
AMALEK 
Talmud Rosh Hashanah 29a: MISHNA: “And it came to pass, when Moses held up his hand, that Israel 
prevailed; and when he let down his hand, Amalek prevailed” (Exodus 17:11). It may be asked: Did the hands 
of Moses make war when he raised them or break war when he lowered them? Rather, the verse comes to 
tell you that as long as the Jewish people turned their eyes upward and subjected their hearts to their 
Guardian in Heaven, they prevailed, but if not, they fell.  

Hafetz Hayim, 19th Century:  And it came to pass, when Moses raise his hand... The Torah text 
actually states, "when Moses will raise," in the the future tense, to teach us that whenever Moses raises his hand, 
namely the power of the Torah, Israel prevails, and if not, Heaven forbid, then Amalek prevails. 

Korban He-Ani, 19th Century: Our holy Torah is eternal, and there is nothing in it which is linked to 
only one specific time. It symbolizes all eras and all times. Here too, the Torah comes to hin to us...that the 
battle against the Evil Inclination is not like the other battles, where one can have a decisive, permanent victory 
over a given enemy. Even if one defeats the Evil Inclination a hundred times, and leaves it alone by itself for 
even an instant, it immediately gains the upper hand. Therefore a person must be engaged in battle against the 
Evil Inclination their entire life. If one lets their hands down, Amalek prevails. 
 
Rashi on Deuteronomy 25:18  How he happened upon you on the way: Heb. ָקְרָך, an expression denoting a 
chance occurrence (ִמְקֶרה)... Yet another explanation: an expression denoting heat and cold (קֹור). He cooled you 
off and made you [appear] tepid, after you were boiling hot, for the nations were afraid to fight with you, [just 
as people are afraid to touch something boiling hot]. But this one, [i.e., Amalek] came forward and started and 
showed the way to others. This can be compared to a bathtub of boiling water into which no living creature 
could descend. Along came an irresponsible man and jumped headlong into it! Although he scalded himself, he 
[succeeded to] make others think that it was cooler [than it really was]. — [Tanchuma 9] 
 
Maimonides Mishneh Torah, Kings and Wars 5:5  (5) And so [too] is it a positive commandment to destroy 
the memory of Amalek, as it is stated (Deuteronomy 25:19), "erase the memory of Amalek." And it is a positive 
commandment to always remember his evil deeds and his ambush in order to arouse enmity, as it is stated 
(Deuteronomy 25:17), "Remember what Amalek did to you." From the tradition, they learned, "'remember' - 
with your mouth - 'do not forget' - with your heart, as it is forbidden to forget his enmity and his hatred. 

Sefer HaChinukh 603:1  (1) To remember what Amalek did to us - That we were commanded to 
remember what Amalek did to Israel, that he began to scare us when Israel left Egypt, before any other nation 
tried to raise their hands on us, and as it is stated: (Bamidbar 24:2) - "Amalek is the first of nations [against us]." 
Its Aramaic translation - The first nation to approach Israel was Amalek - because everyone was afraid of Israel 
when they heard the news of God's great hand that He conducted in Egypt, and the Amalekites in their evil 
hearts and evil condition did not inculcate in their hearts the significance of these events, and they tried to instill 
fear by [waging war]. As a result, Amalek was able to remove the great fear among the hearts of other nations. 
Similarly, the Rabbis analogized their actions to a large boiling pot that no person would dare enter, and one 
individual jumps and enters the pot. Even though he is singed, he cools the pot for others. To remember this 
event, the Torah instructs us to remember what Amalek did when Israel left Egypt... 
 
Kedushat Levi, Exodus, Homily for Purim 1  Remember what etc you were famished and weary, and cut 
down all the stragglers in your rear: he did not fear God. (Deut. 25:17-18) It seems, that it is not only for this 
that the seed of Israel is being commanded regarding the erasing of Amalek, which is from the seed of Esav. 
Rather, every person in Israel needs to erase the evil part that is concealed in one's heart, that is known by the 
name Amalek. This is because whenever the seed of Amalek is found in the world it is found in the human 
being, since the human is a small world, and therefore there is a reality to "Amalek", to the force of evil inside 
every human being, which arises every time to make a human being sin, and is regarding this that the 
remembrance comes in the Torah. And behold, the strength of the seed of Israel is only found in the mouth, 
since "the voice, is the voice of Yaakov", [found] in the Torah [study] and in prayer, when a person has this 
force always burning within towards the Holy One of Blessing, then no evil can control him. But, when a 



person allows this force to rest then immediately [s/he is under the verse] "and they left Refidim" meaning 
"their hands became weak [rafah]" and instantly "and Amalek came", instantly evil takes over. But when a 
person seizes in any instance the character trait of "awe", meaning, one is in awe of the Holy One of Blessing 
and will not transgress God's commandments, in any instance he won't come to sin. And this is why "you were 
famished and weary" is written, that you did not have inside you the force of the seed of Israel, that their hands 
were weakened and did not serve God. "And did not fear God" - and from this you need to remember strongly, 
so that the force of Amalek will not make you stumble. And this is why it is written "And it was, when Moses 
raised his hand" (Exodus 17:11) this means the force that is known by the name "hand" - when a person raises 
that force, then "and Israel prevailed." But when he allowed that force to rest, then - God forbid - "and [the other 
side] prevailed, etc. 
 
Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch, (1808 – 1888) saw the battle between Israel and Amalek as being between 
different sets of values – and Israel’s purpose is to strive to be in the category of morality and life affirming 
activity. In his commentary on Amalek he wrote “We are warned, remember what Amalek did to you, and see 
to it that we ourselves should not become an Amalek within ourselves. …not to commit deeds of wrong and 
violence within our personal lives…. Do not forget" this [obligation to wipe out Amalek] - in case there comes 
a time when you will want to be like Amalek, and like him to deny your [moral] obligation and not to know 
God, but will only seek opportunities...to exploit your power to harm others.” 
 
Rabbi Yitz Greenberg  The primary lesson of Parashat Zachor is that true reconciliation comes through 
repentance and remembrance. Confronting the evils of the past is the most powerful generator of moral 
cleansing and fundamental reconciliation. Repentance is the key to overcoming the evils of the past. When 
people recognize injustice they can correct the wrongdoing and the conditions that lead to it. In the 20th 
century, repentance has liberated many Christians from past stereotyping and hatred of Jews, thus beginning to 
transform Christianity into a gospel of love, which it seeks to be. 

Remembrance is the key to preventing recurrence. Goaded by the memory of the failures of the 1930s, 
the indifference toward Jewish refugees, the American government in 1979 organized a worldwide absorption 
program for two million boat people. Goaded by memory, America's Jews and Israel responded to the crisis of 
Soviet Jewry and, belatedly, of Ethiopian Jewry. 

Naivete and amnesia always favor the aggressors, the Amalekites in particular. The Amalekites wanted 
to wipe out an entire people, memory and all; amnesia completes that undone job. Ingenuousness leads to 
lowering the guard, which encourages attempts at repetition. One of the classic evasions undergirding naivete is 
the claim that Amalek is long since gone. Only "primitive" people are so cruel, only madmen or people 
controlled by a Hitler type would do such terrible things. The mitzvah of Zachor is a stern reminder that Amalek 
lives and must be fought. 

Through Zachor, one learns to distinguish types and levels of evil. Not every evil is Amalek, but the 
ultimate evil must be destroyed. King Saul had a chance to wipe out Amalek, but in pity he spared Agag, the 
king. Centuries later, Haman the Agagite, the descendant of Agag, plotted the mass extermination of Jews 
(Esther 3:1). Says the Talmud, "Whoever is compassionate to those who deserve cruelty ends up being cruel to 
those who deserve compassion" (Midrash Tanhuma Metzora, Jerusalem Eshkol, 1971), section 1). 
 
Rabbi Francis Nataf   When the Torah tells us that the nation of Amalek did not fear God, it is saying that they 
were unrestrained by any concept of a higher power and thus possessed an unusual lack of common decency. 
They were the most extreme manifestation of this attitude. Their pirate-like behavior reflects a lack of respect 
for man’s uniqueness and ultimately for the power that stands behind it. No wonder, then, that the Jews are 
commanded to blot out Amalek. They represent an antithesis to the Jewish nation’s mission in the world, and 
their approach to life presents a formidable obstacle to the Jewish people’s goal of establishing a kingdom of 
God on earth. 
The fight against Amalek does not end when the nation is destroyed, for even when it would be defeated its 
legacy would likely remain. As long as greed exists in the human heart, there will always be a need to fight 

http://www.myjewishlearning.com/holidays/Jewish_Holidays/Purim/In_the_Community/Special_Sabbaths/Remembering_Amalek/Facing_Evil.shtml?HYJH


against the temptation to view others as mere objects standing in the way of one’s advancement. The eternal 
struggle against Amalek is how Judaism formalizes this need. 
[Redeeming Relevance in the Book of Deuteronomy: Explorations in Text and Meaning, Urim publications, 
2016 - Chapter 6] 


