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OBSERVATIONS

G
od gifted us with imagina-
tion. It allows us to reach 
beyond reality and envi-
sion possibility. Our imag-
inations conjure images 

that our optical eyes cannot observe. 
Modern media such as movies have 

dramatically expanded the stretch of 
human imagination by providing pic-
torial images of the possible. Very little 
defies the modern imagination. 

Except for the horrifying scenes of 
October 7. Those grotesque images of 
violence perpetrated against our people 
were, previously, unimaginable. These 
appalling images make us insane, ful-
filling the Torah’s prophecy that our 
suffering will be so severe that you “will 
go mad from that which your eyes be-
hold.” The images of the past two weeks 
were unimaginable... unless you rewind 
the clock 80 years to the Holocaust. 

The images were so hideous that 
Israeli media broke their long-standing 
policy of not displaying images of hor-
ror. Under normal conditions, display-
ing gruesome images stoops to the level 
of the terrorists and aids their campaign 
of psychological terror. In this instance, 
however, it was necessary to publicize 
the shocking images; otherwise, the 
world would never believe that such vio-
lence occurred. The army requested that 
photographers and journalists visit the 
hardest-hit kibbutzim to document the 
atrocities. Otherwise, the human mind 
would not accept the fact that Homo 
sapiens behaved like depraved animals. 

This request was chillingly reminis-
cent of a similar request close to 80 years 
ago. The American GIs who liberated 
concentration camps also summoned 
journalists and photographers to record 
the machinery of death and torture. 
Had these images not been record-
ed, the world would be incredulous. 
Sometimes horror is so ghastly that the 
human mind struggles to fathom it. 

What possible purpose was achieved 
by torturing, raping, and disfiguring 
bodies? What could be gained by mur-
dering octogenarians or by burning ba-
bies? Nothing was gained. Only hatred. 
Simple unbridled hatred.

The difficulty of imagining such bes-
tiality was partially responsible for our 
being caught by surprise. Perhaps the 
military envisioned a “limited” invasion 
attacking surrounding kibbutzim or 
raiding missions to take hostages for 

bargaining chips. Who could possibly 
have imagined such evil and such blood 
lust? 

Celebrating man and facing evil 
For numerous reasons it is difficult 

for us, as moral beings, to comprehend 
such pure and revolting evil. Firstly, as 
Jews, we harbor a positive outlook of 
humanity, coupled with a deep belief 
in the dignity of man. Man is the mas-
terpiece of God’s creation, gifted with 
nobility, virtue, and free will. Denying 
man’s inner nobility is tantamount to 
denying God’s creation. 

However, the gift of free will also un-
locks man’s potential for evil. Just as free 
will empowers us to greatness, it also en-
ables us to commit unspeakable horrors. 
The two ideas are not contradictory. 
Our belief in the majesty of Man doesn’t 
contradict the belief that pure evil ex-
ists. Man is capable of acting with such 
depravity that he abdicates his right to 
inhabit God’s Earth. 

After 1,500 years of barbarism and 
moral chaos, humanity sank to the 
point of the irredeemable. The only op-
tion left for God was to flood His world 
and reboot it. The moral collapse and 
depravity were so severe that despite His 
love and compassion for human beings, 
God was forced to wipe away our world 
and rebuild it anew. 

Just a few hundred years later after 
another moral free-fall, the metropolis 
of Sodom was turned upside down and 
salted into barrenness. These biblical 
incidents warn us that pure evil always 
lies dormant, waiting to be awakened 
by men of hatred and violence. Our hu-
manistic belief in the nobility of man 
must not obscure the fact that man 
is capable of horrific crimes through 
which he surrenders his right to live on 
God’s Earth. 

Modern barbarians 
It is particularly difficult for modern 

man to acknowledge pure evil, as 
it raises a troubling question about 
modern civilization. Many falsely be-
lieved that scientific, cultural, and 
political progress would create a utopian 
world of understanding and peace, 
putting an end to violence. Education, 
enlightenment, and communication 
would bridge all gaps and eliminate ha-
tred and savagery. Decapitation and in-
cinerating bodies would become a relic 
of a brutal past but would not be part of 
civil modern society. 

These hopes are challenged when pure 
evil rears its head. Uncomfortable with 
this question, many offer alternative 
narratives to contextualize evil. Moral 
relativism asks us to consider the moral 
standpoint or the cultural perspective 
of the homicidal killer. In the absence 
of any fixed moral standards, any and 
every crime can be understood or at 
least framed within a broader narrative. 
Framing the senseless and brutal tor-
ture of our people within a movement 
to “free Palestine” is particularly odious. 
These butchers wanted to kill and maim 
whatever they could put their ugly paws 
upon, not to liberate anyone. 

Hopefully, this tragedy serves as a 
wake-up call. We believe in man and 
we believe in progress, but we don’t 
naively deny the existence of pure evil. 
We struggle to understand the com-
mandment of eliminating Amalek. 
What possible crime could justify this 
extreme response? Over the past two 
weeks, we have received part of the an-
swer. Without discussing the legal iden-
tity of Amalek, these crimes have made 
us realize that a nation, in this case, a 
group of terrorists, can be so murder-
ous and so barbaric that their removal 
is a service to humanity. Pure evil does 

exist. We received a sobering reminder 
about the dark side of humanity. As if 
we needed a second reminder, 80 years 
after we defeated Nazism. 

Antisemitism
It is just as difficult to acknowledge 

how much the Jewish people are hat-
ed. Over the past 200 years, many de-
luded themselves into believing that 
antisemitism could be entirely elimi-
nated. 

The first phase of this delusion oc-
curred in the early 19th century as the 
Enlightenment movement invited Jews 
into gentile society as fully privileged 
members of the state. Traumatized by 
centuries of torture and persecution, 
many gladly accepted this invitation, 
abandoning many ancient Jewish ritu-
als and mores, assuming that if they no 
longer acted “strange,” dressed differ-
ently, or adhered to tribal customs, they 
would be lovingly embraced. The horrif-
ic pogroms of the latter part of the 19th 
century and the beginning of the 20th 
century put an end to that myth. 

The second phase of delusion occurred 
when Theodor Herzl mistakenly assumed 
that the establishment of a Jewish home-
land would put an end to antisemitism. 
Possessing our own state and no longer 
living as guests in host countries, we 
could peacefully assume our natural 
place among the nations of the world. 
Living among ourselves, we would no 
longer arouse the jealousy of our hosts 
nor would we serve as easy scapegoats. 
Sadly, 75 years after the founding of our 
state, it is obvious that our return home 
has only inflamed global antisemitism 
rather than reduce it. 

There is good news however, as many 
countries, led by the United States, now 
act as staunch allies of our state, roundly 
support our battle against evil, and find 
themselves on the right side of history. 
This is a sharp and welcome break from 
the past in which we stood alone and 
faced a world of contempt and hatred. 
We are no longer alone. 

Tragically, antisemitism is woven into 
the fabric of history. We have made 
great strides in forming alliances and in 
curbing this vile hatred, but it will not 
end entirely until history ends, and not 
a moment sooner. Only the deepest ha-
tred known to man could generate the 
animalistic barbarism we suffered. 

Until God redeems our world, we will 
live with this hate. Not from everyone, 
but from many. 

If they hate us more, we must love 
each other more. As deeply as we can. 

The writer is a rabbi at Yeshivat Har 
Etzion/Gush, a hesder yeshiva. He has 
smicha and a BA in computer science from 
Yeshiva University, as well as a masters degree 
in English literature from the City University 
of New York.
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Concerning captives

M
ichael Manekin, described as “an 
Israeli anti-occupation activist and 
leader of the Faithful Left, a faith-
based movement of Jews committed 
to equality and peace,” recently 

penned a New York Times op-ed under the title “Why 
the Safety of Israeli Hostages Must Come First.” He 
draws upon traditional Jewish sources to argue that 
a core Jewish ethos prioritizes bringing back the 200 
hostages recently taken captive by Hamas.

This means, in his mind, paying the high price of 
a prisoner swap with Hamas, in spite of the fact that 
this will be seen as a victory of Hamas. (Hamas sub-
sequently announced it wants all 6,000 Palestinian 
prisoners released from Israeli jails.)

Tradition teachers, he further contends, that we 
forgo natural temptations for “revenge” or a ground 
invasion that will surely come at the expense of those 
in captivity. The foundational Jewish ethos of “com-
munal responsibility,” in his words, is endangered by 
“political winds.”

I agree with Manekin that the mitzvah of redeem-
ing captives (pidyon shevuyim) is certainly stressed in 
Jewish law. However, Manekin’s read of traditional 
sources lacks any nuance and reflects a distorted read 
of a complex religious history. In particular, he in-
sufficiently recognizes that the key factor has always 
been to maximize Jewish security, of both individuals 
and the community.

In spite of the importance of pidyon shevuyim, 
the sages limited, in the name of tikkun olam (repara-
tion of the world), the sum of the ransom, asserting 
that one cannot pay more than the person’s market 
value. Some believed that this decree aimed to limit 
the financial burden on the community. Most me-
dieval commentators, followed by Rabbi Yosef Karo, 
adopted an alternative Talmudic explanation that 
these limits prevent lucrative incentives for further 
kidnappings, thereby forbidding excessive payments 
even from people with deep pockets.

While Rabbi Menahem Hameiri contended that 
one may not overpay even to redeem oneself, nor-
mative Halacha asserted that one may use an un-

limited amount of one’s own money to buy oneself 
liberty. Despite Maimonides’s protest, similar dis-
pensations were granted for redeeming one’s spouse. 
While the community can force a wealthy member 
to pay for the fair-rate redemption of other relatives, 
it remains forbidden for a person to voluntarily over-
pay, although the Talmud testifies that some did not 
follow this stricture. Jewish scholars were clearly bal-
ancing different values and factors, while emotional 
ties clearly pulled people in different directions.

The Talmud further relates that after the Roman 
conquest, Rabbi Yehoshua ben Hananiah redeemed 
for an exorbitant price a promising youth who grew 
into the great sage R. Yishmael. Some medieval 
authorities explained that given the preponderance 
of wartime captives, it remained futile to try to pre-
vent future kidnappings, which inevitably happen 
in such periods. As such, some believe that the sages’ 
rules do not apply to contemporary POW (prisoner 
of war) swaps following conventional wars, especially 
since these exchanges adhere to international proto-
cols.

Others contended that the ransom limitations did 
not apply in cases where the captives’ lives are endan-
gered, as in Yishmael’s case. Nahmanides and others 
disputed this interpretation, contending that one 
cannot save the captive’s life by threatening the lives 
of future captives.

By the 16th century, Jewish communities through-
out the world created special funds to redeem as 
many captives as possible. Critically, the logic was 
that maximizing the number of lives saved was cru-
cial for saving the future of the nation. In their state 
of political vulnerability – when captive-taking was 
relatively easy and common – the best way to keep 
Jews alive was to redeem them.

SOVEREIGNTY, HOWEVER, changed the calcula-
tions, as Israel was empowered to defend its people. In 
the first decades of Israel’s existence, it made regular 
prisoner exchanges after wars while pointedly refus-
ing lopsided deals for captives. The approach changed 
with the 1985 Jibril Deal, which released 1,150 pris-

oners for three living soldiers captured during the 
First Lebanon War. At the time, Rabbi Shlomo Goren 
vociferously criticized the deal for endangering 
soldiers by providing incentives for future kidnap-
pings. He further warned of the prisoners returning 
to terrorism, fears borne out by Ahmed Yassin (future 
head of Hamas, assassinated by Israel in 2004) and 
other released terrorists who later engaged in mas-
sive terrorist activities. This position was similarly 
adopted by Rabbi Shlomo Aviner before the 2011 deal 
to free Gilad Schalit for 1,027 jailed terrorists.

Interestingly, when Rabbi Goren later republished 
his essay, he agreed with Rabbi Shaul Yisraeli, who at 
the time asserted that the government must take full 
responsibility for its soldiers, deeming it analogous 
to someone paying an exorbitant price to redeem 
themselves. Rabbi Hayyim David Halevi further as-
serted that one may justify deals to free captured 
soldiers, since Israel’s enemies will always continue 
to kill or capture soldiers.

Scholars who support such exchanges note that 
they are not mandatory and are subject to various 
political and military considerations. After the Schalit 
deal, a high-profile government commission assert-
ed that Israel needs to recalibrate how it approaches 
these situations. This is particularly true in cases of 
deceased captives, when Israel has released terrorists 
to get back Jewish corpses for burial. It’s also crucial 
to note that Hamas’ Gaza leader, Yahya Sinwar, was 
released in the Schalit deal. Did Israel incentivize this 
hostage-taking by offering such lopsided deals in the 
past? That’s a difficult question to answer.

Israeli leaders are going to face some morally 
complex decisions as we seek to end the Hamas threat 
while having 200 Israelis in captivity within Gaza. 
Jewish tradition will not give us simple answers to 
these dilemmas but can provide us with a nuanced 
framework to think about how to balance individual 
needs and communal security. � ■

The writer is the executive director of Ematai and is the 
author of Ethics of Our Fighters: A Jewish View on War 
and Morality, forthcoming from Maggid.

YAHYA SINWAR – Hamas leader in Gaza, 
released in the Schalit deal – at a rally in 
Gaza City, 2021. (Atia Mohammed/Flash90)
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