


At the end of the sedra we have 
the story of Amalek who tried to 
attack us in our weakened condition 
and our successful battle with 
him. ‘And Hashem said to Moshe 
write this as a memorial in the 
book (of the Torah) and rehearse 
it into the ears of Yehoshua for I 
will destroy any remembrance of 
Amalek from under the heaven.’ 
(Shemot 17:14) and, ‘Remember 
what Amalek did to you. Destroy 
any remembrance of Amalek you 
shall not forget.’ (Devarim 25:17-19)  
Short but powerful words.

T he Se fer  Hachinuch ac tual ly 
enumerates three mitzvot based on 
these pesukim. Two positive mitzvot 
and one negative mitzvah – Mitzvah 
603 – to remember what Amalek 
did to us when we left Egypt and 
that is the reason why on Shabbat 
before Purim we read the parsha 
of Amalek in the Torah. Mitzvah 
604 – to destroy any descendants 
of Amalek – and Mitzvah 605 – not 
to forget what Amalek did when we 
left Egypt. The Sifri (early Tenach 
commentator) says: remember by 
actually enunciating it (to this day 
many have the custom of saying 
every day the mitzvah to remember 
what Amalek did) and not to forget 
in our hearts his hatred to us.

The above Sefer Hachinuch in 
his elaboration on Mitzvah 603 

refers to the commentary 
of the Targum on the verse 
in Bamidbar (24:20) dealing 
w i th B i laam’s  prophec y. 
‘and he looked on Amalek 
and he took the parable and 
said Amalek was the first 
of nations but his end will 

culminate in his destruction.’ And 
Rashi refers to the Targum: he was 
the first of nations – to attack the 
Jews! And he will be destroyed – by 
the Jews.

The Chinuch explains this by saying 
that when the Jews left Egypt all 
were in awe of Israel who was 
obviously the subject of G - d’s 
p ro te c t ion bu t  w h en A ma lek 
attacked them even though they 
lost they removed the fear from all 
nations.

Does the mitzvah to destroy Amalek 
apply nowadays?

The Chinuch says quite clearly that 
this mitzvah applies to any Jew who 
is able to do so in any place or at 
any time if he finds an Amaleki and 
if he fails to do so he has evaded his 
obligation.

The Rambam is not clear on this 
point but there is an inference in 
the Rambam that seems to agree 
with the above opinion that even 
today there is a mitzvah to destroy 
Amalek. The Rambam in Hilchot 
Melochim (5:4) writes that there 
is a mitzvah to destroy the seven 
nations that occupied Eretz Yisrael 
at the time of Joshua (e.g. Jebusites) 
and then the Rambam concludes 
that nowadays this does not apply 
because there is no remnant of 
them left.

The Radbaz (a commentator on the 
Rambam) refers to the Talmudic 
term that Sannecherib (an Assyrian 
general who conquered the ten 
tribes of Israel) with his conquests 
‘mixed up the world’ i.e. destroyed 
the identities of the various nations 
thus making it impossible to identify 
who belonged to one of the seven 
nations.

Yet in the next halacha the Rambam 
writes that there is a similar rule 
for Amalek i.e. to destroy him and 
his descendants but fails to put in 
the proviso that it does not apply 
nowadays. This implies that it 
does apply nowadays. There is a 
commentator on the Rambam – the 
Haghot Maimoni that suggests that 
this rule of destroying Amalek only 
applies when Moshiach will come. 
But this position is refuted by the 
Radbaz who points  out that Shmuel 
the prophet castigated king Saul 
for not destroying Amalek even 
through it is before the arrival of 
Moshiach.

This omission is explained by Rabbi 
Chaim Soloveitchik zt”l (Reb Chaim 
Brisker) in the following manner. 
Amalek does not only refer to the 
biological descendants of Amalek 
but rather any nation that behaves 
in a sadistic and murderous manner 
to the Jews is considered Amalek 
and it is a mitzvah to destroy them. 
Therefore the Rambam was not 
concerned if the original Amalek is 

not identifiable because there are 
many Amaleks around and it is a 
mitzvah to destroy them.

The story is told of Rav Itzele of 
Volozhin, the second Rosh Yeshiva 
of Volozhin who accompanied 
the third Lubavitcher Rebbe ‘the 
Tzemach Tzedek’ Rabbi Menachem 
Mendel Shneersohn zt’l in the 1840’s 
to see Czar Nicholas I at that time 
the Czar had ordered all the Jews 
in Russia to leave their homes and 
settle in a specific area – the pale 
of settlement – a decision which 
caused much hardship for the Jews 
and which the above two Rabbonim 
implored the Czar to reconsider.

They failed in their mission and 
as they left the palace R’Itzele 
turned to the Tzemach Tzedek and 
said ‘I know what’s on your mind’. 
The Tzemach Tzedek asked him 
‘since when is a Litvak like yourself 
engaged in miracles like reading 
minds that’s for Chasidic Rebbes 
like myself. Anyway, so what am I 
thinking?’ So R’Itzele answered him 
‘you were thinking while looking 
at the Czar -  this cruel man is 
an Amalek!’ In astonishment the 
Tzemach Tzedek said ‘yes, that is 
exactly what I was thinking!’

Amalek is not necessarily a biological 
descendant of the original Amalek 
but every cruel nation that wants 
to destroy us is considered Amalek 
and it is a mitzvah for us to destroy 
them first.

In our time the Nazis ym’’s fit the 
profile of the classic Amalek and 
when we consider the Holocaust we 
must be cognisant of the mitzvah to 
remember and not forget.
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