
1 

 

Remembering 9/11 

Ki Teitzei 2011 

Rabbi Yosie Levine 

The Jewish Center 

 

 

Rabbi Abie Ingber is a Hillel rabbi at the University of Cincinnati. Ten years ago, on September 

12, 2001, Rabbi Ingber left the confines of his campus and ventured off to a new Middle Eastern 

restaurant a few blocks away. Having heard so much anti-Muslim rhetoric in the hours after the 

twin towers fell, Rabbi Ingber felt compelled to do something constructive. He entered the 

restaurant, walked over to the owner, a man of Middle Eastern descent, and introduced himself. 

“I just want you know,” he said, “if anyone threatens to harm you, your family or any of your 

workers, you can find sanctuary in our Hillel building. Whatever happens, know that shelter and 

safety are waiting for you.” 

  

The restaurant owner had tears in his eyes. “You don’t even know me. Why are you doing this,” 

he said. “I’m doing it,” Rabbi Ingber said, “because my parents were Holocaust survivors and 

seventy years ago nobody did it for them.”  

 

When Rabbi Ingber told this story to his college class this past week, one of his students was 

barely able to contain her emotion. Rabbi Ingber asked what was wrong. He turned to her and 

said, “Tallah – it’s a true story.”  

 

“I know,” she said. “Ten years ago I was eight. My mother worked in the kitchen in that 

restaurant and after 9/11, for weeks around the dinner table, she would speak of a rabbi who had 

come into the restaurant and wanted to save our lives.'"  

 

As the 10
th

 anniversary of September 11
th

 is now upon us, our thoughts turn to the victims, the 

heroes and inevitably to our enemies who planned and perpetrated the attack itself. So this 

morning, I’d like return to the Torah’s description of an earlier, but no less insidious enemy of 

the Jewish people.  

 

We are duty-bound never to forget the people of Amalek and their dastardly ambush of the 

Jewish people as our ancestors left the land of Egypt. We all know that there’s a standing debate 

among our sages as to whether the term Amalek is a biological or characterological description. 

Whether or not Al Qaeda should be considered the present-day incarnation of Amalek is almost 

beside the point. In our generation, we’re not in a position to act as though we know who 

Amalek is.  

 

What is important, though, is that in telling us that our war against Amalek occurs in every 

generation, מדור דור, the Torah is telling us that our eternal struggle against this ancient enemy 

contains timeless lessons that will be relevant no matter when those bent on our destruction rear 

their ugly heads. So this morning I’d like to share with you three 9/11 reflections that emerge 

from the words of the Torah and Chazal.  
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You’ll notice something at once fascinating and surprising beneath the surface of the Amalek 

story. What’s fascinating is that this struggle is actually a re-enactment of a much earlier episode 

in the Torah. Think back to Amalek’s lineage. He’s the grandson of Esav. We’ve seen this battle 

before. Yaakov confronted his brother, stood up to him and eventually brokered a peace 

agreement with him.  

 

What’s surprising, though, is that the battle against Amalek deviates from Yaakov’s strategy. 

Remember Yaakov’s three-pronged approach: He divides his camp into two to prepare militarily; 

he davens to Hashem; and he sends a tribute to his brother in the hope that he may be appease his 

adversary.  

 

In fact, this third component is legally codified by the Rambam who writes that before waging 

war against Amalek, we’re first obligated to be דורש שלום – to make overtures toward peace.  

 

Two of the three pieces are there: 

 ויהי ידיו אמונה עד בא השמש

Moshe keeps his hands raised in faithful prayer throughout the battle; 

 צא הלחם בעמלק

and he sends his bravest soldiers to wage war. It’s a precise replay of Yaakov’s approach minus 

the one tactic of attempting to sidestep hostilities by first pursuing the avenue of peace-making. 

If there’s a formula for success against this enemy in our recent past, why don’t the Jewish 

people follow it more closely?  

 

The answer I believe is the first message of the day: Simply put, new circumstances call for new 

tactics. Yaakov had the benefit of foresight. He saw his enemy coming and had time to prepare 

his battle plans even as he sued for peace. Generations later, when Esav’s grandchildren attack, 

it’s an ambush with no warning whatsoever. The ship of peace has sailed and the Jewish people 

have no choice but to engage in battle.  

 

9/11 reminded us that our lives and our entire world can change course and turn on a time – 

which is the very message we learn from our ongoing battle with Amalek. The strategies and 

successes of yesterday may be ill-suited to the challenges of today. 

 

As Abraham Lincoln once told the members of the United States congress: 

“The dogmas of the quiet past are inadequate to the stormy present. The occasion is piled high 

with difficulty, and we must rise with the occasion. As our case is new, so we must think anew 

and act anew.” 

 

Both individually and as a community, we need to be constantly re-inventing ourselves – 

thinking actively and creatively about our goals, our values our priorities. All the more so in 

these weeks before our day of judgment. Our past can and should inform our future. But if 

tomorrow is but the automated replay of today, it means we’ve squandered an opportunity to 

change ourselves and our world for the better. 

 

Second, like the members of Al Qaeda, the Midrash tells us that our attackers in the Torah were a 

ragtag group of malcontented clans and tribes united not by territory – but by common purpose. 
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Amalek is attached to no particular land. Its adherents espouse no particular ideology other than 

mayhem. The great irony, though, is that the tragedy of 9/11 brought our community and our 

nation much closer together. We of course remember that the days and weeks following 9/11 

represented a time of enormous patriotism and generosity of spirit. 

 

Greg Santa Maria was a paramedic who responded shortly after the second tower fell. He 

recounted that responders were coming from everywhere. Remembering his own experience, he 

writes, “The very next day an ambulance from Texas pulled up to our emergency department. 

"Wow," I said to the driver, his tired vehicle still sputtering. “All the way from Texas in one 

day?" He simply said "Yep." I said, "How'd you do that? Better yet, how the heck you getting 

home?" All he said was, "We plan on staying here as long as you need us.” 

Driving up West Street out of the site we were met by hundreds -- and sometimes it seemed like 

thousands -- of people holding signs to give us encouragement. These people turned out to 

support the rescuers, to help in their own way by giving back to those who were giving it their 

all. These were not just New Yorkers; people were coming in from all over the United States to 

hand out water and sandwiches to rescuers leaving the site. But what was most moving was the 

cheering, just incredible.” 

September 11
th

 reminded us that we are possessed of an indomitable and almost boundless 

capacity for good will and good acts. Ten years later, the message is that we don’t have to wait 

for the crisis to pull for one another, to volunteer our time and talents to help a friend or a 

stranger. חסד need not be consigned to the realm of the reactive, but should be expressed daily in 

the realm of the pro-active. Whether they are global or personal, within our community or 

beyond it, opportunities to strengthen others abound. As we commemorate this tenth anniversary, 

seize them.   

 

And finally, like the tribe of Amalek who attack the נחשלים – the weak and the tired – our 

contemporary enemies seek out and cut down the innocent and the defenseless. Dozens of times 

the Torah implores us to lift up the literal and proverbial strangers, widows and orphans. Those 

with no ready defenders are ours to defend.  

 

It’s so beautiful and so appropriate that our city and our nation have made the remembrance of 

9/11 such an important value. We should not forget that remembering is fundamentally a Jewish 

value, too. Of course כי תצא commands us to remember Amalek, but it also commands us to deal 

compassionately with the גר יתום ואלמנה:  

לעשות את הדבר הזה.וזכרת כי עבד היית במצרים ויפדך ה' אלקיך משם, על כן אנכי מצוך   

Remember, too, that you were once the downtrodden one. Think back to your humble beginnings 

so that you can better empathize with those who stand humbly before you today.  

 

So much attention is given to the first responders. And rightly so. There’s no reason each of us 

should not be first responders, too: Responders simply to the needs of those closest to us.  

 

As the members of a landmark synagogue on the West Side of Manhattan, each of us stands at 

the forefront of our generation’s great battle. As Americans, as New Yorkers, and as Jews – it 
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would be hard to imagine any group more antithetical to the ideology of those who attacked us 

ten years ago. 

 

• Every time we consciously re-create ourselves and re-energize our efforts at self-

betterment; 

• every time we pro-actively reach out and strengthen our communal bonds and 

relationships; 

• and every time we remember those in need, 

 

We move one step closer to the transformation of tragedy into triumph.  

And while our mission is eternal, God’s charge to our generation most assuredly begins today.   


