ls h.i.s ( Amalek • s) 
sun to go down altogether, that is, the last 
of his line crushed and his seed rooted out 
of the world? When a 0 bringing up" will have 
taken place, that is, when :&;sther who was 
brought up to trust G-od - "And he brought uo 



(omen) Hadassah" (Esther 217) - will have 
come. Hence it is written, "And it was be
cause of his hands, a bringing up until the 
going down o.f the su.n," What ia implled by 
the words "until the going dowr1 of the sun'?" 
Not until Esther arrives in the world, she 
who will have been brought up to trust God, 
wi.11 Amalek's sun go down,6 
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If, however, the preceding opinion also be rejected, 

and it be argued that even with the execution of Haman and 

his sons we have not seen the end of Amalek's line, who then 

has the responsibility to make certain that the hated people 

ultimately wlll vanish? One opinion ls that Israel alone 

must bear the obligation of. rooting out Amalek: 

"Remember what Amalek did unto thee •• ,thou 
shalt blot out the remembrance of Amalek" 
(Deut. 25,17,19). When they askeda "Master 
of the universe, is it for us to blot out 
his name? 0 He replied1 Y'es. It is known 
and revealed to Me that when I surrender 
Amalek into the hand of Saul your king, he 
will let some of Amalek 1 s seed remain 
alive, indeed will spare the king of Ama
lek 1 "But Saul and the people spared Agag" 
(J: Sam. 15,19). Therefore I enjoin you, 
"thou sha,lt blot out. 11 7 

But the above text does not take into account the full :lm

plications of both Exodus 17 and Deuteronomy 251 

No sooner had the Holy One, blessed be He, 
commanded Israel and s:~ids "Remember what 
Amalek did unto thee" (Deut. 25,17), than 
they replied• Master of the Universe, Thou, 
Thou remember, as is saide "Remember, O 
Lord, against the children of Edom, the 
day of Jerusalem" ( Ps, 137, 7) , 1rhe Holy 
Ona, blessed be He, told them1 Do your 
part "thou shalt blot out the remembrance 



of Amalek" (Deut. 2,5:19); and 'I shall do 
Mine, "I will utterly blot out the remem
brance of Amalek" (Ex. 17:14),8 

~~he significance of the preceding resides in its expressing 

the mutua,li'ty of obligation for eliminating the dreaded 

enemy; God and Ii,;:J:r.ael share equally the responsibility, and 

each relies on the other. 

Yet another attitude distinct from those we have 

considered is that ~od Himself assumes full responsibility 

for making an end of the enemy, 

It ls written t •trrhou shal. t blot out the remem
brance of Amalek'' (Deut. 25119), but i't is 
also written, "I will utterly blot out the 
remembrance o.f Amalek" (Ex. 17,14). How can 
both these verses stand (without contradict
ing one another)? It is to be resolved as 
follows, Before he (Anmlek) stretched forth 
his hand against the throne, He commandeda 
"Thou shalt utterly blot out." After he 
had stretched forth his hand against the 
throne of the Holy One, blessed be He, He 
saids "I will utterly blot out." Now, is 
it really possible for flesh and blood to 
stretch forth his hand against the throne 
of. the Holy One, blessed be He? He accom
plished this by laying Jerusalem to the 
E:iword; as it is writtenz "At that time they 
shall call ,Jerusalem the Throne of ·the Lord" 
(Jer. J:17). It says thereforaz "I will ut
terly blot out,"9 

It would seem then, that in the opinion of some of the ag

gadists, Israel is relieved of the responsibility for the 

act o:f' annihilation. This state of affairs would th.en be a 

manifestation of divine grace, 



The Holy One, blessed be He, went on to 
sayc Even though you angered Me so that 
the wicked one had to be sicked on you, 
nevertheless it is for Me to pluck up 
the root of Amale1t's line. 11 1'.t is (as 
decision made) by Me that :.Ephraim pluck 
them u.p ... them of Amalelr ... by the roots" 
(Judges .5111+) ,10 

According to another source God will proceed by stages in 

His ann:ihilation of the enemy: 

Sai~ R. ~ananiah: The Holy One, blessed 
be He, never requites a given nation un
til He has first punished its heavenly 
prince (counterpart) ••• 11 

And God will not rest until the work of extermination has 

been completeds 

So the Holy One, blessed be He, made war 
against Pharoah, Amaleir, S.isera, Sanechi
rib, Nebuchadnezzar - yet He was not paciN 
fied (i,e. did not feel satisfied) until 
He had wrought vengeance upon Edom (others: 
Amalek) by Himsel:f.12 

We understand therefore the content of the divine oath re

corded in Exodus 171 11 And he (Moses) said1 'The hand upon 

the throne of the Lordt the Lord will have war with Amalek 

from generation to generation'"• 

R. Eleazar of Modi'im says, The Holy One, 
blessed be He, swore by the throne of His 
glory1 I will not leave any offspring or 
progc~ny of Amalek under the entire heaven, 
so that people will not be able to say, 
~rhis camel belongs to Amalek, this ewe 
lamb belongs to Amalek,13 

\ 
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Untll now we have d.iscussed the first question with 

whi.ch we commenced, Who ls to terminate the line of Amalek 

::f'rom the world'? We consider now our second query, When is 

thi~1 termination to take place? This quest1.on takes us in

to the realm of eschatology, so that we must consider areas 

heretofore not under our purview. 

The theme o:f Ama.lek combines with Messianic notlo·ns, 

because the world cannot attain .tts messianic fulfillment 

unti.l the last scion of Amalek be liquidated, The presence 

of Amalek, as it were, prevents aspects of Deity from being 

revealed& 

Another comment, 11 The hand upon the throne 
of the Lord" (Ex. 17:16). R. Abba bar Ka
hana said• As long as the seed of Ama.lek 
endures it is as though - if one dare speak 
thus - God's face is hidden, but when Ama ... 
lek's seed will be rooted out of the world, 
the Face~ hidden, if one may venture to 
say such a thing - will be visiblea "Yet 
shall not thy 1.t1eacher hide Himself an;y- more, 
bu·t thi.nfl eyes shall see thy T'eacher0 ('Is. 
,30:20),1+ 

According to R. 'E:leazar we shall be rid of Amalek only 

when all idolatry ceases, 

R. Ineazar says a When will the name o:f these 
people be blotted out? At the time when 
idolatry will be eradicated together with 
its worshippers, and God will be recognized 
throughout the world as the One, and His 
kingdom will be establlshed for all eternity. 
For at that time. 11 shall the Lord go forth 
and fight," etc. (Zech, 14,3); "Ana the Lord 
shall be King," etc, (Ibid. vs.9). And it 
also says; "Thou wilt pursue them in anger 
and destroy them." etc. (Lam, 3166).l..5 
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It is as though God's dominion ware unable to shine forth 

as long as the enemy stalks the earths 

Another comment, "Because there is a hand 
against the thronJ, (~) of the Lor' ( Yah)" 
(Ex. 17,16). The text does not say "Lord" 
but "Lor'"• R. Levi sai.d in the name of R. 
Hama the son of R. Han:lnas If one dare say 
such a thing, the name of God. will not be 
complete and the throne of the Lord will 
not be whole as long as Amalek~s seed is 
in the world; but when Amal.ek's seed will 
have been rooted out, the throne of the 
Lord will be whole and the name o:f God com
plete. David said, "The destructions of the 
enemy are come to a perpetual end, and their 
cities Thou didst uproot, their very memorial 
is perished" (Ps. 917). What does the text 
go on to say? "'.l,he Lord is enthroned; He 
hath prepared His throne for judgment" (Ps, 
918) .16 

!:f', then. Amalek is not to be obliterated until the 

mess.ianic time, what will be the sequence of events that 

wi.11 lead to his ultimate annihilation? According to the 

'l'arllJY!! ~"~.1!.9;9.-!I.Qn.!ltJlqn- Amalek is among the forces of Gog 

and Magog who wage the last battle against Israel bt~fore the 

milleniumt 

And he (Balaam) looked on the house of. Ama
lek, and took up the parable of his prophe
cy, and said, The first of the nations who 
made war with the house of Israel were those 
of the house of Amalek; and they at last, in 
the days of the King Messiah, with all the 
children of the east (i.e. Gog and !Vlagog), 
will make war against Israel; destruction in 
their ena.1.7 

So we see that Amalek may continue in his existence and 
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even win victories for a time, but "dominion is given into 

the hand of the wicked nation Edom only until the Messiah 

comes, at which time one "out of Jacob, •• shall have domin

ion." (,Judges 5,14)18 11'he brtef statement found in several 

of the sources that God plans to wipe out Amalek from both 

this world and the world to come19 assumes a new d:Lmension 

in the light of this messianic reasoning, as does the fol ... 

lowing '11a.rgum fragment 1 

And he said, Because the Word of the Lord 
hath sworn 'by the throne of His glory, that 
He by His word wD.1 fight against those of 
the House of Amalek, and destroy them unto 
three generationsJ from the generation of 
the Messiah, and from the generation of the 
world to come.20 · 

The passage capsulizes the classical Jewish notion of the 

eschatological process, and places the perennj.a.l enemy Ama

lek into the machinat1.ons of that working out. 

But perhaps the most messianic of all passages re-

lating to Amalek which we have~ discovered is the simple ut-

terance from B. Gittin 
-~lffihl 1 

57bt 0 The descendants of Haman (who 

hlmself' was descended from Agag, King of the Ama.lekites) 

stud:ted Torah at J3•ne B•rak. II 

I ' , 
' 
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CHA!'TER EIGHT 

Conclusion 

We have undertaken to analyze the image of Amalek in 

its f'ull development as :found in the early Rabbinic litera

ture. Our motivation :f'or doing so has been the conviction 

that the study may shed light onto one of the perennial 

problems of the Jew: how he is to relate to the enemy who 

comes to destroy him. Before we undertake to tie together 

the strands of our study to arrive at a more unified view 

of the image of. Amalek together with the theological motifs 

which inform our view of him, it will serve us well to con ... 

sider the words of Mordecai Eliav, the editor of an impor

tant collection of memoirs composed by believing Sews durin.g 

the period of the Nazi Holocaust1 

Meditation upon the Holocaust period shoolcs 
the soul and causes great confusion to him 
who would attempt such a study. The human 
intellect cannot gras·p the full di.mension 
of wanton atrocity nor the depth of horror, 
and a person is liable to attempt, as it 
were, rertional explanation and i.nterpreta
tion of the data, Especially critical is the 
perplex.tty of beJdeving lTews, those who ob
serve the mltswot, who are overwhelmed when 
they attempt 'tounderstand the ways of Provi ... 
dence ... which allowed the evil ones to cut 
off f'rom the earth the largest and finest 
portion of the EurQpean Jewries, including 
its learning and centers of Torah which had 
flourished for generation after generation ••• 

But there is no doubt that a believing Jew 
cannot give up the general principle of 
Providence and the administration of the 
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universe by the attribute of righteousness 
and mercy,,.But in the end it is not in our 
power to grasp the ways of Providence in 
the universe, according to our concepts of 
righteousness and mercy ••• We must come to ,, 
terms wi.th the fact that the Holocaust is 
a terrible sealed riddle in regard to the 
9re~tor•s c?nduct toward Hi~ people,_and 1 1t is not within our power to solve it, •• · 
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The above-stated problem has constituted the central con

cern which :formed a latent background for our work. Let us 

now re ... examine the central topics of our analysis, ask.ing 

ourselves in the pr0cess whether these early Rabbinic 

writings on Amalek ln any way address themselves to the 

critical theological problems of post-Holocaust Jewry. 

At the outset we noted that the word "Amalek" has 

manifold designations, He is, first of all; the offspring 

of the wlcked Esau, who forms the archetype for the peren ... 

nial enemy. What holds true for Esau, the progen.itor of 

the Edomites, holds equally true for Amalek. By inference, 

therefore, Amalek :i.s murderous, incestuous, a marrier of 

idolatrous woman, himself an idolator, and a heretic (inas

much as he denies the doctrine of' the resurrectlon of the 

dead), 

'1\lrning to passages concernE~d with Amalek in partic ... 

ular, we proceeded :.from his less grievous character blemish

es to his criminal traits, We noted simultaneously that 

Amalek :fur1ctions as 1) a, specific human personality, 2) the 

nation Amalelt, and 3) like Jacob-Israel, both personal.i ty 

and na"tion. As such, he ls inhospitable, ungrateful, has 

I I 
'' 
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extraordinary enthusiasm for warfare, is an informer, is a 

robber or highwayman, is disingenuous and deceptive, is 

perverse (a homosexual), is quick like a locust, a blood

licker (like a dog)_ is like a fly with a passion for an 

open wound. Because Amalek is gifted with cunning and in

telligence he is able to af:f'lict all possi.ble i.ndigni ties 

upon the People Israel, I•,urthermore, he is a kidnapper, an 

exploiter of those observing mourning, and barbarously de

secrated the sign of r~~l\i lJliJ.§)2:• Ama.lek damaged the repu

tati.on of the newly emancipated people and caused them 

great ha.rm when he "cooled them before the nations o:f the 

world," 

Some comparison between the metaphor 11 Amalek" and 

the Third Reich are here in order, if it is remembered that 

Amalek, unl:i .. ke Nazi Germany, shared the lineage of the Pa ... 

triarchs Abraham and Isaac with Israel. 'l1he various char ... 

acter traits assigned to Amalek are, by and large, applica~ 

ble to the Nazi, and as such; Amalek would serve as an ap ... 

propriate symbol for the German war machine. We have seen 

that Amalek functioned, at least in an early stage of Rab

binic literature as a metaphor for Rome, so that the trans~ 

ference of symbolic connotations has precedence. 

In our analysis of the many Amalek passages, it has 

become clear that Amalek frequently is treated with refer

ence to the sins of Israel. We noted that two major trends 

obtain in the Rabbinic material regarding the doctrine of 
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divine retribution. The more prevalent tendency is to see 

the matter ln terms of Measure for Measure, though a second 

view exists, according to which suffering as well as death 

come without sin, that God suffers when puniHhment is in

flicted upon Israel ... that man cannot expect immediate re ... 

ward and punishment. 

According to the first view, Amalek acted as the 

"chastising strap." Here the good re:latio,nship between 

God and Israel is co,ndi tional. If Israel exhausts God• s 

patience, the biting dog attacks. Either God removes His 

protection thus rendering Israel vulnerable to the enemy's 

attack, or God Himself brings on the enemy, Amalek here 

functioning as a ma.nifestation of divine wrath. 

Related to the Measurtr:i :for Meae,u.r(,) doctrine :is a 

means-and tendencyJ Anralek punishes for the ultimate bene~ 

fit of Israel. The f?nemy disciplined Israel to recognize 

the central role and binding force of the Torah. It would 

be Israel's ineluctable fate to perish at any time that the 

words of Torah would be neglectedt 1rhe tribe of Dan thus 

suffers especially at Amalek•s hands because they engaged 

in idolatrous practices and Israel as a whole rendered 

themselves vulnerable by such sins as laxity in Sabbath ob

servance, social injustice, and !YJ,!!Ju~. The battle with Ama

lek j_s ir1 fact one vast allegory depicting Is:r.ael • s ongoing 

relationship with Torah, 

In regard to the doctrine of Measure for Measure, 

I 
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an.alogies between Amalek and the Nazl Holocaust must be ap

proached with extreme care. We should consider these words 

of Mordecai Eliav: 

••• One of the radical opinions sees in the 
holocaust, punishment .for a grievous sin on 
the part of the Jewish people, principally 
for the sins after the enlightenment and 
emanolpation in Eurp,pe and assimilation into 
Gentile culture, this being the factor which 
caused reconciliation with Galut and the 
gi.ving up of the hope of the return to Zion • 

••• But does anyone really have the strength 
to argue that the intentions of i;he Creator 
and the working of Providence in all its 
particulars are so clear to him, that he 
can 11 evaluate 0 all that has occurred by a 
reasoned appraisal from a religious point 
of view, or to render historical judgment 
upon what has happened?2 

We are in agreement with Eliav that the Measure for Measure 

doctrine of divine retribution is inapplicable to the case 

of the holocaust, even as many of the sages found it wanting 

in regard to Amalek. 

Thus we observed that a second, suggestive strand al ... 

so appears from time to time, according to which the corres

pondence between sin and punishment becomes highly complex. 

God and Israel are actually co-sufferers. Though Amalek is, 

in any case, an instrument of chastisement, God nonetheless 

suffers with Israel when they recelve the blow. Or God and 

Israel are actually co-victims of the enemy who functions, 

as it were, outside the providential realm, From this sec

ond matrix, it would seem to us, we may begin to reason 
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about what has happened to our people in the twentieth cen

tury; from .1.t we may begin to work our way toward under

standing. 

Turning our attent:ion to the ·treatment of the hated 

enemy, given the .fact that Israel survive~s him, we examined 

two major atti.tudes working through the passages 1 .M,;l;sla:~ l!!

Din and Midat Rahami.m. The two attitudes manifest a range --- ........,,..,,.~~ .... ~··r "1--

of judgment extending from the shockingly harsh to the re-

markably lenient. 

On the side of Midat Ha-Din it became clear that 
--••II - ~ ............. ~ 

many of the aggadic passages attempt to justify the harsh 

judgment of Amalek put forth in the bi bli.cal material, es

pecially in regard to Samuel's slaying of Agag. We found 

that the Measure for Measure theme dominated in this type 

of ,§Jgg~d~. The contradiction between Amalek' s being o:t· one 

stock with Edom, whom it is forbidden to abominate, was re

solved, through the example of the King o:f Arad, by Amalek's 

being identified with the Canaanites, a na~ion which is 

marked for destruction. Amalekite conversion to Judaism is 

considered an i.mpossibil1ty, thus distinguishing this nation 

from all others, 

Other passages reverse the evaluation of the situation, 

and. teach us of the ways of saintliness. It is argued that 

the utmost mercy was displayed toward the enemy before the 

decree was finally handed down to obliterate him. No muti

lation of the vanquished Amalek took place; he was to be 
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treated in a humane manner, Some passages even deny that 

he turned the course of the battle aga5.nst the Amalekite 

king through prayer, Purthermore, some of the aggadists 

held that the ban on abominationg the Edomite does in fact 

apply equally to the Amalekite. 

Here we are faced with a plethora of suggestive 

statements which can be of some value to us in our reason

ing about the contemporary enemies of the Jewish people. 

Among our people we find sentlments covering the full range 

expressed in the Mid.§!:.1 1:!.§1 ... Qln and P.{li,d.~.:_t Sahjtmi!Ji passages • 
• 

It is our hope that the attitude of mercy will prevail. 

During the course of our inquiry ir1to who it was 

that would accomplish the f:i.na.1 blotting out of Amal.el< and 

when the termination of Amalek's line was to come about, 

numerous opinions presented th ems elves, Though .isolated 

strands put forth the opinion that the extermina:tion of the 

dreaded enemy had already taken place ln the days of Saul 

or during the period of l\l!ordekha;i and Esther, the more com

mon opinion was that the final end of Amalek would only 

take place in the days of the Messiah. The whole question 

thus assumes an eschatological dimension, We noted a dif

ference of' opin:i:on in the sources as to whether it was, in 

the last analysis, Israel alone, both God and Israel in a 

joint effort, or God alone who would accomplish this final 

act. No messianic :fulfillment can occur until Amalek is 

obliterated, for Ama,lek will be among the forces of Gog and 
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stock of David can appear. 
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Ama1ek remains to this day a halakhic concern to tra

d1.tional Jews, In the IVlaimonidean formulation, three 

wi:t~ are derived from the Amalek passages found ln l~xo

dus 17 and Deuteronomy 2.5, The first is to accomplish the 

extermination. of Amalek. Second, we are to remember the 

nefarious deeds of Ama.lek, ln that he was the first of the 

host.tle nations ·to attack Israel after they had left .:fXgypt. 

The third is that we are forbidden to forget what Amalek 

did to us. r:ehe consequence of not remembering would be 

that Israel will be forced back into slavery, The act of 

remembering serves to keep Israel vigilant in the perfor

mance of 1ni tf!),W9..1• :But we noted that many of the fl.gg~ 

soften the elements of vengeance and hatred by asserting 

that the simple reo:ltal of and reflection upon Amalek's 

deed constitute fu.1:f'lllment of the commandment. 

When we turn ou:b attention to the holocaust years, 

the difficulty of remembering confronts us. We know that 

to imitate the tactics of the destroyer is to honor him, 

yet remembrance is the~ gu.?:, ll9.ll of our survival as a 

people. In fron·t of J.3.inu,.t@.~.e,.i, ~ ... ~, the national audi

toriu.m in Jerusalem, s·tands a massive pillar into whose 

granlte capital is hewn the single word ,?akJ:l..O.P-, remember! 

The worlt that comprises thj_s study has been of assistance 

to the author ln his quest to understand that impera;ti ve. 
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81~- • . :£:e.~_;i.Js.1&i. §~-fu:!:.Y: lS:.@-hJ3;.~ tfl:,1h.Qr,, J2.~.EJ~k:£!._J ( ed, Man-
delbaum, vol. I, sect. 11, p. +9 • 

I 85. s.~e §J.:t:~.r £.!!l-H~in~Jm, ~t~w;~-~ 1YIJ1.J1h (J'erusalem1 
Mosad Ha-Rav Kook, 1954), P• -~9, sect, 11, 

86, P.~.~ikt13; R.l!!R.R~t1, tl~ 7 (ed. Friedmann, p. 26b). 

III. Amalek as Degrader of Israel• s Stature Among the 
Nations 

87 • .!:~.F;Ji,k:t;:.! £_!-~ ~.!.hrn &.~kh,Q,;t:;, J2t~J\a 3 ( ed. Buber, 
p. 27a). In tesikta ~. J?.i.§!}.'1! 12 ed. Friedmann, p. 
52a) we find a slightly more developed version o:f the 
same parable. The. phrase fili-~.h:t1;;:~-~]:l...§!: ( 11 made you luke 
warm") is employed in place of fil ... tJ..-.!!!! ("cooled them 
o;f'f"), the term found in the quoted passage. cf. also ~¼g·f~~-11 ~-Q.€H~.8l ~-.§h,a:l:J_.,a~ (ed. Margulies, vol. II, p. 

88. :Baer. •Avodat Yisrael, QR• ill•, PP• 45f, (see 
notes there). -- ·· '" -

IV. Magical and Astrological .Elements Surrounding the 
Character of Amalek 

89. ~Joshua Trachtenberg, Jewish Magic !.!1.9. .§Ell.~rs.:t! ... 
11.Q.n (New York1 Atheneum, 197~. vi.i ... x. 

90. ~ J.m- amim shel !YJ£.~he B.g._gberlU, in Adolph 
Jellinek, :Bet Ha ... JVI dras~Jerusalem1w'iiirmann Books, 
1967), vol-,I,pt:-rY, '"i:); 11. 

91 • .I!.,~~ll.:~ Beu veni !!--~lt~J,1.~11 (ed. Warsaw, p. 8 5) • 
• 

92. Y • .RQJll..h .lf! ... ~, 12.~-~ 3, b,0;lakh..,s1 8; of. ~ ... 
~ h""'!i!.OJt;l..1:!.h, sect. 28 (ed. Lewin-Epstein, p. 93a). 
!n the latter passage there is a clear refer~nc@ to as
·-trologys "For they reckoned the hours by astrology, 0 

93 •. 'J1.?.,nhuma ~-.!?Jl!a.11.~,h, sect. 25 (ed. Lewin-Epstein, 
p. 92a) r cf! P~§i}ft4 sl!-~~.Y.: ~.a)lan.€1 Zakhor, J?iS,k?.,; 3 (ed. 
Buber, p, 26b;; als)-o P,1~.£1.r~.sJl ~--Qaqp~ !!!-~.ll.@:+l!h (ed. 
Margulies, P• 339f. • 

91:r. Jl:l.ghteenth century commentary 'IU.! Y9s~,;f, .T.!ll"" 
.~11mg, ;toe ..... c:i,i. 

9 5. 1§trgµJA ,P,.?eu!fo.-l..PP.8::t.I1.a11.r.. .I£x. 171 8 (ed. Gins burger, 
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96. Mek.hilta Amalek, ch. 1 (ed. Lauterbach. vol. II, 
PP• 136fT." .. -· - . 

9?, Tanhuma Tetse, sect. 9 (ed. Lewin-Epstein, p, 
1.1 7b) • -- '•. ..,_ ... -

98. lY.lax SelJ.gsohn, art. "Shem Ha ... Me:f'orash'', in ~, 
vol, XI, pp, 262ff. r.t'he author cit~s ~ah §.!Dh• 1011. 

" 99, s&the~ ~~bb~p, ~~r~§.i:ua:!:1 7, sect, lJ (ed. Wilna, 
vol, II, P• 12b, column 2. 

100. Solomon Schechter, § . .O.m.f As12e_q,~~ .Qi R£!.12.bJ.ri.ic .?;'h~-
9J.og;y; (New Yorks 'l'he IVfacMilla:n. Company, 1909T, P• 99. 

101. ill.Q,, P• 100. 

102. Wilhelm Bacher, fu A,.ggad~ der ~TH?.a.~te,n. (Strass
b,~rg: Verlag von Karl J, 11'.1rtlbner, 190j), vol, '.f, P• 11.i,6, 
n. J, Our translatlon :from the German. Cf, Kaufmann 
Kohler, art. "Amalek in Rabblnical Literature," in il.J,lu.., 
VO 1 • I • p • LJ,8 .3 • 

10.3. Pes~}s:~~! Babq!3:~t~..t trans. ·by Wm, Braude, .Q.R• ill•, 
P• 251, n. 31, 

104. _f'E!,SjJ.{j::,~, Rabpat,i., ·QiS,!fE!; l .. '.3 (ed. Priedmann, p. 5.5a). 
Trans. here rendered by Braud.a, P.R., vol1 I, P• 251. 

105. Bra.ude, ,!=\I~.,~, vol. I, p, 250. 

106. Ibid., n, 28. --
1.07, See below1 III(B) "Amalek. ,:.:.md the Torah." 

108. Hebrews ll ,;y:ad •~ :k;eta .U..<:1..h• 

109. The actual text of. ,J er. 3117 reads 1 .lil£ ... !.&-1! li ... 
. r.~-1~h.~J.m Ki-~ Adon~. 

110. P.~s.~:lli .F~b})f\:.t.1, .121.~ 12 (ed. 1:11riedma.rm! p, 
.51a); cf. !~+dr9:s,h ... ,Ha-9!:1<:tQ1 .. J:3~::,E/h.§\ll!:.b. (ed. Margulies, 
sect~ 14-, p~ lP-~.5~ J and others. • 

111. s. Krauss, art. uHadrla.n," ln ~L~.S:..t., vol. VI, P• 
135. 

11.2, fe,@.,ik~§. .9..~-3.§.y ~MM .~h.Q.r, ~ 3 (ed. Man
delbaum, vol. I, p, L~L~). 



11.?,- lfui!-~ ~.!2.illih Naso, ]SfJlShah, 14, sect. 1 
(ed. Wi..Lna, vol, II, p • .56~Emphasis our~s. 

1. ~ 6. Hermann L. Strack, Ii::rtr2.fuAc~J.on to .:!Lll~ ,T!3,).1!lud, 
fil1Si JY.t~p.r.as.h (New Yo:r.k1 Harper and Row, 19b5), PP• 211+f. 

r£. Summary 

117, Louis G-inzberg, Qu !l,.~,~i.s,h ~ and ~~ "Jewish 
Folklore East and West" (New York1 AthEmeum, 1970). p,61.. 

Amalek and the Book of Esther 

1. The special Torah reading for Shabbat Zakhor is 
Deut, 25:17-19; the Haftarah h3 I Samuel 15,2 ... 34 (among 
the Saphardim 15:1-34). 

2. Megillah J14 (ed. Albeck), 

.3. Haman is thus named in Esther '.311 and 10, 813 and 
5, and 9 z 21.1,. 11 Agag" as the king of the Amaleld.tes is 
found :tn Num. 21-1,17, and I. Samuel 1.5. 

¼,. Max. Seligsohn, art. "Haman the Agagite," in ~.:.I'i..s.., 
vol. VI, p • 189 • 

5. ~jee Rashi • s comments ~~J l[.e,g;ilJ.aji ?a; cf. also 
Megillah 1Ja. 

6, lVIekhil ta, IViaBekhta de .... Amalek, ch• II., ( ed • Lauter•
bach, vo~. ~auterb~lo1l's translation here 

' ~ J 1 't 1 given, ,,':lee a .so -2.£• .£1...:•, n- • 

7. fuke .. ~ ... R.ab):~~j:.1 JJ:;t..~~-~-:~ ... i;:, ch. /,1,9 ~ (ed. .Fried~.an~e~, 
P• 390). Fr1.edlander r(:nnarks (1£.£ •. £11•, n, 5) that the 
point here is that Hama.n's pride was punished by the 
hand of a woman." 'I~he quoted text does not appear .in the 
Warsaw ed5.t:ton, cf. l~irX:.~ ~--J~.@.b.Qj. Eli1"!z~t~, ch. Li,9,,(ed, 
Warsaw, pp. 11?bf). 

i 

\ 
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8. Cf. above: I(C) "The Offspring of Rachal as the 
Appointed Vanquishers of Amalek." 

9 • .fir.ls~ ~-B..B:1?..bi Eli.~ .. ze;i;.:, ch. /,1,9 (ed. Warsaw, p. 
117b). See Friedli:tnder's notes in l?•B,.IJ:,,.,,t ch. Li,9, P• 
389, n. 7, 

10. J:bid, -

12, Heb, llK ,w ,,~~~ lit, as a reward for Agag, 
F'rledmarm notesa c,w1';) ,,,,K, .",'7.)l 7~'il1';) "' W')!lM'K K~i ••• 

• ,, il11';)Y llK n,~TW ,1';),? 'llKil ,Kip, lin~il ,on'~ 
~•, P• 11.5, n, 19. 

13. See belowa VI 0 111idat Jig-Q.,ll! and !Y!,i,qa;t Rahp.1n,ifil." 
• 

p • i 1~) .1i§! .. :t,h,!J;: ,!ta,1~pah, ch, 7 , paragraph 13 (ed. Wilna, 

15, The Hebrew KlK 'lK seems to denote "my original 
ancestor," 

, 1.6, f~~ikt~ Rab..Q.9-j;,i, ch. 1~ (ed •. F.rie~mann, P• ,51b), 
'Iranslat1on by Wm. Braude, ~ B.g_l?,t;>atJ..., pp, 236:r. 
See Braude's notes 83ff, 

17. lVIekhiltl:1, '11ractate Amalek, ch. 2 (ed. Lauterbach, 
vol. II,~. 1l1ranslation here j_s Lauterbach' s. 

1.8. 1'~.sJ41',_13: l~, ch. 12 (ed. l;,riedmann, p. 49a). 

19 • See es p
8
• ,~:!: 11..~:r. ll~.~b., paras hah /;~, paragraph 1 O 

(ed. Wilna, P• b;. 

20, Se@ below, VII "The Jnnal F~nd of Amalek." 

21. See Max Seligsohn, art. "Mordecai (in Rabbinical 
Literature), 0 :in_Q:,..12,., vol, I.Xt pp. 7f, 

22, See Ira Maurlce Price, art, 11 Sa:ul (ln Rabbinical 
Literature)," in J.E., vol. XI, pp. 76ff, -j---"'"lj,11- .. 

23. Pirke de-Rabbi Eliezer, ch. 49 (ed. Warsaw, p. 
) 

..,,,_ ~ M -- O W_.,._, .,_,.,I_, 1G ,,,., I 
117b • 

2Li,. ~:Jt.t.~ ~ ch. 1.3 (ed. B:t?iedmann, p. 5L1-b) • 
'l'ranslated here by Wm. Braude, l'_e.siAJ.t.:t~ Jig~, PP• 249:f. 

2.5. M~.khi_J.ta, 'l'ractate Ami:.1.lelc, ch. 2 (ed. Lauterbach , 
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P• 159) r see also ]!i_gra.§.h .fu! ... £~, ;Ifxodus, :Be-shallah 
( e~d. Margulie1::1, PP• :::f!µj,:r., paragraph 1)~). - ---r 

26). ~s~h~ E..~, n$~J~, section 7 (ed. Wilna, 
P• 2a • 

N0 11'1~S 11.'0 CHAP!I'ER THREE 

Amalek as an Instrument for Divine Discipline 

1. Norman H. Snaith, 11.b.~ DJs,;ti,_n,,ctJv.! l!3,~*f3.,o:f'. th~ 
Old 1_es~~JP..J2.Yl:t. (New Yorke Schocken Books, 19bJ, :p.To. 

2. ~, , pp. 61 ff, 

3,. Yi tzhak Heinemann, Q~~ ~-,Agg?.q_~b, (J"erusalem: 
Hebrew Univ;rsity, 1954), p. 78. 

l>1-. Solomon Schechter, t.\~J2~9.¥ £1 B13:bbJni,.c, _11heol;.9gl( 
(New York: Schockan Books, 19 5 , P• 219 • 

. ,. l~,, P~ 231. 

6. 1P.i~., p. 233. 

7. Solomon Schechter, "The Doctrine of Divine Retri
bution" in ~;flLQJ~s. ill J:Mail-J-run.: :fi,irst series (Ftd.ladelphiaa 
Jewish Publication Society of America, 1945), pp. 213-
232, Abri.dged one volume edition b,,..e,re ysed (JPS, 19.58), 
pp. 105 ... 122. 

8. Jbig_., P• 106. 

9. Ibid, -
io. Ibid., P• 117. --
11 • Ih~iJ! • • P• 119. 

12. 112.i.9.. 

A. Amalek as Chastening Strap 

' ! : 

I 
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Wilna, p, 48a), Rashi to Ex. 1718, and others, 

14, See above, I(D) "The Particular Character of Ama
l ek. 11 

15. ,£'j.rk~ £!.-Babh,l 1~..t, X:?ere'k L1,L~ (ed. Warsaw, p. 
1 oL~a). 

16 • fill~m?.t ~J~).ba1' , ~~~!.t ~.., W~~)...lg-\1, ;p~rasha,n 2 6 , 
section 2 ed, Wilna, P• +oa,. 

17, Solomon Schechter, Aspects, .Q.n• ill•, pp, 223:f'f. 

:1.8. ,~1..~Ph:um,a,, H\.:tk~a·t (ed, Lewin-F~pstein, paragraph 18, 
p, 81b) J ~rati.hurna J'{a, ... l,adum, Hukkat (ed, Buber, vol. II, 
paragraph-·42 :· p: 125T;and 6thers. 

19 • 11£-!Yli&!f!.£ B!!..1":1?A4, §11~1.@J.l .L~1~11~-( ed, Wilna, EBE.§1;
!l).HaJa)117, paragraph 1?, P• 70a), 

20. Ibid. , ;Hukk§:.~, 12aras .. :lJ:~b. 19, paragraph 20, p. 
81a; and el.sewhlre. 

21 •. '.I'.a.nb.\lJ!l.A M""~• ~-.:t.§1 .. Cl;rli\ (ed. Buber, vol. II, 
paragraph 3: p. J4-I+) • 

22. §JJ:,r.,~, li1 ~~, IL~.~k8; 296 ( ed. F':tnkelstein, P• 
31 l;J,) • 

23. See Jacob Levy, }q_~rterbuqh, vol, III, P• 24J; 
Levy defines .rn,...,n .n:J>':l as f'ollows1 "die Strafe der 
Ztlchtigung, ZUchtlgung dlirch Geisselung; oder auch wegen 
Uebertretung Ed.ner rabbinische.n Satzung., • 11 

B. Amalelt and the ~rorah 

25. !VIelc,}:\,i.;t.t9:., M~§elchta -9.! ... Am~;t.eJ~, ch, 1 (ed. Lau ... 
terbaoh, vol. II, P• ~tauterbach's trans; also1 JYL~
r.~sh ~-.Q~doJ, la,-~h~lla~ (ed, Margulies, vol. II, P• 339) 
with a slightly varied rendering. 

25~ Nahum H. Glatzer, l'he Dimensi.Q.U.@_ 9-:f. ill (New 
Yorlc1 Schocken Books, 1969),p~. 

26. JV{~.QJ.'.?,t_!:ih 11~-gadol, ~-.shaJJah, (ed. Margulies, 
• 
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~ol •. II,_ P • . Jli,_~) J __ s~_e alt-:.:o a 1I1anhum8:,, a ... _qJ1allJlh, section 
25 (ed. Lewin-Epstein, P• 92), ~esikta de-Rav!ahana, 
J2.~.s.k~ 3 (ed. Buber, PP• 21a ... b); "secli£'"J)1JJ..!.nu' .... Rabbah"7 
.E,§)D..9. 22 (ed. ll'riedma.nn, p. 126)-;--- - · ....... 

27. Mekh~, 1Yl@J::i!!i;.ht&i: ~-fil!ll.3:l,e,k., oh. I (ed. Lauter
bach, p. :f!Pf) • Lauterbach' s translation here given, cf. 
al so ~~-~.Klrl:,~h. #~.0.\3.Q fil1""Sha:n.~h., ~--~ 3, sect, 8 ~ ed • Al beck, 
p. 320 • 

28. Tanhuma, Be-shallah, sect. 27 (ed. Lewin-Epstein, 
P• 92b),~ - -~. ·• 

29, .T~z:gum f.seuqg, ... i[.,s?»..~tl'l.~n, D~ut. 25118 (ed. Gins
bu:r.ger, P• 3'+3J; cf. also JJ?J:d_,.,, :Ex. 17dtVi( ~. S~~ 
103b. 'I'ranslation here rendered by ,J. W. Etheridg@, '1!1le. 
~tJl!l.S .Q.;.~ Qnjc,~1Q.f3. Mill ~Jqna.~]1.?-I,l~ J~.ep U?1ii.f'd .2l1 1h.! ~ ... 
.:~Y.£111N('.~W York, Ktav, 19b~n, PP• 7)33£, 

30. Kauf'mann Kohler, art. "Dan ( :tn Rabb.inioal arid 
F.1 1] 1 tj L' t · ·t; · ) 11 ' J ·1:, J I"V I 23 i.e .. en.Ls -C J. era ure , 1n --!~ vo.. , p. .1, • 

31. ~• fih.~.P.~ti., 118b. 

1 
32). ~.§ .. iJ~tli!. .£1!-3.aY.: K.,aJv~na, .:Q~ 3 (ed, lVlandelbaum, 

p. !./-2f • 

) 
JJ. ~Ju.§. §ji-Rav ~&'1-~}J:tn,8;,, P . .i.sk?, J (ed. Buber, p, 

25a. 

3l1,, Kaufmann Kohler, art. "Heresy and Heretics'', in 
~T~.J~, .. , vol. VI~ p • 353 • 

35. J~~si,~~Et ~.,.§,.:t1, .l?J.J.il~ 1..3 (ed. Friedmann, P• 
55a). Rendered h~')re by Braude, 1:"~ .. $ .. ~k:t.§1 I~.@. ... \:l,Pc1:t~, vol, I, 
pp. 250. The introductory verse ls here translated ac
cording to Margulles' suggestion; seen. 28. 

36, Kohler, "Heresy, 11 1..Q.g, •• 9..it• , for more thorough 
treatment of the subject of minut see Travers Herford, 
Phr.:J&!J.f.LJl1!x !,n %1lin11~ .~nd M.i<f.r~h. (London I Williams 
and Norgat®, 19031'7 and Travers Herford, "The Problem of 
the 'Minim'. Further Considered" in Kohut Memorial 
.Y..C?,1¼.T!L~. (New York, 1935), pp. 359-369~ ···· ~ ·---

. ., :.:: :.,·, t:. ..:, <:: , . , 111r,1·1v'; D 
C. God and Israel as Co~suffarers 

37. Schechter, "'11he Doctrine of Divine Retribution," 
Q.£• q~~., PP• 117ff. 
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38. ~~.!£1. ~-.@..Q.1:/.)..,l .. ~.h, s@ct. 27 ( ad. Lewin-:Epstein, 
p. 92b); cf'. B. Taanit 11.:!, and JVJ..~l{h,ij.:t.g, 1\/Iasekhta de_ ... 
Amalek, ch. 1 (ed. Lauterbach, vol. II, p. 145). 
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~~) 
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1.&1.!1,Q~Un,2!; ].§!.-![.l}alla~, sect. 28 (ed. Lewin-1:Cpstein, 

li,O. 11anhuma !Lh Te~~.e, sect, 11, (ed, Buber, P• 20b). 

~rhe Vi.ctory over Amalek i::1t Reph:ldim 

1. Solomon Schechter, ,Aspect.§. Qi B.&-1:?.Pint,9, The9l,ogu 
(New York.s Schooken '.Books, l96.5J, ch. XI.I "The Zachuth 
of the Fathers", PP• 170-198. 

2. Sae above, I(B)1 "The Offspring of Rachel as the 
Appointed Vrmquishers of Amalek, 11 

3. Schechter, .Q:"Q• ill•, pp. 173ft see also, Melvin 
R • Zager , ~J.'?; l f:!~ ~ .9..J;: i, :ti&l.§.m .Q1 !VI. o s ~~ 1n ~DP..! i t,1 c 
Lj.te:i:.:.~.t~ (Huc ... ~TIR Unpublished Rabbinic thesis, 1.9b0) • 

J+. ;ryiekhil ta, !\.'J.1!!f~l1:ta ~ ... &vale1£.1• ch. I (ed. Lauter
bach, ~-~se~ also ~!.;1£,l-",8:~.l). H~'""Q,a<J.Ql ~-§JJla.l).~f¼.~ (ed. 
IVIarguli.es, vol. II, p. 341) r and _:r.,ar ... ©JJJJ J?..fleu4.2,-~onaj;;h.,!ll, 
Ex, 17,9 (ed. Ginsburger, P• 130) • 

.5. Pe§ilt,tg_ ~J:>J:m:t1, &_a}£hqr, ]~ 12 (ed. FriE~dmann, 
P• l.i,9a.); translation here rendered by Wm. Braude, vol I, 
PP• 226:f * see notes 36 ... L1-o. 

6, Pesikta. .Rabbati, g~§:~.h!?I.t. ,!2.j~skS; 12 (ed, J.l'riedmann, P• 49a, -;r:-"3J), .~.. .. .. -~ --·· --- ---- -

A, Moses• Role in the Victory 

7, M .. ~~ A,ggSJ:.,~ ~..,sl).al,J..ih• ..12~ 17 ( ed. Buber, 
p, 1~9), see also iA,r,gum ;e!ll~'Y.9:..9..-!l.O.n.?-t,h,&.Q, Ex. 17,15 (ed. 
Ginsburger, P• 130. 

8, See above, III(B) "Amalek and the Torah." 

9. B. Berakhot, 54a, 
..... , • ••:•-· + 
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1 O. lVlekhJ.J-:t~, Ma,s,e!i;ht.J: ~ .... ,t:m~;J.el.~., ch. I ( ed, La.u ter ... 
bach, vol, II, P• 143); see also Midrash Ha. ... Qadol Be ... 
wiU.!12 ( ®.d. Margulies, vol, II, p.342), 1a...~~.9,.£>,
.~rona:tn!n, .Ex. 17111. (ed1 Gi.nsburger, P• :1.JO); lVIishnah 
B.Q]h m:1""2h.\3-P.S.b. 3 1 8 • 

11. 1:~.§.ikt.~ Rab'ba.:ti,, ]..~slf...a. 12 (ed. Friedmann, p. 50b). 

12. See Melvin R, Zager. "Praise and Criticism of 
Moses in 'l'annaitic Literature" ( Cincinnati I HUC-JIR un
pubJJ.shed F{abbinic thesis. 1960), esp. ch. III, PP• 58 ... 
79, 

1L~. SE-u~ below, VII "The Final End of Ama.lek." 

15. J;1,arg_µ;ro :r~~u,qo ... _.rg_n~.t,pe,_n,, Ex. 17*12 (ed. Ginsburger, 1;/J, 
P• 130); translation here rendered by J. w. Etheridge, 1 

~ 1'.§:.r..B;Hlll§. (New Yorks Ktav, 1968), vol. I, p, 503, ,! 

16. See above1 I(C) "Offspring of Rachel as the Ap-
pointed Vanquishers of Amalek," -

17, Mek.~.i1~.~ • .!YI~~sekh}~ ~ ... A!!l~1~lsJ ch. I (ed. Lauter
bach, p. VH ~; see also Mi .. g~~ 11!-.Qaq,o) .. ~"".filh..~11.~~ ( ed. 
Margulies, p, 31,1,1). 
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18. §~1 Rab~l:2J.1 ~ .... ?!l~l~, ·eara~b&h 26, section 3 

ed. Wilna, p. a. 

19. Pi:r.ke g-}Jab'l7.i, ~1:i.e:z:e.:r::, :9erek lJ.Li, (ed. Warsaw, 
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Ginsburger, p. 1.JO), and !Y.9-.:r::,as,h 11§1 ... Gadol B,.P.-~al.;t~.h ( ed. 
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20. Schechter, .QJ2• ill•, P• 181 • 

21. Pesi~jg, E.@J?.1?.~~:.t;i;.t ;p_i.!Jk,a 12 ( ®d. ll'riedmann, p. 
50h-f)i translation here rendered by Braude, P,R,, vol, 
I, p, 2J4; c:f. also J?J.,;r:ke Sli'.""'Rabbi .Elj_ezer, 12er~l£ 41.1, 
(ed. Warsaw, p, 1.05aJ. 

22. See aboves I(C) "The Offspring of' Rachel" and IJ: 
"Ama.lek and the Book of Esther.'' 

23. See belows VII "The Final End of Amalek." 
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c. Jethro and Amalek 

24. See Max Seligsohn, art. "Jethro (in Rabbinical 
Literature)," in~• vol. VII, pp. 1.7.3f, 

2,5. !\..li..c!x:~ fil?. '1J1u,el, J?.W:.1£ :t 2 (ed. Buber, p. 81). 

26. ~ .. b-erqo"t ]ta1?.b,gJl Xit,ro 1 pa,r!3-sh,rui 27, section 6 (ed. 
Wilna, P• 49aJ, cf. 12• ,Zev~hi1n, 11ba; and .¥.t:i~.ik:l,.§. .9.!-R!i\V: 
K,al~.!i!. . .l'.l:.@., aJi.b.Q!:, .12!!310 3 (ed. Buber, p. 21 a J • 

2?. §he_IQ._qj;_ liru?.P~~».,~ 1lli• 

P• 
2

~~) .. ~ M""~ [~.b,~n ... ~., .Zakt,t.2.,1;:, JL.isk~ 3 (ed. Bub®r, 

D. ~L'he Purpose of Vtctory over Amalek 

29. §J1~.!G£? ... t. Rab.91f!.,11. 1?.1-sl').s3,~-.1.~h, ]~r_a.t,hah. 20, sect. 18 
(ed. Wilna, vol. I, p. 39N; trlnslation based on Midrash 
B.@J)bEJ:h, ~~xodl~.§., transl. s. M. Lehrman (London, r.rhe s'on..:·-·· 
cino Pres90961), vol. III, pp. 2.56:t'. 

30. ~~1 "t~., Masekhta de-Amale~k, Ch. I (ed. Lauter
bach, vol. II, P• 1?+7')'; trar:isYatlo'n-here rendered by Lau
terbach, 
In :n. 10 Lauterbach remarks "'.l1he phrase ~ ... fi .~ is 
interpreted to mean 'By th@ mouth of God was t:l'J.e sword 
of thie war decreed,'" 

JL I~., ch. II, pp. 1.59ff. n. 10 reads a "Before 
Him is a euphemism for, 11 for Him. , • 1111 

32, !rul~ ]! ... .§.h,~J).-f!h, sect. 2i3 (®d, Lewin-J:l:pstein, 
p, 9Ja), 

33. P.!Lekh!,1~ 12.f~ .... ho.~~.@.h, ch, V (ed. Lauterbach, PP• 
229f). ' 

34. Midrash Aseret Ha-Diberot (ed, Jellenik. vol, I, 
66f):~ "'""' - ·- ---- . PP• 

.3.5. ~lli, ~Ia,sek.h.t.!c! M-f..rnal~.1£., ch, II ( ed, Lauter
bach, vol. IIt P• l._58,. 

36. Ibid. ~-~-...... 
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P• 50b); translation rendered by Wm. Braude, p, vol. 
I, P• 232, 

38, Schechter, .Q.12• ill•, p. 180. 

NO~P.ES TO CHAPT.ER FIV}'!; 

The Act of Remembering Amalek 

:I., '.L'he Commandments• Sefeir Ha-Mitzvot of M.aimord.des, 
trans. RabbiDr~' CharI"es :a.' C:'b'a've17I1oridon-&~ New Yo~d{,. 
The Soncino Press, 1967), vol, I,# 188, P• 202. 

2. See below: VI 11 Midat Ha-Din and Midat-Rahamim" 
and VI:C '"rhe Final l~nd"'of Imai'ek .,r ' . . . ..... ""T"" .,._,.,. 

3. 2:'.h_e ,9omm.?-nd'.01,e.,D.t..,~, ~&t>, vol. I, # 189, p. 203. 

4. Sefer Ha-Hinukh (Jerusalem: Mosad Ha-Rav Kook, 
195L1,), 'i,'7T90:- ,..._. 

5 • ~' .Q..9.m.~~n.gJrten ~-~1, .51.n. .9 .. i.1 • , VO l • :n , 1¥ 5 9 , p , 5 9 • 

6. ~J:f.r..~. QU pautctr.Q!l-..2.nn!: Ki 'l~~.t~., sect. 296 ( ed • 
. 'F'inkelstein, p. ~; cf. YaJJru:t Shim•oni Be-Hukkotai, 
paragraph 671 (ad, Jerusalem, vol, I, p. 424). 

7. B, Sanhedrin 20b. -,__,,; ••r1rM1 J 1111,r, 

1 
8 • ~lfli B~h.P E!:.~ ... :\. • z.~Js.l:1.9 .!Z , 12..t-J!B 1 2 ( e d • Ii' r le dmann , 

p. '1-?a) ; translation here rendered by Brau de, 1:..~.§t~JS;:.C,! 
~!, vol. I, P• 220. 

9, )!'.llll ~-J.ta1i!?w! JE;:Ll~z~,r, J>..!.r.!' .. ~ 44 (ed. Warsaw, p. 
105a ... b • 

10. ~l;:Jma ~!.• sect. 7 (ed. Lewin-J~pstein, pp. 
116b-•11. ?a). 

1l .. P.irk~, .Q..! ... ~:l.2J.,SC!~-, ]~11~.2;.e:i;-.,ffl ]~ 44 (ed. Warsaw, p~ 
105a); cf, also £:!.S.lr.k.:t,?: ~~, J2}.Jlka 12 (ed. F.1riedmann, 
P• .52a) and ibJ.!1• :gi§:1,1$:J! 13, p, 55b; ?,e.$,.\ktM!! ~-b.Y !(..@-ll~.11€1 
,4,1-1!,kJ12,.:r;,, ~~ 3 (ed, Buber, pp. 26b-27a), where the 
parable is formulated in terms o:E' a :father-son relation
·ship. 

12, J'.e§.J~ J~abb~tt,, n.,i,§.~~ t2 (ed. li'rledmann, P• 5.3a); 
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translation he:re rendered by Braude, ~. vol. I, p.242. 

13, JJ_~§Jk!_~ ~-.fill:.Y: Kg)1an£~, ,121,~lt~ 3 (ed. Buber, p. 24a), 

14 • £' -~-~-l.lt.ti.§1 Q.,~··W-2 ~ • ibid • ---

N0 1i'ES TO CHAPr.i'ER SIX 

Mida t Ha--Dln and Mida t Rahamhn 
~..._...- - __,,,_. ~-·- "'""'~~ ... ~ 

1. See Max Kadushin, 1~ Rabbi121£ }Yjlu.,g, (New York1 'rhe 
Jewish Theological Seminary, 19521, P• 217, 

2. Ibid, --
3. ~ .:fia~l?.~.·~1, 12..:J..§.~. 13 ~ ed. F~iedmann, P• .5.5b); 

translat:wn here rendered by .Brau.de, £'.,.R,., vol. I, P• 2:54, 

Li,, See aboves Chapter !J:I "Amale~k as an Instrument 
of Divine Discipline." 

6, ~l\;i;,t, 1i~J~~~}1)1!1-~ E.r-t..~§.hfilll 53, sect. 5 (ed. 
Wilna, vol. I, P• 10 b. 

8. Solomon Schechter, §.g~ ~1?..~.c:~.s .Qi Rf.tb'J:?.~~t;-1£ ~
lli.Q (New Yorka Schockem Boolrn, 196"5)", p. 239. 

9. ~r.e§,!)jj~. li@.h}?.§.1:.h Y[g,-.Y,~shev, ].8:;t;''?!:~A~h. 85 • sect. :1.l} 
(ed. Wilna, vol~ I, PP• 16:tb.:Yo'z'a) r some versions ln ... 
elude Midian as one of the groups devoted for extinction. 

10. ,P,e.§iJ.ttB:, 11€!:.1?..1?~?-.1.~, ]1~ 12 ( ed, ll'riedmann, p. 
t.v71:,); translatj.on here rendered by Braud~, }L•lh, vol. I, 
P• 221. 

j 
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2:t.11., 33140 (ed, Ginsburger, p. 266 & 294). 

( 
1~~ ~ ... M_i,d:qa,r: ~3!.£~ ~Iu~kf.!J:,, ]ara.§,hM 1.9, sect. 20 

ed. Wilna, vol, II, P• 8.a. 

:t.lJ.. :J'.fA.r.:.f1,m J~~seudQ-~n ... ath.~n,, Ex. 17:13 ( ed. Gine;'bur
ger, P• 130 ~ translation hera rendered by Etheridge, 
VO 1 • I , p. .5 0 3 • 

1.5. E.g. R,ir~ ll!-E.@...Q.l?j Eli,ez.~_r,, 12er~ 48 (ed. War
saw, PP• :t.1 7a, ... b ~; see above, II "Amalelc and the Book of 
'J~sther." 

l6~ Kohele] fu!:_~, ]~~~qab, ?, sect. 1611 (ed. Wilna, 
vol, II, p. 25b); translation here rendered by A. Cohen 
in Mida;_:~ R@..J.lh@h (London I The So:ncino Press, 1961) , vol. 
VIII, pt, II, P• 199, cf, ]., IQm.!. 22b, 

17. P~St1'Ct,B; Q.!-R&Y: ~.J1 ~.~Jd1;9,.;r, 12i.s.)~~ 3 (ed. Buber, 
PP• 25b ... 2·a. 

18. See aboves I(D II) 11 Amalek•s Desecration of .:§.:t:1! 
Milah." ..,....,,,, s•-

20. Kadushin, .Q.R• Q..U•, p. 16. 

21, Tanhuma Tetse, sect. 10 (ed. Buber, vol, 1I, p. 
39b) • ~--~-.--- --

262.) ~~~ 1~.12J2.!.:t!, pJ&.lf& 13 (ed. 1i'riedmann, pp. 
55b ... 5 a. 

2J. Emil G. Hirsch, art. "Proli\ielyte, 11 inL.E.., vol. 
X, P• 224r Hirsch here cites~, issu:r;-.,! l?.J.W., XIJ:, 17-2Lr,. 

2Lh Mekhilta Amalak, ch. II (ed. Lauterbach, vol. IJ:, 
PP• 160£'°, ;' cf; f.aiiii..mt!! !_~~s.~., sect. ~2 {@d. Buber, vol, 
II, PP• L~3f); f.e.liJ.~lt~_gt_ ~-~ J\f+hart§l..~., :QA,S~r..§l 3 (ed. 
Bube,r, PP• 28b-29aJ; ~>.esi.k;.:J::£ J@.P.,R~t:i.,, J?.l.?B 12 ed. 
Priedmann, P• 51a). 

25,) R;es . .t.!£~ §~.-Rav [}9,h?-!1~ ~W:...l\.h-.9..t:• 12~,;,l-<tls;.~ 3 (ed. Buber, 
p. 22b • 

26. J~ A;m~~l~~.L ch, I (ed. Lauterbach, vol. II, 
p. 1 Lv?) ; cf. !\!Ll.Jl.r:a.s,.h li§.-Q!.gg_l;. ~-.§.b..al,l.9;~, sect. 13 (ed. 

tmWWll 
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Margulies, vol. II, P• 343). 

27. Pirke de-Ra.bbl Eliezer, T'l.~.re.!£ 1+L~ ( ed. Warsaw,. 
P• 1.06a):---~ ~- --- ---- .;;:, 

28, I bi.d. , 12..~.r_eJs;, l}9, p, 11 7b, 

1 ·~ r.'. .,1) 

pp, ~~~ ... 1--;,~i}t_:tg ~-EaY Kf\Q.?-!.1.~ Z,a)chQ;t;:, J?Js,Ka; 3 (@d. Buber, 

NOT:t3:S TO CHAP'.PrnR SJ~VEN 

1I1he Pinal End of Amal@k 

2. 1VIelch:tlta Amalek, ch, II (ed. l:,auterbach, vol, II, 
p. 11 .. i,s)'j' 1ID~Ji..11 'R!-9.f.dol, ~-.? ... h?-11.~~• sect. tl} (ed. Mar ... 
gulies, vol •. CI, p, 31-3}. 

3. ;¥~,~J:3 •. h~~-~ R.~1?12lli, ~ l 2 (ed. I•'ri edmann, p, 5 Ja) J 
translation here rendered by B:r.aude, E,,R.t vol. I. p. 
242. 

4. M~)~b..il:IB h,maJ,,e$ . .t. ch, II~ (ed, Lauterbach, vol. II, 
pp, 157f 1 • 

. 5, j~~ il.£..llfil1.W£1 Ex. 17116 (ed. G:lnsburger, P• 
,38); translatf on here rendered by Etheridge, .TD .. ~ ~-!,1,q,,;t'~Ill~,, 
vo1. I, p. 5oc1-, 

6, P~~ .R?-,J;?.bga:~J., ~ :1.2 (ed, Frj_edmann, P• 50b) s 
translat1on here rendered by Braude, fJiw. vol, I, PP• · 
23J:f; ?:• 1VIJd .. r..f:t.§.4,J.i€! ... Ga~~-B~l-§.ha1J.J!h, sect. 11.~ (ed. 
MargulJ.es, vol. I.I, p-:-rJ:3 I J. 

7. f'fll.~j~Jcj:?J:: Raq,2?,;ti., 12..t~-i.Ji:~ 1J (ed. Priedmann, p, 55b) ~ 
translation rendered by J3raude, ~. vol. I, p, 2 .. 55, 

8. J:.§!Jl ils..tsl ]l§l:.bl?J~.:t.i.., :pl§~~ t .3 (ed. Priedmann, p. 5Ja) , 
translation rendered by :sraude, I:.J~.!..' vol, I, P.• 2L1,5, cf. 
t3,hem.Q,.! 1~,a~ba}1)J:.l.2., J2~rash~h 1~5, sect, 17 (ed. Wilna, P• 
27a, column 2. 

P. z§b) :-~ill...isl sl~-R@.Y: J~ah~:n.!d, ZLaJ~flC?.:ti. ~ 3 ( ~~ d, Buber, 

I 

! ' 
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. ... 10: . . f,.~s~lf:ta R~];>~'·:~~ 13 (ed. Frie~~mann, p~ 55b); 
t:r:anslation rendered by Braude, ,&:_.R, • vol. I, pp. 2,:,3f. 

11. Miira~b: §.hm!J..tl, ~ 18 ( ed, Buber, P• 4,8). 

12 • E?JL4.!U: ~lli@.)'lJ.:! 11§!.~..b., l)er~~ 19 (ed. Friedmann, p. 
26). 

13 • Mekhil ta Amalek, ch. :u ( ed, Lau:terbach, vol. II, 
p. 1.60); cf. Midrash Teh:IJ.lim. Psalm 9(10) (ed. :Bub@r, 
·). f36). ·- ,_ --·-~· 1 

14. Pesikta .Ra.bbati, piska 12 (ed. J:i'ri~dmann, p. 51a); 
translat.ion here rendered b;y Braude, P.R., vol. I, p.23L~J 
cf, ).P~~§Jk,t~ QJ!-~ K~ ~.?Jr.h9_1:, ~"j (ed. Buber, P• 
29a. 

15
8
• ~Le.kn).lj;~ A,ma.t~1£, ch. II (ed. Lauterbach, vol, II, 

pp• 1.5 f I• 

1 6 , X:.~ ~ .iKt!a Rab ba,.t.~ , 12..~J.fl!: :t 2 ( e d • 11'r i e dmann , p • 5 :I. a) ; 
transl. rendered by Braude, !'_'!.R:., vol. I, X'• 235 ... N.B. 
notes 7.5 ... 77; cf. Mid:i;-.. c&.?.h X!tl:U-..hlim, Psalm 9(10) (ed. Buber, 
P• 86f); fil~kh,.i.J....i§! ~l.ajf, oh. II (ed, Lauterbach, vol. 
II, p. 160). 

18, ;r"~-~.-~1£~.~ fu&.12.'9.iit t.1, fil.llli..@: 1 :3 (ed. 'l•'riedmann, p. 51:i-a) • 

19 • .E,g. ~ill.!§!: Ami.1!.~M ch. II (ed. Lauterbach, vol. 
II, p, 157) • 

20 • .%'~.~r:ru f.~eug.9_-.'1.£!1§1..iQ.sHl• Ex. 17116 (ed. Ginsbur
ger, p. 130 ; transl, here rendered by Etheridge, !h! 
rugu;mg_i,, vol, 'I, p. 1 JO. 

NO'I1ES '.DO CONCLUSION 

1. Ani Ma-amin, ed. Mordecai Eliav (Jerusal@ms Mosad 
Ha ... nav Kook:·~T969), pp. 10.:r. Our translation from the 
Hebrew, 
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