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Under the Heavens

PARSHAS BESHALACH 5778

At the end of this week’s parshah we read of the evil exploits of Amalek, a nation deemed so
contemptible to Hashem that He mandates their utter destruction: כִּ י־מָ חֹה אֶ ְמחֶ ה אֶ ת־זֵ כֶ ר עֲמָ לֵק
“ – ִמ ַתּחַ ת הַ ָשּׁמָ יִ םFor I shall wipe out the memory of Amalek from under the heavens” (Shemos
17:14).
Now, this was not the first time that a group of people was slated for extermination; recall that
such a decree had been issued against the generation of the Flood. Only there, we find a
curious difference in the phraseology. As it states:  וַ יֹּאמֶ ר ד' אֶ ְמחֶ ה...אָדם
ָ ָוַ יּ ְַרא ד' כִּ י ַרבָּ ה ָרעַ ת ה
אתי מֵ עַ ל ְפּנֵי הָ אֲ ָדמָ ה
ִ אָדם אֲ ֶשׁר־בָּ ָר
ָ ָ“ – אֶ ת־הAnd Hashem saw that the evil of man was great... And
Hashem said: ‘I shall wipe out man that I have created from off the face of the earth’”
(Bereishis 6:5,6). Why, when it comes to Amalek, did the Torah speak of their destruction
“from under the heavens,” while in connection with the Generation of the Flood, the focus of
their removal was “from off the face of the earth”?

A Magical Solution
R’ Chayim Kanievsky (Ta’ama D’kra, parshas Beshalach) offers an intriguing resolution to
this issue based on a pair of comments from Rashi in different places.
The first comes from the narrative recorded in Shmuel I (ch. 15) regarding the battle of King
Shaul against Amalek. The Navi instructs the king to smite Amalek and everything connected
with them – down to their livestock. As to why the animals were included in this directive,
Rashi there (v. 3) explains that the Amalekim were accomplished sorcerers; as such, they
would resort to black magic to adopt the form of animals and hide therein.
Another pertinent piece of information comes from the episode of the Midianite war recorded
in the Torah in parshas Matos. There we discover an innovative use of sorcery employed by
the wicked Bilam; Rashi (Bamidbar 31:6) tells us that he used this medium to cause himself
and the kings of Midian to fly through the air.
Putting these two items together, R’ Chayim explains that such a concern thus existed in
connection with the Amalekim, as well. That is, as expert sorcerers, they, too may have
employed this method of taking flight in order to gain ascendancy in battle – a prospect that
posed an obvious threat. This explains why the passuk casts their imminent destruction in
such terms: “I will wipe them out from under the heavens.” The Torah was guaranteeing
that they would find no safe haven – not even by taking to the air.
When it came to the Generation of the Flood, however, it was not necessary for the Torah to
make any such provision. This is because their demise involved the use of water. As such,
even if they were to attempt to engage in sorcery, it would have no effect, for the Gemara

informs us that water neutralizes the power of black magic (Sanhedrin 67b). And so it was
sufficient for the Torah to state merely that “I will wipe out man from off the face of the
earth.”
R’ Chayim proceeds to offer yet another approach to account for the Torah’s emphasis on the
skies when it comes to Amalek. The Mechilta actually interprets this passuk in a very specific
way, understanding the demise mentioned therein as referring to Haman, scion of Amalek.
Now Haman, as we know, met his end by hanging; thus, as matters turned out, he in fact
never reached the ground. As this is what the Torah is referring to, it appropriately spoke of a
destruction that occurred in a state of suspension. This is similar to the Navi’s description of
the demise of Avshalom, who was caught by his hair in an oak tree: אָרץ
ֶ ָ– וַ יּ ַֻתּן בֵּ ין הַ ָשּׁמַ יִ ם וּבֵ ין ה
“And he was suspended between the heavens and the earth” (Shmuel II 18:9).

Peering Heavenward
Perhaps we may suggest an alternative explanation, based on the well-known Mishnah that
features the war with Amalek. Chazal were addressing the phenomenon of Moshe’s hands, as
the Torah relates that Yisrael would prevail as long as Moshe held up his hands. The Mishnah
states (Rosh Hashanah 3:8):
 אֶ לָּא.משׁה עוֹשׂוֹת ִמלְ חָ מָ ה א ֹו שׁוֹבְ רוֹת ִמלְ חָ מָ ה
ֶ  וְ כִ י ָי ָדיו ֶשׁל.'משׁה יָד ֹו וְ גָבַ ר יִ ְשׂ ָראֵ ל וגו
ֶ וְ הָ יָה כַּאֲ ֶשׁר י ִָרים
.וּמ ַשׁעְ בְּ ִדין אֶ ת לִ בָּ ם לַאֲ בִ יהֶ ם ֶשׁבַּ ָשּׁמַ יִ ם הָ יוּ ִמ ְתגַּבְּ ִרים
ְ  כָּל זְ מַ ן ֶשׁהָ יוּ יִ ְשׂ ָראֵ ל ִמ ְס ַתּכְּ לִ ים כְּ לַפֵּ י מַ עְ לָה, לוֹמַ ר ָל
. הָ יוּ נוֹפְ לִ ין,וְ ִאם לָאו
“‘And it was, when Moshe would uplift his hand, then Yisrael would prevail...’ (Shemos
17:11). Now, could the hands of Moshe truly ‘make or break’ the war? Rather, this comes to
teach you: As long as Yisrael would direct their gaze upward, subjugating their hearts to their
Father in Heaven – they would prevail. And if not, they would falter.”
Thus, we see that the key factor determining Yisrael’s victory in this battle is the maintenance
of their allegiance toward Hashem in Heaven. To allude to this important aspect, then, the
Torah’s treatment of this topic includes an emphasis on “the Heavens” – “macho emcheh es
zeicher Amalek mitachas haShamayim.” This serves to remind us to where we must direct
our focus at all times: gazing upward, and subjugating our hearts to our Father in Heaven.
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