God Doesn’t Get Mad, He Gets Even:
A Torah View of Revenge
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|| 1.Vayikra 19:18

'8 You shall not be a gossipmonger among your people, you shall not stand
aside while your fellow's blood is shed — [ am HASHEM. ' You shall not hate your
brother in your heart; you shall reprove your fellow and do not bear a sin because
of him. '® You shall not take revenge and you shall not bear a grudge against the
members of your people; you shall love your fellow as yourself * —  am HASHEM.

19 You shall observe My decrees: you shall not mate your animal into another
species, you shall not plant your field with mixed seed; and a garment that is a
mixture of combined fibers shall not come upon you.

At the root ot the precept lies the p\:rposcvthat a man should
now and reflect that whatever happens to him, good or bad, 1s
caused by the Eternal Lord, blessed is He, to occur to him; from a
human hand, from a man’s brother’s hand, ? nothing can be without
tl?\;ill of the Eternal Lord, blessed 1is He.“Therefore, should a man
inflict suffering or pain on him, let him know in his soul that his bad
deeds were the cause, ¢ and the Eternal Lord (be He blessed) decreed

2. Sefer Ha'Chinuch on
the prohibition of revenge
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this upon him; and let him not set his thoughts to take revenge from
him. For the other is not the {primary] cause of his trouble, since it is
sin that brought it about. As David (peace be with him) said, “So
let him curse, because the Lord has told him” (11 Samuel 16:10): he at-
tributed the matter to his sin, not to Shim‘i b. Gérah. Moreover,
there is another great benefit resulting from the precept: (it serves]
to stop contention and remove hates from people’s hearts. And
when there is peace among people, the Eternal Lord grants them

peace.

Hatred and vengeance are also very difficult to es-
cape, since one’s heart is very easily enticed [by
them]. A person is very sensitive to his humiliation
and feels extreme anguish. [Under these conditions]
vengeance becomes as sweet as honey since it is his
only respite. Therefore, if he finds the strength to flee
the urgings of his nature and to override his own feel-
ings so as not to hate the one who has evoked the ha-
tred within him, and he neither takes revenge when
the opportunity arises nor bears a grudge, but instead
he disregards all this and removes it from his heart as
if it had never existed, there goes a strong and coura-
geous individual. This is something which is easy
only for the ministering angels, among whom the
aforementioned traits do not exist, but not for dwell-
ers of a physical world who were formed from the
earth. Nonetheless, it is the King’s decree, and the
verses are clearly spelled out and need no elucidation
(Vayikra 19:17, 19:18): “You must not hate your
brother in your heart. You must not take revenge, nor
harbor a grudge against the members of your peo-
ple.”
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3. Mesillas Yesharim
Chapter 11
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ASHEM spoke to Moses, saying, * “Take vengeance for the Children of
Israel against the Midianites; * afterward you will be gathered unto your
people.”

3 Moses spoke to the people, saying, “Arm men from among yourselves for
the legion that they may be against Midian to inflict HASHEM's vengeance against
Midian. 4 A thousand from a tribe, a thousand from a tribe, for all the tribes of
Israel shall you send to the legion.”
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1 O God of vengeance, HAsHEM; O God of vengeance, appear! 2 Arise, O Judge

of the earth, render recompense to the haughty. 3 Until when will the
wicked, O HASHEM, until when will the wicked exult? 4 They speak freely, they
utter malicious falsehood, they glorify themselves, all doers of iniquity. * Your
nation, HASHEM, they crush, and they afflict Your heritage. ¢ The widow and the
stranger they slay, and the orphans they murder. 7 And they say, “God will not
see, nor will the God of Jacob understand." ® Understand, you boors among the
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alleluyah! Sing to HASHEM a new song; His praise is in the congregation of

the devout. 2 Let Israel exult in its Maker; let the Children of Zion rejoice in
their King. 3 Let them praise His Name with dancing; with drums and harp let
them make music to Him. 4 For HASHEM favors His people; He adorns the humble
with salvation. ® Let the devout exult in glory, let them sing joyously upon their
beds. * & The lofty praises of God are in their throats, and a double-edged sword
is in their hand — 7 to execute vengeance among the nations, rebukes* among
the regimes; ® to bind their kings with chains, and their nobles with fetters of iron;
9 to exectte upon them written judgment * — that will be the splendor of all His
devout ones. Halleluyah!
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A related exposition:
A1yYx a1 K — R'Elazarsaid:  ninixInw Pa 1my wvipn b
— Great is the Sanctuary, for it was placed in Scripture
between two Divine Names, ' 1 WIpn 1 nbys,, "X — as
it says: The foundation of the dwelling place that You have made,
O Hashem, the Sanctuary, my Lord, that Your hands have
established.™”

A third exposition regarding wisdom:
1y5% 21 1K) — And R’ Elazar said:  ny792 wiw ox 53 — For
any person that has understanding, W7pna N3 ma1 X2
1 — it is as if the Sanctuary were built in his days. ny3
m»n'm mnw P2 mn — For understanding was placed in Scrip-
ture between two Divine Names, n¥nix mw 12 1nvipn —
and the Sanctuary was placed between two Divine Names (as
demonstrated above).®”

The Gemara challenges these expositions:
AxXPAIR XOX 27 7Y gpnn — Rav Acha Karchinaah objected:
nimix MW P2 MY MRl 1213 nyn X9 — But accordingly,
you would also have to say: Great is vengeance, for it was placed
in Scripture between two Divine Names, —nmp3-ox,, mxw
1 11 — for it is written: O God of vengeance, Hashem! O God of
vengeance, appear!®” Would you indeed submit that vengeance is

|| 7.Berachos 33 ||

The Gemara answers:
mb 1mx — [R’ Elazar] said to him: v 719113 xipm Aanhma
— Yes! In its proper place vengeance is indeed a great thing.
N5 K73 — And this sentiment, that vengeance is at times
a great thing, is in accord with what Ulla said: 151 np) 'y
Y — Why these two vengeances in the verse?®® miw} nnx
ny1Y nax) — One is to mete out benefit [i.e. reward] and one is
to mete out punishment.*

The Gemara explains:
#1IXD 17 Y0, 21n27 210 — This vengeance is intended to
mete out benefit, as it is written: He appeared from Mount
Paran.®  ywnin ninp) 9% 1 ninpatvR,, 207 YY7 — And at
the same time it is intended to mete out punishment, as it is
written: O God of vengeance, Hashem! O God of vengeance,
appear. :

a great thing?!
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Lue emara records a related teaching:
PI¥IT 1A WL 127 0w 1 937 1) — And R
in the name of R’ Shimon ben Yeh;tzadak:
Any Torah scholar

opi1 1Ry — who does not take revenge wim» 9w — or bear
a grudge like a snake” 07 T%n inx — is not a true Torah
scholar.®
The Gemara objects:
yon-x5) opn-xY,, ainam — But it is written in the Torah: You
shall not take revenge and you shall not bear a grudge.® How
can R’ Shimon ben Yehotzadak require one to act in a manner
prohibited by the Torah?
The Gemara answers:

2M27 Kt a3 i1 — That prohibition was written only with
regard to monetary matters, Xun7 — asis evident from that
which was taught in the following Baraisa: mapa 1 iR —
WHAT IS TAKING REVENGE, iT]) R¥1 inX] — AND WHAT IS
BEARING A GRUDGE? ) — The following case illustrates
TAKING REVENGE:  7%an m%'RwiT i "8 — [ONE MAN] SAID TO
[ANOTHER]: “LEND ME YOUR SICKLE.” X2 19 "X — [THE
SECOND] REPLIED TO HIM: “NO  nxwa w1 "mx mb
JMT1P — THE NEXT DAY, [THE SECOND MAN] SAID TO [THE FIRST):
“LEND ME YOUR HATCHET.”  32'Xwn 1K % "nX — [THE FIRST]
REPLIED TO HIM: “I AM NOT LENDING it TO YOU x50 7712

Yocha_nan said
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AR — JUST AS YOU DID NOT LEND ME your sickle!”  Nuy it
P31 — THIS IS an example of TAKING REVENGE."]  X¥1 11X}
TPV — AND WHAT IS an example of BEARING A GRUDGE? 19 K

¥R NPIRYT — [ONE MAN] SAID TO [ANOTHER]: “LEND ME YOUR
HATCHET.” XY m% 91X — [THE SECOND] REPLIED TO HIM: “NO!”
20 nowwin 15 MK b — THE NEXT DAY, [THE SECOND] SAID
TO [THE FIRST]: “LEND ME YOUR SHIRT.” 7%%1 1Y "X — [THE

FIRST] REPLIED TO HIM: “HERE, IT IS FOR YOU. XYW jnina mwx
nRYRWT — 1AM NOT LIKE YOU, FOR YOU DID NOT LEND ME your
hatchet.” W) X%1 9t — THIS IS an example of BEARING A
GRUDGE." Only in cases such as these, which are money related,
does the Torah forbid taking revenge and bearing a grudge.® R’
Shimon ben Yehotzadak, on the other hand, speaks of a person
who was subjected to personal suffering, in which case the
prohibition does not apply.” '

The Gemara challenges this answer:
X% Kp7 Xw¥) — And is it not wrong to take revenge or bear a
grudge in a case of personal suffering? xun xm — But it was
taught in a Baraisa: a%iy 1) a5y — THOSE WHO SUFFER
INSULT BUT DO NOT INSULT in response, [¥X] [N2In puniw
"Wn — WHO HEAR THEIR DISGRACE BUT DO NOT REPLY, iy
™0 P N8 — WHO PERFORM God’s will OUT OF LOVE®
AND ARE HAPPY even IN SUFFERING,” 131K, ImIX 2o Ty
iN233 YN NRYD — REGARDING THEM THE VERSE STATES: BUT
THEY WHO LOVE HIM [God] SHALL BE AS THE SUN GOING FORTH IN
ITS MIGHT.™ This Baraisa praises one who maintains his silence
although he was subjected to personal disgrace. How, then, can R’
Shimon ben Yehotzadak insist that a Torah scholar take revenge
in such circumstances?

The Gemara answers:
mavha mb vprt oYy — Actually, R’ Shimon ben Yehotzadak
means only that [a Torah scholar] should keep the matter in
his mind, and allow others to avenge his honor. He does not mean
that the scholar himself should make any response.™




10. Rav S.R. Hirsch
(16086-18688)

V. 2. "w n2p3 bp3. Moses, who had had to bring the people over
to the Torah of God built up on chastity and faithfulness is to see, before
his death, the battle against the Midianites so necessary for making these two
fundamental pillars of his mission secure, for protecting his people against
v”3 (Licentiousness) and 1"y (Idolatry): "W bp). We have already on
Gen. IV,15 pointed out the relationship of op1 to-mp. (Cf. o3 o; %11 %w;
911 MT; A0 D; YOI YID; PRI YN, M3 M7 et alia)). It is the re-erection of
rights which have been trodden under foot, or a person who has been
thrown to the ground. The opn identifies himself with the object to be
raised up. That probably explains the reflexive form opi, and also the
mode of construing with », £°27 NX» X9L° 32 Py opl: The purpose
is not revenge, throwing down of an enemy, that would be construed with
2. The purpose is the re-erection of Israel from the Midianites, its spiritual
and moral freeing out of the power of their arts.
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15. Then God said concerning J".‘,""’? ];la e \? TN 15 .

him: Therefore, all ye who would 7

kill Cain. Revenge is taken on him _ =
N venfold. Thas God made Cain in- $WYXDP NI D797 PN

Al. [AIIU YU LICLL, LUV, “thiis wwsease =~ = —-- ,
= ik 1p? 7 o, The opinion of our sages differ as to the nature of
this sign according to whether they take Cain to be a femOtsefu'l pemte;!:
or the reverse. But another way of taking it 1s given In the Mldrash,GOd

lains it as D°INXY? MK Wwy, or PM> "7 as TNWN »9a% MK WU, 3o
made Cain himself into a sign or warning for murderers or penitents. ’ :
do find bW construed with -% in this way once in Sa'fn. I XXIIJ oo%
pIX MW oow> “make you all to captains of thousands”. Acco;dmg to that,
here too, it could mean NWR? PP DY But even thl,m'out this anomal): ,1t
could be taken to have such a meaning: “Therefore” — because Cain’s
condition is such a depressing one — “let everyone who would. kill l;un
hear: thus is revenge taken on him sevenfold. Thereby God «:It:t_:re:1 2
striking condition over Cain so that nobody who met him would kill him,
for everybody recognised in his distressed condition a greater deterrent sign
than his death would be.
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11. Rabbi Yochanan Zweig
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There is a significant difference between a response which is defined as punitive and one which is
defined as vengeful. The course of action mandated depends upon the nature of the crime. Most
crimes are motivated by the perpetrator's perceived benefit in committing the act. The unfortunate
victim is only the vehicle for satisfying the needs of the perpetrator. In these cases punitive measures
are called for. Vengeance is the appropriate response for an act which is an attack upon the victim's
existence; the victim's very being is the focus of the attack. The root of the word "nekama" - "revenge"
is "makom" - "place", for its purpose is to restore the violated party's place in existence. This is

achieved by eradicating the perpetrator's own place in existence

12. Prime Minister
Golda Meir
(18696-1978)

Golda Meir— “If vou get allrof the names on thelist, your mission is an incredible success. Get six
or five, we will feel the message has been sent that Jewish blood is not cheap, that we will not sit
idly by as the world did during the Holocaust. Even if you get only one or two, it will not have been
in vain. But if you will be faced with a choice between killing any one on the list together with an

innocent bystander or aborting your mission, your instructions are to do nothing.”




13. Rav Soloveitchik (1903-1993)
Kol Dodi Dofek

The fifth knock of the Beloved is perhaps the most
important. For the first time in the annals of our exile,
Divine Providence has amazed our enemies with the
astounding discovery that Jewish blood is not cheap! If
the antisemites describe this phenomenon as being “an
eye for an eye,” we will agree with them. If we want to
courageously defend our continued national and histori-
cal existence, we must, from time to time, interpret the
verse of an “eye for an eye” literally. So many “eyes” were
lost in the course of our bitter exile because we did not
repay hurt for hurt. The time has come for us to fulfill the
simple meaning of “an eye for an eye.” (Exodus 21:24) Of
course, I am sure everyone recognizes that I am an
adherent of the Oral Law, and from my perspective there
is no doubt that the verse refers to monetary restitution,
as defined by halakhah. However, with respect to the
Mufti® and Nasser,® I would demand that we interpret
the verse in accordance with its literal meaning — the
taking of an actual eye! Pay no attention to the saccha-
rine suggestions of known assimilationists and of some
Jewish socialists who stand pat in their rebelliousness
and think they are still living in Bialystok, Brest-Litovsk,
and Minsk of the year 1905, and openly declare that
revenge is forbidden to the Jewish people in any place,
at any time, and under all circumstances. “Vanity of vani-
ties!” (Ecclesiastes 1:2) Revenge is forbidden when it is
pointless, but if one is aroused thereby to self-defense, it
is the most elementary right of man to take his revenge.

The Torah has always taught that a man is permitted,
indeed, has a sacred obligation, to defend himself. With
the verse,“If a burglar is caught in the act of breaking in”
(Exodus 22:1), the Torah establishes the halakhah that
one may defend not only one’s life but his property as
well.” If the thief who comes to take the property of the
householder is capable of killing the householder
(should the householder not comply with his demands),
the householder may rise up against the criminal and kill
him. For good reason the Torah relates that two of its
great heroes,Abraham and Moses, took sword in hand to
defend their brethren: “And when Abraham heard that
his kinsman was taken captive, he led forth his retainers”
(Genesis 14:14). “And when Moses saw the Egyptian
smite a Jew . .. he struck down the Egyptian” (Exodus
2:11-12).This behavior does not contradict the princi-

ple of loving-kindness and compassion. On the contrary,
a passive position, without self-defense, may sometimes
lead to the most awesome brutality. “And I will gain
honor from Pharaoh, and all his hosts, his chariots, and
his horsemen.And the Egyptians will know that I am the
Lord” (Exodus 14:17-18). God did not seek honor and
recognition. He wanted Pharaoh, Moses’ contemporary,
to know that he must pay a high price for his edict that
“Every male child born shall be cast into the river”
(Exodus 1:22). His present desire is that the blood of
Jewish children who were slain as they recited the eigh-

teen benedictions of the daily [Amidah] prayer shall also
be avenged. When God smote the Egyptians, He sought
to demonstrate that there will always be accountability
for the spilling of Jewish blood.At present, it is necessary
not only to convince the dictator of Egypt [Nasser], but
the self-righteous Nehru,Y the Foreign Office in London,
and the sanctimonious members of the United Nations,
that Jewish blood is not cheap.Therefore, how laughable
it is when they try to persuade us to rely on the decla-
ration of the three Great Powers guaranteeing the status
quo. ' We all know from experience what value can be
attached to the pronouncements of the British Foreign
Office and the so-called friendship of certain officials in
our State Department. In general, how absurd is the
request that an entire people be dependent on the kind-
nesses of others and remain without the ability to
defend itself. Public and private honor is dependent
upon the possibility of defending one’s life and one’s
honor. A people that cannot defend its freedom and tran-
quility is neither free nor independent. The third of the
phrases of Divine redemption is “And I shall redeem you
with an outstretched hand and with great judgments”
(Exodus 6:6). Thank God we have lived to see the day
when, with the help of God, Jews have it within their
power to defend themselves.

Let us not forget that the poison of Hitlerite anti-
semitism (which made Jews fair game to all) still perme-
ates this generation, which looked with equanimity
upon the horrible scene of the suffocation of millions in
gas chambers as a normal event that need not be chal-
lenged.The antidote for this venom that poisoned minds
and dulled hearts is the readiness of the State of Israel to
defend the lives of its citizens. Listen! My Beloved
Knocks!




14.Rav
Shlomo Chaim
Ha’Cohen
Aviner

Q: Is it ethical to kill a terrorist when it is logical to assume that he will no
longer murder?

A: This question can be divided into two parts: 1. From the perspective of
reality, how is it possible to be certain that he has stopped murdering? It
is impossible to know. 2. Even if we know that he will no longer murder,
we must still kill him. But why - isn't this the law of a "rodef" (literally
"pursuer” - a case in which one is permitted to kill a pursuer so that the
pursued person is saved from harm)? If he is in pursuit, we kill him and if
he is not in pursuit, we do not kill him. There are three answers given by
halachic authorities:(aiThe terrorist is not finished being a "rodef". He is

not an “individual rodef" who is angry with a particular person and wants
to kill him, he is a "communal rodef' who wants to kill Jews and he does
not care which Jews they are. If we capture him, put him in jail, and he is
later released, as is the custom - to our great distress — he will continue
to murder. The organization of parents of those murdered by terrorists has
exact records which state that more than 180 Jews have been murdered
by released tetrorists who have murdered again. This means that when
you free a terrorist with the proper goal of helping Jews, you endanger
more Jews. This person is therefore not a one-time "rodef,” but a
perpetual "rodef."The halachic authorities also say that you should kill
him in order that others will see and be frightened. This "rodef" is teaching
other "rodefim" through his action. If he kills Jews and when the police
approach, he gives up and we have mercy on him, we encourage others to
act like him, thus endangering other Jews. Therefore, in situations like
these, we must be extremely ethical. The question is, ethical to whom -
the "rodef" or others Jews? Answer: to both of them. We must be ethical
to the Jews who have done nothing wrong and to him, since if we kill him,
we stop him from killing others and lessen his "Gehinom" (punishment in
the World to Come). The Mishnah in Sanhedrin (71b) says that the "ben
sorer u-moreh” (the rebellious son - see Devarim 21:18-21) is killed on
account of his future. While he has done many things wrong, he has not
committed a sin for which he is liable for capital punishment, but he is killed
so that he will die innocent and not guilty. In our case the terrorist is
already liable, but he should die liable and not even more liable. We do not

use the concept “"he should die innocent and not die guilty” to create new
laws, but to explain them.(C. Yhese are halachot of war, and in war, we do
not lock up an enemy who i shooting at us, but we fire back at him. This is
similar to what King Shaul said to the "Keni” {(Shmuel 1 15:6): "Go, depart,
go down from among Amalek, lest I destroy you with them.” This means,
even though you are my friend, if you are there, you could get hurt or
killed. In the halachot of war, we do not make such calculations as it says,
"The best of the non-Jews should be killed." The Tosafot raised a major
difficulty with this statement: how can we say such a thing when according
to halachah it is forbidden ta kill a non-lew and all the more so the best of
the non-lews (Tosafot to Avodah Zarah 26b and see Beit Yosef Yoreh
Deah 158)? Tosafot explained that this statement refers to a time of war.
This non-Jew seems pleasant or, in our case, he killed but he will be
pleasant. No, we did not make such calculations in a time of war; even a
pleasant-seeming non-lew is killed.

In sum: we therefore see that killing a terrorist is ethical.

g Shut She'esilat Shlomo




