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Pity The Enemy?
R. Mois Navon
Beit HaKenneset HaSefaradi BeRimon — (Ekev) 5780

Tzarich Iyun.

With these words many a posek ends his investigation into a matter. Unfortunately, I too
will have to conclude today as I have not had enough time to investigate a most
important and timely matter.

This morning the news reported that the Israeli government has turned to the Lebanese
government in an effort to provide them with aid following the massive explosion and
resultant casualties in Beirut. What do our Jewish sources have to say about helping the
“innocent citizens” of a nation at war with us?

This week’s parsha provides an appropriate starting point:
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The Ohr HaHaim Hakadosh gives the following explanation:
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The Ohr HaHaim Hakadosh learns here a very general attitude that one must not be
merciful at a time the demands the opposite, for doing so exhibit a very bad moral
character. Perhaps his words would be summarized by the midrash:
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On the other hand, RSRH explains the verse as follows:
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RSRH is reading the verse in context and limiting the command to not have pity only to
the specific case of the Canaanites.
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Perhaps there is support for this more compassionate stance in the story of Yona

wherein God uses precisely the same word “Pity” (Ia’hus):
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On this the Radak explains:
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He is saying that just as Yona didn’t pity the tree itself, but his on condition as a result of
the tree, so too, God does not pity the wicked people but His own divine honor which is
reflected in the state of his creations (eg the people of Ninve). So, one could say that the
people of Israel, as God’s representatives need to take the same stance and be concerned
for God’s glory as reflected on all creations and thus be compassionate to all creatures —

even the enemy which was what Ninve was to Israel at the time.'

On the other hand, let me share with you the story of the Arab hijacking of two Israeli
planes flying from Tel Aviv to Jordan in 1970:

At the time, the terrorists threatened to kill all passengers on board. When it
became known that Rav Hutner, Rosh Yeshiva of Yeshiva Rabbi Chaim Berlin,
was one of those being held, there was talk among his students of offering his
captors a large ransom in exchange for his release. Although generally in a case
of pidyon sh’vuyim (release of captives) the Jewish community is forbidden to
ransom a captive from an exorbitant sum, the ruling in the case of a great scholar
is that he should be ransomed even for a sum that exceeds his “worth.” Thus
many Rabbis were of the opinion that every effort should be made to secure Rav
Hutner’s release. Rav Yaakov Kaminetsky dissented, however, arguing that the
mitzvah of pidyon sh’vuyim only applies in peacetime, but surely not during
hostilities, when the delivery of ransom money to the enemy would strengthen
their position! He continued to explain that although a cease-fire existed at the
time, the 1948 War of Independence had never really ended, for the Arabs’
avowed goal to destroy the State of Israel and drive the Jews into the sea had
never been renounced. (R. H. Schachter, Journal of Halacha, Num. XVI, p74)

So I have brought you four sources on the subject, two from each side; and while I
personally see a stronger case to refrain from any aid, I leave it to you as “Tzarich Iyun.”

I R. Yaakov Beasley: “Yonah, son of Amittai, is mentioned in 2 Kings 14:25 as a prophet who lived during
the reign of Jereboam II in the Northern Kingdom of Israel. His reign at the beginning of the eighth
century BCE was one of relative peace and quiet. However, the shadow of Assyrian domination and
conquest, which had been so long dormant, was beginning to raise its terrible head. Nineveh was the
capital of Assyria, and one can only imagine the feelings of the prophet when asked to prophesy to save the
city of Nineveh, Israel’s most bitter enemy who would become the instrument of Israel’s annihilation. In
Yonah’s mind, saving the city of Nineveh would make him complicit in the destruction of his people. Is
this something he is able to do?” http://www.hatanakh.com/en/content/book-yonah
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