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More than 50 years after it was written, a letter by Adolph Eichmann was made public for the 

first time just ten days ago. After he was convicted and sentenced to death, Eichmann wrote to 

Israel’s president, Yitzhak Ben-Zvi, and requested a pardon. His plea included neither a word of 

remorse nor a hint of contrition. Instead, he wrote: “There is a need to draw a line between the 

leaders responsible and the people like me forced to serve as mere instruments in the hands of 

the leaders…  I was not a responsible leader, and as such do not feel myself guilty.” 

 

His plea was summarily dismissed and Eichmann was hanged two days later.  

 

For decades since, philosophers have been struggling with the question – not only of how one 

could perpetrate such unspeakable crimes on such an unspeakable scale – but how even with the 

passage of time Eichmann could have believed himself innocent.  

 

Hannah Arendt, who covered Eichmann’s trial for the New Yorker, essentially took Eichmann at 

his word. Her arresting conclusion was that “Eichmann had no criminal motives.” She coined the 

phrase the “banality of evil” to describe the workaday mentality of those who supervised the 

murder of millions of Jews. Arendt described Eichmann as a man of “revolting stupidity.” He 

was a mere bureaucrat; a functionary. According to Arendt, Eichmann perpetrated a purely 

administrative crime.  

 

To our ears, it’s Arendt’s enthusiasm to downplay Eichmann’s crimes and motivations that’s 

truly revolting. Academics and thinkers over the years have offered up their counter-arguments 

and rejoinders. Most recently, the historian Richard Wolin highlighted the absurdity of Arendt’s 

narrative. For we have on record Eichmann freely confessing to his own comrades that he was an 

ideologue fanatically committed to the annihilation of the Jewish race. He acted out of a sense of 

mission and in the monstrous atrocities the he perpetrated he took nothing less than great pride.  

 

Was Eichmann’s letter, then, a hollow a plea for clemency – a last ditch attempt to save his own 

skin? Or did he – on some level – actually believe in his own blamelessness?  

 

I’d like to argue that the most compelling approach to this question emerges from an anomaly in 

our parsha.  

 

We have before us one of the most baffling sections of the entire Torah. The case of the  אמה

 .עבריה

 וכי ימכור איש את ביתו לאמה, לא תצא כצאת העבדים.

Here are the rules, the Torah says, for the case of a man who sells his daughter into child slavery. 

 

If someone needs a loan, this is the protocol. 

If someone damages his neighbor’s field, this is the protocol. 

If someone’s animal is flagging, this is the protocol.  
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And if someone wants to sell his daughter into slavery, here’s what to do….  

 

It’s staggering. How is it possible to read this without a sense of utter bewilderment? However 

desperate the situation, who does such a thing? In what universe could this possibly happen? 

 

The Gemara (Kiddushin 20a) alludes to the answer by placing this passage in its rightful context. 

It’s only after a person has begun down a path of criminality and moral recklessness that he 

could ever arrive at such a decision. He didn’t wake up one day and decide to sell his young 

daughter. He began a life of petty crime that spiraled out of control and eventually devolved into 

the unthinkable.  

 

As Rav Huna puts it,  

שעבר עבירה ושנה בו נעשית לו כהיתרכיון   

Once a person commits a transgression and then repeats it, it’s not long before he stops thinking 

of it as a transgression at all.  

 

And the Torah hints to this in the very next verse: לא ימשול למכרה בבגדו בה – once he’s made this 

decision to sell her, this father wields no more authority over his daughter – בבגדו בה – for he’s 

betrayed her. This isn’t the case of a decent guy who decides one day to sell his child. This is a 

man who has turned his back on basic human decency altogether.  

 

The point is not just that petty crime left unchecked can lead to felonies or worse. It’s that our 

behavior can actually shape our moral disposition.   

 

Long before the scientific discoveries of our generation, the Talmud intuited what we today 

would call neuroplasticity. Repetitive behaviors can rewire the very ways our brains work. To 

the repeat offender, what looked absolutely wrong yesterday, today seems only mildly so. 

Tomorrow it may not seem wrong at all. And by the end of the week, the criminal mind may 

have deluded itself entirely into believing what it once considered impossible, is now 

indispensable.  

 

Eichmann was a monster and perhaps attempts to understand monsters are doomed to fail. But 

it’s equally possible that while Eichmann began as an evil man bent on genocide, he gradually 

became inured to the gravity of his atrocities. What may have begun as a conscious and 

calculated crime soon devolved into something that was in Eichmann's own mind quite banal. 

 

And this I think is what Chazal mean when they tell us  

 קיום ענייני נזיקין זו מידת חסידות

Upholding the laws of damages – that’s the character of saintliness.  

 

Piety isn’t about the length of your שמונה עשרה or size of your Kiddush cup. It’s about 

establishing patterns of decent behavior.  

 

Today we’re blessed to be celebrating Gabriel’s bar mitzvah. Gabriel’s great grandparents were 

Holocaust survivors. For him to stand up here and so ably and confidently read his bar mitzvah 

parsha is the most poignant reminder of the Jewish people’s ongoing triumph. While the 
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Eichmanns of the world occupy space in philosophy journals, those he sought to destroy occupy 

themselves with Torah, with Mitzvot and an insatiable desire to contribute to the betterment of 

our world.  

 

How appropriate is today’s message for a young man entering Jewish adulthood.  

 ואלה המשפטים אשר תשים לפניהם.

It’s when we establish patterns of good behavior; when we form habits of preserving the law; 

when we develop routines that hold up the Torah’s values as sacrosanct and utterly inviolable – 

that we build a bulwark against evil.  

 

Gabriel: You’re already on your way. You have a deep attachment to your family, to your 

grandparents and to your Mesorah. Every new mitzvah that you perform will build up your sense 

of character as you chart a course toward becoming a leader of your generation.  

 

If repetitive wrongdoing dulls the criminal mind such that it loses its capacity for sensitivity and 

sympathy; then repetitive righteousness has precisely the opposite affect: It sharpens our capacity 

for compassion and deepens our moral reservoirs.  

 

And so it’s no accident that on the heels of the 10 commandments, the Torah introduces us to 

civil law. For adherence to the law not only creates a framework within which to live and thrive, 

it sets us up to be fundamentally good citizens and good Jews. But adherence to the law is 

predicated on knowledge of the law. As Hillel might say, it’s up to us to go and study.  

 

I heard recently about a young man in Lakewood who bought a Powerball ticket. He said, “If I 

win the lottery I’m going to quit the Kollel and learn Torah all day.” 

 

We may not have the luxury of learning to Torah from dawn ‘til dusk. But we can certainly 

spend more time than we do.  

 

As our winter semester is now in full swing, I encourage you to take full advantage. When we 

make Talmud Torah a priority, it’s nothing less than transformative. We may not be able to 

banish evil from this world, but with the Torah as our guide, we can certainly introduce more 

good.  


