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Love Your Enemies?:
First Steps Toward a Jewish Response

R. Shai Held - held@hadar.org
On Love — Summer Lecture Series 2018

Onl. The Law and Its Meaning(s)
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1. Exodus 23:4-5
*When you encounteryour enemy’s ox or ass wandering, you must take it back to him.
*When you see the ass of yourenemy lying underits burden and would refrain from raising it, you must
neverthelessraiseitwith him.
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2. Sa’adia Ga’on to Exodus 23:5
“You would refrain”—You should refrain from leaving him so, rather you should certainly unload with
him.
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3. Rashi to Exodus 23:5
“Wouldyou refrain fromraisingit!?”—interrogative.
“You must nevertheless raise it with him”—“raise” (azeivah) here means “help” (ezrah).
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4. Mekhilta deRabbi Ishmael, Mishpatim, 20

“Your enemy”—R. Eliezer says: Scripture speaks of a convert who returns to his original religion. R.
Yitzhak says: Scripture speaks of a Jewish apostate. [R. Natan says: Scripture speaks of a normal Jew.]
So what does it mean to say by “your enemy”? Rather, if one hits your child, or one who starts a fight
with your people, they become a temporary enemy.
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5. Rashbam to Exodus 23:5
“The ass of your enemy.” [Scripture] speaks of reality.
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6. Targum Onkelos to 23:5
When you see your enemy’s ass fallen beneath its load and would withhold from taking it, you should
let go of what is in your heart about him and unload with him.
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7. Targum Pseudo-Jonathan to 23:5

If you see the ass of your enemy, whom you hate for a sin that you alone know about, fallen beneath its
load, and would forego getting close to it, at that moment you surely must let go of the hatred in your
heart for him, and must unload and reload with him.

8. Nehama Leibowitz, New Studies in Shemot, p. 432
The Targums expounded the spirit of the text even if they did not reflect its surface reading.
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9. Midrash Tanhuma (Buber), Mishpatim 1
“Thou hast established uprightness” (Psalm 99:4), R. Alexandroni stated: Two ass drivers who hated
each other were travelling along the same road. The ass of one of them fell down. The other saw it but
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passed him by. After he had passed by he said: It is written in Holy Writ, “if you see the ass of him that
hateth thee.. .. you shall surely release it with him” (Exodus 23:5). Forthwith, he went back to help him
with the load. The other began to think things over and said: “So and so is evidently my friend, and |
didn't know it.” Both went into a roadside inn and had a drink together. What led to them making it up?
One of then looked into the Torah. That is the meaning of the text: “Thou hast established
righteousness.”

10. Benno Jacob on Exodus 23:4-5

At the beginning, such a venture would be done in silence, but then some exchange will be necessary
for the effort to succeed; that will break the ice and finally the enemy would have to express thanks,
which may very well build a bridge of friendship, so that they could leave not as enemies but as
brothers. Not common need brought them together, but danger to one, which led the other to be
helpful. This provides instruction in the practical aspects of love of neighbor (714-715).

11. Peter Enns, Exodus, p. 455

The identity of the enemy is not given, but we should presume that these laws concern members of
the Israelite community, not foreigners [SH: contra Hagner on Matthew]. These verses are aimed not
at the welfare of animals but of the enemy. ‘Love your enemies’ is not a sentiment found only in the
New Testament...

Verses 4-5 do not express enforceable law... These laws aim further than mere legal dealings. They get
closer to the heart of the matter: treating all Israelites with love, whether one loves them or not.
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12, Babylonian Talmud Bava Metzia 32a-b
Rava said: “From the arguments of both we may infer that [relieving] the suffering of an animalis a
biblical law.”

13. Sarna, Exodus, p. 142
This case involves humanitarian considerations and the prevention of cruelty to animals.

14. Victor Hamilton, Exodus, p. 425.

Surely it is of no little interest that the same Bible that contains both laws and precepts about being
charitable to one’s enemies also contains prayers in which the pray-er asks Go to do horrible and
unimaginable things to his enemies (e.g., Pss. 109, 137).
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Il. Between Vengeance and Virtue
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15. Proverbs 25:21-22
lifyourenemyis hungry, give him bread to eat; If he is thirsty, give him water to drink.
2You will be heaping live coals on his head, And the Lord will reward you.

16. Richard Clifford:

An enemy’s vulnerability is not to be made into an opportunity to settle old scores...

Wisdom and legal texts urge human beings away from the difficult and dangerous business of exacting
vengeance, and urge them to leave punishment to God.

The counsel is a paradox: Vengeance is best exercised by leaving it in other hands (126).

17. Michael Fox:

Mercy is the best revenge. If you treat your enemy humanely, you will put him to shame, either
pricking his conscience or scorching his pride, and God will reward you...

The sentiment [here]... is not devoid of vindictiveness, for it motivates the humane treatment by
promising shame to one’s opponent and reward to oneself (787).
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18. Malbim:

21. “If your enemy is hungry, you should feed him bread”—This advises one who wants to take great
revenge on her enemy: she should not take revenge in this way, by withholding bread or water from
him, but on the contrary, she should give him everything good—if he is hungry, she should feed him; if
he is thirsty, she should give him water, for in so doing she will benefit in two ways:

22. (A) “You will be heaping live coals on his head”—For with the good you are doing for him, it would
appear to him that you are heaping live coals on his head! When he remembers how he sinned against
you and did something bad to you, he will be embarrassed and ashamed that now he is forced to
receive bread and water from you in payment for his wickedness. (B) “And the Lord will reward
you”—That you will receive reward from God because of the tzedakah that you did; but if you take
revenge by not giving him anything, you will not receive a reward.
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19. Midrash Mishlei (Buber), 25:21-22

“If your enemy is hungry, feed him bread; and if he is thirsty, give him water.” Said R. Hama bar
Hanina: Even though he intended to kill you, yet he arrived hungry or thirsty in your house, feed him
and give him water. Why? “For you will be heaping live coals upon his head, and the Lord will reward
(yeshalem) you”—do not read “will reward you” but rather “will repay him (yeshalmenu) for you.”

a"a'n .20

TN NNAIYNA 0T NIXT D DM INPYUN XNX XN OXEDNY 179807 179 (1IN yann X7 - JN1IY QY0 DX
DY NNK D NNXA VTN Y1 )7 NWY AWK DNN 17 2'0'N 'R 27 v OXE'IWYE20IRYT "warn 707 2'on?
1200 NN NRIT NID 'ITAN 210N (W17 RN AT 'Mma

NN 7AR'w 210N 7Y INYWA 2NN 1977 IWRT 7V "N NNIN ANKR 17'K 17 N YN 0T D - 1Al 0f7na o
NN N'7MA TWR NIV DNN 110 )7 07Y' 'N1Y702 TWR DY NNN

20. Ralbag (Gersonides)

“If your enemy is hungry”—Do not refrain from showing her grace and feeding her bread. “And if she is
thirsty, give her water”—For this is an extremely praiseworthy character trait to be good to all people,
to a friend and to an enemy. But if you are bothered by the thought, how can you be good to her when
she did bad to you? Know that in truth, in bestowing one of the greatest of virtues upon your own soul,
you are taking revenge on her.

“For live coals...”—For this is as unpleasant for her as if you were “piling live coals on her head” to
make her burn with shame over the good that she received from you in payment for the bad that she
bestowed on you. “And the Lord will pay you” in goodness on account of the good that you bestowed
on her.

21. Raymond Van Leeuwen:
In effect, the concrete terms of v. 21 tell the reader to love not only the neighbor but also one’s enemy.

Ill. Celebrating Downfall: Yes or No?
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22. Proverbs 24:17-18
Ifyourenemyfalls, do notrejoice; If he trips, letyour heart not exult,
¥ estthe Lord seeitand be displeased, And avert His wrath from him.
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23. Yalkut Shimoni, Emor, #654

You find there are three instances of “joy” written regarding Sukkot: “You shall rejoice on your
festival,” “it will be for you only joy,” and “You shall rejoice before the Lord your God seven days.” But
regarding Pesah, you do not find that it is written “joy” even once. Why? You find that on Pesah, the
grain harvest is judged and no person knows if the year will make [grain] or will not make. [Therefore,
it is not written there “joy.”] Another interpretation: Because of the death of the Egyptians. And so
you find that on all seven days of Sukkot we recite Hallel, but on Pesah we only recite Hallel on the first
day and its night. Why? Because “In the fall of your enemy, do not rejoice; and in their failure, your
heart should not exult.”

24. Kathleen Farmer:
The saying as a whole is clearly self-serving. Do not gloat, because gloating might reverse your
enemy’s misfortune (114).

25. Michael Fox:

Why is schadenfreude thought to anger God? Perhaps God resents others enjoying an event in which
he himself takes no pleasure. Perhaps schadenfreude is a sign of arrogance, as if the rejoicer were
imagining himself taking God’s side against his own enemies...

Proverbs is concerned with the quality of man’s deepest and hidden thoughts and feelings, for they are
the substance of character and determine deeds as well (750).

26. Bruce Waltke:
The theological statement entails God’s moral sensibility against cruelty, coldness, smug arrogance,
faithlessness, and cynicism toward God’s image.
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27. Proverbs 20:22
Do notsay, “lwill requite evil”; Putyourhopeinthe Lord, and He will deliveryou.
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28. Ralbag (Gersonides):
“You shouldn’t say, ‘| will repay evil’’—To the one who bestowed evil on me, for this is not the way of a
person of faith, for he does not desire the doing of evil. Only hope in the Lord and [God] will save you
from the hand of your enemies. Do not ask God to do them harm, only that God should save you,
because this is what you need—not for the other to suffer harm.
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29. Alsheikh:

Here is the way of people, that when his enemy irritates him or one who overpowers his kinsman for a
matter, to say, “l will repay evil.” But one who is righteous in his own eyes would say thus: “I myself
will not harm you, but I call to God On High that He will take up my cause and repay the one who does
evil according to his evil.” Said Solomon in his wisdom: “Know, therefore, my son, that both of these
[approaches] are equally bad, and this is the meaning of: “Do notsay, ‘| will requite evil’”-- that is the
first, and don’t hope for God to take revenge on your behalf. Rather, “PutyourhopeintheLord, [only
that] He will deliveryou”—from your enemy’s irritating you. Pay no attention to whether or not God
takes revenge on him.
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30. Proverbs 11:10
When the righteous prosper the city exults; When the wicked perish there are shouts of joy.

IV. Jesus and Loving Our Enemies

31. Matthew 5:43-48

“You have heard thatitwas said, ‘You shall love your neighbor and hate your enemy.” *But|saytoyou,
Loveyourenemies and pray forthose who persecute you, *>so that you may be children of your Fatherin
heaven;forhe makeshissunriseontheeviland onthe good,and sends rainontherighteousand onthe
unrighteous. *Forifyou love those who love you, what reward do you have? Do not even the tax
collectorsdothesame? *’Andifyou greet only your brothers and sisters, what more areyou doingthan
others? Do noteventhe Gentiles do the same? *®Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Fatheris perfect.
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32. Matthew 5:38-42

#«You have heard thatitwassaid, ‘An eye foran eye and atooth foratooth.” *Butlsaytoyou, Do not resist
anevildoer. Butifanyone strikesyou on theright cheek, turn the otheralso; *° and ifanyone wants to sue
you and take your coat, give your cloak aswell; ** and if anyone forces you to go one mile, go also the
second mile. “Giveto everyone who begs fromyou, and do not refuse anyone who wants to borrow from
you.

33. Dale Allison:

Verses 38-42 are not a repudiation of Moses. While in the Pentateuch the lex talionis belongs to the
judiciary process, this is not the sphere of application in Matthew. Jesus does not overthrow the
principle of equivalent compensation on an institutional level—that question is just not
addressed—but declares it illegitimate for his followers to apply it to their own private disputes.
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34. Babylonian Talmud Gittin 36b
Our Rabbis taught: Those who are insulted but do not insult, hear themselves reviled without
answering, act through love and rejoice in suffering, of them Scripture s
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35. Isaiah 50:6
| offered my back to the floggers, And my cheeks to those who tore out my hair. I did not hide my face
From insult and spittle.
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36. Lamentations 3:30
Let him offer his cheek to the smiter; Let him be surfeited with mockery.
ays, “But they who love [God] are as the sun rising in might.”

V. A Mitzvah to Hate?
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37.Psalm 139:21-22
O Lord, You know | hate those who hate You, and loathe Your adversaries.
| feel a perfect hatred toward them; | count them my enemies.
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38. Proverbs 8:13
To fear the Lord is to hate evil; | hate pride, arrogance, the evil way, And duplicity in speech.
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39. Deuteronomy 13:9
Do not assent or give heed to him. Show him no pity or compassion, and do not shield him;
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40. Babylonian Talmud Pesahim 113b

R. Shmuel son of Rav Yitzhak said in Rav’s name: Yet he may hate him, for it is said, If thou see the ass
of thine enemy lying under’ its burden. Now which enemy [is meant]: Shall we say, a Gentile
enemy,—but it was taught: The enemy of whom they spoke is an Israelite enemy, not a Gentile enemy?
Hence it obviously means an Israelite enemy. But is it permitted to hate him? Surely it is written, Thou
shalt not hate thy brother in thy heart? Again if there are witnesses that he had committed wrong, they
all indeed hate him! why particularly this person? Hence it must surely apply to such a case where he
had seen something indecent in him. R. Nahman b. Isaac said: it is a duty to hate him, as it is said, The
fear of the Lord is to hate evil.
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41. Psalm 104:35
May sinners (hatta’im) disappear from the earth, and the wicked be no more. Bless the Lord, O my
being, Hallelujah.
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36. Babylonian Talmud, Berakhot 10a

There were once some highwaymen in the neighbourhood of R. Meir who caused him a great deal of
trouble. R. Meir accordingly prayed that they should die. His wife Beruria said to him: How do you
make out [that such a prayer should be permitted]? Because it is written “Let hatta'im cease?” Is it
written hot'im? It is written hatta'im! Further, look at the end of the verse: “and let the wicked men be
no more.” Since the sins will cease, there will be no more wicked men! Rather pray for them that they
should repent, and there will be no more wicked. He did pray for them, and they repented.
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