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The aftermath of Parkland - Redefining a Torah Commandment 

It has been a week and our pain is still profound. There are few words I can write that can be 

of meaningful consolation. Seventeen innocent students and teachers murdered in the prime 

of their lives without justification or reason. Their families and friends left to cope with the 

enormity of the crisis. As much as I try, my parched lips and quivering hands fail to convey 

the deep emotional turmoil in the South Florida community. We are neither Jew nor Gentile. 

We are either Orthodox, Conservative, or Reform Jews. We are all human beings struggling 

to cope.   

I have no answers or solutions, only questions. Personally, I find those who seek a rationale 

for the senseless murders as arrogant and ignorant. I will never attempt to explain the 

unexplainable and will place the blame solely on those who act defiantly against the 

innocent. I am loath to blame God for the evils of man. More so, I am offended by preachers 

pontificating that God controls the world and our faith in Him should not be shaken by our 

inability to fathom His rhyme or reason. I find politicians using a tragedy as a springboard 

for their political ambitions and agendas as disingenuous and insensitive. My heart yearns 

for swift justice, but I realize that reflexive and impulsive reactions are counter intuitive and 

wrong.   

For many, the healing process is still far away. Yet, for me personally, expressing my thoughts 

is slightly cathartic. Thus, I will discuss this week’s Torah reading of Parshat Zachor in light 

of the tragedy that occurred in Parkland? How do we justify to our children and 

grandchildren a commandment that demands that we act in a reprehensible manner? I could 

ignore the Torah reading and pretend it doesn’t exist but doing so is a weakness when 

strength is what we need. For many years I have grappled with the biblical commandment 

that states: Remember what Amalek did to us when we were leaving Egypt. They targeted 

the weak, famished and weary, and attacked them when they were most vulnerable. Thus, 

we are tasked with destroying the people of Amalek and blotting out their memory. This 

mitzvah, steeped in a callous revenge and a disregard for the sanctity of life, seems alien to 

the Judaism that I love and cherish. It is hauntingly incongruent with the ideals of love your 

fellow man and treat your neighbors with dignity and respect. More so, no DNA exists to 



verify who is a descendant of Amalek. The nations of antiquity have basically ceased to exist 

as entire populations shifted due to war, famine, and natural disasters. Hence, fulfilling this 

mitzvah is an impossibility and merely an academic precept begging for clarification and 

relevance in today’s tumultuous world.  

In the aftermath of the Parkland shooting I think any commandment that justifies the killing 

of civilians must be reexamined. While mourning the seventeen students and teachers killed 

and empathizing with students traumatized by this tragedy, it behooves us to question the 

legitimacy of a commandment that endorses death and destruction. I am not against the 

second amendment nor do I want to delegitimize the right to protect oneself, however, at 

this juncture of time, I have far greater concern for victims of terror than political 

sensitivities.  

Thus, in the wake of this disaster, I believe the implication of this commandment must be 

reinterpreted. Far from being an excuse to exact vengeance against your enemies; I believe 

the exact opposite is true. There is a concept found throughout the Torah that lo dibrah Torah 

elah k’neged yetzer hara. The Torah never commands us to act in a manner in which we are 

incapable of being in total control. The people of Amalek were an anathema; our abhorrence 

towards them mirrors their revulsion towards us. Their loathing of the people of Israel was 

pervasive and absolute, thus rendering any acts of retribution as a means of self-

preservation. However, permission to act against Amalek, is a limitation. It constantly 

reminds us that we may not behave towards other people in a similar manner. The torah 

restricts these vengeful behaviors to a select few nations. Thus, even though Amalek is no 

longer a threat, we read this commandment every year to remind us of the necessity to 

behave in an appropriate manner even against those that dislike us immensely. The soldier 

in the IDF reinforces this discipline daily. They know the enemy lurks in the shadows, yet 

they are forbidden to act first without provocation. The Palestinian may hate the Jew, but 

they are not Amalek and acting with vengeance against them would be a defilement of Torah 

law.   

An alternative approach shifts the focus of remembrance from the people of Amalek to the 

people of Israel. Our sages explain that the people in the rear were not old and feeble in the 

literal sense. They were members of the tribe of Dan who chose to abandon traditional 

Judaism. They were therefore ostracized by their more religious brethren who cast them to 

the rear. They were left to fend for themselves as mainstream Judaism wanted nothing to do 

with apostates and idol worshipers. Although we certainly hold Amalek accountable and 

can’t forgive and forget their hostile actions, perhaps the behavior of the Jews was equally 

repugnant. It is important that we critically analyze our own morality or lack thereof and 

question the act of abandoning those who were less religious.  

Interestingly, Rashi discusses the juxtaposition of Amalek with the previous commandment 

that prohibits the use of inaccurate weights and measurements. He quotes the Talmud which 

states that acting dishonestly regarding weights and measurements is the direct cause for 



Amalek’s attack. Perhaps what the Talmud is expressing is the real motivation vendors may 

have for having alternate weights and measurements. The Torah doesn’t need to reiterate 

again that it’s forbidden to cheat, as it is perfectly clear that cheating violates the essence of 

Godliness. This new commandment is focused on not having different size weights for 

different subsets of the community. It admonishes the use of a proper weight for a select 

group of Jews while using unbalanced weights for Jews deemed inferior. By 

compartmentalizing the Jewish community, you are playing into the hands of Amalek. By 

choosing to differentiate between groups of the community we tacitly approve an ideology 

that may justify casting to the rear those whose values differ with ours. We subtly justify an 

ideology of superiority and selective disdain. 

Preparations for Passover are almost in full swing. But before we drink the first cup of wine 

we loudly declare: anyone who is hungry please come and join us. (Now granted we say these 

words living in gated communities knowing full well that even screaming at the top of your 

lungs no one will hear, but nonetheless we say these words.) Do you think about who you 

are inviting into your home? Are only people who express your political or religious views 

welcome? Do we put in an asterisk indicating the various groups of people that we are 

excluding? We shouldn’t need another Parkland massacre to remind us that not only are Jews 

our family but so is all humanity. We cried because children died, we cried because humanity 

suffered, we cried because it high time we realized that we are all children of God.    

 

Amalek, Pesach, and the storyline of the Haggadah are all interconnected. Five weeks before 

Pesach we read about Amalek. We read it to be conciliatory, to make amends for the errors 

of our ancestors. We can no longer accept a fractured world that aims to separate people into 

a caste system. We must never forget Amalek as doing so would cause us to forget what we 

were guilty of perpetuating. We must aggressively go after the remnants of Amalek to ensure 

that we fight against those who seek to protect an archaic form of isolationist Judaism. It is 

not coincidental that weights and measurements precedes Amalek. It is the one area in 

Judaism that is the great equalizer. All streams of Judaism seem too weak to confront the 

scales temptation.   

Pesach’s aim is to reclaim a fragmented people by embracing the commonality we once 

enjoyed. We stood by Mount Sinai with a collective voice stating: we will do what it takes to 

be God’s chosen people. At Mount Sinai Jews were as dissimilar as they are today. Yet they 

managed to focus on a singular ambition by ignoring their differences. Although our biblical 

arch nemesis no longer exists, others have come forward to replace them. Our ultimate 

success, though, is less dependent upon destroying our enemies than it is maintaining and 

strengthening connections with our own family. So, this year instead of giving Amalek the 

chance to come from behind and attack, let’s join those in the rear with an embrace of love 

and acceptance. Let us retain the empathy and tears of last week and remember that in a 

time of crisis we all overcame our divisions. This year when we say “next year in Jerusalem” 



please know that Jerusalem is the city of peace; a city that King Solomon refers to as Bnot 

Yerushalyim, the one city that reflects the inner beauty of all humanity.  

Shabbat Shalom, 

Rabbi Jack Engel 

 

PS: Please join the community on March 11th to celebrate Anshei Emuna’s 40th anniversary.  

The celebration will be held at Morikami Museum and Gardens and we anticipate an amazing 

event. However, during our joy we can’t forget that not everyone will be celebrating. On the 

Holiday of Purim our shul collects Mattanot L’evyonim – funds to help the poor.  These are funds 

given on Purim to help those in Israel who are struggling to make ends meet. For eleven months 

we focus on the needs of the Delray beach community, but on Purim we collect Tzedakah that is 

allocated specifically to the poor of Israel. The funds collected are given out on Purim day in Israel.  

Of course, on Pesach Anshei Emuna will be having communal seders. Our policy is that no Jew 

will ever be turned away due to a lack of funds.  

For more information please contact the Rabbi or Eileen at 561/499/9229 or email at 

ansheiemuna@gmail.com 

 


