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Re’eh: 
Obliterating the Threat 

Deuteronomy 11:26 - 16:17 
Rabbi Rachel Goldenberg 

 

These are the laws and rules that you 

must carefully observe in the land that 

YHVH, God of your fathers, is giving 

you to possess, as long as you live on 

earth. You must destroy all the sites at 

which the nations you are to 

dispossess worshiped their gods, 

whether on lofty mountains and on 

hills or under any luxuriant tree. Tear 

down their altars, smash their pillars, 

put their sacred posts to the fire, and 

cut down the images of their gods, 

obliterating their name from that site. 

 

(Deut. 12:1-3) 

ֵאֶּלה ַהֻחִּקים ְוַהִּמְׁשָּפִטים ֲאֶׁשר ִּתְׁשְמרּון  א

ַלֲעׂשֹות ָּבָאֶרץ ֲאֶׁשר נַָתן יְהָֹוה ֱאֹלֵהי 

ֲאבֶֹתיָך ְלָך ְלִרְׁשָּתּה ָּכל־ַהּיִָמים ֲאֶׁשר־ַאֶּתם 

 ַחּיִים ַעל־ָהֲאָדָמה: 
ַאֵּבד ְּתַאְּבדּון ֶאת־ָּכל־ַהְּמקֹמֹות ֲאֶׁשר  ב

ָעְבדּו־ָׁשם ַהּגֹויִם ֲאֶׁשר ַאֶּתם יְֹרִׁשים אָֹתם 

ֶאת־ֱאֹלֵהיֶהם ַעל־ֶהָהִרים ָהָרִמים ְוַעל־

 ַהְּגָבעֹות ְוַתַחת ָּכל־ֵעץ ַרֲענָן: 
ְונִַּתְצֶּתם ֶאת־ִמזְְּבחָֹתם ְוִׁשַּבְרֶּתם ֶאת־ ג

יֵלי ַמֵּצבָֹתם ַוֲאֵׁשֵריֶהם ִּתְׂשְרפּון ָּבֵאׁש ּוְפסִ 

ֱאֹלֵהיֶהם ְּתגֵַּדעּון ְוִאַּבְדֶּתם ֶאת־ְׁשָמם ִמן־

 ַהָּמקֹום ַההּוא:
 

 

When YHVH your God has cut down 

before you the nations that you are 

about to enter and dispossess, and you 

have dispossessed them and settled in 

their land, beware of being lured into 

their ways after they have been wiped 

out before you! Do not inquire about 

their gods, saying, “How did those 

nations worship their gods? I too will 

follow those practices.” You shall not 

act thus toward YHVH your God, for 

they perform for their gods every 

abhorrent act that YHVH detests; they 

even offer up their sons and daughters 

in fire to their gods. 

 

(Deut. 12:29-31) 

ִּכי־יְַכִרית יְהָֹוה ֱאֹלֶהיָך ֶאת־ַהּגֹויִם  כט

ֲאֶׁשר ַאָּתה ָבא־ָׁשָּמה ָלֶרֶׁשת אֹוָתם ִמָּפנֶיָך 

 ְויַָרְׁשָּת אָֹתם ְויַָׁשְבָּת ְּבַאְרָצם: 
ֶמר ְלָך ֶּפן־ִּתּנֵָקׁש ַאֲחֵריֶהם ַאֲחֵרי ִהּׁשָ  ל

ִהָּׁשְמָדם ִמָּפנֶיָך ּוֶפן־ִּתְדרׁש ֵלאֹלֵהיֶהם 

ֵלאמֹר ֵאיָכה יַַעְבדּו ַהּגֹויִם ָהֵאֶּלה ֶאת־

 ֱאֹלֵהיֶהם ְוֶאֱעֶׂשה־ֵּכן ַּגם־ָאנִי: 
ֹלא־ַתֲעֶׂשה ֵכן ַליהָֹוה ֱאֹלֶהיָך ִּכי ָכל־ לא

ִּכי ּתֹוֲעַבת יְהָֹוה ֲאֶׁשר ָׂשנֵא ָעׂשּו ֵלאֹלֵהיֶהם 

גַם ֶאת־ְּבנֵיֶהם ְוֶאת־ְּבנֵֹתיֶהם יְִׂשְרפּו ָבֵאׁש 

 ֵלאֹלֵהיֶהם:
 

 

That these types of texts are mostly found in Deuteronomy is usually a source of relief, because 

Deuteronomy is usually read in the summer when most rabbis are on vacation! It is disturbing, to 

say the least, to find teachings that promote and even celebrate genocide in our sacred texts. I 

often avoid even looking at them head-on. But here it is.  
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Reading this week’s parasha in light of verses from last week’s parasha, such as, “You shall 

destroy all the peoples that YHVH your God delivers to you, showing them no pity”(Deut. 7:16), 

the message is clear. We are supposed to utterly wipe out the idol-worshipping nations who live 

in the land so that we can take over their homes. In the process, this parasha emphasizes, we 

must rid the land of any physical trace of their worship practices. In fact, as we see in Deut. 

12:30, we aren’t even allowed to ask about their practices, learn about them, or express any 

curiosity who these people were after they are gone. 

 

If you are in doubt that this is what we are supposed to do, we are given an example in Chapter 

13 of what to do when we hear that in one of our towns, someone has revived idolatrous 

practices within the Israelite community: 

 

You shall investigate and inquire and 

interrogate thoroughly. If it is true, the 

fact is established - that abhorrent 

thing was perpetrated in your midst - 

put the inhabitants of that town to the 

sword and put its cattle to the sword. 

Doom it and all that is in it to 

destruction: gather all its spoil into the 

open square and burn the town and all 

its spoil as a holocaust to YHVH your 

God. And it shall remain an 

everlasting ruin. 

 

(Deut. 13:15-17) 

ְוָדַרְׁשָּת ְוָחַקְרָּת ְוָׁשַאְלָּת ֵהיֵטב ְוִהּנֵה ֱאֶמת  טו

נֶֶעְׂשָתה ַהּתֹוֵעָבה ַהּזֹאת ְּבִקְרֶּבָך: נָכֹון ַהָּדָבר 

ַהֵּכה ַתֶּכה ֶאת־יְׁשֵבי ָהִעיר ַהִהוא ְלִפי־ טז

ָחֶרב ַהֲחֵרם אָֹתּה ְוֶאת־ָּכל־ֲאֶׁשר־ָּבּה ְוֶאת־

 ְּבֶהְמָּתּה ְלִפי־ָחֶרב: 
ְוֶאת־ָּכל־ְׁשָלָלּה ִּתְקּבֹץ ֶאל־ּתֹוְך ְרחָֹבּה  יז

ְוָׂשַרְפָּת ָבֵאׁש ֶאת־ָהִעיר ְוֶאת־ָּכל־ְׁשָלָלּה 

ַליהָֹוה ֱאֹלֶהיָך ְוָהיְָתה ֵּתל עֹוָלם ֹלא ָּכִליל 

 ִתָּבנֶה עֹוד:
 

 

The JPS translation even uses this term, “holocaust” in capturing the phrase “v’sarafta 

ba’esh…kalil,” which describes a complete burning, as if the spoil were a burnt offering.  

Once we have doomed these nations and destroyed their places of worship, we are to then gather 

in the central place that God has designated and offer up our sacrifices according to God’s 

commandments. In 12:7, we have a scene of feasting and celebration, “Together with your 

households, you shall feast there before YHVH your God, happy in all the undertakings in which 

YHVH your God has blessed you” (Deut. 12:7). Now that the land has been cleansed of these 

other nations and their practices, we are able to freely and happily worship God in this very pure 

way - in a land where there is no trace of those people and how they worshiped their gods. Not 

only are we able to rejoice, but we are told that if we follow these instructions, “it will go well 

with you and with your descendants after you forever, for you will be doing what is good and 

right in the sight of YHVH your God” (Deut. 12:28). 

 

Let’s take a moment right now to pause and notice how it feels in the body and the heart to 

have read these texts. 

 

Now we will return to these teachings as a way to investigate the potential within us to obliterate 

that to which we experience aversion. (We may notice a desire to rip these texts out of the Torah, 

in fact!) 
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In the context of our Torah portion, God’s fear is that the Israelites are not strong enough in their 

faith commitment to withstand the temptation to check out the ways of these “others” and to 

worship other gods. God doesn’t trust that we could live with others without joining them, losing 

our unique identity and abandoning the covenant. In fact God here seems fearful that God may 

not be enough for us. In response to this fear, God requires us to get rid of any others who might 

compete with God for our attention, now and in the future. Therefore, we get rid of those 

worship spaces as well as refrain from passing on stories or memories of those who used to 

worship there. 

 

Underlying this fear, I also detect anxiety about contagion or contamination. Our reptilian brain 

has evolved to propel us to defend ourselves and our communities from threats that may appear 

like diseases that can spread. The wholesale burning of towns seems to be a purification ritual 

that would stop the contagion. 

 

These responses to anxiety and fear - to burn, smash and annihilate - emerge from the tendency 

of the clouded mind to choose separation over connection. If we can separate ourselves from the 

experience of enemies, threats, “others,” then we will be safe. The qualities of a clear, relaxed, 

open mind and heart are obscured here. Interdependence and interconnectedness seem beyond 

the reach of the authors of these texts. Fear, as well as the ego that is convinced it is right to 

commit this violence, has taken over. 

 

Carl Wilkens was the only U.S citizen to remain in Rwanda during the 100 days of terror when 

Hutu militia extremists hunted down and massacred Tutsis. He writes about the two Tutsi people, 

Anitha and Janvier, who lived in his home and worked for his family
1
: 

 

For Teresa [Carl’s wife] and me, Anitha and Janvier put a very real face on the Tutsi 

people of Rwanda.  Having them physically with us in our home kept our hearts engaged 

in our decision for me to stay, preventing logic or fear from dominating our thoughts. It’s 

amazing how the physical presence of a person can change the outcome of a situation. 

Simply being there is often the most powerful factor in making the right decision – a 

decision we will not regret for the rest of our lives. 

 

Anitha and Janvier’s presence impacted our thinking, keeping me in Rwanda. Now I was 

counting on my presence impacting the thinking of the killers, and keeping them away 

from us.  

 

It is instructive that Wilkens talks about his heart being engaged in his decision to stay in 

Rwanda. He allows connectedness and love to steer him in the direction towards what feels clear 

and right and good to him in this moment when fear seems to dominate everyone around him. As 

a devout Seventh Day Adventist, Wilkens had a deep prayer practice that kept his heart open and 

clear and that gave him access to courage. 

 

                                                 
1
 http://www.worldoutsidemyshoes.org/im-not-leaving-book 
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When Wilkens returned to the U.S., he became an anti-genocide educator and activist. I will 

never forget hearing him speak at an advocacy day at the Connecticut State Capitol, where we 

were advocating for the end of the genocide in Darfur. He asked us if any of us had ever wished 

that another person - a classmate, co-worker, fellow church or synagogue-member - would just 

go away. Perhaps the person gets in our way, is irritating, or otherwise makes our lives difficult. 

Wilkens teaches, “Genocide stems from thinking my world would be better without you in 

it.  Exclusivist problem solving is temporary at best and genocide at worst.  The lessons apply to 

any society.” He continues: “We also see problem solving by exclusion in U.S. attitudes toward 

immigrants and refugees.”
2
 

 

The internal experience of irritation, aversion, fear, anxiety can lead to thoughts that, in Wilken’s 

words, “the world would be better off without” this person or group of people in it. If only this 

person or group of people weren’t making it difficult for me to stay on task or for our national 

group to have exclusive access to jobs, housing, and wealth. Then I could finally be happy. Then 

we could finally feel free and be successful. 

 

It is important to acknowledge at this point that the nations whom God commands us to wipe out 

are apparently engaged in some practices that we would find abhorrent today - practices such as 

child sacrifice. Our aversion to other people’s behavior is often morally justified. The question 

here though is how to respond in a way that serves the well-being of all. Even when the “enemy” 

is practicing morally indefensible things, we have a choice as to whether to obliterate, contain, 

set limits, negotiate, impose sanctions, defend ourselves, and any other number of actions in 

response. 

 

Even if we do choose the path of obliteration, we can be certain that threats and enemies, 

whether internal or external, will continue to arise. Ultimately, there is no way to ever 

completely purify or rid ourselves of the “other” who triggers fear or worry. Once we think 

we’ve freed ourselves of one, another will come along. The practice, then is to train ourselves to 

be with unpleasantness, and to relax the mind so that we might begin to perceive choices that 

serve connection and peace rather than separation and destruction. 

 

Questions for Contemplation or Discussion 

 

 Can you observe within yourself your own urge to “obliterate” threats, whether internal 

or external?  

 

This doesn’t necessarily mean an urge towards violence, or genocide, but perhaps on a more 

micro level, just a wish for a person who is causing discomfort to “go away.” For example, I 

recently noticed this response in me at an exercise class that I take that gets really full. The 

person standing next to me was making it hard to move my body as much as I would have liked, 

and I wished they weren’t there. Then, half-way through the class, the person actually did leave! 

I noticed a feeling of relief and happiness well up inside, followed quickly by guilt and shame for 

feeling that way. This became an opportunity to investigate this whole cycle of thoughts and 

feelings and to consider a different way of being with the discomfort of a crowded class. 

                                                 
2
 http://www.thefigtree.org/april11/040111wilkens.html 
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While Deuteronomy teaches an exclusivist approach to the threat of the “other,” the Jewish 

tradition contains plenty of other models of how to be with the other. We have the peace treaty 

between Abraham and Avimelech in Genesis; the advice of the Midianite priest Yitro to his son-

in-law Moses; and the devoted attachment of Ruth, a Moabite, to her mother-in-law Naomi.  

 

 Can you think of a time when you had thoughts that you or the world would be better off 

without someone in it? Reflecting on your experiences, what other choices might there 

be? 

 

Instructions for Practice: 

 

Come into a relaxed, stable posture, noticing the sensation of the feet on the floor, the body 

touching the chair or cushion. Take some deep breaths in and out, releasing tension in the 

shoulders, the face, the hips, or anywhere else there is holding. Return to your natural rhythm of 

breath, bringing the attention to the sensation of breath entering and leaving the body. 

 

With the breath as the anchor of concentration, note thoughts, feelings and sensations as they 

arise. Note the feeling tone - pleasant, unpleasant, neither pleasant nor unpleasant. When pain, 

discomfort, or unpleasant thoughts or emotions arise, see what happens. Does the body constrict? 

What is the first urge of the mind? To create a story? To try and solve the problem? To ignore 

the discomfort?  

 

Note any habits or patterns. Experiment with different responses. When discomfort arises, can I 

stay with the feeling? Can I breathe and soften around it? 

 

 


