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Amalek attacked us without provocation while we were wandering in the desert, and the message of
that command is: “Don’t be naive.”

…

“Passover Jews” are motivated by empathy with the oppressed; “Purim Jews” are motivated by
alertness to threat.

Now it just so happens that the command to remember Amalek is actually immediately juxtaposed to the first
fruits ritual and declaration we have been discussing so far; it is Deut. 24:17-19, the final words of last
week’s parashah. Which suggests that perhaps we need to add a third type of Jew – the Shavuot Jew –  to
the other two; and/or we might reconsider what it might mean to be a Passover Jew in contrast to a Shavuot
Jew rather than in contrast to a Purim Jew.

There is much the Jew on Passover and the Jew on Shavuot share. Most significantly, Deut. 25:8-10 stress
what God has done for God’s people: rescued us from Egypt and slavery, brought us to the Land, gave us
the bounty of the Land. At the heart of our festivals, and our religious consciousness more generally, should
always be our awareness of God’s role in the world and our lives. What we have and what we have
experienced should be met with humility and gratitude rather than selfishness and self-satisfaction. Indeed,
this might be something the Passover Jew and the Shavuot Jews share differently than the Purim Jew, in
that the book of Esther is famously the one book of the Tanakh in which God’s presence and hand are
hidden, the one book in which God’s name does not appear.

And yet… Halevi sees in the Passover Jew the call for justice for the oppressed: we know what it is to have
been oppressed and so we are the ones in a place of power we should never become oppressors ourselves,
when we can protest oppression and take up the cause of the oppressed, we must. And he is not wrong. But
when the Passover Jews stands next to the Shavuot Jew, she looks a bit different to me.

The Passover Jew is redeemed from slavery, but still must go into the wilderness. She has been redeemed
up to a point, but threats still abound, and she knows she is still in need of, and must seek, God’s protection.
Also, the Passover Jew is bound up in the paradox of triumphantly listing the plagues that finally defeated
the Egyptians while also pouring out drops of wine to mourn lives lost even among our enemies. The
Passover Jew knows trauma, and is certainly allowed to celebrate its overthrow, but is challenged to seek
compassion and justice nonetheless.

The Shavuot Jew, on the other hand, has arrived, in every sense of that word. She has a Land of her own in
which she lives comfortably, and her needs are well met. What threatens her is complacency, smugness,
and unwarranted self-congratulation. The challenge of the Shavuot Jew is not to forget that he too still needs
God’s protection – in fact, that all that he has must be credited to God’s gifts and love.

And finally, what Halevi observes about his two types of Jews is true even for our three:

Both are essential; one without the other creates an unbalanced Jewish personality, a distortion of
Jewish history and values.

We all have to find, and embrace, our inner Passover Jew with her sense of justice, our inner Purim Jew
who is vigilant on behalf the welfare of the people – and our inner Shavuot Jew who is full of gratitude and
wonder at the blessings we experience.

And with that, I return us all to our regular scheduled fall holidays about to be in progress… Shabbat shalom
and shanah tovah u’metukah!

Rabbi Gail Labovitz, PhD, is Professor of Rabbinic Literature and former Chair of the Department of
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advisor for “InterSem,” a dialogue program for students training for religious leadership at Jewish and
Christian seminaries around the Los Angeles area. Dr. Labovitz formerly taught at the Jewish Theological
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