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If you are familiar with JRR Tolkien’s magnificent Hobbit/Lord of the Rings books you will no 

doubt also be aware that this great author was a man of deep faith. Indeed, Tolkien played 

an important role in bringing CS Lewis to faith. The two men became great friends and 

through their mythical constructs of Middle Earth and Narnia, they conspired to smuggle the 

fundamentals of Biblical faith past a skeptical, secularist, modernist audience. The subject of 

mercy and compassion, even - nay perhaps especially toward your enemies - runs as thread 

throughout the Hobbit/Lord of the Rings books. Tolkien explored the idea that small acts of 

compassion can have cosmic consequences. One passage that comes to mind in this respect 

is the moment when, responding to Frodo’s statement that Gollum is an enemy that deserves 

death, Gandalf replies, “Deserves it? I daresay he does. Many that live deserve death. And 

some that die deserve life. Can you give it to them? Then do not be too eager to deal out 

death in judgment. For even the wise cannot see all ends. I have not much hope that Gollum 

can be cured before he dies, but there is a chance of it.” Here Tolkien, through Gandalf, 

suggests that mercy and compassion are powerful weapons against evil, which, by their light, 

can not only put darkness to flight, but possibly convert evil itself. As we read in Romans 

12:14-21, “Bless those who persecute you. Bless and do not curse. Rejoice with those who 

rejoice; weep with those who weep. Live in harmony with one another. Do not be proud, but 

enjoy the company of the lowly. Do not be conceited. Do not repay anyone evil for evil. 

Carefully consider what is right in the eyes of everybody. If it is possible on your part, live at 

peace with everyone. Do not avenge yourselves, beloved, but leave room for God’s wrath. For 

it is written: “Vengeance is Mine, I will repay, says the Lord.” On the contrary, “If your enemy is 

hungry, feed him; if he is thirsty, give him a drink. For in so doing, you will heap burning coals 

on his head.” Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good.” No doubt Frodo 

would have lopped off the evil Gollum’s head for the things that he had done, and for the 

pathetic creature that he had allowed himself to become, but instead of meting out righteous 

judgement, and remembering Gandalf’s words, he stayed his hand. As those who are familiar 

with the story will know Gollum henceforth played a key role in guiding Frodo to Mordor and 

ultimately bringing about the destruction of Sauron - a metaphor for HaSatan if there ever 

was one. Tolkien places other great pearls of wisdom in the mouth Gandalf which also reflect 

Biblical ideals. In speaking of the apparently unassailable power of evil, which musters great 

armies and proudly boasts of its permanent residence in the human condition, Tolkien has 

Gandalf opine that “Some believe that it is only great power that can hold evil in check. But 

that is not what I’ve found. I found it is the small things. Every day deeds by ordinary folk that 

keeps the darkness at bay.” This not only echoes the Romans 12 passage that we just read, 

which suggests that small acts of kindness can overturn the bombastic power of evil, but the 

idea that is central to the Scriptures that Hashem defeats evil, not with miraculous acts of 

power, but by weakness. When, for example, the Exodus story is recounted much stress tends 

to be put on the plagues, by which Hashem dismantled Egyptian power, but a closer reading 

of the texts reveals that in fact it was not so much these great plagues by which our people 

were delivered and which caused Pharaoh to let our people go, but it was the sacrifice of the 

lambs. We are reminded of this at each Pesach when the Hagadah has us read of Hashem’s 
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promise to redeem our people with “an outstretched arm”. As we say this, we note that, lying 

in front of us on our seder plates, is the zeroa - the shankbone or arm of a lamb. Thus, 

Hashem, through the weakness of the lamb, overcame all the power of evil in Egypt. And this 

is the message of the besorah too. As Rav Shaul states in 2 Corinthians 13, though the 

Messiah was executed on a stake in weakness he now lives by Hashem’s  great power. 

Moreover, Rav Shaul says that, as a corollary of this, whenever we are weak we are 

connecting with the weakness of the Messiah when he was on the stake. Thus, our weakness 

is turned to strength, for when we are weak we also, in an unexpected way, connect with 

Hashem’s power. For “he said to me, “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made 

perfect in weakness.” Therefore I will boast all the more gladly about my weakness, so that 

Messiah’s power may rest on me.” (2 Cor 12:9).  Of course, this is not how the world thinks of 

strength and weakness. When we think of strength and power we typically imagine great 

muscle or vast armies, with tanks, planes and missiles. To be powerful in the world’s eyes is to 

have great control over people, to have the authority to command and control. But the 

opposite is true with Hashem, and the world just can’t understand it. That is why Rav Shaul 

also says, “God’s “weakness” is stronger than humanity’s “strength.”  Just look at yourselves, 

brothers — look at those whom God has called! Not many of you are wise by the world’s 

standards, not many wield power or boast noble birth. But God chose what the world 

considers nonsense in order to shame the wise; God chose what the world considers weak in 

order to shame the strong; and God chose what the world looks down on as common or 

regards as nothing in order to bring to nothing what the world considers important; so that 

no one should boast before God. It is his doing that you are united with the Messiah Yeshua. 

He has become wisdom for us from God, and righteousness and holiness and redemption as 

well! Therefore — as the Tanakh says — “Let anyone who wants to boast, boast about 

Adonai.””  

 

All of these great Biblical themes and more are represented in Tolkien’s writings, smuggled 

past unsuspecting readers through the meme of Middle Earth. And, by goodness, how we 

need such truths in today’s world. As in every century from the beginning of the world until 

now, it appears that evil is alive and well. As Kohelet said, “What has been will be again, what 

has been done will be done again; there is nothing new under the sun.” It has apparently 

made little difference to human behaviour that our contemporary world is more scientifically 

aware and technologically developed than ever before. Scientific progression has brought no 

increase in human kindness. To the contrary, if the Twentieth Century is anything to go by, it 

has merely made the evil more powerful. In and of itself technology is neither inherently 

good nor bad, it is what we choose to do with our technology that determines that. As Algis 

Valiunas has written in “The New Atlantis” journal of technology and society, in the hands of 

unscrupulous men technology has enabled evil to prosper like never before. He writes that 

while the developments in atomic physics that produced the first atomic weapon “is perhaps 

the most wondrous intellectual achievement since Socrates taught his admirers that death 

holds no terrors for a good man…  few men have been good enough to be entirely free of 

such terrors. Of course, few men have ever been good enough to be entirely free of such 
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terrors; and the unprecedented scientific advances of the past century have added the terror 

of thermonuclear megadeath and possible human extinction to the things that saddle all but 

the very best men with mortal angst.” Reflecting on the impoverished moral condition of 

humanity, Albert Einstein once wrote that “entrusting human beings with the modern 

technology that produced machine guns and massive artillery, was like putting a meat axe in 

the hands of a psychopath.”  This truth was discovered only too late by Julius Robert 

Oppenheimer, the man who lead the team to produce the world’s first atomic bomb during 

the Second World War. Oppenheimer was a brilliant scientist who was motivated to produce 

a bomb that would protect “free men from the most formidable alliance of tyrants ever, 

winning all due recognition for his part in the success, overcoming the most refractory 

theoretical and practical difficulties that scientists had ever faced, commanding the greatest 

assembly of intellectual talent ever devoted to a single consuming task, and proving himself 

in the most dramatic fashion a lord and master of nature itself.” “A man of such parts,” writes 

Valiunas, “had he been able to integrate the various impulses, might have been superbly 

whole; but Oppenheimer was anything but whole. Historians often speak of TE Lawrence as 

the most complicated soul in modern military annals; but when all the fissures, fault lines, and 

contradictions are added up, Oppenheimer deserves this distinction as well.” Too little, too 

late, Oppenheimer began to realise that what he and his team of scientists had created would 

not serve the cause of good, but of evil. On seeing the first mushroom cloud rising from the 

sight of the Trinity test explosion, he said to himself, “Now I am become death, the destroyer 

of worlds”. Oppenheimer “was beginning to tremble at the dark power he had helped 

create.” When the news of the successful attack on Hiroshima was brought to him all 

Oppenheimer could say was, “Those poor little people, those poor little people.” Later, 

speaking to the American Philosophical Society, Oppenheimer would say, “We have made a 

thing, a most terrible weapon, that has altered abruptly and profoundly the nature of the 

world ... a thing that by all the standards of the world we grew up in is an evil thing. And by 

so doing ... we have raised again the question of whether science is good for man.”  

 

What Oppenheimer was slowly realising is that science and modernism have not progressed 

human beings in a moral sense. They cannot transform human nature and, in the wrong 

hands, science and technology enable and shore up evil. In the light of all this Oppenheimer 

clung to the hope that evil can be brought down - not so much by weapons like the atomic 

bomb, but by the inward transformation of human beings. Oppenheimer became convinced 

that, in the light of nuclear weapons, human beings, who from the earliest times, propelled by 

self-interested tribalism, had fought against and annihilated each other in a grotesque 

outworking of Darwin’s theory of the survival of the fittest, should now come together as one. 

The alternative would be the extinction of the human race. “The peoples of this world,” he 

wrote, “must unite or they will perish. This war, that has ravaged so much of the earth, has 

written these words. The atomic bomb has spelled them out for all men to understand.”  He 

hoped for that an international organisation would come into being that would achieve this 

internationalist utopia, one that would also control nuclear weapons. As we know today, 

many decades after Oppenheimer’s death and after the creation of the United Nations, the 
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world has come perilously close on a number of occasions, not least during the Cuban Missile 

Crisis, to incineration. The United Nations has by no means brought about the utopia that 

Oppenheimer hoped for. Human nature remains unchanged. When we look at the 

totalitarianism of North Korea and other dictatorships, the atrocities and perverse ideas of 

ISIS and other religious fanatics of every persuasion, the oppression of women, religious and 

other minorities throughout the world it seems to us that the forces of evil of which Rav Shaul 

spoke in Ephesians 6 are as strong and bombastic as they ever have been - and, indeed, that 

their capacity for evil has been enlarged by modern technology. While it is often necessarily 

to take up physical arms against such evil, killing human beings cannot change our nature. 

That is Shaul’s point. For the essence of our struggle is not against flesh and blood. Evil, he 

says, can only be defeated by our becoming strong in the Lord, in union with his mighty 

strength! But what does it really mean to become strong in the Lord, to be inhabited by His 

power? As we have heard Rav Shaul say, Hashem’s power is made perfect in weakness.  His 

grace is sufficient for us. When I am weak I am strong, because the Messiah was made perfect 

through weakness.  “Therefore, I am very happy to boast about my weaknesses, in order that 

the Messiah’s power will rest upon me. Yes, I am well pleased with weaknesses, insults, 

hardships, persecutions and difficulties endured on behalf of the Messiah; for it is when I am 

weak that I am strong.” This passage speaks to our contemporary human predicament.  We 

do not overcome evil by human strength, by weapons of power, by machine guns and 

atomic bombs because that evil resides in each one of us. We are each capable of 

unkindness, gracelessness, impatience, hatred, jealousy, of being judgemental and 

unforgiving, of being merciless, bullying or over bearing. Given the right set of circumstances, 

and for some of us it may not take too much, we can take a perverse pleasure in inflicting 

pain on another human being.  And we can even justify this to ourselves by thinking that we 

are merely meting out justice, exercising the sword of righteousness - much as Hitler 

persuaded himself, as he wrote in Mein Kampf, “by defending myself against the Jew, I am 

fighting for the work of the Lord.” From the beginning of time much evil has been 

perpetrated by those who are convinced that they have a moral justification to do what they 

are doing. And we may be no different. So how then is evil to be overcome? How are the 

spiritual forces of evil to be brought down? By international organisation? By mighty weapons 

of war? No. For as we heard at the beginning, “Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome 

evil with good.” Indeed, “if your enemy is hungry, feed him; if he is thirsty, give him a drink.” 

As Yeshua also commanded us, “Love your enemies! Do good to those who hate you, bless 

those who curse you, pray for those who mistreat you. If someone hits you on one cheek, 

offer the other too; if someone takes your coat, let him have your shirt as well. If someone 

asks you for something, give it to him; if someone takes what belongs to you, don’t demand 

it back. Treat other people as you would like them to treat you. What credit is it to you if you 

love only those who love you? Why, even sinners love those who love them. What credit is it 

to you if you do good only to those who do good to you? Even sinners do that. What credit 

is it to you if you lend only to those who you expect will pay you back? Even sinners lend to 

each other, expecting to be repaid in full. But love your enemies, do good, and lend 

expecting nothing back! Your reward will be great, and you will be children of Ha‘Elyon; for 
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he is kind to the ungrateful and the wicked. Show compassion, just as your Father shows 

compassion. Don’t judge, and you won’t be judged. Don’t condemn, and you won’t be 

condemned. Forgive, and you will be forgiven. Give, and you will receive gifts — the full 

measure, compacted, shaken together and overflowing, will be put right in your lap. For the 

measure with which you measure out will be used to measure back to you!””  Most of us, in 

practice, tend to live by the dictum - do unto others as they do unto you. As Gollum says in 

the Lord of the Rings, “We’ll be nice to them if they be nice to us.” But this isn’t the way of 

Hashem. Rather we are commanded to treat others as we would like them to treat us - 

irrespective of how they treat us - and let’s be honest, few of us can claim to do well in this 

regard. And yet walking by the Golden Rule, as it is called, is humanity’s only hope for moral 

progression. Evil is only put to flight by doing good, and that includes the capacity for evil 

that dwells in each one of us. For it is when we forgive, when we act kindly and generously, 

when we exercise patience, mercy, and compassion, when we perform random acts of 

kindness for complete strangers, and especially for our enemies, that the edifice of evil that 

holds humanity in its vice-like grip is weakened. As indeed we see in this week’s parashah. 

The deliverance of our people in Egypt was not brought down by power and might but by 

weakness. We have spoken about the weakness of the lambs, but the story also relates to us 

another act of human ‘weakness’ which, much as Frodo’s compassion for Gollum ended up 

helping to bring about the end of Sauron in the Lord of the Rings, contributed in no small 

measure to bringing down Pharaoh and liberating our Jewish people. As we read, “A man 

from the family of Levi took a woman also descended from Levi as his wife. When she 

conceived and had a son, upon seeing what a fine child he was, she hid him for three 

months. When she could no longer hide him, she took a papyrus basket, coated it with clay 

and tar, put the child in it and placed it among the reeds on the riverbank.  His sister stood at 

a distance to see what would happen to him. The daughter of Pharaoh came down to bathe 

in the river while her maids-in-attendance walked along the riverside. Spotting the basket 

among the reeds, she sent her slave-girl to get it. She opened it and looked inside, and there 

in front of her was a crying baby boy! Moved with pity, she said, “This must be one of the 

Hebrews’ children.”  At this point, his sister said to Pharaoh’s daughter, “Would you like me to 

go and find you one of the Hebrew women to nurse the baby for you?”  Pharaoh’s daughter 

answered, “Yes, go.” So the girl went and called the baby’s own mother.  Pharaoh’s daughter 

told her, “Take this child away, and nurse it for me, and I will pay you for doing it.” So the 

woman took the child and nursed it.  Then, when the child had grown some, she brought him 

to Pharaoh’s daughter; and she began to raise him as her son. She called him Moshe [pull 

out], explaining, “Because I pulled him out of the water.””  If we think about this story carefully 

we will realise that the future of the whole world, not least our Jewish people, depended on a 

single act of weakness. When Pharaoh’s daughter opened the basket and saw the child 

therein she was “moved with pity”. It was in fact this pity, perhaps the most human of all 

emotions, one that animals do not share in and which Hitler despised as a corruption, that 

saved the world. Had Pharaoh’s daughter not felt compassion for the baby before her, 

recognising his shared humanity, rejecting the anti-Semitic hatred that swirled around her in 

Egyptian society and in Pharaoh’s palace, then Moshe would not have survived. And if Moshe 
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had not survived then Israel would not have survived. And without Israel there would have 

been no Scriptures, no Messiah, no salvation. In short none of us would have been here 

today had it not been for Pharaoh’s daughter’s compassion. As Tolkien said through the 

mouth of Gandalf, “do not be too eager to deal out death in judgment. For even the wise 

cannot see all ends.” Pharaoh had said that Hebrew baby boys deserved to die, but his 

daughter disagreed. There was no way at that moment of compassion that Pharaoh’s 

daughter could foresee the good that would come about by her one small act of compassion 

and neither can we by our own. And yet it is precisely by such acts of kindness and 

compassion that evil is brought down and the world is saved. As the Talmud sagely states, 

“he who saves a life saves the world entire.” Often, as we watch or listen to the news we can 

feel overwhelmed by the apparent impregnability of evil and in the face of this we can feel 

powerless and pathetic. We despair that anything can be done. We can even throw up our 

hands in despair and admit defeat. We look down at the little that we do, and the little that 

we can do and ask ourselves whether it’s worth the bother putting yourself out for other 

people. And yet our portion encourages us not to do so. It encourages us instead to have 

trust in the redemptive power of acts of kindness. None of us knows the difference a smile, a 

kind word or even just a sandwich placed into the open hand of a hungry person can make. 

We are not to worry about the big things, the huge edifice of evil, as if it all depends on us 

but to concentrate on the small. As the Pirkei Avot remind us, “You are not obligated to 

complete the work, but neither are you free to desist from it.” Do not despise the small 

contribution that you can make. You may only have a few loaves and fishes, but those can go 

a long way! It is the small interactions between human beings that truly matter and which will 

combine in sum to change the lives of individuals and then of communities, of nations and 

then of the entire world. So do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good. Your 

tiny acts of love and compassion can have world changing consequences, and as you 

perform them you are loving and worshipping the Lord. As Yeshua said, “Then the King will 

say to those on his right, ‘Come, you whom my Father has blessed, take your inheritance, the 

Kingdom prepared for you from the founding of the world.  For I was hungry and you gave 

me food, I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I was a stranger and you made 

me your guest, I needed clothes and you provided them, I was sick and you took care of me, I 

was in prison and you visited me.’ Then the people who have done what God wants will reply, 

‘Lord, when did we see you hungry and feed you, or thirsty and give you something to 

drink? When did we see you a stranger and make you our guest, or needing clothes and 

provide them? When did we see you sick or in prison, and visit you?’ The King will say to 

them, ‘Yes! I tell you that whenever you did these things for one of the least important of 

these brothers of mine, you did them for me!’” 

 


