
The obvious answer to the question that opens our parsha is given in the second half of the 
pasuk:  ׇּכל־אֲׁשֶ֨ר עָׂשָ֤ה אֱֹלקים֙ לְמֹׁשֶ֔ה ּולְיִׂשְָראֵ֖ל עַּמֹ֑ו ּכִֽי־הֹוצִ֧יא יְהֹוָ֛ה אֶת־יִׂשְָראֵ֖ל מִּמִצְָרֽיִם, all that God had 
done for Moses and for Israel His people, how the LORD had brought Israel out from Egypt. 
(Shemot 18:1) 

But for our rabbis, there had to be more. Precisely what news did Yisro hear?  Exactly what  
was is that motivated him to reunite Moshe with Zipporah and his two sons at this moment? 

The Gemara asks this question (Zevachim 116a).  Rashi asks this question.  The Abarbanel asks 
this question.  The Chatam Sofer asks this question.  And so do others.  (In addition, many 
commentators ask when Yisro asked this question, before or after Matan Torah.) 

Rabbi Norman Lamm, z”l, offers a response that connects our parsha to the end of Parshat Bo, 
last week’s reading — it’s a response that resonates just as much today as it did in 1965 when 
he spoke these words. 

Rabbi Lamm began by recalling that after proving himself in the battle against Egypt, Moshe 
delegated leadership in the war against Amalek to Joshua — and he asks why. 

Joshua, like his grandfather Joseph, was a deeply religious individual who openly 
proclaimed his religiousness: Et ha’elokim ani yarei. He was therefore particularly 
appropriate as the leader of Israel in its encounter with Amalek, for of Amalek it was said 
ve’lo yarei elokim–that this nation did not fear God. Precisely because the major strength 
for evil of Amalek was their Godlessness, was it necessary to pit against them the one man 
whose major strength of virtue was his–Godliness. 

What our Rabbis meant to teach, then, was a principle as permanent as it is profound, and 
as pertinent today as it was then. They meant to tell us that the way to battle the way of 
life of Amalek is not by compromising your principles with his, not by meeting his ideology 
half-way, but, on the contrary, by sharpening the ideological encounter, by confronting his 
Godlessness with your Godliness, his vice with your virtue, his evil with your good. Do not 
conceal your ideals, or pare down your principles, or dilute your standards were 
challenged by Amalek. When Amalek declares arrogantly ve’lo yarei elokim–I do not fear 
God– you must proclaim proudly, with a voice loud and clear: Et ha’elokim ani yarei–I do 
fear God. It is the only way to triumph over the Amalekite forces in life. Only by being a 
Joshua, by inheriting the fearless Godliness of a Joseph, can you hope to establish victory 
over the Godlessness of Amalek. 

When Judaism was first confronted with the Godliness and Torah-less Amalekim … it found 
itself largely incapable of effectively engaging the opponent in battle. 

Initially authentic Jews reacted in two ways–both of which were inadequate. The first way 
was to shy away from the battle. It was the way of isolation, of a desperate will to return to 
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a physical and spiritual ghetto, oblivious to all modernity. This point of view represented 
those who thought that they could escape Amalek by ignoring him.  

The second approach was diametrically opposed to the first. It held that the only way 
successfully to meet Amalek in battle was, so to speak, to bribe him: to yield the character 
of Jewishness and compromise it with the character of Amalekism; to whittle down the 
principles of Torah and accept some of the ways of Amalek. Thus many Jews forgot that 
ve’lo yarei elokim can be defeated only by presenting a stronger et ha’elokim ani yarei . 
They forgot that Godlessness can be met only with Godliness. They tried to deal with the 
Amalekim of modernity by having less yirat Elokim, 

Foolishly, we tried to win over Amalek by reducing our own strength. We were like an army, 
threatened by a strong opponent, which, instead of building up its arsenal, panics–and 
throws its weapons away! 

Orthodoxy today must return to the advice of Moses and the strategy of Joshua. We must 
not flee from the fight and we must not run from the encounter. The best of the modern 
world is not strange to us. We have abandoned the ghettos … and have taken to heart 
the [instruction of Moses to do battle with] Amalek. We are living in the modern world–as 
businessmen and scientists, as physicians and novelists–and to a great extent we have 
helped to shape part of the modern world. We have engaged the forces of Godlessness 
with a doubly renewed effort of Godliness. We have decided to advance in the name of 
Torah and go forth proudly and confidently on behalf of yirat Elokim. 

This has been the lesson taught by Joseph, effected by Joshua, neglected by many 
generations, but one which we must now espouse and which we are now indeed using. 
Our answer to Amalek is et ha’elkhim ani yarei–more and better day schools, a resurgence 
of real kashruth, a new flickering of interest in Shabbat and in family purity. We must abide 
by the command of Moses … we must be anashim, “menschen,” real men and real 
women, completely modern and yet utterly and thoroughly devoted to Torah and 
Judaism. These are the weapons with which American Orthodoxy has chosen to do battle 
with Amalek. We have weapons in our hand–but they are neither those of fear and 
coercion, nor those of submission and surrender. … Our strongest and best weapon is yirat 
Elokim–more religion, more devotion to Torah, more Jewishness. Milhamah la-shem 
ba’Amalek mi-dor dor–we are carrying on the war of God against Amalek and all that 
Amalek stands for from generation to generation. 

May God grant that we in our generation, with the Godly weapon in our hands, with the 
fear of God in our hearts, and with the knowledge of the Torah of God in our minds, be 
privileged to bear the standard of Israel to eternal victory over Amalek. Amen. 

Rabbi Lamm’s message is clear, and it is as timely today as it was in 1965:  What Yisro heard 
and admired was the assertion of confidence in who we are, in yirat Elokim, and commitment 
to Torah and mitzvoth.   What Yisro heard is the key to our survival.
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