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“The category of Other is as original as consciousness itself...          
No group ever defines itself as One without immediately setting          
up the Other opposite itself.” 

-Simone de Beauvoir 
  

The relation with the Other… [is] an ethical relation.” 
-Emmanuel Levinas 

  
 In undertaking this study, we seek the wisdom of our tradition in navigating 

the tension between maintaining a distinct identity and respecting “the other.” By “the 

other,” we refer to those who are outsiders in society, who are not included in the 

majority culture and most broadly, anyone who is not a member of the group in 

which you are a member. 

“Otherness” and boundary issues pervade our contemporary world. Refugees 

from the conflict in Syria seek to live in safety and find themselves excluded from 

entry into European countries who believe the refugees threaten their safety and the 

status quo of their society. The U.S. government is raising fears around an influx of 

immigration from Mexico and South America, warning these people will endanger 

the lives of Americans. Israel, our Jewish homeland, too, struggles to navigate how 

to be a safe haven for migrants entering from Africa without jeopardizing the status 

quo of Israeli society. Unfortunately, these are all instances in which those in power 

often allow xenophobic fears to overcome the dictum of our tradition to welcome the 

ger ​ and grant them respect and dignity. 

A common rallying cry for progressive Jews in the U.S. has become the 

Torah ​ verses “You shall love the resident alien because you were resident aliens in 

Egypt” (Deuteronomy 10:19) and “There shall be one law for the citizen and the 
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resident alien among you” (Numbers 15:15). On the surface, these verses suggest 

that the ​Torah ​ advocates for the radical inclusion of “others,” and therefore, 

contemporary Jews should take a similar position on issues of welcoming others into 

society. As serious students of ​Torah ​, we sought to learn what these verses actually 

meant in context. We wanted to learn what our Jewish texts have to say about “the 

others” in our midst. 

 A number of questions guide our study. How do Jewish texts treat “the 

other?” How does the context in which the texts were written influence the position 

on “the other?” Does the attitude toward “the other” change or remain stable 

throughout Jewish history? How do our texts balance maintaining Jewish identity 

with ensuring safety with interactions with non-Jews? How can we apply what our 

texts say to our contemporary world? 

 In this study, we will investigate four different groups of Jewish texts. For 

each, we evaluate how the text relates to “the other.” The texts span the spectrum of 

how to relate to “the other,” from inclusion to exclusion and in between. We start with 

two ancient texts, the ​Torah ​ and the book of Ezra-Nehemiah. The ​Torah ​’s treatment 

of the ​ger ​ offers a positive foundation for how to relate to “others.” The ​Torah ​ offers 

a developed mode for treating “the other,” while maintaining its distinctiveness. In so 

doing, it protects the self and “the other.” Ezra-Nehemiah, written in the post exilic 

time, takes the other extreme. The books reject “the other” in order to protect the self 

and community. Together, these texts frame the range found in the ​Tanakh ​ and 

open the Jewish conversation of how to treat “the other.” We next explore texts from 
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later in Jewish history, from the Talmud and from 20th and 21st-century responsa. 

These texts reveal two Jewish communities attempting to regulate their interactions 

with non-Jews, but this time as the minority culture in majority non-Jewish cultures. 

We do not aspire to offer an overall statement about the Jewish canon’s 

understanding of “the other.” Such a task goes well beyond the scope of the present 

task. Moreover, it goes against the diversity of attitudes that biblical and later Jewish 

texts reflect. However, our studies have revealed an ongoing wrestling and struggle 

with how to maintain boundaries, respect “the other” as other, and have a distinctive 

Jewish life. In the interest of keeping the conversation going, we use a mix of formal 

papers and text studies with explanatory companions to delve into the various texts 

and discern strategies that our sources disclose. We hope this method encourages 

in-depth learning as well as sparks important conversations. Through this study, we 

contribute an understanding of how this conversation has evolved and how these 

texts can inform the way that we, as modern American Jews, can understand our 

obligation to “the other” in our midst. 
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The ​Ger ​ as the Ultimate Insider/Outsider in ​Torah 
 

“For you were strangers ( ​gerim ​) in the land of Egypt” is one of the oft-most 

repeated phrases in the Tanakh. For many, it has come to define what it means to 

be Jewish. This line embodies the narrative that as Jews we were once “the other,” 

the stranger, the slave, the downcast. That historical memory commands us to treat 

the other with respect and dignity, to not repeat the sins of those who wronged us. In 

fact, there are eighty laws in the ​Tanakh ​ about the ​ger ​, significantly more than about 

other specified social or economic groups. The laws consistently reflect the 

sentiment stated above - that the Israelites must treat the ger with dignity and 

respect because we were once strangers in Egypt.  But what exactly is a ​ger ​? Who 

counts as a ger and how exactly are the Israelites to relate to them, interpersonally 

and legally? In this study we will: 1. Define who the ​ger ​ is, 2. Compare the ​ger ​ to 

similar categories in the ​Torah, ​ 3. Investigate how the word is used in the five books 

of the ​Torah,​ 4. Focus on two key passages that shed light on how the ​Torah 

expects the Israelites to treat the ​ger, ​ and finally, 5. Apply what the ​Torah ​ says about 

the ​ger ​ to our contemporary world. 

The ​ger ​ represents one of many archetypes of “the other” in the Tanakh. 

There are times when “the other” is easily identifiable (the seven nations of 

Deuteronomy 7, idolaters, Amalekites, etc.) The ger, however, represents a type of 

“other” who lives among the Israelites, who is a part of the community, who 

maintains certain rights and privileges like a citizen, but is ultimately not a member of 

the hegemonic group. The ​ger ​ exists as a minority in the midst of a majority culture. 
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In certain ways they are outsiders and other, while in other ways they are insiders 

and incorporated into the community (See Ruth the Moabite in the Book of Ruth, for 

example). How the text relates to the ​ger ​ is not stagnant throughout the Torah, 

rather, the historical context and literary emphases of each book influences the 

portrayal of the ​ger ​ and his or her relation to the Israelite community. By studying the 

ger, ​ we hope to better illuminate how we as modern Jews are to relate to the others 

in our midst. 

Before dissecting the differences of the ​ger ​ in each book of the Torah, we 

must start with defining the word ​ger ​ itself. Both its English and Hebrew definitions 

require a nuanced understanding of the word. ​Ger​ is translated a number of ways 

into English, including stranger, foreigner, sojourner, proselyte, immigrant, and 

resident alien. The word ​ger ​ stems from the Hebrew root ג.ו.ר meaning simply, “to 

live upon” or “to tarry as a sojourner.”  While not providing conclusive evidence, 1

looking at the same root in other Ancient Near Eastern languages may shed light on 

how to best define ​ger ​. In Akkadian ​garu ​ meant enemy or opponent. In Phoenician, 

gr ​ contains the meaning of a “client.” Arabic offers a few definitions from the same 

root in verb form, including “to depart from or commit a crime,” “to be a neighbor,” 

and “to put under someone’s protection.”  As a noun, it means “neighbor” and 2

expansively can be understood as a “protective companion.”  Finally, in Ethiopic, ​gor 3

means “neighbor” and ​g ​e​yur ​, meaning “sojourner.”  While no one definition 4

1 “Ger,​” Theological Dictionary of the Old Testament​, ed. By G. Johannes Botterweck, Helmer 
Ringgren, Heinz-Josef Fabry, (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing, 2003), 439. 
2 Ibid., 442. 
3 Ibid.  
4 Ibid. 
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encompasses the Hebrew word ​ger ​, we can at least see the root, for many cultures 

in the ANE, speaks to people sharing a space or depending on the other.  

We have chosen to translate ​ger ​ as “resident alien.” Resident alien captures 

the liminal and paradoxical status of the ​ger. ​ On the one hand, the ​ger ​ is a resident, 

he or she lives amongst the Israelites and enjoys certain protections and legal 

privileges just like the citizen. But on the other hand, the ​ger ​is an alien. He or she 

lives amongst a group of people with whom they do not share genetic kinship and 

into whose society they do not necessarily plan to assimilate or can. As we will 

examine throughout this paper, the ​ger ​ can be likened to a person living in the 

United States with a green card or a visa. They have a legal right to reside in the 

United States and are protected by law, but they do not maintain the full rights of a 

citizen. The ​ger ​ maintains a relationship with the Israelites, the land and God 

although it appears differently than the Israelites. The term “resident alien” embodies 

the precarious position that the ​ger ​ holds in Israelite society as well as their 

paradoxical status. 

 Most modern translations of the Bible opt for the word “stranger” to capture 

the essence of the ​ger ​ (JPS, NRSV etc.). This interpretive choice can be 

understandable as the stranger is quite literally estranged from their family and their 

kinship group. They are the individuals who are not ethnically linked to those around 

them.  However, the word “stranger” creates the sense that the ​ger ​ exists outside of 

the structures of Israelite society and culture. Unlike the seven nations listed in 

Deuteronomy 7, who are to be destroyed or at least shunned, the ​ger ​ is not 
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forbidden from Israelite society, but rather is embedded within it. There is a 

permanent quality to the ​ger ​ that the word “stranger” does not capture effectively.  

The word “foreigner” also does not capture the full semantic range of the ​ger ​. 

First of all, there is another Hebrew word, ​nochri ​, which specifically refers to a 

foreigner. The ​nochri ​, unlike the ​ger ​, typically holds a specifically negative 

connotation (Gen 31:15; Ps 144:7; Isa 2:6; 62:8). The ​nochri ​ is an individual who has 

no connection to the covenantal community (Deut. 17:15, 29:22, Judges 19:12, 1 

Kings 8:41). Unlike the ​ger ​, the ​nochri ​never partakes in any cultic ceremony and is 

forbidden from eating the Passover sacrifice (Exodus 12:43). As Tromp notes, the 

nochri ​ does not benefit from the seventh-year jubilee (Deut. 15:3) nor are they 

qualified for interest free loans (Deut. 23:20).  Legally speaking, the ​ger ​ falls 5

somewhere between the ​ezrach ​(defined more fully below) and the ​nochri ​ (the 

foreigner).  6

The ​ger ​is sometimes inaccurately translated as “proselyte” or “convert.” 

Nihan critiques the popular notion espoused by A. Bertholet in 1896 that the ​ger ​ has 

a religious valence and can be understood as a proselyte or convert. Nihan points 

out that this assumption was based on the theory that after the exile, Israel became 

a “religious” community rather than a nation state.  Additionally, the ​ger ​ in rabbinic 7

texts refers to the convert or the proselyte. As a result, many of the Jewish medieval 

5 K.J. Tromp, “Aliens and Strangers in the Old Testament,” ​Vox Reformata​, 2011 
http://www.rtc.edu.au/RTC/media/Documents/Vox%20articles/Aliens-and-Strangers-in-the-Old-Testa
ment-KJT-76-2011.pdf?ext=.pdf. 
6 Theological Dictionary of the Old Testament, 443. 
7Christophe Nihan, “Resident Aliens and Natives in the Holiness Legislation,” in Reinhard Achenbach, 
Rainer Albertz and Jakob Wöhrle​, The Foreigner and the Law, Perspectives from the Hebrew Bible 
and the Ancient Near East ​(​BZAR​ 16; Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz Verlag, 2011), 114. 
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commentators, such as Rashi, interpret the ​ger ​ in such a fashion (Rashi on Exodus 

23:12, Rashbam on Exodus 22:20). This is a problematic view, as no direct 

reference to the ​ger ​being willing to worship the Israelite god appears in the Torah. 

Nihan notes that in fact the text seems to expect the ​ger ​ to worship other gods 

(Leviticus 24:15b).   8

“Sojourner” provides a final example of a common English translation of ​ger 

which fails to convey the nuance of the word. Similar to the word, “foreigner,” there is 

a more appropriate Hebrew word to describe a sojourner than ​ger ​. “Sojourner” holds 

the meaning of someone whose stay is temporary. There is no inclination that the 

ger ​ is an individual who resides with the Israelites for an intentionally short period of 

time before they continue onward. The Biblical category that more appropriately 

describes this type of individual is ​toshav ​, a term associated with migrant workers, a 

class lower in socio-economic status than the ​ger ​. This distinction will be discussed 

in greater detail below. A number of scholars use “immigrant” to translate ​ger ​. But 

given what Awabdy describes as today’s “ethno-political connotations” of such 

terminology, this choice may obscure the distinct meanings and conditions of ​ger ​ in 

the Bible.  9

To be precise about understanding who the ​ger ​ is, we must differentiate it 

from similar terms in the ​Torah ​. One such term is ​toshav​. Seven times in the ​Tanakh 

the words ​ger ​ and ​toshav ​ appear either one after the other or separated by only a 

8 Ibid. 
9 M.A. Awabdy, ​Immigrants and Innovative Law: Deuteronomy’s Theological and Social 
Vision for the ger​. Forschungen zum Alten Testament 2, Reihe 67. Tübingen: Mohn 
Siebeck, 2014, 4-5. 
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few words (Genesis 23:4; Leviticus 25:23, 35, 45, 47; Numbers 35:15; Psalms 

39:13). Abraham refers to himself as a ​ger ​ and a ​toshav ​ while he is in Hittite 

controlled land in Canaan. The appearances in Leviticus all come in a discussion of 

the Jubilee laws where the same rules apply to an Israelite who indentures himself 

to a fellow Israelite or a ​ger ​ or a ​toshav ​. No distinction is clearly evident between ​ger 

and ​toshav ​ in Leviticus. The one possible exception is Leviticus 25:45, where the 

distinction between the two seems blurred. It refers to “ ​mi’bnai hatoshavim hagarim.” 

Here ​toshav ​ and ​ger ​ could be one category or what is more likely given the sentence 

construction, ​gar ​ is functioning as a noun and is not creating a unit of ​toshav ger ​. 

Numbers 35:15 mentions both the ​ger ​ and the ​toshav ​ as eligible to flee to a city of 

refuge if they accidentally kill someone. Like the previous books, Numbers makes no 

distinction between ​ger ​and ​toshav ​. Either way, the verb ​gar ​ is used in relation to the 

toshav ​, revealing a possible connection. ​ ​From these occurrences, it is clear ​ger ​ and 

toshav ​ at the very least occupy a very similar role in the ​Torah.  

Ger​ and ​toshav ​ are not completely interchangeable, however. Exodus 

12:43-49 forbids the ​toshav ​ and the ​sachir ​ (as discussed below), as well as the 

foreigner ( ​ben-necher) ​ from eating the Passover sacrifice. The ​ger ​, however, is 

permitted to eat the sacrifice, under the condition that he is circumcised. In fact, 

according to verse 48, if he is circumcised, “he will be like the citizen ( ​ezrach- ​ as 

discussed below).” The ​ger ​ is described in verses 48 and 49 as living with the 

Israelites. The ​toshav ​ may dwell among the Israelites but perhaps has a more 

temporary living status. This difference between the ​ger ​ and the ​toshav ​ may account 
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for why the ​ger ​is allowed to eat the sacrifice, while the ​toshav ​ is not. Nihan notes 

that the ​toshav ​ is a foreigner living as client in an Israelite household, whereas the 

ger ​ is not regarded as a client (at least in the Holiness Legislation in Leviticus).  10

Additionally, Nihan points out that while Leviticus 19:33-34 commands the ​ger ​ be 

loved like a citizen, no such instruction is given for the ​toshav ​, who may even “be 

forced to sell his children as debt-slaves if his economic situation requires it.”  11

According to Nihan, in the Holiness Legislation of Leviticus, ​ger ​ refers to an 

economically independent non-Israelite, while ​toshav ​ refers to a non-Israelite who is 

the client of an Israelite home.   12

In one of the seven occurrences of ​ger ​ and ​toshav ​ together, in Leviticus 

25:47, the categories of ​ger ​ and ​toshav ​ are combined into one, the category of ​ger 

toshav ​. As this is the only instance in ​Tanakh ​ of this category, we cannot ascertain 

the nuances of this category as it compares to the categories of ​ger ​ and ​toshav ​. We 

can say Leviticus 25 appears to be creating a new category of person within ancient 

Israelite culture, which seems to be hinted at by the many mentions of those two 

words within the same verse.  

Toshav ​ never exists in the ​Torah ​ without a related pair word. As noted above, 

many of those occurrences pair ​toshav ​ with ​ger ​. Alternatively ​toshav ​ is paired with 

sachir ​, the hired laborer (Exodus 12:45; Levit 22:10, 25:6, 40). In the case of Exodus 

12, as discussed above, the ​toshav ​and ​sachir ​ incur the same limitations. They are 

excluded from religious rites. In Leviticus 25:6 they are each included with a list of 

10 Nihan, 118. 
11 Ibid. 
12 Ibid., 119. 
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slaves that might live in an Israelite home. Yet, in 25:39-40, it is clear an Israelite can 

be treated as a ​toshav ​ and ​sachir ​, but not as a slave. ​Toshav ​and ​sachir ​ then are 

each categories with more rights than a slave, but no involvement in religious rites, 

unlike the ​ger ​. 

The ​ger ​, as a non-citizen, occupies a much different category in society than 

the ​ezrach ​, the citizen. By definition, the ​ger ​ is a non-citizen. Yet, the two terms 

appear in the same verse at least seven times in the ​Torah ​. In all but one of those 

times, the same religious rule is applied to the ​ger ​ and the ​ezrach ​. Neither can eat a 

dead animal (Exodus 12:19), they each stone a person who blasphemes (Leviticus 

24:16), they both must follow a number of rules related to an eye for an eye 

(Leviticus 24:17-22), they have the same rules of the Passover sacrifice (Numbers 

9:14), there is one ritual for expiation for acting in error (Numbers 15:29), and 

anyone who defiantly reviles God will be cut off from the community (Numbers 

15:30). Though the ​ger ​ is not a citizen, as a member of society the ​ger ​ is required to 

follow many of the same rules as the citizen. We have already seen the ​toshav ​ is not 

subject to those same rules. The ​ger ​ is closer to being a citizen than the ​toshav ​ is, 

yet the ​ger ​ is not a citizen.  

The ​ger ​, as one outsider delineated by the ​Torah ​, must also be seen in light 

of the outsiders who are completely excluded by the ​Torah ​. Deuteronomy 7, which 

will be discussed in further detail below, outlines the seven nations with whom the 

Israelites are forbidden from intermarrying. In addition, the Israelites are to destroy 

those seven nations, the Hittites, Girgashites, Amorites, Canaanites, Perizzites, 
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Hivites, and Jebusites. The text gives the justification that is must be done in order to 

prevent those nations from perverting the Israelites’ worship practices and turning 

the Israelites into idolaters. In addition, Deuteronomy 7:2 specifies that the Israelites 

should not create a contract with those nations. That would render those nations 

eligible to be workers in Israelites society, even if they were not destroyed by the 

Israelites. Overall, this chapter indicates that no member of those seven nations can 

be a part of Israelite society. Therefore, by implication, the ​ger ​, too, could not come 

from one of these nations.  

Deuteronomy 23 continues the list of forbidden nations. 23:4 explicitly forbids 

Ammonites and Moabites from ever becoming a part of the congregation of ​Adonai ​. 

Edomites and Egyptians, however, can be admitted into the community after three 

generations. Each of those four groups is excluded from joining the community 

because of their poor treatment of the Israelites in the past. The question remains 

whether the ​ger ​’s status is that of becoming a part of the congregation or not. If, as 

discussed above, the ​ger ​ exists in a category separate from the citizen, then 

presumably a Moabite or Ammonite ​ger ​ could live in Israelite society but would not 

become a part of the congregation. If, however, the position of ​ger ​ in Israelite society 

necessitates joining the congregation of Adonai, according to Deuteronomy 23, 

Moabites and Ammonites could not become ​gerim ​. In his commentary on 

Deuteronomy, Tigay writes that the people from these four nations are those that are 

already living in the land of Israel as ​gerim ​.  That Moabites were permitted to be 13

13 Jeffrey Tigay, ​The JPS Torah Commentary: Deuteronomy​, (New York: The Jewish Publication 
Society, 1996), 211. 
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gerim ​ fits well with what we already know about the Book of Ruth. The text makes it 

very clear that Ruth is a Moabite when she is in the land of Israel. She is referred to 

as “Ruth the Moabite” (see Ruth 1:22; 2:2 etc.). Even so, Ruth is allowed to live 

among the Israelites and marry Boaz. She even becomes an ancestor to King David. 

That the future king of Israel is a descendant of a Moabite woman demonstrates the 

Moabites were not quite as off limits as Deuteronomy 23 states.  

Understanding the ​ger ​ in ​Torah ​ requires more than comparing it to other 

categories of people. A few mentions of the ​ger ​ frame how we understand what the 

category encompasses. In Genesis 23:4 Abraham refers to himself as a ​ger ​. He is in 

the process of buying a burial site for Sarah and refers to himself as “ ​ger v’toshav ​” to 

the Hittites who owned the land. Abraham is expressing that he is a minority among 

this people and that he does not own land. Moses, too, refers to himself as having 

been a ​ger ​ in a foreign land in Exodus 2:22. These two examples tell us being a ​ger 

is dependent on the relation between a person’s identity and the identity of the 

people and place around them. Abraham and Moses were ​gerim ​ in places where 

they were the foreigner. The oft repeated phrase, “for you were strangers in the land 

of Egypt” (see Exodus 22:20; 23:9; Leviticus 19:34; Deuteronomy 10:19 for 

example) also defines the parameters of what it means to be a ​ger ​. A ​ger ​ exists in a 

land that is not their own. The Israelites in Egypt existed as a minority in the majority 

Egyptian culture. They sought to maintain their identity as Israelites and not to 

assimilate into Egyptian culture. The ​ger ​, therefore, while living in Israelite territory, 

is one who does not seek to join the Israelite culture.  

14 



 

This notion is complicated by the permission in Numbers 9 given to the ​ger ​ to 

perform the Passover sacrifice provided that the ​ger ​ is circumcised. Becoming 

circumcised and offering the Passover sacrifice might demonstrate a desire to 

participate in Israelite customs and possibly to forgo a previous identity. Mark 

Glanville argues that the objective of the legislation around the ​ger ​ in Deuteronomy 

is to move the ​ger ​ into kinship with the Israelites. He notes that Deuteronomy 16:11 

and 16:14 include the ​ger ​ in lists of people who rejoice at ​Shavuot ​ and ​Sukkot ​. By 

sharing in food, space and celebration within a household, the ​ger ​ begins to build 

kinship with the members of the household. Glanville writes, “Deuteronomy’s 

household lists are deliberately evocative for forging kinship within a household. 

Deuteronomy’s ultimate aim was for the stranger to come under the protection of the 

paterfamilias and to share in the commonwealth of the extended family.”  He 14

continues, noting that the phrase “within your gates” (16:11, 14; cf. 5:14; 14:21, 29; 

16:14; 24:14; 26:12; 31:12) associates the ​ger ​ with the clan or within the city or 

town. Finally, through participation in sacrificial rituals and tithing, the ​ger ​ “is 

incorporated into the family of YHWH.”  Glanville argues Deuteronomy sought to 15

use kinship to draw the ​ger ​ into membership in Israelite society. While Glanville 

makes a strong case, he does not do well enough to account for the ​ger ​ being like 

the Israelites in Egypt. The Israelites did not seek to assimilate into Egyptian society. 

The ​ger ​, then, need not desire to become a part of Israelite society but rather is 

enabled to subsist while in Israelite lands. 

14 ​Mark Glanville, “The ​Gēr​ (Stranger) in Deuteronomy: Family for the Displaced.” ​Journal of Biblical 
Literature ​, vol. 137, no. 3, (2018), ​613. 
15 Ibid., 616. 
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Uses of the Word ​Ger ​ in the Torah  

The ​ger ​ appears 83 times in the Hebrew Bible. The word appears in all five 

books of the ​torah ​, with the greatest concentration in the books of Leviticus and 

Deuteronomy. It also occurs 20 times in the Prophets and Writings sections of 

Tanakh ​. There are 80 laws regarding the ​ger ​ in ​tanakh ​. Many of those laws classify 

the ​ger ​ as a protected class, often grouped together with the orphan and the widow. 

While the ​ger ​ appears in each book of the ​torah ​, it does not appear in a uniform way. 

The ​ger ​ is understood and treated differently in each of the five books of the ​Torah ​. 

Genesis 

The word ​ger ​ appears only twice in the Book of Genesis. This makes sense 

literarily, as the resident alien does not become a relevant term until the Israelites 

have left Egypt and begin instituting legal structures. However, what is noteworthy 

about the appearances of the word ger in Genesis is that the word, in various forms, 

is only used to describe Abraham. In Genesis 23:4, as Abraham is going to buy a 

burial plot for Sarah he refers to himself as a ​ger toshav ​ stating, “I am a stranger and 

an alien residing among you.” The verbal form of the noun appears in Genesis 21:23 

in an exchange between Abimelech and Abraham, Abimelech states that Abraham 

had sojourned (גרתה) on the land. Both of these uses of the word ger hold different 

connotations than elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible. W.R. Smith notes that as a ​ger 

Abraham is a guest, who holds a different status than his hosts. In exchange for his 
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loyalty to his hosts, he receives protection from them.  The theme of hospitality and 16

welcoming the stranger figures prominently in the Genesis narrative (Gen.18:1-5, 

19:1-4) and is juxtaposed with a gruesome antithetical example (Gen. 19:5). In the 

framework of Genesis then, the ​ger ​ holds more of a valence of the stranger or 

sojourner, of someone who has come to find respite and comfort for a limited period 

of time. 

     The image of Abraham as ​ger ​ adds another dimension to the command of “for 

you were ​gerim ​ in the land of Egypt.” Not only were the Israelites ​gerim ​ in Egypt, but 

even Abraham was a ​ger ​. And not only that, but Abraham was a resident alien in the 

land that the Israelites would someday possess and upon which there would reside 

other gerim under the auspices of the Israelites. In a certain way, this reveals a kind 

of tenuousness to the status of people and raises the importance of the treatment of 

the ​ger ​. Today you may be the majority, it suggests, but tomorrow you might once 

again be the ​ger ​. 

Exodus 

    ​The word ger appears ten times throughout the book of Exodus. Poignantly, 

Moses names his son Gershon noting that he himself had been a resident alien in a 

foreign land (Exodus 2:22, 18:3). In this way, Moses links himself back to Abraham 

who also referred to himself as a ​ger ​. Exodus provides an interesting moment of 

transition as the Israelites move from being the ​ger ​themselves to becoming the 

16 W.R. Smith, Lectures on the Religion of the Semites (1889, 1956), 
http://digitalassets.lib.berkeley.edu/main/b22240089_B000893311.pdf, 75–79. 
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dominant community and navigating how to treat the ​ger ​ in their midst. The text 

addresses issues regarding the ger in two main categories; ritual and justice. 

    Laws about how the ​ger ​ is to relate to Israelite ritual appears clustered in Exodus 

12 in the laws about the Pesach. Like the Israelite, the resident alien must also 

abstain from leaven during Passover (Exodus 12:19). However, the ​ger ​ may partake 

of the Pesach offering if he undergoes circumcision. This is similar to the slave 

amongst the Israelites, but different from the foreigner ( ​nochri ​) and the hired laborers 

(​toshav ​ and ​sachir ​) who are not permitted to eat the Pesach sacrifice under any 

conditions. As Nihan notes, it is unclear what the full ramifications of this option for 

inclusion in ritual practices might be for the ​ger ​. However, he argues that it does not 

imply equal status. The resident alien is permitted to observe some of the rituals of 

the Israelites if they were willing to, but this does not justify that they were converts.  17

Perhaps most importantly, Nihan notes, the resident alien is not depicted as a client 

in these verses, but rather as the head of his own household who has the financial 

capacity to offer sacrifices. While the text does not provide detail beyond this 

information, it does provide a depiction of the resident alien not as a dependent, 

vulnerable individual which appears elsewhere in the text. This section concludes 

with the oft-quoted phrase, “there shall be one law for the citizen and for the resident 

alien who dwells among you.” (Exodus 12:49). Nihan correctly points out that 

whenever this adage appears, it is referring specifically to the verses preceding it, 

17 Nihan, 116.  
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and should not be interpreted as a generality. For example, here it refers specifically 

and exclusively to the laws of the Passover sacrifice.  18

The focus on the ​ger ​ changes however after the exodus occurs. In the 

Covenant Code, which appears immediately following the exit from Egypt, the laws 

surrounding the ​ger ​ explicitly state that the Israelites are forbidden from oppressing 

the resident alien because of their experience as the ​ger ​ in Egypt (Exodus 22:20, 

23:9). The positionality of the resident alien has changed from Exodus 12 to Exodus 

22 and 23. He is now portrayed as a dependent member of Israelite society whose 

survival is dependent upon an Israelite household.  Exodus 23:12 includes the 19

resident alien in the prohibition against work on Shabbat. However, the ​ger ​ is 

described as though they were a member of the household, being listed alongside 

the ox, ass and bondman. (see also Ex: 20:10). 

 The transition of the identity and socio-economic status of the resident alien 

in Exodus reflects the transition of the Israelites from slavery to freedom. In 

passages situated prior to the exodus, the ​ger ​ is much more of a co-equal with the 

Israelite. The resident alien appears to be the head of their household, to have the 

financial capability of offering sacrifices, and the religious freedom to opt into the 

Israelite rituals if they so choose. The ​gerim ​ in the Israelite community post-exodus 

appear to be far more dependent upon the Israelites, and the law demands that the 

Israelite treat them justly because they were intimately familiar with the experience 

18 Ibid.  
19 Nihan, 113.  
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of being a resident alien in a foreign land. Much like Genesis, Exodus alludes to the 

tenuous nature of any given group’s status in society. 

Leviticus 

The word ger appears twenty times throughout the Book of Leviticus, 

significantly more than both the Books of Genesis and Exodus. All twenty instances 

are concentrated in the Holiness Code (chapters 17-26). As will be elaborated 

further later, the first half of Leviticus explicates how the priests should carry out their 

responsibilities, while the second half is comprised of the priests informing the 

Israelites of how they are to be holy like God. The Holiness Code is attributed to the 

Holiness (H) source, an appendage of the Priestly (P) source.  Nihan points out that 20

this is the only place in the ​Torah ​ where the text attempts to define a comprehensive 

set of laws for the ​ger ​.  An analysis of the appearances of the resident alien reveal 21

two important dimensions to the ​ger ​: his unique economic status and his unique 

ritual status. Both of these dimensions center on the issue of ensuring that the land 

of Adonai, and therefore the people of Adonai, do not become polluted.  

Economic Status 

Similar to the ​ger ​ prior to the exit from Egypt in Exodus, the ​ger ​ in Leviticus 

appears to be an economically independent individual. It appears that the resident 

alien is wealthy enough to be able to offer his own sacrifices (Leviticus 17:8-9; 

22:18-19) including burnt offerings which were particularly expensive. Additionally, 

20 Ibid., 112.  
21 Ibid.  
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the ​ger ​is able to lend money to Israelites (Leviticus 25:47-54) and is even permitted 

to indenture Israelites as debt-slaves. 

    The primary difference between the Israelite and the resident alien economically 

centers on the issue of land ownership. Adonai is the true owner of the land, 

although the Israelites may “rent” it, so to speak, as long as they maintain the 

covenant with God (Leviticus 25:23). Leviticus 25:38-43 specifically addresses the 

fact that the Israelite can never become a slave and cannot completely lose his 

former status as a landowner. If a resident alien, on the other hand, loses his 

economic independence, he can be forced to sell his children as debt-slaves 

(Leviticus 25:45-46). Nihan goes so far as to argue that the ​ger ​ cannot even own 

land because “an Israelite estate temporarily sold (or, more accurately mortgaged) is 

automatically returned to its owner at the jubilee.”   He also extrapolates this point 22

from the absence of the ​ger ​in discussions about an individual temporarily selling 

and estate to an Israelite (Leviticus 25:13-19). Therefore, the ​ger ​, despite being 

economically independent from the Israelites is distinguished from their Israelite 

neighbors when it comes to issues of land. 

    There is one outlier that is important to note. Leviticus 23:22 asserts the laws of 

pe’ah ​, of leaving the corner of the fields for the poor and the stranger. By presenting 

the ​ger ​ alongside the poor, the text classifies him as potentially an economically 

vulnerable individual. The presence of this text within the Holiness Code is illustrates 

22 Ibid., 123.  
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that, like that of the Israelites, the economic circumstances of individual ​gerim ​ can 

fluctuate, and need protection in times of hardship. 

Ritual Status  

Overwhelmingly, the instances in which the resident alien is mentioned in the 

Book of Leviticus appears in reference to ritual observance. The concern throughout 

Leviticus is less about the economic welfare of the ​ger ​ and more about navigating 

how these individuals can live alongside the Israelites in the land without interfering 

with the fulfilment of the covenant. Pollution, whether intentional or unintentional, is 

the primary focus. For example, laws surrounding pollution of the land (18:24-30), 

pollution of the sanctuary by offering children to Molech (20:2-5), and polluting the 

sanctity of the divine name through blasphemy (24:16) stand out as such examples. 

These are ritual practices which, if violated or carried out incorrectly would put the 

entire land and the people Israel in danger. 

 Non-Israelite practices that would not harm the purity of the Israelites, their 

land and their sanctuary are therefore permissible. The laws surrounding the ​ger ​ and 

ritual slaughter and sacrifice provide on such example. The text specifies that any 

ritual sacrifice, from a resident alien or an Israelite, must be brought to the tent of 

meeting to Adonai (17:8-9). A ritual sacrifice must be regulated in order to maintain 

the purity of the land and its inhabitants. However, the prohibition against non-ritual 

slaughter (for consumption) refers only to the Israelite (17:3-7). The law and its 

prohibitions, however, makes it evident that the ger was entitled and expected to 

bring sacrificial offerings. 
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The Holiness Code neither attempts to convert the ​ger ​ into an Israelite nor 

expects the ​ger ​ to observe all of the ​mitzvot ​. These laws also do not attempt to 

exclude the resident alien. These laws create a path for the ​ger ​ to exist within 

Israelite society without creating cultic mayhem and without having to completely 

assimilate into the Israelite culture ​.  

Numbers 

“There shall be one law for the citizen and the ​ger ​.”  The book of Numbers 23

repeatedly demands the same rules apply to the citizen and to the ​ger ​(9:14; 

15:14-16, 29-30). Taken out of context, these commands seem to imply the ​ger ​ is 

treated entirely equally under the law as a full Israelite citizen. Yet, context reveals 

the ​ger ​’s equality under the law is more limited. In the book of Numbers, the ​ger ​ is 

mentioned nine times, primarily as being subject to the same rituals laws as the 

Israelites. The ​ger ​ is referenced in the context of following God, God’s laws and in 

particular in offering sacrifices. Numbers 9:14 dictates that the ​ger ​, when offering the 

Passover sacrifice, must be ritually pure, just as an Israelite offering the sacrifice. 

Similarly, the ​ger ​ must observe the same rules as an Israelite when offering a 

meal-offering (Num 15:14-15). Not only is the individual ​ger ​ required to follow the 

laws of sacrifice, if the community has erred, the ​gerim ​ are included in the communal 

expiation performed the priests (Num 15:26). As a part of the community, the ​ger 

follows the same rules around rituals and offerings to God. Like the citizen, if the ​ger 

blasphemes against God, the ​ger ​ will be cut off from his/her people (Num 15:30).  

23 Numbers 15:15 
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The instruction in 9:14 can be taken as a model for how the ​ger ​is treated in 

the entire book. The verse states, “when a resident alien ( ​ger) ​who lives with you 

makes a Passover offering to Adonai, he will offer it according to the rules and rites 

of the Passover offering. There shall be one law to you, the ​ger ​and the citizen.” 

Taking the second half of the verse in context with the first half clearly demonstrates 

that having one law for the citizen and the ​ger ​ is specific to this ritual and certainly 

should not be generalized to all laws. This verse speaks specifically of the Passover 

ritual offering. The ​ger ​’s status as not quite citizen but not fully “other” is evident in 

this verse. Whereas the ​toshav ​is explicitly forbidden from eating the Passover 

sacrifice (Exod 12:45), the ​ger ​ can perform this ritual rite of the Israelites. The ​ger ​’s 

status is therefore closer to Israelite than the ​toshav ​. But the very fact that the verse 

specifies the ​ger ​, in a section that speaks of the laws for the Israelites, sets apart the 

ger ​ from inclusion in the category of Israelite. As the verse elucidates, if the ​ger ​ is to 

participate in the Israelite rituals, the ​ger ​must perform them to the same standard as 

the Israelites. Numbers goes to great length to ensure the ​ger ​ will not ritually 

contaminate the Israelites, while acknowledging the ​ger ​ is close enough to the 

Israelites to participate in certain ritual practices. 

Deuteronomy 

“You shall love the ​ger ​ because you were ​gerim ​ in the land of Egypt” 

(Deuteronomy 10:19). The ​ger ​ appears 22 times as a noun in the book of 

Deuteronomy.  Before delving deeper into the treatment of the ​ger ​ within this book, 

we must understand the context in which Deuteronomy was created. Then we can 
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ask how the book understands who the ​ger ​ is. Finally, through investigating how the 

ger ​appears in Deuteronomy, we can synthesize how the book as a whole treats the 

ger ​.  

It is important to understand the context in which Deuteronomy was written in 

order to understand how Deuteronomy treats outsiders. Rofe writes that 

Deuteronomy is likely the “book of Torah” discovered in the 18th year of King 

Josiah’s reign, which would correspond to 622 B.C.E.. As such, much of 

Deuteronomy was composed in the 7th century B.C.E..  Rogerson describes the 24

general movements behind Deuteronomy. After the Northern Kingdom was 

destroyed in 722/1 B.C.E. the Israelite refugees came south to the Judahite 

Kingdom. This influx of people gave rise to social problems, in particular, the issue of 

refugees who were living without a connection to the established families in the area. 

They also brought new religious beliefs with them. Years later, between 640 and 622 

B.C.E., the kingdom remained a vassal of Assyria. As Assyria’s power declined, 

Judah sought its own independence, culminating in the centralizing and reforming of 

the temple cult in 622.   25

Importantly for this study, Deuteronomy was written at a time not far removed 

from the resettling of large numbers of Israelites who came to Judah without land or 

landed family to care for them. Secondly, the Judean society was quite ethnically 

and culturally secure. Even if the ​gerim ​ brought different beliefs and practices, the 

24 Alexander, ​Rofé,  Deuteronomy: Issues and Interpretations.​ (London New York: T & T Clark, 2002), 
4. 
25 ​John W Rogerson. "Deuteronomy" In James D. Dunn, and J. W. Rogerson, ​Eerdmans Commentary 
on The Bible​. (Grand Rapids, MI: W.B. Eerdmans, 2003), 152-154. 
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Judahites were not concerned the ​gerim ​ would upend their societal order or 

subsume their culture. As such, they were able to treat the ​ger ​ favorably. However, 

the Kingdom of Judah was still at risk from its other enemies. Deuteronomy 7:1-10 

lists the seven nations the Israelites are to destroy and with whom they are forbidden 

from intermarrying. Deuteronomy 23:4-7 instructs the Israelites to never allow a 

Moabite or Ammonite to enter into the Israelite community. Further, the Israelites 

should never inquire as to their well-being. The threat these people pose does not 

appear to be one of military conquest or of a fear of the mixing of different 

ethnicities. Rather, the text tells us they would lead the Israelites to worship other 

gods. The exclusionary commands of Deuteronomy 7 and 23 reflect a people who 

fear foreign nations polluting their worship practices. The command to love the ​ger ​ in 

Deuteronomy 10:19 requires a close investigation, given the book’s general attitude 

toward other peoples joining the Israelites.  

In his book ​Created Equal ​, Joshua Berman argues “the Pentateuch eschews 

the divide between a class of tribute imposers, which controls economic and political 

power, and an even larger class of tribute bearers. In its place, the Pentateuch 

articulates a new social, political, and religious order, the first to be founded on 

egalitarian ideals and the notion of a society whose core is a single uniformly 

empowered, homogeneous class.”  He continues, stating, “Deuteronomy is a 26

statement of principles and the broad contours of the ideal regime.”  According to 27

Berman, to understand the book of Deuteronomy, the reader must see it as an 

26 Joshua ​Berman, ​Created Equal: How the Bible Broke with Ancient Political Thought​. (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2011), 6-7. 
27 Ibid., 53. 
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articulation of an ideal society that sought to equalize the dominant and dominated 

classes. In Deuteronomy, members of the Israelite society have a greater role in 

managing of communal life. We might say that, using today’s terminology, the 

society is imagined as more “democratic.” With this wider distribution of power, 

determining who is a citizen becomes a more important step that might be the case 

in less egalitarian society.  

 Who is the ​ger ​ in Deuteronomy? The ​ger ​ is a much different outsider than the 

seven nations of Deuteronomy 7. The ​ger ​, as a single individual, is not a threat to 

the social order or religious practices of the Israelites. Mark Glanville argues that ​ger 

in Deuteronomy refers to a “vulnerable person from outside of the core family.”  28

While an outsider or immigrant can be classified as a ​ger ​, so too could an Israelite 

without land and not living within his/her family. Glanville argues that in 

Deuteronomy “otherness” is conceived of at the level of household and clan.  The 29

ger ​ has “left kinship ties, settlement, and land, and now dwell[s] in a context in which 

they have no blood relations. They are therefore without the security and privileges 

that family ties and place of birth afford.” They “are in social limbo: on the one hand, 

they are free and not enslaved; yet, on the other hand, they are without land and 

meaningful connection. The strangers [ ​gerim ​] may be easily oppressed, as they 

have no family members to come to their defense.”   30

28 ​Glanville, 599. 
29 Ibid., 603. 
30 Ibid., 602. 
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Furthermore, Nadav Na’aman characterizes the ​ger ​ as “dependent, landless 

and on the lowest rung of the social ladder.”  Importantly, Glanville argues that the 31

time in which Deuteronomy was written was a time of when outsiders could gain 

kinship in other groups in a number of ways.  Therefore the laws protecting the ​ger 32

are not merely about charity, they are about incorporating the ​ger ​ into Israelite 

society. While not all of Glanville’s conclusions are convincing, and the incorporating 

of the ​ger ​ that he proposes may be questioned, his analysis nevertheless effectively 

portrays the vulnerabilities to which Deuteronomy is responding in its ​ger ​ legislation. 

Beyond defining the ​ger ​ in Deuteronomy, it is necessary to investigate in what 

contexts the ​ger ​ is present in the book. There is much to understand about 

Deuteronomy to understand the status of the ​ger ​ in Deuteronomy. As noted above, 

Deuteronomy was written at a time of a large influx of people, many of whom were 

Israelites, into Judah. Deuteronomy’s central concern is the temple cult, centralizing 

the cult in Jerusalem, and ensuring nothing is done to upset its unique status. 

Deuteronomy also reflects the desire to make society more egalitarian. In light of 

these frames, we can better understand how the ​ger ​ functions within the book. 

As Deuteronomy presents a code of law, the ​ger ​ is present in a number of 

sections of law, including social laws, judicial procedure laws, and feasting and 

festival laws.  With a large influx of people and a desire to create an egalitarian 33

society, Deuteronomy provides many social protections for the ​ger ​, including 

31 Nadav Na’aman, “Sojourners and Levites in the Kingdom of Judah in the Seventh Century BCE,” 
ZABR ​14 (2008), 258; as cited in Glanville “The Ger in Deuteronomy,” 602. 
32 Glanville, 606. 
33 As outlined by Glanville, 606-617. 
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protections as a worker in the low paying, menial jobs they tended to work 

(24:14-15), as a vulnerable member of society who might need extra gleanings 

(24:19-22) and as a worker who also rested on ​shabbat ​ (5:12-15). In the realm of 

judicial procedures, the ​ger ​ is guaranteed to be treated justly (1:16-17) and judged 

fairly (10:17-19). Moreover, God models how a judge should treat the ​ger ​(10:17-19) ​. 

Lastly, in the feasting texts, the resident alien is incorporated into the Israelites’ 

households. The ​ger ​ is listed as a participant in both ​Shavuot ​ (16:10-11) and ​Sukkot 

(16:13-14). Finally, the significance of the ​ger ​ participating in tithing and other 

offerings to God cannot be overstated. By appearing before God (16:11,16; 

26:10-11) the ​ger ​ was included in the major cultic practices of the day. Deuteronomy 

seems to acknowledge that as a member of the household, the ​ger ​ at times 

participates in religious rites. Therefore, the book, like the book of Numbers, 

regulates their participation. Glanville argues that through including the ​ger ​ in 

household festivals, the ​ger ​ may create bonds of kinship with the Israelites. Through 

sharing in a communal festival, the ​ger ​ can begin to become a part of the wider 

community.  In a time of social upheaval, movement and a desire for a more 34

egalitarian society, the ​ger ​ gained many protections under the law. 

In what follows we examine in detail the two most quoted passages about the 

ger ​ in order to perceive more precisely what they communicate and how they can 

contribute to thinking about the ​ger ​ in the Bible and about consequences for our 

present time. In doing so, we follow some basic exegetical steps that include looking 

34Ibid., 612. 
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at the setting and likely intention of the texts in their own literary and historical 

contexts. 

Leviticus 19:33-34  

   33: וכְִֽי־יגָ֧וּר אִתְּךָ֛ גֵּ֖ר בְּאַרְצְכֶם֑ לאֹ֥ תוֹנוּ֖ אתֹֽוֹ׃

 34: כְּאֶזְרָ֣ח מִכֶּם֩ יהְִיֶ֨ה לָכֶ֜ם הַגֵּ֣ר הַגָּ֣ר אִתְּכֶ֗ם ואְָהַבְתָּ֥ לוֹ֙ כָּמ֔וֹךָ כִּֽי־גֵרִי֥ם הֱייִתֶם֖ בְּאֶ֣רֶץ

ָ֥ה אֱלהֵֹיכֶֽם:  מִצְרָ֑יםִ אֲניִ֖ יהְו

33: And when  a resident alien resides with you in your land, you shall not 35

oppress  him.  36 37

34: The resident alien shall be to you as  one of your citizens; you shall love 38

him as yourself because you were resident aliens in the land of Egypt;  I am 39

Adonai your God. 

 

 

 

י 35  I chose to translate this phrase as “and when” as a means of connecting this sentence to the - וְכִֽ
list of commandments laid out in the rest of the holiness code. כי can hold many meanings, including 
“if” and “when.” I chose to translate it as “when” because it seems that it is not a question of “if” a ger 
lives amongst the Israelites but rather “when.” The preponderance of laws relating to the ger would 
suggest that the ger was a reality, not a hypothetical. 
36  Hiph. of ינה. This root appears five  times throughout the ​Torah​. It is the same root that is used to 
describe Sarah’s treatment of Hagar (Genesis 16:6) as well as Pharaoh’s treatment of the Israelites 
(Exodus 1:12). It carries the meaning of violating someone, usually physically. 
37 As Baruch Levine notes in the JPS Commentary, what is translated as “do not wrong” in Leviticus 
 generally connotes economic exploitation, the deprivation of property, or denial of“ ֥�א תוֹנ֖ו, ,19:33
legal rights” (134). The prohibition against oppression then is not emotional, physical or psychological 
in this case but economic. As will be discussed in the “Intention” section, the use of this verb serves 
to point out the difference between the ​ger​ and the ​toshav​. 
38 The כ in כאזרח holds particular importance in this sentence. The ger shall be as a citizen. In other 
words, they are not a citizen in the fullest sense of the manner in which the Israelites are citizens, but 
they should be afforded the same basic rights and dignities of the Israelites, as connoted in the 
second half of the sentence with the phrase וְאָהַבְתָּ֥ לוֹ֙ כָּמ֔וֹך.  
39 More common phrase in Exodus. Connects back to ינה to draw the line between the ​ger ​in the 
midst and the Israelites experience as the ​ger​ in Egypt.  

30 



 

Setting 

Literary Setting 

    The book of Leviticus is the third, and more importantly, middle, book of the 

Torah. In Hebrew, this text is designated by the first word of the book, ​vayikra ​. 

Leviticus place in the center of the entire Torah, a literary designation in antiquity, 

gestures towards the importance of a text.  Unlike other books of the Torah, 

Leviticus functions largely as a manual rather than a narrative. Unlike Exodus and 

Numbers, the two books that flank Leviticus, the Israelites are stationary throughout 

Leviticus. There are only two short narratives in the book (Leviticus 10:1-7 and 

24:10-23). Law dominates the content. Comprised largely of a series of lists of purity 

laws and priestly rituals and sacrifices, Leviticus is often referred to as a ​torat 

kohani ​m, meaning both the instructions for the priests as well as instructions by the 

priests. As Levine points out in his introduction to the JPS Leviticus commentary, 

this designation is reflected in the structure of the text.  40

The first half of the text, chapters 1-16, consists of instructions to the priests 

of how to carry out their cultic responsibilities.  The second half of the text, chapters 

17-26, often referred to as the Holiness Code, consists of Moses and the priests 

teaching the Israelites how to live holy lives according to God’s will. 

Leviticus 19:33-34 is located within the Holiness Code. The dominant idea 

throughout the holiness code is that, “the people of Israel bears the collective 

responsibility to seek to achieve holiness, as expressed in 19:2: ‘You shall be holy, 

40 Baruch Levine, ​The JPS Torah Commentary: Leviticus​, (New York:The Jewish Publication Society, 
1989), XVI. 
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for I, [Adonai] your God, am holy’” Unlike other sections of Leviticus, the commands 

are directed not  only at Moses or Aaron or the priests but rather at all of Israel. The 

texts being examined here fit within the third subsection of the Holiness Code which 

reflects themes and language from the decalogue, including the prohibition around 

stealing, swearing false oaths, and the declaration “I am Adonai your God.”  This 

section of the Holiness Code can be characterized by a particularly formulaic 

structure. Chapter 19 consists of a series of apodictic statements such as “do not….” 

and “you shall” of about one to three verses in length and concluding with the 

statement, “I Adonai am your God” or ”I am Adonai.” 

The literary context in which these verses appear is incredibly important. They 

lie within ​parshat kedoshim ​, which lies directly in the middle of the Torah itself. As 

noted earlier, the positioning of this text in the center of the ​torah ​ underscores its 

importance. The focus on the ​ger ​ at this central location, therefore, communicates 

the importance granted to the ​ger ​ in yet another fashion. As mentioned in the section 

outlining the ​ger ​in the book of Leviticus, the resident alien in this context is an 

economically independent individual who is only obligated to observe the laws which 

might profane the community and the land. One solution to the presence of an 

“other” could have been to exclude them entirely. In many ways, that would have 

been the easier solution. The Holiness Code, however, does not take this approach. 

Instead, the laws that it sets out creates a path for the ​ger​ to live respectfully within 

Israelite society without causing extreme chaos. In order to be holy, in other words, 

we must think of those who reside among us, even if they are different. 
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Historical Setting  

The dating of the composition of the book of Leviticus is highly debated. 

Brettler argues that it was composed as a single work no earlier than the era of the 

Babylonian exile in the 6th century, much like the other books of the Torah.  Stackert 

argues that H must post-date Deuteronomy’s composition in the late seventh century 

while P predates Deuteronomy. Others regard the book is considerably earlier (As 

mentioned previously, the text is composed of two main sections. Chapters 1-16 

focus on providing instruction to the priests of how to fulfill their obligations and 

maintain their purity. This section is often ascribed to the P or Priestly source. 

Chapters 17-26 focus on the priests instructing the Israelites on how to live in a holy 

manner and is often called the Holiness Code. It is unclear whether this section, 

ascribed to the H source was an addition to the Priestly work or if the Priestly work 

predates the Holiness source. As Levine observes, the final form of Leviticus 

depends on considerably more ancient sources, the dates of which cannot be 

determined with certitude.   41

Intention  

Leviticus 19:33-34 is emblematic of the way that Leviticus understands and 

approaches the topic of the ​ger ​. These two verses embody the unique position that 

the ​ger ​ holds in Israelite society within the context of Levitical law. in Leviticus, the 

ger ​appears as an independent, free member of society whose protection is of the 

41 Levine, XXV-XXX. 
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utmost importance. On the other hand, this resident alien is not the same as the 

Israelite, or the ​ezrach ​ and maintains a different position in society. 

One way that this text highlights the “otherness” of the ​ger ​is through the 

phrase “your land.” This simple phrase serves as a reminder that ultimately, the land 

is a gift from God to the Israelites. The text could have simply read ​ha’aretz ​, “the 

land,” but instead it specifies “your” (meaning the Israelites). The land is in many 

ways the central issue of the Levitical laws about the ​ger ​. The resident alien is 

permitted to live on the land, but they hold the potential of desecrating that land 

through their actions, thus many of the texts in the Holiness Code include the ​ger ​ in 

ritual and cultic practices not necessarily as a means of inclusion and welcoming, 

but as a means of ensuring that the resident alien does not make a dire mistake that 

will affect the whole community.  

The ​ger ​’s special position in society is also expressed through the word “ ​tonu ​” 

from the root י.נ.ה This root holds the connotation of oppression and has several 

links to the ​ger ​. It is the same root that is used when Sarah lashes out at Hagar 

(Genesis 16:6). In this case, it is literally “ha-gar” or “the ​ger ​” who is being subject to 

 This root is again used to describe Pharaoh’s treatment of the Hebrew slaves in .י.נ.ה

Exodus 1:12. As mentioned earlier, we chose to translate ​ger ​ as “resident alien” in 

order to highlight the paradoxical nature of their status in society. This verb and its 

connection to two moments of oppression highlights that the Israelites have both 

been the oppressor and the oppressed. We have both been the ​ger ​ and the 

individual oppressing the ​ger ​. The connection with Exodus is further highlighted with 
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the phrase, “for you were resident aliens in the land of Egypt,” a phrase that does 

not appear again elsewhere in Leviticus but appears multiple times in Exodus 

(Exodus 22:20; 23:9).  

This text also provides a direct parallel to Deuteronomy 10:18, a verse 

explicated in detail below. This parallel also highlights the unique and perhaps 

paradoxical position of the ​ger ​. The command in Deuteronomy 10:18 to love the ​ger 

is expounded upon in Leviticus 19:33 with the phrase “as yourself.” The biblical 

Hebrew word, “love” holds the connotation of respect and understanding in order to 

create an ideal society. The addition of “as yourself” eliminates some distance 

between the ​ger ​and the ​ezrach. ​ Similarly, these verses note that the ​ger ​should be 

treated כאזרח - as a citizen. Thus these texts demand that the resident alien be 

treated with respect and basic dignity. These commands in Leviticus 19 and 

Deuteronomy 10 are the only times that the Israelites are commanded to love “the 

other.” While the ​ger ​is ​like ​ an ​ezrach ​, but not a complete ​ezrach ​, so too is the ​ger 

not a ​toshav ​, whose freedoms and economic capabilities are far more limited than 

the resident alien. (Leviticus 25:45-46).  

Importantly, this verse ends with the prominent trope of the Holiness Code, “I 

am Adonai your God.” This line reminds the Israelites throughout this legal body why 

they are following these laws - in order to be holy in God’s eyes. In other words, in 

order to be holy the Israelites needed to both treat the ​ger ​ with respect as well as 

maintain certain boundaries to ensure that the ​ger ​ did not pollute anything sacred, 

particularly the land.  
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Deuteronomy 10:17-19 

  

ֹ֤ל הַגִּבּרֹ֙ והְַנּוֹרָ֔א אֲשֶׁר֙ לאֹ־ישִָּׂ֣א פָניִ֔ם אֱלהִֹי֔ם ואֲַדנֹיֵ֖ הָאֲדנֹיִ֑ם הָאֵ֨ל הַגָּד ֹֽהֵיכֶ֔ם הוּ֚א אֱלהֵֹי֣ הָֽ ָ֣ה אֱל  17:כִּי֚ יהְו

חַד ֹֽ   ולְאֹ֥ יקִַּ֖ח שׁ

 18:עשֶֹׂ֛ה מִשְׁפַּט֥ יתָוֹ֖ם ואְַלְמָנהָ֑ ואְהֵֹ֣ב גֵּ֔ר לָ֥תֶת לוֹ֖ לֶ֥חֶם ושְִׂמְלָֽה׃

יםִ׃  19:ואֲַהַבְתֶּם֖ אֶת־הַגֵּ֑ר כִּֽי־גֵרִי֥ם הֱייִתֶם֖ בְּאֶ֥רֶץ מִצְרָֽ

 

17: For Adonai your God is the God of gods , the Lord of lords , the Great, the 42 43

Mighty and the Awesome God, who shows no favor and takes no bribe . 44

18: [God] executes  justice  for the orphan and the widow  and loves  the resident 45 46 47 48

alien, providing  him bread  and clothing . 49 50 51

19: You shall love  the resident alien because you were resident aliens in the land 52

of Egypt. 

 

 

42 I.e. the ultimate God, the greatest of heavenly beings 
43 Tigay notes similar titles were used as epithets of kings in the ancient Near East. Jeffrey H. ​Tigay, 
Deuteronomy: The Traditional Hebrew Text with the New JPS Translation​, (Philadelphia: Jewish 
Publication Society, 1996), 108. 
44 Exemplifying the qualities of the ideal judge (cf. 1:16-17; 16:19) as cited in Tigay, 108. 
45 Literally “do”. Executes reflects the legal aspect of this language. 
46 The word ​mishpat​ refers not to justice in the broad sense but in the specifics of carrying out the 
laws and ordinances. See Exodus 21:1, 23:6, 24:3, Leviticus 24:22, Deuteronomy 4:1, 4:5, 4:15 etc. 
47 The orphan and the widow have no one to protect or provide for them. The stranger, too, lives in 
instability in Israelite society. 
48  NJPS translates this as “befriends”. But see our discussion of “love” in the following pages.  
49  ​Literally “giving.” “Providing” includes the connotation of God caring for the stranger. 
50 ​More broadly “food”, but I like the concrete imagery of a piece of bread. So often in media the poor 
are depicted eating or stealing bread. 
51 ​Literally “dress.” 
52 ​As in the previous verse, the emphasis here is on acting lovingly, not merely the feeling of love. 
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Setting 

Literary setting 

According to both Jewish and Christian traditions, Deuteronomy is the 5th and final 

book in the ​Torah ​ or Pentateuch. In many ways Deuteronomy (“A second law” or “A 

second ​torah ​” in Greek), as its name suggests, retells the teachings and laws of the 

previous books of the ​Torah ​.  Much of the book is presented as a speech Moses 

gives to the Israelite people.  

Deuteronomy contains a number of instructions related to interactions with 

others in society. As was noted earlier, Deuteronomy 7:1-10 details the seven 

nations living in the land of Israel that the Israelites must defeat in battle and destroy. 

The Israelites are prohibited from marrying them. As Deuteronomy 7:4 describes, 

the reason the Israelites must not interact with these nations is the fear the nations 

will cause the Israelites to worship other gods. Deuteronomy 23:4-7 states that 

Ammonites and Moabites are forever prohibited from joining the Israelites due to 

how they treated the Israelites when they left Egypt. Further, Deuteronomy 23:7 tells 

the Israelites to never worry about their well-being. 23:8-9 presents the Edomites 

and Egyptians as peoples the Israelites should not abhor. The command to love the 

resident alien in 10:19 must be viewed in relation to these other texts in 

Deuteronomy. 

Zooming in on these specific verses, the text is broadly located within a 

section from 4:44 through chapter 28 detailing the covenant made in Moab.  In 53

53 Tigay, XII.  
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particular, the verses are located in the preamble to the laws given in Moab. Chapter 

10 begins with the creation and inscription of the second set of tablets of the ten 

commandments. Starting in verse 12, God presents the requirements for what the 

Israelites must do to serve God. This context imparts even more importance on the 

command in verse 19. The command to “love the ​ger ​” is in the same chapter that 

deals with the preservation of the Ten Commandments (Deuteronomy 10:4)! It is 

only a few verses away from the laws of how the Israelites must worship God. 

Treatment of ​ger ​ is shown to be a vital part of how this society must function. 

In verse 17, God describes God’s self as great and powerful and also as 

being a fair in judgment. Verse 17 leads right into verse 18 as God continues to 

describe God’s self not merely through God’s power but through God’s just nature 

and God’s kindness. Verses 18 and 19 are followed by a command to only worship 

God and an appeal to the great things God has done for the Israelites. The rest of 

Chapter 10 and chapter 11 speak of the need to obey God, while relating the 

previous consequences from disobeying God. They continue to present the 

paradigm of following God leading to blessings and disobeying God leading to 

curses. Embedded in these chapters which detail the gravity of obeying God, lies the 

verses about the ​ger ​. Seen in this context, the treatment of the ​ger​ is crucial to how 

the Israelites must live their lives and follow God. Next, Moses presents the laws 

themselves from the end of chapter 11 through the beginning of chapter 26. 
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Historical Setting 

 While traditionally Moses is said to be the author of Deuteronomy, a number 

of features in the text are evidence the text was written long after Moses. The book’s 

“vigorous monotheism and fervent opposition to pagan practices in Israel, are very 

understandable as a reaction to conditions in the eighth-seventh centuries.”  As the 54

Assyrian Empire gained power and created connections between different groups, it 

greatly influenced Israelite practices. Tigay notes that scholars divide the book into 

“core-Deuteronomy” (4:44 through chapter 28 or 30) with the sections before and 

after believed to have been added after the core parts of the book.  Chapter 10 falls 55

clearly in the “core” book. 

 In terms of authorship, the book reflects the “views and interests of various 

groups in ancient Israelite society but it is impossible to identify any single one of 

them as its author(s).”  Whereas the priests were involved in the discovery of the 56

book, many of the reforms of Deuteronomy are costly to them. The intellectual 

orientation of the book might imply that scribes or sages authored it. Yet, they have 

no specified role in the book, making it unlikely they authored it. Prophetic 

authorship would fit with the authority given to prophets in Deuteronomy. But the 

book does not give prophets “extraordinary prominence” and it subjects them to a 

test each prophet was bound to fail. Tigay concludes Deuteronomy was created 

54 Ibid., xxi. 
55 Ibid., xxv. 
56 Ibid. 
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independently of each of those group interests.  Alternately, the book may reflect 57

each group's ideas through their negotiation of each with the other. 

 Most relevant to the current exploration is that Deuteronomy was written at a 

time of transition for the Israelites. Their society was transforming from a primarily 

agrarian one to a more urbanized one. A time of upheaval in society can result in the 

weaker members of that society being treated poorly. Also, as Tigay explains, it was 

a time of cross-cultural interaction and influence. Through the resettling of peoples, 

drafting an army and offering an appealing different culture, the Assyrian Empire 

brought Israelites into contact with non-Israelites and caused assimilationist 

tendencies in the Israelite culture. At this time of interaction with cultures and people 

around them, the text warns against consorting with the powerful. And at the same 

time, it importantly details how to treat the powerless with kindness. 

Intention 

As stated above, a text from Deuteronomy can only be understood through 

understand the context of Deuteronomy. Deuteronomy was written at a time of a 

large influx of people, many of whom were Israelites, into Judah. Deuteronomy’s 

central concern is centralizing the temple cult in Jerusalem, and ensuring nothing is 

done to upset the functioning of the worship practices. Deuteronomy also reflects the 

desire to make society more egalitarian. Each of these principles guides the 

treatment of the ​ger ​ in Deuteronomy. We must understand the protections for the 

ger ​ were written at a time when there was a large influx of ​gerim ​. If Israelite society 

57 Ibid., xxiii. 
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was seeking to become more egalitarian, as Berman argues, it is no surprise the text 

finds ways to incorporate the ​ger ​ into households. Finally, the importance of verses 

17 through 19 and of the treatment of the ​ger ​ is underscored by being located in the 

middle of a few chapters which detail how to follow God and the rewards and 

punishments for correctly/incorrectly following God. By its proximity, the text tells the 

reader proper treatment of the ​ger ​ is an essential aspect of following God. 

These verses begin by extolling the virtues of God, in particular by describing 

God in terms of power and strength. Tigay notes similar titles were used as epithets 

of kings in the ancient Near East.  Here, then, the God of the Israelites is presented 58

in the same manner as a king. This fits into the literary context of these verses. 

Chapter 10 presents the laws the Israelites must follow in order to follow God. 

Chapter 11 continues by explaining how the Israelites will be blessed if they follow 

God and cursed if they do not. This is the language describes how a king might 

relate to his subjects. Deuteronomy presents the paradigm of God as the ultimate 

king and the Israelites as God’s subjects. In the continuation of verse 17, God is 

described as the perfect judge. No longer is strength what makes God mighty, but 

God’s fairness in judgment. Tigay notes these qualities are the qualities of an ideal 

judge (cf. 1:16-17; 16:19).  Instead of presenting the qualities of strength and fair 59

judgment as opposites, God’s fairness in judgment may be a manifestation of God’s 

strength. This could be precisely what makes God the God of gods. The ultimate 

58 Ibid., 108. 
59 Ibid.  
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sign of power and might is the ability to be fair in judgment and to provide for the 

needy. 

Verses 18 and 19 provide the Israelites with two different motivations for 

following the command to love the ​ger ​. In verse 18, God provides the ultimate 

example of how the Israelites are to lead their lives. Through emulating God, they 

live out God’s laws. In addition to being commanded, and an empathetic appeal, the 

Israelites know to love the resident alien because that is what God does. Verse 18 

elevates caring for the ​ger ​ to a Godly act. 

Verse 19 instructs the Israelites to love the ​ger ​ because they were ​gerim ​ in 

the land of Egypt. As we showed earlier, this phrase occurs a number of times in the 

Tanakh ​, each time in a verse legislating taking care of the ​ger ​ (see also Exodus 

22:20, 23:9; Leviticus 19:34). Perhaps the author understood how difficult it might be 

to love the ​ger ​ and knew that even a law from God might not be sufficient. The 

command to love the ​ger ​ is based in an empathetic understanding of the ​ger ​’s 

position. Because the Israelites know what it is like to be a minority in a foreign land 

without power and without land ownership, they must treat the ​ger ​ with love. This 

command is almost an early iteration of the golden rule, the notion of treating others 

as they would want to be treated.  60

A discussion of these verses would be incomplete without a discussion of the 

Hebrew word אהב, love. Today, the word love connotes a feeling of deep 

attachment. Innumerable poems describe the feelings of love, as do countless 

60 This sentiment appears also in Leviticus 19:18 under the command of “loving your neighbor as 
yourself”, as well as in the ​Talmud Bavli Shabbat 31a​ where Hillel summarizes the ​Torah​ as “what is 
hateful to you do not do to your fellow.” It is also present in Lev 19:33-34, as discussed above. 
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songs. In contemporary parlance, love may come with a set of possible actions, 

such as caring for, treating kindly, respecting etc, but it also may not. The biblical 

word for love, אהב, is not about a feeling of deep attachment a person may have. 

in the book of Deuteronomy, requires action. NJPS translates the ​ahav ,אהב ​ here as 

“befriends.” “Befriends” encapsulates the loving attitude with which God views the 

stranger, but is not explicit about the requirement of acting that the word ​ahav 

encompasses. Deuteronomy contains a number of connections between the verb 

 and observing God’s commandments (10:12-13; 11:1,13; 19:9; 30:16). Each אהב

instance demonstrates that the people Israel must love God through observing the 

commandments.  Love is an action expressed through following God’s 61

commandments. In verse 18, it is God who is doing the loving. This particular 

instance is interesting as instead of the people Israel acting lovingly toward God, 

God acts lovingly toward the resident alien. The contractual language is flipped, with 

God the actor who is responsible for behaving a certain way. God loves the ​ger ​, 

meaning God takes loving actions to provide for the ​ger ​. As verse 18 describes, God 

acts lovingly toward the ​ger ​ by providing the ​ger ​ food and clothing. In taking care of 

the ​ger ​’s basic needs, God provides for and protects the ​ger ​. In verse 19, it is the 

Israelites who are commanded to love the ​ger ​. They must emulate God and love the 

ger ​ by providing the ​ger ​with his basic needs including food and clothing. The 

Israelites may have been reticent to use their resources to provide for people who 

61 For further information see the comment on 6:4 in Jeffrey H. ​Tigay, ​Deuteronomy: The Traditional 
Hebrew Text with the New JPS Translation​, (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1996) 
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are not a part of their clan or family. This command and the appeal to the Israelite 

history of being ​gerim ​demands they see the ​ger ​ with empathy and provide for him.  

A nuanced reading of the text shows the ​ger ​ is treated differently than the 

widow and the orphan. The widow and orphan, like the ​ger ​, live in a vulnerable 

position in Israelite society. The widow and orphan each lack the head of a 

household who would have protected and provided for them. The ​ger ​, too, does not 

have a designated person to protect and provide for them. Their vulnerable positions 

in society results in them being referred to in the same verse many times in 

Deuteronomy (see 14:29; 17:11, 14; 24:17; 27:19; etc). Yet, in verse 18, God 

executes justice for the orphan and widow while acting lovingly toward the ​ger ​ by 

providing him food and clothing. What might explain God treating the ​ger ​ differently 

than the orphan and widow? Perhaps they have different needs in society. As 

citizens of Israelites society, the orphan and widow might need help in securing their 

full legal rights. The ​ger ​, as a non-citizen, has fewer rights and therefore it is more 

vital for his survival to have food and clothing. Or perhaps the ​ger ​ is poorer than the 

orphan and widow and has a more tenuous access to the economy.  

In a book that builds boundaries between certain other nations, the text 

utilizes the very experience of being an outsider to inform how the Israelites should 

treat outsiders (verse 19). From this we learn that Deuteronomy does not have a 

blanket negative attitude toward outsiders, but rather is selective in which outsiders 

can be welcomed into Israelite society. Deuteronomy seeks to separate the 

Israelites from nine different nations (chapters 7 and 23) for they would lead the 

44 



 

Israelites to commit idolatry (chapter 7) or because of how they treated the Israelites 

in the past (chapter 23). The ​ger ​, as an individual who has made himself vulnerable 

and dependent on Israelite society, is not included in the exclusion. As an individual 

attached to an Israelite household, the ​ger ​ is not a risk for contaminating the 

religious practices of the Israelites. Also, unlike the Moabites and Ammonites 

mentioned in Deuteronomy 23, the ​ger ​, by attaching himself to the Israelite 

community, may forgo his lineage and thus be eligible to be more integrated into 

Israelite society.  

Overall, these few verses reveal the importance of caring for the ​ger ​ in 

Deuteronomy. The book understands the vulnerable position of the ​ger ​ as a person 

who is dependent on Israelite society but is not a full citizen. Knowing the Israelites 

might be reluctant to provide for the ​ger ​ the text calls on them to recall their past as 

a ​ger ​ and by embedding the command within the laws detailing how to properly 

follow God, the care of the ​ger ​ is elevated in importance in their society.  

Conclusion 

The ​ger ​ appears in the ​Torah ​ in social, legal and religious texts. Throughout 

the ​Torah ​, the Israelites are urged to identify their position with that of the ​ger ​. 

Abraham and Moses each refer to themselves as a ​ger ​(Genesis 23:4; Exodus 

22:2). The Israelites as a whole are reminded numerous times that they were ​gerim 

in Egypt (Exodus 22:20; 23:9; Leviticus 19:34; Deuteronomy 10:19). The history of 

the Israelites is steeped in being ​gerim ​. But the ​ger ​ is more than a historical artifact 
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for the Israelites. When writing Deuteronomy and Leviticus, the Israelites had ​gerim 

in their midst.  

The ​ger ​, unlike other minorities, is included in many of the Israelite cultic and 

religious practices. For example, the foreigner, the hired laborer and the ​toshav ​ who 

dwell among the Israelites are forbidden from the eating of the Passover sacrifice 

(Exodus 12:43-49). The ​ger ​, on the other hand, is given permission to eat the 

Passover sacrifice if he is circumcised. The ​ger ​ is also like the citizen in that the ​ger 

is forbidden to eat leaven on Passover. The book of Numbers dictates that the ​ger 

must follow the same rules as the Israelites when offering the Passover sacrifice and 

a meal offering (Numbers 9:14; 15:14-15).  

The concern throughout Leviticus related to the ​ger ​ is ensuring the resident 

alien does not ritually pollute Israelite society while being able to participate in 

Israelite society.  For example, laws surrounding pollution of the land (18:24-30), 

pollution of the sanctuary by offering children to Molech (20:2-5), and polluting the 

sanctity of the divine name through blasphemy (24:16) stand out as such examples. 

These are ritual practices which, if violated or carried out incorrectly would put the 

entire land and the people Israel in danger. To protect the ritual life of Israel, laws 

are instituted to clearly describe which conditions/practices allow the ​ger ​ to 

participate. 

In Deuteronomy, the ​ger ​is also included in cultic practices. The ​ger ​ is listed 

as a participant in both ​Shavuot ​ (16:10-11) and ​Sukkot ​ (16:13-14). The ​ger 

participates in tithing and other offerings to God. By appearing before God 
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(16:11,16; 26:10-11) the ​ger ​ was included in the major cultic practices of the day. As 

Glanville argues above, Deuteronomy may have included the ​ger ​ in the religious 

practices for the purpose of bringing the ​ger ​ into the Israelite community through 

bonds of kinship. 

The ​Torah ​ stakes out a nuanced position when it comes to the proper 

treatment of the ​ger ​ in Israelite society. This struggle is echoed in the struggle of 

contemporary synagogues in welcoming non-Jews while also maintaining 

meaningful boundaries between Jews and non-Jews. While the ​ger ​ in Israelite 

society was a minority in the midst of a majority, the non-Jew in America is a 

majority in the wider culture, while the synagogue and the Jews are minorities in the 

midst of American culture. Within the synagogue, however, the non-Jew is a minority 

within a Jewish cultural context. The ​Torah ​’s treatment of the ​ger ​ might provide 

contemporary synagogues guidance on how to deal with this issue. 

If a synagogue seeks to preserve a status difference between the Jews and 

non-Jews at the synagogue (which some synagogues may not), we propose 

synagogues uses the biblical ​ger ​ as a model to guide them. This allows them to 

welcome, respect and incorporate the “others” in their community without violating 

what we believe to be sacred. Many synagogues currently do not officially allow 

non-Jews to be members. Yet, a non-Jewish spouse is a part of the synagogue 

community. Not officially recognizing the non-Jew as a part of the community is 

hurtful. At the same time, welcoming that person as a full member implies there is no 

distinction between Jew and non-Jew at the synagogue.  
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The model of the ​ger ​ gives the non-Jew a connection to the Jewish 

community while maintaining a boundary. Like the ​ger ​ in Deuteronomy 16:10-11, 

13-14, the non-Jew celebrates ​Sukkot ​, ​Shavuot ​ and other Jewish holidays with the 

Jewish community. The biblical ​ger ​ offered sacrifices, just as the contemporary 

non-Jew should be allowed to participate in ​tfillot ​. The ​ger​ of Exodus 12:43-49 

provides a model for the non-Jew of today. This ​ger ​ participates in the Passover 

sacrifice as long he is circumcised. Circumcision is a physical embodiment of 

accepting the Covenant. By becoming circumcised, the ​ger ​ attached himself to the 

Israelites. Similarly, today, a non-Jews can attach herself or himself to the Jewish 

community by driving their children to religious school, volunteering on committees 

and attending community events. Finally, the ​ger ​ in Exodus 12 was allowed to 

participate in the sacrifice but did not have to. If he did offer the sacrifice, it had to be 

according to the Israelite customs. So too, the non-Jew in today’s synagogue is not 

obligated to perform any Jewish action (many liberal Jews also do not understand 

themselves as obligated) but can choose to perform the action. Like the ​ger ​, if they 

are to participate, such as in reading a prayer during a service or celebrating a 

Jewish holiday, it should be done in the Jewish way. The ​ger ​ as a biblical 

outsider/insider, provides a model or guidelines rooted authentically in our sources 

as to how to treat the “the others” within our communities today. 
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Paradigms of “the Other” in Ezra Nehemiah  

For this section of the paper, we created six text studies centered on the three 

conceptual modes of relating to the other that appear in Ezra-Nehemiah - 

relationally, physically and ritually. We hope to highlight the ways in which these 

modes interact with one another as well as how one mode might function 

simultaneously to exclude as well as include. We have incorporated texts from 

elsewhere in the Jewish tradition in addition to modern texts. 

We designed these text studies to be taught in six sessions for young adult 

and adult participants. We believe it could be utilized in a variety of settings - a 

synagogue adult ed course, Hillel, non-profit professional study group, etc. The texts 

are designed to be taught together, although each unit and text study could stand 

alone. The sessions are ordered from the most tangible to the most abstract - 

moving from physical to ritual to relational. We hope that students at the end of the 

course will find themselves struggling with many of the same questions that we have 

struggled with throughout the semester - how do we create identity and community 

while also maintaining fluid borders that do not alienate others? We hope students 

also come away with a sense that our ancient Jewish texts are relevant to their lives 

today. 

 
Unit I: Relational Unit II: Physical Unit III: Ritual 

Intermarriage Walls  Torah 

Am Ha’aretz Diaspora Temple Cult 
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Keeping it in the Family: Intermarriage 
 in the ​Tanakh 

Source Sheet by Alexis Erdheim and Avi Fine 
 

 
Deuteronomy 7:1-6 
(1) When Adonai your God brings you to 
the land that you are about to enter and 
possess, and God dislodges many 
nations before you—the Hittites, 
Girgashites, Amorites, Canaanites, 
Perizzites, Hivites, and Jebusites, seven 
nations much larger than you— (2) and 
Adonai your God delivers them to you 
and you defeat them, you must doom 
them to destruction: grant them no terms 
and give them no quarter. ​(3) You shall 
not intermarry with them: do not give 
your daughters to their sons or take 
their daughters for your sons.​ (4) For 
they will turn your children away from Me 
to worship other gods, and Adonai’s 
anger will blaze forth against you and 
God will promptly wipe you out. (5) 
Instead, this is what you shall do to 
them: you shall tear down their altars, 
smash their pillars, cut down their sacred 
posts, and consign their images to the 
fire. (6) For you are a people 
consecrated to Adonai your God: of all 
the peoples on earth the Adonai your 
God chose you to be God's treasured 
people. 

 
 דברים ז׳:א׳-ו׳

יאֲךָ֙ ה' אֱלקֶֹ֔יךָ אֶל־הָאָ֕רֶץ אֲשֶׁר־אַתָּ֥ה  (א) כִּי֤ יבְִֽ
חִתִּי֩  בָא־שָׁ֖מָּה לְרִשְׁתָּהּ֑ ונְשַָׁ֣ל גּוֹֽיםִ־רַבִּי֣ם ׀ מִפָּנֶ֡יךָ הַֽ
חִוּיִ֙ והְַיבְוּסִ֔י  והְַגִּרְגָּשִׁי֨ והְָאֱמרִֹי֜ והְַכְּנעֲַניִ֣ והְַפְּרִזִּ֗י והְַֽ

ךָּ׃ (ב) וּנתְָנםָ֞ ה' ִ֔ם רַבִּי֥ם ועֲַצוּמִי֖ם מִמֶּֽ  שִׁבְעָה֣ גוֹי
 אֱלקֶֹ֛יךָ לְפָנֶ֖יךָ והְִכִּיתָ֑ם הַחֲרֵם֤ תַּחֲרִים֙ אתָֹ֔ם

 לאֹ־תִכְרתֹ֥ לָהֶם֛ בְּרִי֖ת ולְאֹ֥ תְחָנּםֵֽ׃ (ג) ולְאֹ֥ תִתְחַתֵּ֖ן
 בָּם֑ בִּתְּךָ֙ לאֹ־תִתֵּן֣ לִבְנוֹ֔ וּבִתּוֹ֖ לאֹ־תִקַּח֥ לִבְנֶךָֽ׃ (ד)

אַחֲרַי֔ ועְָבְדוּ֖ אֱלקִֹי֣ם אֲחֵרִי֑ם  כִּֽי־יסִָ֤יר אֶת־בִּנךְָ֙ מֵֽ
ֹ֤ה ר׃ (ה) כִּֽי־אִם־כּ  וחְָרָ֤ה אַף־ה' בָּכֶם֔ והְִשְׁמִידְךָ֖ מַהֵֽ

 תַעֲשׂוּ֙ לָהֶ֔ם מִזְבְּחתֵֹיהֶם֣ תִּתּצֹ֔וּ וּמַצֵּבתָֹם֖ תְּשַׁבֵּ֑רוּ
שׁ׃ (ו) כִּ֣י ירֵהֶם֙ תְּגַדֵּעוּ֔ן וּפְסִילֵיהֶם֖ תִּשְׂרְפוּ֥ן בָּאֵֽ  ואֲַשֵֽׁ
 עַם֤ קָדוֹשׁ֙ אַתָּ֔ה לַה' אֱלקֶֹ֑יךָ בְּךָ֞ בָּחַ֣ר ׀ ה' אֱלקֶֹ֗יךָ

עַמִּי֔ם אֲשֶׁ֖ר עַל־פְּנֵ֥י  לִהְיוֹ֥ת לוֹ֙ לְעַ֣ם סְגלָֻּ֔ה מִכּלֹ֙ הָֽ
 הָאֲדָמָה׃ (ס)

 
 
Deuteronomy 23:4-9 
(4) An Ammonite or a Moabite shall 
not enter into the assembly of Adonai; 
even to the tenth generation shall 
none of them enter into the assembly 
of Adonai forever; ​(5) because they 
met you not with bread and with water in 

 
 דברים כ״ג:ד׳-ט׳

וֹר ֹֽא־יבָאֹ֧ עַמּוֹניִ֛ וּמוֹאָבִי֖ בִּקְהַל֣ ה' גַּם֚ דּ֣  (​ד) ל
ל ה' עַד־עוֹלָֽם׃  (ה)  עֲשִׂירִי֔ לאֹ־יבָאֹ֥ לָהֶם֛ בִּקְהַ֥

 עַל־דְּבַ֞ר אֲשֶׁ֨ר לאֹ־קִדְּמוּ֤ אֶתְכֶם֙ בַּלֶּ֣חֶם וּבַמַּ֔יםִ
 בַּדֶּ֖רֶךְ בְּצֵאתְכֶ֣ם מִמִּצְרָ֑יםִ ואֲַשֶׁר֩ שָׂכַ֨ר עָלֶ֜יךָ

לְלֶֽךָּ׃  אֶת־בִּלְעָם֣ בֶּן־בְּע֗וֹר מִפְּת֛וֹר אֲרַם֥ נהֲַרַ֖יםִ לְקַֽ
ֹ֣עַ אֶל־בִּלְעָם֔ ויַּהֲַפךֹ֩ ה' ֹֽא־אָבָ֞ה ה' אֱלקֹ֙יך֙ לִשְׁמ  (ו) ולְ
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the way, when ye came forth out of 
Egypt; and because they hired against 
thee Balaam the son of Beor from Pethor 
of Aram-naharaim, to curse thee. (6) 
Nevertheless Adonai your God would not 
hearken unto Balaam; but Adonai your 
God turned the curse into a blessing 
unto thee, because Adonai your God 
loved thee. (7) Thou shalt not seek their 
peace nor their prosperity all thy days 
forever.​ (8) Thou shalt not abhor an 
Edomite, for he is thy brother; thou 
shalt not abhor an Egyptian, because 
thou wast a stranger in his land. (9) 
The children of the third generation 
that are born unto them may enter 
into the assembly of Adonai. 

בְךָ֖ ה'  אֱלקֶֹ֧יךָ לְּךָ֛ אֶת־הַקְּלָלָ֖ה לִבְרָכָ֑ה כִּי֥ אֲהֵֽ
ֹ֥שׁ שְׁלמָֹם֖ וטְבָֹתָם֑ כָּל־ימֶָ֖יךָ יךָ׃ (ז) לאֹ־תִדְר  אֱלקֶֹֽ

יךָ הוּ֑א ֹֽא־תְתַעֵב֣ אֲדמִֹי֔ כִּי֥ אָחִ֖  לְעוֹלָֽם׃ (ס)  (ח) ל
יתָ בְאַרְצֽוֹ׃ (ט) ר הָיִ֥  (ס) לאֹ־תְתַעֵב֣ מִצְרִי֔ כִּי־גֵ֖
וֹר שְׁלִישִׁי֑ יבָאֹ֥ לָהֶם֖  בָּניִ֛ם אֲשֶׁר־יוִּלְָדוּ֥ לָהֶם֖ דּ֣

ל ה' (ס)  בִּקהַ֥

 
 
Ezra 9:2 
(2) They have taken their daughters as 
wives for themselves and for their sons, 
so that the holy seed has become 
intermingled with the peoples of the land; 
and it is the officers and prefects who 
have taken the lead in this trespass.” 

 
 עזרא ט׳:ב׳

רְבוּ֙  (ב) כִּֽי־נשְָׂא֣וּ מִבְּנתֵֹֽיהֶ֗ם לָהֶם֙ ולְִבְנֵיהֶם֔ והְִתְעָֽ
ַ֧ד הַשָּׂרִי֣ם והְַסְּגָנִ֗ים  זֶ֣רַע הַקֹּ֔דֶשׁ בְּעַמֵּי֖ הָאֲרָצוֹ֑ת ויְ

 הָיתְָ֛ה בַּמַּ֥עַל הַזֶּ֖ה רִאשׁוֹנהָ׃ (ס)

 
 
Ezra 9:12 
(12) Now then, do not give your 
daughters in marriage to their sons or let 
their daughters marry your sons; do 
nothing for their well-being or advantage, 
then you will be strong and enjoy the 
bounty of the land and bequeath it to 
your children forever.’ 

 
 עזרא ט׳:י״ב

נוֹתֵיכֶם֞ אַל־תִּתְּנוּ֣ לִבְנֵיהֶ֗ם וּבְנתֵֹֽיהֶם֙ ְ֠עַתָּה בְּֽ  (יב) ו
ֹֽא־תִדְרְשׁ֧וּ שְׁלמָֹם֛ וטְוֹבָתָ֖ם  אַל־תִּשְׂאוּ֣ לִבְנֵיכֶם֔ ולְ

 עַד־עוֹלָם֑ לְמַ֣עַן תֶּחֶזקְ֗וּ ואֲַכַלְתֶּם֙ אֶת־ט֣וּב הָאָ֔רֶץ
 והְוֹרַשְׁתֶּם֥ לִבְנֵיכֶ֖ם עַד־עוֹלָם׃

 
 
Ezra 10:2-3 
(2) Then Shecaniah son of Jehiel of the 
family of Elam spoke up and said to 
Ezra, “​We have trespassed against our 
God by bringing into our homes 
foreign women from the peoples of 

 
 עזרא י׳:ב׳-ג׳

ָ֨ה בֶן־יחְִיאֵ֜ל מִבְּניֵ֤ עולם [עֵילָם֙]  (ב) ויַּעַַן֩ שְׁכַניְ
ֹ֛שֶׁב נשִָׁי֥ם ֹ֣אמֶר לְעֶזְרָ֔א אֲנַ֙חְנוּ֙ מָעַ֣לְנוּ בֵאלקֵֹי֔נוּ ונַּ  ויַּ

 נכְָרִיּוֹ֖ת מֵעַמֵּ֣י הָאָ֑רֶץ ועְַתָּה֛ ישֵׁ־מִקְוֶ֥ה לְישְִׂרָאֵ֖ל
 עַל־זאֹֽת׃ (ג) ועְַתָּה֣ נכְִֽרָת־בְּרִי֣ת לֵ֠אלקֵֹינוּ לְהוֹצִ֨יא

 כָל־נשִָׁי֜ם והְַנּוֹלָ֤ד מֵהֶם֙ בַּעֲצַת֣ אדושם והְַחֲרֵדִי֖ם
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the land​; but there is still hope for Israel 
despite this. (3) ​Now then, let us make 
a covenant with our God to expel all 
these women and those who have 
been born to them​, in accordance with 
the bidding of Adonai and of all who are 
concerned over the commandment of 
our God, and let the Teaching be 
obeyed. 

 בְּמִצְותַ֣ אֱלקֹי֑נוּ וכְַתּוֹרָה֖ יעֵָשֶׂה׃

 
 
Nehemiah 13:23-24 
(23) Also at that time, I saw that Jews 
had settled Ashdodite, Ammonite, and 
Moabite women; (24) a good number of 
their children spoke the language of 
Ashdod and the language of those 
various peoples, and did not know how 
to speak Judean. 

 
 נחמיה י״ג:כ״ג-כ״ד

 (כג) גּםַ֣ ׀ בַּיּמִָי֣ם הָהֵ֗ם רָאִי֤תִי אֶת־הַיּהְוּדִים֙
 השִֹׁ֗יבוּ נשִָׁים֙ אשדודיות [אַשְׁדֳּדִיּוֹ֔ת] עמוניות
 [עַמֳּניִּוֹ֖ת] מוֹאֲבִיּוֹֽת׃ (כד) וּבְנֵיהֶ֗ם חֲצִי֙ מְדַבֵּ֣ר

 אַשְׁדּוֹדִי֔ת ואְֵינָ֥ם מַכִּירִי֖ם לְדַבֵּ֣ר יהְוּדִי֑ת וכְִלְשׁוֹ֖ן עַ֥ם
 ועָָם׃

 
 
Yevamot 76a:13 
Rava, is the reason for the prohibition 
“do not intermarry with them” a matter 
of sanctity? Rather, it is out of fear that 
the intermarried couple will have a child 
who will worship idolatry. This prohibition 
against intermarriage applies only 
against non-Jews, but if they convert, 
they are allowed for marriage. 

 
 יבמות ע״ו א:י״ג

  אמר רבא אטו התם משום קדושה ולאו קדושה
 הוא דלמא מוליד בן ואזיל פלח לעבודת כוכבים

 וה"מ בהיותן עובדי כוכבים כי מגיירי בישראל
 שרו

 
 
 

 
Maimonides, Laws of Prohibited 
Sexual Relations, 12:1 
If a Jewish person sleeps with a non-Jew 
in the way of married people, they 
receive biblically ordained lashes, as it 
says ​“You shall not intermarry with them: 
do not give your daughter to their sons or 

 
 הלכות איסורי ביאה פרק יב

 א​ ישראל שבעל גויה משאר האומות, דרך
 אישות, או ישראלית שנבעלה לגוי, דרך

 אישות--הרי אלו לוקין מן התורה, שנאמר "לא
 תתחתן, בם" (דברים ז,ג): אחד שבעה עממין,

 ואחד כל האומות באיסור זה. וכן מפורש על ידי
 עזרא "ואשר לא ניתן בנותינו, לעמי הארץ; ואת
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take their daughters for your sons.” ​ The 
same law is true concerning the seven 
nations of the land of Canaan and all 
other nations. This is also explained by 
Ezra, ​“We will not give our daughters in 
marriage to the peoples of the land, or 
take their daughters for our sons.” ​The 
Torah only forbade marriage, but one 
who sleeps with a non-Jew in a 
licentious manner gets rabbinically 
ordained lashes as a decree lest they 
come to get married. 

 בנותיהם, לא ניקח לבנינו" (נחמיה י,לא). [ב] ולא
 אסרה תורה, אלא דרך חתנות.

  
  

 
 
Rabbi Elliot Cosgrove 
I don’t think Conservative rabbis should rush too quickly to perform intermarriages 
for the simple reason that as a parent, as a rabbi and as a shaper of Jewish 
community and identity, I unapologetically want young Jews to marry other Jews. 
Rabbinic officiation at intermarriages signals an implicit and explicit leveling of the 
field, sending the message that all choices are equal, a message that I do not think 
wise given the undisputed place in-marriage has as the single most important 
determinant in ensuring Jewish continuity. 
 
 
Rabbi Angela Buchdahl 
What I learned during those years is that refusing to stand under the chuppah with 
the children of our community does not prevent them from marrying the people they 
love. Instead, saying “No” often leads to a profound alienation from the Jewish 
community. 
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Unit I. Relational 
 
Intermarriage  
This text study presents many of the key Jewish texts around intermarriage. While 
not an exhaustive list, it will give learners a sense of how Jewish texts understand 
what constitutes intermarriage and why it is/is not prohibited. As you go through the 
texts, pay close attention to how each text defines marriage, intermarriage and the 
problems with intermarriage. After reading all of the texts, you will have the 
opportunity to decide what Jewish texts say about intermarriage and how we should 
(or should not) apply them today.  
 
Text 1 
This text from Deuteronomy presents a strong and harsh direction for how the 
Israelites are to treat the seven nations in the land of Israel. In fact, taken within the 
entire context of the verse the prohibition of intermarrying with them is a much more 
accepting way of dealing with the foreign nations than destroying them as verse two 
suggests.  
 
Discussion questions: 

1. What reason does the text give for not allowing intermarriages with these 
nations? 

2. Why do you think the text forbids intermarriage when they nations were 
supposed to be destroyed anyway? 

 
It is important that the reason given for prohibiting intermarriage is that it would lead 
to worshipping other gods. It is not the blood or ethnicity of the other nations that is 
objectionable, but their worship practices.  
 
Text 2 
This text from Deuteronomy is another seminal text in the book’s attitude toward 
others. Ammonites and Moabites, two peoples that were not included in the seven 
nations above, are excluded from entry into the Israelite community. The Israelites 
are to deal with them less harshly than they were to deal with the seven nations.  
 

1. What reason is giving for prohibiting intermingling with these nations? 
2. Why do you think these nations are treated differently than the seven 

nations? 
3. How are the Egyptians and Edomites treated differently than the other nations 

mentioned? 
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Verses eight and nine drive home the point that Deuteronomy’s prohibition is not 
about intermarriage itself, but about how other nations treated the Israelites and 
what influence those nations might have on Israelite worship practices. 
 
Text 3 
With the texts from Ezra and later Nechemia, we have moved from the context of 
Deuteronomy to the context of the Jews returning to the land of Israel after exile and 
creating a new society. In doing so, they needed to draw boundaries between who 
was in and who was out of their society.  
 
Discussion question: 

1. What is the sin of the Israelites as expressed in Ezra? 
 
Ezra uses the terminology of “holy seed.” At first glance, this could be saying the 
blood or even more literally, the semen, of the Jews should not be mixed with the 
other peoples of the land. This would define the Jews as a group based on their 
genes and any intermarriage outside of the larger family would be prohibited. But the 
phrase “holy seed” exists in a construct in Hebrew, which means the Jew seed is not 
inherently holy but it holy because it is consecrated to something holy.  
 
Text 4 
At the end of the verse, Ezra ties marriage to the physical land. The benefit of 
in-marriage is that the Jews will eat from the good of the land and will pass it on to 
their children. If the Jews do intermarry, Ezra is suggesting they would lose the 
inheritance of the land. As people who recently returned to the land after being in 
exile, the prospect of losing the land is a daunting one.  
 
Discussion question: 

1. What new aspect does Ezra introduce here? 
 
Text 5 
Discussion questions: 

1. What is the named sin in verse two?  
2. To which of the previous definitions of who the Jews are not allowed to marry 

does this align?  
3. What is unique about this statement? 

 

55 



 

Verse two does not actually use the word marriage, but speaks of bringing foreign 
women into Jewish homes. A close read of the text then reveals it not intermarrying 
that is the problem, per se, but the bringing of foreigners onto the land and into Jew 
homes. In verse three, Shechaniah suggests a solution to their sins by expelling the 
foreign women and their children.  
 
Discussion questions: 

1. What do you think of this as a solution? 
2. How would this affect society?  
3. Can you come up with a better solution? 

 
There is no evidence in the text itself to say that this practice was actually followed, 
except in the case of the priestly families. The rule may have been created to 
establish a societal boundary but may never have been enforced.  
 
Discussion question: 

1. Does that change how you understand the harshness of the command? 
 
Text 6 
Nehemiah presents evidence that the Jews were intermingling with many foreign 
peoples, including those forbidden to them. Nehemiah does not use the Hebrew 
word for marriage to describe the relationships, but instead uses a word which 
implies bringing the women into the Jewish areas. The text reveals being part of the 
insider group is not about lineage. The children may have had a Jewish parent but 
had lost Judean culture and language. The sin for a Judean was not the direct 
intermarriage, but the indirect effect of children losing the Judean culture.  
 
Text 7 
This text from the ​Talmud ​raises themes around intermarriage presented in biblical 
texts.  
 
Discussion question: 

1. How does this text understand the reason for the prohibition of intermarriage? 
 
Like the text in Deuteronomy, the concern raised about intermarriage is about it 
leading to idolatry. The concern is not about the sanctity of Jewish lineage.  
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Text 8 
Maimonides, a 12th-century writer, was one of the most important and prolific Jewish 
writers and thinkers in medieval times. This text comes from the law code he 
compiled. Maimonides quotes two of the sources we looked at earlier.  
 
Discussion questions: 

1. How does he read the sources?  
2. Do you agree with his read? 

 
Maimonides take the biblical citations out of context, turning them from speaking to 
specific circumstances into a general rule. He also extends the prohibition from 
marriage to sleeping together. Maimonides vastly overgeneralizes and oversimplifies 
the biblical rules around intermarriage. 
 
Text 9 
Discussion questions: 

1. What is Rabbi Cosgrove primary concern about intermarriage?  
2. Put another way, what is his hope for Jewish couples?  

 
Text 10  
Discussion question: 

1. What principle lies underneath Rabbi Buchdahl’s position? 
 
Conclusion 
Discussion questions: 

1. How might applying the different fears around intermarriage in the texts 
change how we define intermarriage today? 

2. After reading the various texts, how do you understand the prohibition against 
intermarriages? What purpose did/does the prohibition serve? 

3. Today, is prohibiting intermarriage an appropriate tool to draw a boundary 
between the Jewish community and other communities?  

4. What principles undergird your position on the permissibility of intermarriage? 

The text study aimed to provide learners with the foundational Jewish texts used to 
justify prohibitions against intermarriage. We hope you will have seen the reasons 
for prohibiting intermarriage are not about the purity of Jewish lineage but out of a 
fear of it leading to idol worshipping or populating the land of Israel with people from 
outside of the tribe. In the liberal Jewish world today, it is up each individual to 

57 



 

determine their stance on intermarriage. Hopefully, these texts equip you to answer 
the question for yourself and to respond to others who might disagree with you. 
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Am Ha'aretz: Friend or Foe; How are the 
Jews to Relate to their Neighbors? 

Source Sheet by ​Alexis Erdheim and Avi Fine 
 

 
Ezra 9:1-2 
(1) When this was over, the officers 
approached me, saying, “The people of 
Israel and the priests and Levites have 
not separated themselves from the 
peoples of the land whose abhorrent 
practices are like those of the 
Canaanites, the Hittites, the Perizzites, 
the Jebusites, the Ammonites, the 
Moabites, the Egyptians, and the 
Amorites. (2) They have taken their 
daughters as wives for themselves and 
for their sons, so that the holy seed has 
become intermingled with the peoples of 
the land; and it is the officers and 
prefects who have taken the lead in this 
trespass.” 

 
 עזרא ט׳:א׳-ב׳

ֹ֔ר  (א) וּכְכַלּוֹ֣ת אֵ֗לֶּה נגְִּשׁוּ֨ אֵלַי֤ הַשָּׂרִים֙ לֵאמ
ִ֔ם מֵעַמֵּ֖י ֹֽא־נבְִדְּל֞וּ הָעָם֤ ישְִׂרָאֵל֙ והְַכּהֲֹניִ֣ם והְַלְויִּ  ל

תֵיהֶם לַכְּנעֲַניִ֨ הַחִתִּי֜ הַפְּרִזִּ֣י ֹֽ  הָאֲרָצוֹ֑ת כְּת֠וֹעֲב
י׃ (ב) ֹ֣אָבִי֔ הַמִּצְרִי֖ והְָאֱמרִֹֽ עַמּנֹיִ֙ הַמּ  הַיבְוּסִ֗י הָֽ

רְבוּ֙ זֶ֣רַע  כִּֽי־נשְָׂא֣וּ מִבְּנתֵֹֽיהֶ֗ם לָהֶם֙ ולְִבְנֵיהֶם֔ והְִתְעָֽ
יתְָ֛ה ַ֧ד הַשָּׂרִי֣ם והְַסְּגָנִ֗ים הָֽ  הַקֹּ֔דֶשׁ בְּעַמֵּי֖ הָאֲרָצוֹ֑ת ויְ

 בַּמַּ֥עַל הַזֶּ֖ה רִאשׁוֹנהָ׃ (ס)

 
 
Nehemiah 13:1 
(1) At that time they read to the people 
from the Book of Moses, and it was 
found written that no Ammonite or 
Moabite might ever enter the 
congregation of God, 

 
 נחמיה י״ג:א׳

 (א) בַּיּוֹ֣ם הַה֗וּא נקְִרָ֛א בְּסֵ֥פֶר משֶֹׁ֖ה בְּאָזנְיֵ֣ הָעָ֑ם
 ונְמְִצָא֙ כָּתוּ֣ב בּוֹ֔ אֲ֠שֶׁר לאֹ־יבָ֨וֹא עַמּנֹיִ֧ וּמאָֹבִי֛ בִּקְהַ֥ל

 הָאֱלהִֹי֖ם עַד־עוֹלָם׃

 
 
Ezra 4:2-3 
(2) they approached Zerubbabel and the 
chiefs of the clans and said to them, “Let 
us build with you, since we too worship 
your God, having offered sacrifices to 
Him since the time of King Esarhaddon 
of Assyria, who brought us here.” (3) 
Zerubbabel, Jeshua, and the rest of the 
chiefs of the clans of Israel answered 
them, “It is not for you and us to build a 

 
 עזרא ד׳:ב׳-ג׳

אָב֗וֹת ויַּאֹמְר֤וּ  (ב) ויַּגְִּשׁוּ֨ אֶל־זְרֻבָּבֶל֜ ואְֶל־רָאשֵׁי֣ הָֽ
֣ה עִמָּכֶם֔ כִּי֣ כָכֶם֔ נדְִר֖וֹשׁ לֵֽאלהֵֹיכֶם֑ ולא  לָהֶם֙ נבְִנֶ

 [ולְוֹ֣ ׀] אֲנַ֣חְנוּ זבְֹחִ֗ים מִימֵי֙ אֵסַ֤ר חַדּןֹ֙ מֶ֣לֶךְ אַשּׁ֔וּר
ה׃ (ג) ויַּאֹמֶר֩ לָהֶ֨ם זְרֻבָּבֶל֜ ויְשֵׁ֗וּעַ ֹֽ  הַמַּעֲלֶ֥ה אתָֹנ֖וּ פּ
ֹֽא־לָ֣כֶם ולָָנ֔וּ לִבְנוֹ֥ת אָבוֹת֙ לְישְִׂרָאֵ֔ל ל  וּשְׁאָ֨ר רָאשֵׁי֤ הָֽ

ַ֜חַד נבְִנֶ֗ה לַֽיהוהָ֙ אֱלהֵֹ֣י  בַּ֖יתִ לֵאלהֵֹי֑נוּ כִּי֩ אֲנַ֨חְנוּ י
 ישְִׂרָאֵ֔ל כַּאֲשֶׁ֣ר צִוּנָ֔וּ הַמֶּ֖לֶך כּ֥וֹרֶשׁ מֶלֶך־פָּרָס׃
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House to our God, but we alone will build 
it to Adonai God of Israel, in accord with 
the charge that the king, King Cyrus of 
Persia, laid upon us.” 

 
 
Nehemiah 9:2 
(2) Those of the stock of Israel separated 
themselves from all foreigners, and 
stood and confessed their sins and the 
iniquities of their fathers. 

 
 נחמיה ט׳:ב׳

ֹ֖ל בְּניֵ֣ נֵכָ֑ר ויַּעַַמְד֗וּ דְלוּ֙ זֶ֣רַע ישְִׂרָאֵ֔ל מִכּ  (ב) ויַּבִָּֽ
 ויַּתְִודַּוּ֙ עַל־חַטֹּ֣אתֵיהֶם֔ ועֲַוֺנוֹ֖ת אֲבתֵֹיהֶם׃

 
 
Baba Kamma 38a 
But isn’t it taught​ in a ​baraita ​ that ​Rabbi Meir says: From where​ is it derived ​that 
even a gentile who engages in Torah is​ considered ​like a High Priest? The 
verse states ​ with regard to the mitzvot: ​“Which if a person does, he shall live by 
them” ​ (​Leviticus 18:5 ​). It ​is not stated:​ Which if ​priests and Levites and Israelites 
do, they shall live by them, ​but rather: A person, ​ indicating that all people are 
included. ​You have therefore learned that even a gentile who engages in Torah 
study ​is​ considered ​like a High Priest. 
 
 
Tiferet Yisrael on Avot 3:14 
Even if our sages had not explicitly taught (that righteous Gentiles have a place in 
the World to Come) we would have understood this ourselves since God is righteous 
in all [of God's] ways … and we see many of the righteous Gentiles who not only 
recognize the Creator and believe in the divine origin of the Torah and also act 
charitably  
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Am Ha’aretz 
This text study focuses on the biblical texts of Ezra and Nehemiah, who lived in a 
time where the Jews were facing the vital questions of where to draw the boundaries 
around their society. Other texts in ​tanakh ​, the Hebrew bible, speak at great lengths 
to this topic, but the scope of this text study is Ezra Nehemiah.  
 
Text 1 
The officers present Ezra with the “problem” amongst the Jews as they see it. 
 
Discussion question: 

1. What is the problem for them? 
 
Verse one references Deuteronomy 7:1-10, which lists the seven nations the 
Israelites must destroy and with whom the Israelites are forbidden from 
intermingling. Here the issue is not outsiders who are descendants of those nations 
but as the כ in כתועבתיהם tells us, their practices are “like” the practices of those 
nations, namely they are abhorrent (idolatrous). The concern with interacting with 
other people in verse one is that they might lead the Israelites to idolatry.  
  
In verse two, Ezra uses the terminology of “holy seed.” At first glance, this could be 
saying the blood or even more literally, the semen, of the Jews should not be mixed 
with the other peoples of the land. This would define the Jews as a group based on 
their genes and any intermarriage outside of the larger family would be prohibited. 
But the phrase “holy seed” exists in a construct in Hebrew, which means the Jewish 
seed is not inherently holy but it holy because it is consecrated to something holy. 
 
Text 2 
Here Nehemiah reads out of “The Book of Moses” and quotes Deuteronomy 23:4.  
 
Discussion questions: 

1. How does having textual evidence requiring separating from the Ammonites 
and Moabites support Nehemiah?  

2. Evaluate the strength of the argument 
 
Text 3 
Ezra 4:2-3 presents an interesting case. A group approaches the leaders of the 
Jews and claims to worship the same God as the Jews worship. If previous 
prohibitions of mingling with outsiders relied on a concern for idolatry, worshiping the 
same God would eliminate that conflict. Yet, the leadership rejects their request to 
build together.  
 
Discussion questions: 

1. Why do you think that is? 
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2. Where is the boundary drawn in these verses? 
 
Text 4 
After all the laws have been presented to the people, this verse demonstrates the 
people followed. It also could easily be taken out of context. Nehemiah is speaking 
at a unique time, where the Jews are re-creating their society from the ground up. In 
order to do so, they must draw clear boundaries between them and other groups. 
That is how they build a common identity and community.  
 
Text 5 
Now we move to a text from much later in Jewish history. The ​Talmud ​ was written at 
a time when the Jews no longer had sovereignty or even autonomy. They were 
subject to the rule of non-Jewish rulers. They interacted with non-Jews and could not 
always dictate the terms of the interactions.  
 
Discussion questions: 

1. Is the verse from Leviticus good evidence for the argument? Why or why not? 
2. How might the circumstances under which the ​Talmud ​was written influenced 

the rabbis stance toward non-Jews? 
3. For the rabbis, what qualifies a non-Jew to be highly respected? 

 
This text reflects that the rabbis interacted with non-Jews. Because they interacted 
with non-Jews and were subject to their rules, it was prudent of them to include a 
text that shows non-Jews can be highly respected. This is qualified by what makes a 
non-Jew respectable, namely engaging in ​Torah ​study.  
 
Text 6 
This text comes from a commentary to the ​Mishnah ​from the 19th century. It 
presents the most favorable view of non-Jews we have seen in the texts.  
 
Discussion questions: 

1. What qualifies a non-Jew as righteous according to this text?  
2. How does this standard compare to the standard in text 5? 

 
According to this, our texts did not need to explicitly state non-Jews had a place in 
the world to come. In a tradition based on citations, this is a bold statement. The text 
ties God’s righteousness to the treatment of non-Jews. That is quite powerful. Once 
again, the righteousness of a non-Jew is qualified by their actions and beliefs. In this 
case, they must recognize God, believe in the divine origin of the Torah and act 
charitably. This is lower standard than the ​Talmud ​, yet it still defines righteousness 
in terms of how well they adhere to Jewish beliefs.  
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Conclusion 
 
Discussion questions: 

1. Why might the ​Tanakh ​ and later sources take a skeptical stance toward 
non-Jews? 

2. In order to look upon our non-Jewish neighbors as equals, do they need to 
behave in a certain way? 

3. How do you think Jews should relate to their non-Jewish neighbors?  Should 
any boundaries by created between them? 
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Tearing Down & Building Up: Walls in 

Ezra-Nehemiah 
Source Sheet by ​Alexis Erdheim and Avi Fine 

 
 
Nehemiah 1:2-4 
(2) Hanani, one of my brothers, together 
with some men of Judah, arrived, and I 
asked them about the Jews, the remnant 
who had survived the captivity, and 
about Jerusalem. (3) They replied, “The 
survivors who have survived the captivity 
there in the province are in dire trouble 
and disgrace; Jerusalem’s wall is full of 
breaches, and its gates have been 
destroyed by fire.” (4) When I heard that, 
I sat and wept, and was in mourning for 
days, fasting and praying to the God of 
Heaven. 

 
 נחמיה א׳:ב׳-ד׳

יהוּדָ֑ה  (ב) ויַּבָאֹ֨ חֲנָ֜ניִ אֶחָ֧ד מֵאַחַי֛ הוּ֥א ואֲַנשִָׁי֖ם מִֽ
ר־נשְִׁאֲר֥וּ  ואֶָשְׁאָלֵ֞ם עַל־הַיּהְוּדִי֧ם הַפְּלֵיטָ֛ה אֲשֶֽׁ

נּשְִׁאָרִי֞ם  מִן־הַשֶּׁ֖בִי ועְַל־ירְוּשָׁלִָֽם׃ (ג) ויַּאֹמְרוּ֮ לִי֒ הַֽ
ר־נשְִׁאֲר֤וּ מִן־הַשְּׁבִי֙ שָׁם֣ בַּמְּדִינָ֔ה בְּרָעָ֥ה גְדלָֹ֖ה  אֲשֶֽׁ
֙ם֙ מְפרָֹ֔צֶת וּשְׁעָרֶ֖יהָ נצְִּת֥וּ  וּבְחֶרְפָּה֑ וחְוֹמַת֤ ירְוּשָׁלִַ

שׁ׃ (ד) ויַהְִי֞ כְּשָׁמְעִי֣ ׀ אֶת־הַדְּבָרִי֣ם הָאֵ֗לֶּה  בָאֵֽ
 ישַָׁ֙בְתִּי֙ ואֶָֽבְכֶּה֔ ואֶָתְאַבְּלָה֖ ימִָי֑ם ואֱָֽהִי֥ צָם֙ וּמִתְפַּלֵּ֔ל

 לִפְניֵ֖ אֱלהֵֹי֥ הַשָּׁמָיםִ׃

 
 
Nehemiah 7:1-3 
(1) When the wall was rebuilt and I had 
set up the doors, tasks were assigned to 
the gatekeepers, the singers, and the 
Levites. (2) I put Hanani my brother and 
Hananiah, the captain of the fortress, in 
charge of Jerusalem, for he was a more 
trustworthy and God-fearing man than 
most. (3) I said to them, “The gates of 
Jerusalem are not to be opened until the 
heat of the day, and before you leave 
your posts let the doors be closed and 
barred. And assign the inhabitants of 
Jerusalem to watches, each man to his 
watch, and each in front of his own 
house.” 

 
 נחמיה ז׳:א׳-ג׳

 (א) ויַהְִ֗י כַּאֲשֶׁ֤ר נבְִנתְָה֙ הַחוֹמָה֔ ואַָעֲמִ֖יד הַדְּלָתוֹ֑ת
קְד֛וּ הַשּׁוֹעֲרִי֥ם והְַמְשׁרְֹרִי֖ם והְַלְויִּםִֽ׃ (ב) ואֲָצַוֶּ֞ה  ויַּפִָּֽ

ָ֛ה שַׂ֥ר הַבִּירָ֖ה  אֶת־חֲנָ֣ניִ אָחִ֗י ואְֶת־חֲננַיְ
ִם כִּי־הוּא֙ כְּאִ֣ישׁ אֱמֶת֔ ויְרֵָ֥א  עַל־ירְוּשָׁלָ֑

ֹ֣א ים׃ (ג) ויאמר [ואָמַֹ֣ר] לָהֶ֗ם ל  אֶת־הָאֱלהִֹי֖ם מֵרַבִּֽ
֙ם֙ עַד־חֹ֣ם הַשֶּׁ֔מֶשׁ ועְַ֨ד הֵ֥ם תְח֞וּ שַׁעֲרֵי֤ ירְוּשָׁלִַ  יפִָּֽ

 עמְֹדִי֛ם יגָיִ֥פוּ הַדְּלָתוֹ֖ת ואֱֶחזֹ֑וּ והְַעֲמֵ֗יד מִשְׁמְרוֹת֙
 ישְֹׁבֵי֣ ירְוּשָׁלַם֔ אִ֚ישׁ בְּמִשְׁמָרוֹ֔ ואְִי֖שׁ נֶ֥גֶד בֵּיתֽוֹ׃
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Nehemiah 13:20-21 
(20) Once or twice the merchants and 
the vendors of all sorts of wares spent 
the night outside Jerusalem, (21) but I 
warned them, saying, “What do you 
mean by spending the night alongside 
the wall? If you do so again, I will lay 
hands upon you!” From then on they did 
not come on the sabbath. 

 נחמיה י״ג:כ׳-כ״א
 (כ) ויַּלִָי֨נוּ הָרכְֹלִי֜ם וּמכְֹרֵי֧ כָל־מִמְכָּ֛ר מִח֥וּץ

יםִ׃ (כא) ואָָעִ֣ידָה בָהֶ֗ם ִם פַּ֥עַם וּשְׁתָּֽ  לִירוּשָׁלָ֖
 ואָמְֹרָ֤ה אֲלֵיהֶם֙ מַדּ֜וּעַ אַתֶּם֤ לֵניִם֙ נֶ֣גֶד הַחוֹמָ֔ה

ָ֖ד אֶשְׁלַח֣ בָּכֶ֑ם מִן־הָעֵת֣ הַהִי֔א לאֹ־בָ֖אוּ  אִם־תִּשְׁנוּ֕ י
 בַּשַּׁבָּת׃ (ס)

 
 
Joshua 6:1-5 
(1) Now Jericho was shut up tight 
because of the Israelites; no one could 
leave or enter. (2) Adonai said to 
Joshua, “See, I will deliver Jericho and 
her king [and her] warriors into your 
hands. (3) Let all your troops march 
around the city and complete one circuit 
of the city. Do this six days, (4) with 
seven priests carrying seven ram’s horns 
preceding the Ark. On the seventh day, 
march around the city seven times, with 
the priests blowing the horns. (5) And 
when a long blast is sounded on the 
horn—as soon as you hear that sound of 
the horn—all the people shall give a 
mighty shout. Thereupon the city wall will 
collapse, and the people shall advance, 
every man straight ahead.” 

 
 יהושע ו׳:א׳-ה׳

 (א) ויִֽרִיחוֹ֙ סגֶֹ֣רֶת וּמְסֻגֶּ֔רֶת מִפְּניֵ֖ בְּניֵ֣ ישְִׂרָאֵ֑ל אֵי֥ן
ֹ֤אמֶר יהְוהָ֙ אֶל־יהְוֹשֻׁ֔עַ רְאֵה֙ א׃ (ס) (ב) ויַּ  יוֹצֵא֖ ואְֵי֥ן בָּֽ
ילִ׃ (ג)  נתַָ֣תִּי בְידְָֽךָ֔ אֶת־ירְִיחוֹ֖ ואְֶת־מַלְכָּ֑הּ גִּבּוֹרֵי֖ הֶחָֽ

 וסְַבּתֶֹם֣ אֶת־הָעִ֗יר כּלֹ֚ אַנשְֵׁי֣ הַמִּלְחָמָ֔ה הַקֵּ֥יף
ים׃ (ד)  אֶת־הָעִ֖יר פַּ֣עַם אֶחָת֑ כּהֹ֥ תַעֲשֶׂ֖ה שֵׁ֥שֶׁת ימִָֽ

 ושְִׁבְעָ֣ה כהֲֹניִ֡ם ישְִׂאוּ֩ שִׁבְעָ֨ה שׁוֹפְרוֹ֤ת הַיּוֹֽבְלִים֙ לִפְנֵ֣י
 הָאָרוֹ֔ן וּבַיּוֹם֙ הַשְּׁבִיעִי֔ תָּסבֹּ֥וּ אֶת־הָעִ֖יר שֶׁ֣בַע

ָ֞ה ֹ֣הֲניִ֔ם יתְִקְעוּ֖ בַּשּׁוֹפָרֽוֹת׃ (ה) והְָי  פְּעָמִי֑ם והְַכּ
ֹ֣ךְ ׀ בְּקֶ֣רֶן הַיּוֹבֵ֗ל בשמעכם [כְּשָׁמְעֲכֶם֙]  בִּמְשׁ

 אֶת־קוֹ֣ל הַשּׁוֹפָ֔ר ירִָי֥עוּ כָל־הָעָם֖ תְּרוּעָ֣ה גדְוֹלָ֑ה
ָ֨פְלָה֜ חוֹמַת֤ הָעִיר֙ תַּחְתֶּ֔יהָ ועְָל֥וּ הָעָם֖ אִי֥שׁ נגְֶדּֽוֹ׃  ונְ

 
 
Jerusalem by Yehudah Amichai 
  
On a roof in the Old City 
Laundry hanging in the late afternoon sunlight: 
The white sheet of a woman who is my enemy, 
The towel of a man who is my enemy, 
To wipe off the sweat of his brow. 
In the sky of the Old City 
A kite. 
At the other end of the string, 
A child 
I can’t see 
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Because of the wall. 
We have put up many flags, 
They have put up many flags. 
To make us think that they’re happy. 
To make them think that we’re happy. 
 
 
 
Mending Wall by Robert Frost 
 
Something there is that doesn't love a wall, 
That sends the frozen-ground-swell under it, 
And spills the upper boulders in the sun; 
And makes gaps even two can pass abreast. 
The work of hunters is another thing: 
I have come after them and made repair 
Where they have left not one stone on a stone, 
But they would have the rabbit out of hiding, 
To please the yelping dogs. The gaps I mean, 
No one has seen them made or heard them made, 
But at spring mending-time we find them there. 
I let my neighbour know beyond the hill; 
And on a day we meet to walk the line 
And set the wall between us once again. 
We keep the wall between us as we go. 
To each the boulders that have fallen to each. 
And some are loaves and some so nearly balls 
We have to use a spell to make them balance: 
"Stay where you are until our backs are turned!" 
We wear our fingers rough with handling them. 
Oh, just another kind of out-door game, 
One on a side. It comes to little more: 
There where it is we do not need the wall: 
He is all pine and I am apple orchard. 
My apple trees will never get across 
And eat the cones under his pines, I tell him. 
He only says, "Good fences make good neighbours." 
Spring is the mischief in me, and I wonder 
If I could put a notion in his head: 
"Why​ do they make good neighbours? Isn't it 
Where there are cows? But here there are no cows. 
Before I built a wall I'd ask to know 
What I was walling in or walling out, 
And to whom I was like to give offence. 
Something there is that doesn't love a wall, 
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That wants it down." I could say "Elves" to him, 
But it's not elves exactly, and I'd rather 
He said it for himself. I see him there 
Bringing a stone grasped firmly by the top 
In each hand, like an old-stone savage armed. 
He moves in darkness as it seems to me, 
Not of woods only and the shade of trees. 
He will not go behind his father's saying, 
And he likes having thought of it so well 
He says again, "Good fences make good neighbours." 
 
 
These Walls by Kendrick Lamar (excerpts)  
(I) 
If these walls could talk they’d tell me to swim good 
No boat I float better than he would 
No life jacket I’m not the guard in Nazareth 
But your flood can be misunderstood 
Wall telling me they full of pain, resentment 
Need someone to live in them just to relieve tension 
Me? I’m just a tenant 
My lord said these walls vacant more than a minute 
These walls are vulnerable, exclamation 
Interior pink, color coordinated 
I interrogated every nook and cranny 
I mean its still amazing before they couldn’t stand me 
These walls want to cry tears 
These walls happier when I’m here 
These walls never could hold up 
Everytime I come around demolition might crush 
If these walls could talk 
I can feel your reign when it cries gold lives inside of you 
(II) 
If these walls could talk 
I love it when I’m in it, I love it when I’m in it 
If these walls could talk they’d tell me to go deep 
Yelling at me continuously I can see 
Your defense mechanism is my decision 
Knock these walls down that’s my religion 
Walls feeling like they ready to close in 
I suffocate then catch my second wind 
I resonate in these walls 
I don’t know how long I can wait in these walls 
I’ve been on these streets too long looking at you from the outside in 
They sing the same old song about how they walls are always the cleanest 
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I beg to differ, I must’ve missed them 
I’m not involved I’d rather diss them 
I’d rather call all you put your wall up 
Cause when I come around demolition gon’ crush 
If these walls could talk 
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UNIT II. PHYSICAL 

Tearing Down & Building Up: Walls in Ezra-Nehemiah 

Ezra-Nehemiah recounts that upon the return of the exiles to Jerusalem, one 
of their central goals was to rebuild the walls of Jerusalem and the walls of the 
Temple. On the most basic level, these walls offer protection for the city. However, 
the walls hold layers of metaphorical meaning about the creation of boundaries, 
about reclaiming land and defining "the other" and their place in society. 

Text 1 
This text describes Nehemiah’s emotional reaction to hearing about the state 

of affairs in Jerusalem. In particular, the survivors who have survived the captivity 
there in the province are in dire trouble and disgrace; Jerusalem’s wall is full of 
breaches, and its gates have been destroyed by fire.” This verse links the health of 
the “remnants” with the physical state of Jerusalem’s walls and gates. In other 
words, the walls and the gates not only represent a means of safety and protection 
but the spiritual well being of the people of Israel.  

Text 2 
 We chose to include this text to highlight the connection between the walls 

and the anxiety about who shall be included within the walls and who shall be kept 
out. Safety is a key concern for the exiles, even after rebuilding the wall. The entire 
people of Israel - priests, gatekeepers, singers, and common people are responsible 
for maintaining the walls and keeping watch. Maintaining this boundary is almost of 
an existential importance.  

Text 3 
This text provides an example of how Nehemiah purposely excludes 

individuals. Not only are the merchants not permitted within the walls of Jerusalem, 
but Nehemiah forbids them even from camping outside the walls. Again, this reveals 
the anxiety of how foreigners might contaminate Jerusalem or create chaos and 
infidelity to God.  

Discussion Questions (for Texts 1-3): 

1. What role do walls play in these three texts from Nehemiah? What do they 
represent in each case? 

Text 4 
The Book of Joshua recounts the Israelites conquering the land of Israel, 

destroying the native Canaanites and dividing the land amongst the twelve tribes. 
One of the most iconic moments of the text is when the Israelites surround the city of 
Jericho and merely through the sound of the shofar, manage to bring the walls 
crumbling down.   
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This text provides an interesting counterpoint to the Nehemiah texts about the 
rebuilding of the wall and its function. In Nehemiah, the wall needs to be built back 
up. Here, the Israelites must knock the wall down. In Nehemiah, the wall represents 
safety, security and solidification of the ingroup. In Joshua, the wall is a barrier to 
victory. Its destruction represents a military defeat for the Canaanites.  

Discussion Questions:  

1. How do the walls of Jericho in the Book of Joshua function? Do they mirror 
the walls of Jerusalem in Nehemiah? How so?  

Text 5 
This contemporary poem by the Israeli poet Yehudah Amichai highlights the 

ways in which walls, both physical and metaphorical, continue to draw boundaries 
and exclude the “other” in modern Israeli society. This poem tragically demonstrates 
how the same walls in the same city, thousands of years later continues to divide 
and to exclude human beings from one another.  

Discussion Questions:  

1. How does Yehudah Amichai represent walls in this poem?  
2. He is referring to the same walls that Nehemiah is. How does he understand 

the wall similarly or differently from Nehemiah? 

Text 6
Robert Frost was one of the most prominent American poets of the early and mid 
20th century. This poem plays with the familiar adage that “good fences make good 
neighbors.” He explores how a fence designed to separate, to alienate and to 
distance might become a “mending wall” serving to bring people together. Frost 
appears to take a position that is critical of Nehemiah’s desire to build walls and 
create boundaries between his community and the “other.” I believe that this text will 
help participants draw a connection between Ezra-Nehemiah and our own lives. So 
often, we hide ourselves behind our walls, our fences and our locked doors for many 
of the reasons that Nehemiah lays out; security, peace, comfort, boundaries, but, 
like Nehemiah, we do not consider how it isolates humanity from itself.  

Discussion Questions: 

1. What are walls representing in this Robert Frost poem?  
2. Do these walls function to separate or bring together? How? 
3. Are you familiar with the phrases, “Good Fences Make Good Neighbors?” Do 

you agree with this sentiment? Why or why not?  
4. How do you think the author of Ezra-Nehemiah would respond to this poem? 

Would he agree with its message? Why or why not?  
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Text 7
Kendrick Lamar is one of the most successful contemporary rappers. His rap is 
noted for its lyrical and literary sophistication and its messages of social critique, 
particularly pertaining to the African American community. In this song, Lamar 
explores the idea of walls through a variety of layers. The walls here are not only 
physical and metaphorical by psychological. In many ways, he is talking about the 
walls of his own mind, which at times seem to suffocate him.  

Discussion Questions:  

1. What meanings of walls can you identify? 
2.  How does the cultural meanings of walls influence how Lamar depicts them 

compared to the other source we have examined in this text study? 
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"Real Jews”: Relations between  
Israel and Diaspora 

Source Sheet by ​Alexis Erdheim and Avi Fine 
 

 
Ezra 4:1-5 
(1) When the adversaries of Judah and 
Benjamin heard that the returned exiles 
were building a temple to Adonai God of 
Israel, (2) they approached Zerubbabel 
and the chiefs of the clans and said to 
them, “Let us build with you, since we 
too worship your God, having offered 
sacrifices [to Him] since the time of King 
Esarhaddon of Assyria, who brought us 
here.” (3) Zerubbabel, Jeshua, and the 
rest of the chiefs of the clans of Israel 
answered them, “It is not for you and us 
to build a House to our God, but we 
alone will build it toAdonai, God of Israel, 
in accord with the charge that the king, 
King Cyrus of Persia, laid upon us.” (4) 
Thereupon the people of the land 
undermined the resolve of the people of 
Judah, and made them afraid to build. 
(5) They bribed ministers in order to 
thwart their plans all the years of King 
Cyrus of Persia and until the reign of 
King Darius of Persia. 

 
 עזרא ד׳:א׳-ה׳

 (א) ויַּֽשְִׁמְעוּ֔ צָרֵי֥ יהְוּדָ֖ה וּבִניְמִָן֑ כִּֽי־בְניֵ֤ הַגּוֹלָה֙ בּוֹניִ֣ם
ל׃ (ב) ויַּגְִּשׁוּ֨ אֶל־זְרֻבָּבֶ֜ל ָ֖ה אֱלהֵֹי֥ ישְִׂרָאֵֽ  הֵיכָ֔ל לַיהו
֣ה עִמָּכֶם֔ כִּ֣י אָב֗וֹת ויַּאֹמְרוּ֤ לָהֶם֙ נבְִנֶ  ואְֶל־רָאשֵׁי֣ הָֽ
 כָכֶם֔ נדְִר֖וֹשׁ לֵֽאלהֵֹיכֶם֑ ולא [ולְוֹ֣ ׀] אֲנַ֣חְנוּ זבְֹחִ֗ים

ה׃ (ג) ֹֽ  מִימֵי֙ אֵסַ֤ר חַדּןֹ֙ מֶ֣לֶךְ אַשּׁ֔וּר הַמַּעֲלֶ֥ה אתָֹנ֖וּ פּ
אָבוֹת֙  ויַּאֹמֶר֩ לָהֶ֨ם זְרֻבָּבֶל֜ ויְשֵׁ֗וּעַ וּשְׁאָ֨ר רָאשֵׁי֤ הָֽ
ֹֽא־לָ֣כֶם ולָָנ֔וּ לִבְנוֹ֥ת בַּ֖יתִ לֵאלהֵֹי֑נוּ כִּי֩  לְישְִׂרָאֵ֔ל ל

ַ֜חַד נבְִנֶ֗ה לַֽיהוהָ֙ אֱלהֵֹי֣ ישְִׂרָאֵ֔ל כַּאֲשֶׁ֣ר צִוּנָ֔וּ  אֲנַ֨חְנוּ י
לֶךְ־פָּרָֽס׃ (ד) ויַהְִי֙ עַם־הָאָ֔רֶץ  הַמֶּ֖לֶךְ כּ֥וֹרֶשׁ מֶֽ

 מְרַפִּי֖ם ידְֵ֣י עַם־יהְוּדָה֑ ומבלהים [וּמְֽבַהֲלִי֥ם] אוֹתָ֖ם
 לִבְנוֹֽת׃ (ה) וסְכְֹרִי֧ם עֲלֵיהֶם֛ יוֹעֲצִי֖ם לְהָפֵ֣ר עֲצָתָ֑ם

ָ֥ושֶׁ  כָּל־ימְֵ֗י כּ֚וֹרֶשׁ מֶ֣לֶךְ פָּרַ֔ס ועְַד־מַלְכוּ֖ת דָּרְי
 מֶלֶך־פָּרָס׃

 
 
Ezra 10:7-8 
(7) Then a proclamation was issued in 
Judah and Jerusalem that all who had 
returned from the exile should assemble 
in Jerusalem, (8) and that anyone who 
did not come in three days would, by 
decision of the officers and elders, have 
his property confiscated and himself 
excluded from the congregation of the 
returning exiles. 

 
 עזרא י׳:ז׳-ח׳

֗ם לְכלֹ֙ בְּניֵ֣ הַגּוֹלָ֔ה  (ז) ויַּעֲַבִי֨רוּ קוֹ֜ל בִּיהוּדָה֣ ויִרֽוּשָׁלִַ
ֹ֣שֶׁת ֹֽא־יבָוֹ֜א לִשְׁל  לְהִקָּבֵ֖ץ ירְוּשָׁלִָֽם׃ (ח) וכְלֹ֩ אֲשֶׁ֨ר ל
 הַיּמִָ֗ים כַּעֲצַת֤ הַשָּׂרִים֙ והְַזְּקֵניִ֔ם יחֳָרַם֖ כָּל־רְכוּשׁ֑וֹ

 והְוּ֥א יבִָּדֵ֖ל מִקּהַ֥ל הַגּוֹלָה׃ (ס)
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Ezekiel 37:1-14 
(1) The hand of Adonai came upon me. 
He took me out by the spirit of Adonai 
and set me down in the valley. It was full 
of bones. (2) God led me all around 
them; there were very many of them 
spread over the valley, and they were 
very dry. (3) God said to me, “O mortal, 
can these bones live again?” I replied, “O 
Adonai GOD, only You know.” (4) And 
God said to me, “Prophesy over these 
bones and say to them: O dry bones, 
hear the word of Adonai! (5) Thus said 
Adonai GOD to these bones: I will cause 
breath to enter you and you shall live 
again. (6) I will lay sinews upon you, and 
cover you with flesh, and form skin over 
you. And I will put breath into you, and 
you shall live again. And you shall know 
that I am Adonai!” (7) I prophesied as I 
had been commanded. And while I was 
prophesying, suddenly there was a 
sound of rattling, and the bones came 
together, bone to matching bone. (8) I 
looked, and there were sinews on them, 
and flesh had grown, and skin had 
formed over them; but there was no 
breath in them. (9) Then God said to me, 
“Prophesy to the breath, prophesy, O 
mortal! Say to the breath: Thus said the 
Adonai GOD: Come, O breath, from the 
four winds, and breathe into these slain, 
that they may live again.” (10) I 
prophesied as God commanded me. The 
breath entered them, and they came to 
life and stood up on their feet, a vast 
multitude. (11) And God said to me, “O 
mortal, these bones are the whole House 
of Israel. They say, ‘Our bones are dried 
up, our hope is gone; we are doomed.’ 
(12) Prophesy, therefore, and say to 
them: Thus said Adonai, GOD: I am 
going to open your graves and lift you 
out of the graves, O My people, and 

 
 יחזקאל ל״ז:א׳-י״ד

 (א) הָיתְָ֣ה עָלַי֮ ידַ־יהְוהָ֒ ויַּוֹצִאֵ֤ניִ בְרוּ֙חַ֙ יהְוהָ֔ ויַנְיִחֵ֖ניִ
 בְּת֣וֹךְ הַבִּקְעָה֑ והְִי֖א מְלֵאָ֥ה עֲצָמֽוֹת׃ (ב) והְֶעֱבִירַ֥ניִ

 עֲלֵיהֶ֖ם סָבִי֣ב ׀ סָבִי֑ב והְִנֵּ֨ה רַבּוֹ֤ת מְאדֹ֙ עַל־פְּנֵ֣י
ֹ֣אמֶר אֵלַ֔י ד׃ (ג) ויַּ ֹֽ  הַבִּקְעָה֔ והְִנּהֵ֖ יבְֵשׁוֹ֥ת מְא

ָ֥י  בֶּן־אָדָ֕ם הֲתִחְייֶ֖נהָ הָעֲצָמוֹ֣ת הָאֵ֑לֶּה ואָמַֹ֕ר אֲדנֹ
ֹ֣אמֶר אֵלַי֔ הִנּבֵָ֖א עְתָּ׃ (ד) ויַּ  יהְוהִ֖ אַתָּה֥ ידָָֽ

 עַל־הָעֲצָמוֹ֣ת הָאֵ֑לֶּה ואְָמַרְתָּ֣ אֲלֵיהֶ֔ם הָעֲצָמוֹת֙
ָ֣י ֹ֤ה אָמַר֙ אֲדנֹ  הַיבְֵשׁוֹ֔ת שִׁמְע֖וּ דְּבַר־יהְוהָֽ׃ (ה) כּ
ִ֔ה לָעֲצָמוֹ֖ת הָאֵ֑לֶּה הִנֵּ֨ה אֲנִ֜י מֵבִי֥א בָכֶ֛ם רוּ֖חַ  יהְו
ם׃ (ו) ונְתַָתִּי֩ עֲלֵיכֶ֨ם גִּדִי֜ם והְַֽעֲלֵתִ֧י עֲלֵיכֶ֣ם  וחְִייִתֶֽ

 בָּשָׂ֗ר וקְָרַמְתִּ֤י עֲלֵיכֶם֙ עוֹ֔ר ונְתַָתִּי֥ בָכֶ֛ם רוּ֖חַ וחְִייִתֶ֑ם
 ויִדַעְתֶּם֖ כִּֽי־אֲניִ֥ יהְוהָֽ׃ (ז) ונְבִֵּ֖אתִי כַּאֲשֶׁ֣ר צֻוּיֵ֑תִי

 ויַֽהְִי־קוֹ֤ל כְּהִנּבְָֽאִי֙ והְִנֵּה־רַ֔עַשׁ ותִַּקְרְב֣וּ עֲצָמוֹ֔ת עֶ֖צֶם
 אֶל־עַצְמֽוֹ׃ (ח) ורְָאִי֜תִי והְִנֵּהֽ־עֲלֵיהֶ֤ם גִּדִים֙ וּבָשָׂ֣ר

ם׃  עָלָה֔ ויַּקְִרַ֧ם עֲלֵיהֶ֛ם ע֖וֹר מִלְמָ֑עְלָה ורְוּ֖חַ אֵי֥ן בָּהֶֽ
ֹ֣אמֶר אֵלַי֔ הִנּבֵָ֖א אֶל־הָרוּ֑חַ הִנּבֵָ֣א בֶן־אָ֠דָם  (ט) ויַּ

ֹֽה־אָמַ֣ר ׀ אֲדנֹיָ֣ יהְוִ֗ה מֵאַרְבַּ֤ע  ואְָמַרְתָּ֨ אֶל־הָרוּ֜חַ כּ
ֹ֣אִי הָרוּ֔חַ וּפְחִי֛ בַּהֲרוּגיִ֥ם הָאֵ֖לֶּה ויְחְִֽיוּֽ׃ (י)  רוּחוֹת֙ בּ

ָ֑ניִ ותַָּבוֹא֩ בָהֶ֨ם הָרוּ֜חַ ויַּחְִֽי֗וּ  והְִנּבֵַּ֖אתִי כַּאֲשֶׁ֣ר צִוּ
ד׃ (ס) (יא) ֹֽ  ויַּעַַֽמְדוּ֙ עַל־רַגלְֵיהֶם֔ חַ֖ילִ גָּדוֹ֥ל מְאדֹ־מְא

 ויַּאֹמֶר֮ אֵלַי֒ בֶּן־אָדָ֕ם הָעֲצָמוֹ֣ת הָאֵ֔לֶּה כָּל־בֵּי֥ת
 ישְִׂרָאֵ֖ל הֵ֑מָּה הִנֵּ֣ה אמְֹרִ֗ים יבְָשׁ֧וּ עַצְמוֹתֵי֛נוּ ואְָבְדָ֥ה

 תִקְותֵָנ֖וּ נגְִזַ֥רְנוּ לָֽנוּ׃ (יב) לָכֵן֩ הִנּבֵָא֨ ואְָמַרְתָּ֜
ֹֽה־אָמַר֮ אֲדנֹיָ֣ יהְוהִ֒ הִנֵּה֩ אֲנִ֨י פתֵֹ֜חַ  אֲלֵיהֶ֗ם כּ

 אֶת־קִבְרֽוֹתֵיכֶ֗ם והְַעֲלֵיתִי֥ אֶתְכֶ֛ם מִקִּבְרוֹתֵיכֶ֖ם עַמִּ֑י
ל׃ (ס) (יג)  והְֵבֵאתִי֥ אֶתְכֶם֖ אֶל־אַדְמַת֥ ישְִׂרָאֵֽ

ָ֑ה בְּפִתְחִי֣ אֶת־קִבְרֽוֹתֵיכֶ֗ם  ויִֽדַעְתֶּם֖ כִּֽי־אֲניִ֣ יהְו
י׃ (יד) ונְתַָתִּ֨י  וּבְהַעֲלוֹתִי֥ אֶתְכֶ֛ם מִקִּבְרוֹתֵיכֶ֖ם עַמִּֽ
 רוּחִי֤ בָכֶם֙ וחְִייִתֶם֔ והְִנּחְַתִּי֥ אֶתְכֶ֖ם עַל־אַדְמַתְכֶ֑ם
ָ֛ה דִּבַּ֥רְתִּי ועְָשִׂי֖תִי נאְֻם־יהְוהָֽ׃  ויִדַעְתֶּם֞ כִּי־אֲניִ֧ יהְו

 (פ)
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bring you to the land of Israel. (13) You 
shall know, O My people, that I am 
Adonai, when I have opened your graves 
and lifted you out of your graves. (14) I 
will put My breath into you and you shall 
live again, and I will set you upon your 
own soil. Then you shall know that I 
Adonai have spoken and have 
acted”—declares Adonai. 

 
 
Yonatan Geffen, Israeli Poet and Essayist 
 
“You can’t sit in Manhattan and be a Zionist just because you like oranges, falafel 
and come here once a year to argue in Jerusalem about ‘Where is Zionism going?’ 
There is only one answer: Zionism is going on here. Zionism as I see it exists only in 
its practical form. And as a person who likes shoes isn’t a shoemaker, so a Jew who 
likes Israel isn’t a Zionist." 
https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/the-israel-diaspora-relationship/ 
 
 
 "Reflections on IDF service as a college-educated oleh" by Noam Ivri, 
Jerusalem Post May 31, 2014 
https://www.jpost.com/Opinion/Op-Ed-Contributors/Reflections-on-IDF-service-as-a-
college-educated-oleh-354978 
  
 
DURING MY service, I experienced periods of elation and joy, countered by streaks 
of disappointment and despair. 
In one moment I could feel immense pride in donning the uniform and saluting the 
flag, while in the being disillusioned with the national anthem, unable to recite the 
expression of the Jewish yearning for Zion and self-determination. 
 
In these 42 months, I questioned myself as to whether this road was the correct 
choice, whether the sacrifice was worth it. While it was not combat, my service was 
nevertheless emotionally and mentally arduous. Yet it entailed never-ending 
interactions in Hebrew, exposure to Israeli and foreign personalities from all walks of 
life and multi-tasking with little to no sleep in high-stress situations. Thus, in 
retrospect, I harbor no regrets: the relatively short-term investment is poised to 
translate into an undoubtedly longterm gain as a thriving citizen in the Jewish state. 
 
........ 
 
While I ultimately benefited from my service in two of these units, it pains me to have 
witnessed scores of my fellow olim having quite the reverse experience. 
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In numerous discussions with olim in these three units over the past 3.5 years, I kept 
encountering the same narrative: overall disappointment with the IDF, a sense of 
under-utilization and less-than-receptive treatment at the hands of a chaotic and 
often aggressive chain of command unsure as to how to put their skills to sound use. 
 
Some soldiers had lost their initial passion to serve and were seeking to shorten 
their tour of duty, demoralized by a sense that their sacrifice was wasted; others 
were already planning to return to their countries of birth, disenchanted by their 
experience in uniform and no longer believing in the promise of the Israeli idea itself. 
The lowest common denominator I found in these intellectual and committed soldiers 
was the language barrier: many positions demanded reading and writing proficiency 
in Hebrew. The general feeling was that the olim themselves were being blamed for 
not knowing Hebrew at a satisfactory level prior to enlisting and thus constituting a 
burden on their workplaces. Conversely, the potential asset of their vast array of 
knowledge and burning drive to contribute was generally perceived to have been 
neglected.  
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"Real Jews": Relations between Israel and Diaspora 
In the year 586 BCE the Babylonian Empire exiled the leaders of the Israelite 

community out of the land of Israel. When the Persian Empire conquered the 
Babylonians, King Cyrus decreed that the Israelites may return to the land of Israel 
in 539 BCE. The Book of Ezra Nehemiah chronicles the return of the Israelite 
leadership to the land, the rebuilding of the temple and the re-establishment of the 
cult. One of the major issues that arose upon the return of the leadership was also 
redefining who belonged in the community and who held the authority.  In other 
words, some of the “othering” that happens in Ezra-Nehemiah is not only between 
Israelites and non-Israelites but also between the returned exiles and the “remnants” 
who remained behind in the land.  

 

Text 1
This text is one of many throughout Ezra-Nehemiah in which Zerubbabel represents 
the desire of the local inhabitants to thwart the reconstruction efforts of the returned 
exiles. While the historical veracity of such a text is questionable, it does reveal 
tension between these two groups of individuals. The returned exiles seem to feel 
that they have the authority to decide who is “legitimate” and who is “illegitimate” and 
exclude them from participation. That exclusion, however, only leads to further 
animosity and enmity between them.  

 

Text 2
This is another example of a literal exclusion in the book of Ezra-Nehemiah. Here, 
however, the barriers are not being created for the natives, but rather for the 
returned exiles themselves. It is not enough in this situation to simply be an 
individual who traveled back to the land with the “ingroup,” rather you must also 
prove your loyalty and obedience.  

Discussion Questions (for Texts 1 & 2):  

1. Based on texts 1 and 2, how would you describe the relationship between the 
returned exiles and the people of Judah?  

2. Who has the control according to the text?  
3. How are the exiles marked differently than their Judean counterparts?  
4. Is this one community or two? Why?  

Text 3
The Book of Ezekiel is the third book of the Latter Prophets in the Book of Prophets. 
The text records six visions of the prophet Ezekiel. According to the text, Ezekiel 
was exiled to Babylon. This excerpt comes from a section in which Ezekiel 
prophesies how the return from exile will play out. It is interesting to look at this text 
in comparison to Ezra-Nehemiah which also recounts the return of the exiles from 

76 



 

Babylonia. He imagines a valley of bones that is suddenly brought to life. Unlike 
Ezra-Nehemiah, he does not consider the socio-political consequences of the return 
and instead focuses on a unified people of Israel, resurrected from the dead.  

Discussion Questions: 

1. How does Ezekiel, living in exile, imagine the return and restoration in Ezekiel 
4:1-5? 

2.  How does this compare to Ezra-Nehemiah's description? 

 

Texts 4 & 5
These two quotes, one from an Israeli and one from an American IDF soldier 
demonstrate some of the antagonism and distance between modern Israelis and the 
diaspora community. In many ways, the tension surrounding legitimacy, authenticity 
and claims to the land and the tradition that is reflected in Ezra-Nehemiah continues 
today. It is recommended to present texts 4 & 5 together as representation of both 
sides of the relationship.  

Discussion Questions:  

1. How do these two modern reflections on the relationship of Israel and the 
diaspora compare to the biblical depictions?  

2. In what ways are the two communities still separate? From your experience, 
in what ways are the two communities joined together? 
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Torah: The Great Unifier or the Great 
Divider? 

Source Sheet by Alexis Erdheim and Avi Fine 
 

 
Nehemiah 9:1-6 
(1) On the twenty-fourth day of this 
month, the Israelites assembled, fasting, 
in sackcloth, and with earth upon them. 
(2) Those of the stock of Israel separated 
themselves from all foreigners, and 
stood and confessed their sins and the 
iniquities of their fathers. (3) Standing in 
their places, they read from the scroll of 
the Teaching of Adonai their God for 
one-fourth of the day, and for another 
fourth they confessed and prostrated 
themselves before the Adonai their God. 

 
 נחמיה ט׳:א׳-ו׳

 (א) וּבְיוֹם֩ עֶשְׂרִי֨ם ואְַרְבָּעָ֜ה לַחֹ֣דֶשׁ הַזֶּ֗ה נֶאֶסְפ֤וּ
ם׃ (ב)  בְניֵֽ־ישְִׂרָאֵל֙ בְּצוֹ֣ם וּבְשַׂקִּי֔ם ואֲַדָמָ֖ה עֲלֵיהֶֽ

ֹ֖ל בְּניֵ֣ נֵכָ֑ר ויַּעַַמְד֗וּ ויַּתְִודַּוּ֙ דְלוּ֙ זֶ֣רַע ישְִׂרָאֵ֔ל מִכּ  ויַּבִָּֽ
ם׃ (ג) ויַּקָוּ֙מוּ֙  עַל־חַטֹּ֣אתֵיהֶם֔ ועֲַוֺנוֹ֖ת אֲבתֵֹיהֶֽ
 עַל־עָמְדָם֔ ויַּֽקְִרְא֗וּ בְּסֵ֨פֶר תּוֹרַת֧ יי אֱלהֵֹיהֶ֖ם

שְׁתַּחֲויִ֔ם לַיי  רְבִעִי֣ת הַיּוֹ֑ם וּרְבִעִית֙ מִתְודִַּי֣ם וּמִֽ
  אֱלהֵֹיהֶם׃

 
 
Nehemiah 8:1-3 
(1) the entire people assembled as one 
person in the square before the Water 
Gate, and they asked Ezra the scribe to 
bring the scroll of the Teaching of Moses 
with which Adonai had charged Israel. 
(2) On the first day of the seventh month, 
Ezra the priest brought the Teaching 
before the congregation, men and 
women and all who could listen with 
understanding. (3) He read from it, facing 
the square before the Water Gate, from 
the first light until midday, to the men and 
the women and those who could 
understand; the ears of all the people 
were given to the scroll of the Teaching. 

 
 נחמיה ח׳:א׳-ג׳

 (א) ויַּאֵָסְפוּ֤ כָל־הָעָם֙ כְּאִ֣ישׁ אֶחָ֔ד אֶל־הָ֣רְחוֹ֔ב אֲשֶׁ֖ר
עַר־הַמָּ֑יםִ ויַּאֹֽמְרוּ֙ לְעֶזְרָ֣א הַסּפֵֹ֔ר לְהָבִ֗יא  לִפְנֵ֣י שַֽׁ
ל׃  אֶת־סֵ֙פֶר֙ תּוֹרַת֣ משֶֹׁ֔ה אֲשֶׁר־צִוּהָ֥ יי אֶת־ישְִׂרָאֵֽ
ת־הַתּוֹרָ֞ה לִפְניֵ֤ הַקָּהָל֙  (ב) ויַּבִָ֣יא עֶזְרָ֣א הַ֠כּהֵֹן אֶֽ

ֹ֑עַ בְּיוֹ֥ם אֶחָ֖ד לַחֹ֥דֶשׁ ֹ֖ל מֵבִי֣ן לִשְׁמ  מֵאִי֣שׁ ועְַד־אִשָּׁה֔ וכְ
י׃ (ג) ויַּקְִרָא־בוֹ֩ לִפְניֵ֨ הָרְחוֹ֜ב אֲשֶׁ֣ר ׀ לִפְנֵ֣י  הַשְּׁבִיעִֽ

עַר־הַמַּ֗יםִ מִן־הָאוֹר֙ עַד־מַחֲצִי֣ת הַיּוֹ֔ם נֶ֛גֶד  שַֽׁ
 הָאֲנשִָׁי֥ם והְַנּשִָׁי֖ם והְַמְּבִיניִ֑ם ואְָזנְיֵ֥ כָל־הָעָ֖ם

 אֶל־סֵ֥פֶר הַתּוֹרָה׃

 
 
Nehemiah 13:1-3 
(1) At that time they read to the people 

 
 נחמיה י״ג:א׳-ג׳

 (א) בַּיּוֹ֣ם הַה֗וּא נקִרָ֛א בְּסֵ֥פֶר משֶֹׁ֖ה בְּאָזנְיֵ֣ הָעָ֑ם
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from the Book of Moses, and it was 
found written that no Ammonite or 
Moabite might ever enter the 
congregation of God, (2) since they did 
not meet Israel with bread and water, 
and hired Balaam against them to curse 
them; but our God turned the curse into 
a blessing. (3) When they heard the 
Teaching, they separated all of the 
mixture from Israel. 

 ונְמְִצָא֙ כָּתוּ֣ב בּוֹ֔ אֲ֠שֶׁר לאֹ־יבָ֨וֹא עַמּנֹיִ֧ וּמאָֹבִי֛ בִּקְהַ֥ל
ֹ֧א קִדְּמוּ֛ אֶת־בְּנֵ֥י  הָאֱלקִֹי֖ם עַד־עוֹלָֽם׃ (ב) כִּי֣ ל

לְל֔וֹ ֹ֨ר עָלָי֤ו אֶת־בִּלְעָם֙ לְקַֽ  ישְִׂרָאֵ֖ל בַּלֶּ֣חֶם וּבַמָּ֑יםִ ויַּשְִׂכּ
ֹ֧ךְ אֱלקֵֹי֛נוּ הַקְּלָלָ֖ה לִבְרָכָֽה׃ (ג) ויַהְִי֖ כְּשָׁמְעָ֣ם  ויַּהֲַפ

 אֶת־הַתּוֹרָה֑ ויַּבְַדִּי֥לוּ כָל־עֵ֖רֶב מִיּשְִׂרָאֵל׃

 
 
Megillah 23a:11 
§ The Sages taught in a ​Tosefta ​ (​Megilla 
3:11): All people count toward the 
quorum of seven readers, even a minor 
and even a woman. However, the Sages 
said that a woman should not read the 
Torah, out of respect for the 
congregation. 

 
 מגילה כ״ג א:י״א

 ת"ר הכל עולין למנין שבעה ואפילו קטן ואפילו
 אשה אבל אמרו חכמים אשה לא תקרא בתורה

 מפני כבוד צבור

 
 
Mishneh Torah, Tefillin, Mezuzah and 
the Torah Scroll 10:8 
Any impure person, even [a woman in] a 
niddah ​ state or a gentile, may hold a 
Torah scroll and read it. The words of 
Torah do not contract ritual impurity. This 
applies when one's hands are not soiled 
or dirty with mud. [In the latter instance,] 
one should wash one's hands and then 
touch the scroll. 

 
 משנה תורה, הלכות תפילין ומזוזה וספר תורה

 י׳:ח׳
 (ח) כל הטמאין ואפילו נדות ואפילו כותי, מותר
 לאחוז ספר תורה ולקרות בו; שאין דברי תורה

 מקבלין טומאה. והוא שלא יהיו ידיו מטונפות או
 מלוכלכות בטיט, אלא ירחצו ידיהם ואח"כ יגעו

 בו.
  

 
 
Berakhot 22a:8 
It was taught in a Baraita: Rabbi Yehuda 
ben Beseira used to say: Words of Torah 
do not contract ritual impurity. 

 
 ברכות כ״ב א:ח׳

 תניא ר' יהודה בן בתירא היה אומר אין דברי
 תורה מקבלין טומאה. 
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Unit III. Ritual 
Torah 
This text study investigates how the ritual of reading the Torah serves to both other 
and include. The study focuses on the books of Ezra Nehemiah, as they are the 
books in ​Tanakh ​ which reference Torah as the five books.  
 
Text 1  
Discussion questions: 

1. What did the Jews do to prepare for the reading of the Torah? 
2. Why do you think the Jews separated from all foreigners? 
3. Who is included/excluded in the assembly of people reading from and hearing 

the Torah? 
 
Prior to hearing the Torah, the Jews separated from the foreigners. This may have 
been a way of making sure no idolaters were present at the reading. Or it may have 
been a way of limiting the Torah to only the Jews. It is interesting that the text does 
not separate the followers of Adonai from the foreigners, but the “seeds of Israel.” 
The distinction here appears to be one of lineage, not of belief. In addition, nothing in 
these verses distinguishes between men and women or children.  
 
Text 2 
Discussion question: 

1. What is the criterion here for who can hear the Torah? 
 
Now the text explicitly includes women as well as men as hearing the Torah. In 
addition, what seems most important is the ability to “listen with understanding.” That 
is what allows a person to be present. It does not draw a distinction between 
lineages. In fact, verse one opens with the “entire people” assembled. The entire 
people could be limited to the Jews or it could include everyone who was a part of 
the rebuilding.  
 
Text 3 
Here it is not in preparation for the reading of the Torah that the Jews separated 
from the foreigners, but after. They separate only due to the explicit prohibition they 
read from the Torah. Yet, they generalize –whereas the Torah instructs them to not 
include Ammonites or Moabites, the Jews separate from the entire mix. 
 
Text 4 
Discussion questions: 

1. Who does this text from the ​Talmud ​ include and exclude? 
2. What purpose does it serve to include women in the count but then exclude 

them from reading the Torah? 
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On the one hand this text does include women and minors. On the other hand, it 
quickly dismisses women as equal to the men and denies them the practical ability 
to read Torah. 
 
Text 5 
Written much later, this medieval law code lays out the rules of touching and reading 
the ​Torah ​.  
 
Discussion question: 

1. Who does this text include and exclude? 
 
This is the most inclusive law around ​Torah ​ we have seen thus far. Nearly anyone 
can touch and read the ​Torah ​. Now, just because a woman or a non-Jew is allowed 
to read from the ​Torah ​ does not mean it was seen as accessible for that to happen 
during a worship service. The only requirement for touching and reading the ​Torah ​ in 
this text is having clean hands. 
We will return to the idea of the ​Torah ​ not contacting ritual impurity in the next text. 
 
Text 6 
Ritually purity is a central issue for the ​Torah ​ and later rabbinic texts. Once a person 
or object becomes impure they can pass the impurity onto anyone with whom they 
come into contact. One might have thought that given the sacredness of the physical 
Torah ​ that people would need to be very careful in not passing impurity onto the 
scroll. Yet, this text teaches that the words of ​Torah​ cannot become ritually impure. 
 
Discussion question: 

1. What is the implication of this? 
 
This is a beautiful notion. The ​Torah ​ should be accessible to anyone who wants to 
touch or read it. Even an impure person has that right. The ​Torah ​ is sacred because 
of the words it contains and what it symbolizes. While it is important not to dirty the 
physical scroll, the physical ​Torah ​is not what is sacred about it. 
 
Conclusion  
Discussion questions: 

1. In what ways does the ritual of reading the Torah open societal boundaries? 
In what ways does it draw boundaries? 

2. If you were designing your own rules of who could read from the Torah, would 
you limit who could participate? How would you delineate boundaries? 

The ​Torah ​, as the foundational text in Judaism, and as a central aspect of public 
worship services, stands on the boundary of being inclusive and exclusive. On the 
one hand, ​Torah ​ is directed toward the Jews. It even specifies separated from many 
foreign nations. As a monotheistic document, it naturally excludes idol worshippers. 
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Yet, the ​Torah​ also includes. The laws around reading ​Torah ​ invite all people to be 
present, even if in some texts women are prevented from reading it aloud in front of 
the community.  
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Good Touch, Bad Touch: Ritual 
Impurification as a means of Othering 

 
 

 
Nehemiah 13:7-10 
(7) When I arrived in Jerusalem, I 
learned of the outrage perpetrated by 
Eliashib on behalf of Tobiah in assigning 
him a room in the courts of the House of 
God. (8) I was greatly displeased, and 
had all the household gear of Tobiah 
thrown out of the room; (9) I gave orders 
to purify the rooms, and had the 
equipment of the House of God and the 
meal offering and the frankincense put 
back. (10) I then discovered that the 
portions of the Levites had not been 
contributed, and that the Levites and the 
singers who performed the [temple] 
service had made off, each to his fields. 

 
 נחמיה י״ג:ז׳-י׳

ִם ואָָבִי֣נהָ בָרָעָ֗ה אֲשֶׁ֨ר עָשָׂ֤ה  (ז) ואָָבוֹ֖א לִֽירוּשָׁלָ֑
ָ֔ה לַעֲשׂוֹ֥ת לוֹ֙ נשְִׁכָּ֔ה בְּחַצְרֵי֖ בֵּי֥ת  אֶלְישִָׁיב֙ לְט֣וֹבִיּ

ת־כָּל־כְּלֵ֧י ֹ֑ד ואַָֽשְׁלִ֜יכָה אֶֽ ע לִי֖ מְא ֵ֥רַֽ ים׃ (ח) ויַּ  הָאֱלהִֹֽ
ֹ֣מְרָה֔ ויַֽטְַהֲר֖וּ ָ֛ה הַח֖וּץ מִן־הַלִּשְׁכָּֽה׃ (ט) ואָ  בֵית־טוֹבִיּ

 הַלְּשָׁכוֹ֑ת ואָָשִׁ֣יבָה שָּׁ֗ם כְּלֵי֙ בֵּי֣ת הָאֱלהִֹי֔ם
 אֶת־הַמִּנחְָה֖ והְַלְּבוֹנהָֽ׃ (פ) (י) ואֵָ֣דְעָ֔ה כִּֽי־מְניָוֹ֥ת

ִ֥ם  הַלְויִּםִ֖ לאֹ֣ נתִָּ֑נהָ ויַּבְִרְחוּ֧ אִישׁ־לְשָׂדֵ֛הוּ הַלְויִּ
 והְַמְשׁרְֹרִי֖ם עשֵֹׂי֥ הַמְּלָאכָה׃

 
 
Nehemiah 13:15-18 
(15) At that time I saw men in Judah 
treading winepresses on the sabbath, 
and others bringing heaps of grain and 
loading them onto asses, also wine, 
grapes, figs, and all sorts of goods, and 
bringing them into Jerusalem on the 
sabbath. I admonished them there and 
then for selling provisions. (16) Tyrians 
who lived there brought fish and all sorts 
of wares and sold them on the sabbath 
to the Judahites in Jerusalem. (17) I 
censured the nobles of Judah, saying to 
them, “What evil thing is this that you are 
doing, profaning the sabbath day! (18) 
This is just what your ancestors did, and 
for it God brought all this misfortune on 
this city; and now you give cause for 
further wrath against Israel by profaning 

 
 נחמיה י״ג:ט״ו-י״ח

רְכִֽים־גִּתּוֹ֣ת ֹֽ יהוּדָ֣ה ׀ דּ  (טו) בַּיּמִָי֣ם הָהֵ֡מָּה רָאִי֣תִי בִֽ
 ׀ בַּשַּׁבָּת֡ וּמְבִיאִי֣ם הָעֲרֵמוֹ֣ת ועְֽמְֹסִי֪ם עַל־הַחֲמרִֹי֟ם

ַ֜יןִ עֲנבִָי֤ם וּתְאֵניִם֙ וכְָל־מַשָּׂ֔א וּמְבִיאִי֥ם  ואְַף־י
ִם בְּיוֹ֣ם הַשַּׁבָּת֑ ואָָעִ֕יד בְּיוֹ֖ם מִכְרָם֥ צָֽידִ׃ (טז)  ירְוּשָׁלַ֖

ָ֣שְׁבוּ בָ֔הּ מְבִיאִי֥ם דָּא֖ג וכְָל־מֶ֑כֶר וּמכְֹרִי֧ם  והְַצּרִֹים֙ י
 בַּשַּׁבָּת֛ לִבְניֵ֥ יהְוּדָה֖ וּבִירוּשָׁלִָֽם׃ (יז) ואָָרִ֕יבָה אֵ֖ת
ה־הַדָּבָ֨ר הָרָ֤ע הַזֶּה֙  חרֵֹי֣ יהְוּדָה֑ ואָמְֹרָ֣ה לָהֶ֗ם מָֽ

ת׃ (יח)  אֲשֶׁ֣ר אַתֶּ֣ם עשִֹׂי֔ם וּמְֽחַלְּלִי֖ם אֶת־יוֹ֥ם הַשַּׁבָּֽ
ֹ֣תֵיכֶם֔ ויַּבֵָ֨א אֱלהֵֹי֜נוּ עָלֵ֗ינוּ אֵ֚ת ֹ֤ה עָשׂוּ֙ אֲב  הֲלוֹ֨א כ

 כָּל־הָרָעָ֣ה הַזּאֹ֔ת ועְַ֖ל הָעִ֣יר הַזּאֹ֑ת ואְַתֶּם֞ מוֹסִיפִי֤ם
 חָרוֹן֙ עַל־ישְִׂרָאֵ֔ל לְחַלֵּ֖ל אֶת־הַשַּׁבָּת׃ (פ)
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the sabbath!” 
 

 
Leviticus 15:19-28 
(19) When a woman has a discharge, 
her discharge being blood from her body, 
she shall remain in her impurity seven 
days; whoever touches her shall be 
unclean until evening. (20) Anything that 
she lies on during her impurity shall be 
unclean; and anything that she sits on 
shall be unclean. (21) Anyone who 
touches her bedding shall wash his 
clothes, bathe in water, and remain 
unclean until evening; (22) and anyone 
who touches any object on which she 
has sat shall wash his clothes, bathe in 
water, and remain unclean until evening. 
(23) Be it the bedding or be it the object 
on which she has sat, on touching it he 
shall be unclean until evening. (24) And 
if a man lies with her, her impurity is 
communicated to him; he shall be 
unclean seven days, and any bedding on 
which he lies shall become unclean. (25) 
When a woman has had a discharge of 
blood for many days, not at the time of 
her impurity, or when she has a 
discharge beyond her period of impurity, 
she shall be unclean, as though at the 
time of her impurity, as long as her 
discharge lasts. (26) Any bedding on 
which she lies while her discharge lasts 
shall be for her like bedding during her 
impurity; and any object on which she 
sits shall become unclean, as it does 
during her impurity: (27) whoever 
touches them shall be unclean; he shall 
wash his clothes, bathe in water, and 
remain unclean until evening. (28) When 
she becomes clean of her discharge, she 
shall count off seven days, and after that 
she shall be clean. 

 
 ויקרא ט״ו:י״ט-כ״ח

 (יט) ואְִשָּׁה֙ כִּֽי־תִהְיֶ֣ה זָבָ֔ה דָּם֛ יהְִיֶ֥ה זבָֹ֖הּ בִּבְשָׂרָ֑הּ
 שִׁבְעַת֤ ימִָים֙ תִּהְיֶ֣ה בְנדִָּתָהּ֔ וכְָל־הַנּגֵֹ֥עַ בָּהּ֖ יטְִמָ֥א

רֶב׃ (כ) וכְלֹ֩ אֲשֶׁ֨ר תִּשְׁכַּ֥ב עָלָי֛ו בְּנדִָּתָ֖הּ  עַד־הָעָֽ
א׃ (כא) וכְָל־הַנּגֵֹ֖עַ ֹ֛ל אֲשֶׁר־תֵּשֵׁ֥ב עָלָי֖ו יטְִמָֽ  יטְִמָא֑ וכְ

 בְּמִשְׁכָּבָהּ֑ יכְַבֵּ֧ס בְּגָדָי֛ו ורְָחַ֥ץ בַּמַּ֖יםִ וטְָמֵ֥א
רֶב׃ (כב) וכְָל־הַנּגֵֹ֔עַ בְּכָל־כְּלִי֖ אֲשֶׁר־תֵּשֵׁ֣ב  עַד־הָעָֽ
רֶב׃  עָלָי֑ו יכְַבֵּ֧ס בְּגָדָי֛ו ורְָחַ֥ץ בַּמַּ֖יםִ וטְָמֵ֥א עַד־הָעָֽ

ל־הַכְּלִ֛י ל־הַמִּשְׁכָּ֜ב ה֗וּא א֧וֹ עַֽ  (כג) ואְִ֨ם עַֽ
רֶב׃ בֶת־עָלָי֖ו בְּנגָעְוֹ־בוֹ֑ יטְִמָ֖א עַד־הָעָֽ  אֲשֶׁר־הִו֥א ישֶֹֽׁ
 (כד) ואְִ֡ם שָׁכבֹ֩ ישְִׁכַּ֨ב אִ֜ישׁ אתָֹ֗הּ וּתְהִי֤ נדִָּתָהּ֙ עָלָי֔ו
 וטְָמֵ֖א שִׁבְעַת֣ ימִָי֑ם וכְָל־הַמִּשְׁכָּ֛ב אֲשֶׁר־ישְִׁכַּ֥ב עָלָי֖ו

א׃ (פ) (כה) ואְִשָּׁ֡ה כִּֽי־יזָוּב֩ ז֨וֹב דָּמָהּ֜ ימִָי֣ם  יטְִמָֽ
 רַבִּ֗ים בְּלאֹ֙ עֶת־נדִָּתָ֔הּ אוֹ֥ כִֽי־תָז֖וּב עַל־נדִָּתָ֑הּ

 כָּל־ימְֵ֞י זוֹ֣ב טֻמְאָתָ֗הּ כִּימֵי֧ נדִָּתָהּ֛ תִּהְיֶ֖ה טְמֵאָ֥ה
וא׃ (כו) כָּל־הַמִּשְׁכָּ֞ב אֲשֶׁר־תִּשְׁכַּ֤ב עָלָיו֙ כָּל־ימְֵ֣י  הִֽ

 זוֹבָ֔הּ כְּמִשְׁכַּב֥ נדִָּתָהּ֖ יהְִֽיהֶ־לָּהּ֑ וכְָֽל־הַכְּלִי֙ אֲשֶׁ֣ר
הּ׃ (כז)  תֵּשֵׁ֣ב עָלָי֔ו טָמֵא֣ יהְִיֶ֔ה כְּטֻמְאַת֖ נדִָּתָֽ

 וכְָל־הַנּוֹגֵ֥עַ בָּם֖ יטְִמָא֑ וכְִבֶּ֧ס בְּגָדָי֛ו ורְָחַ֥ץ בַּמַּ֖יםִ
ם־טָהֲרָ֖ה מִזּוֹבָהּ֑ וסְָ֥פְרָה רֶב׃ (כח) ואְִֽ  וטְָמֵ֥א עַד־הָעָֽ

 לָּ֛הּ שִׁבְעַת֥ ימִָי֖ם ואְַחַ֥ר תִּטְהָר׃
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Deuteronomy 23:2-5 
(2) No one whose testes are crushed or 
whose member is cut off shall be 
admitted into the congregation of Adonai. 
(3) No one misbegotten shall be 
admitted into the congregation of Adonai; 
none of his descendants, even in the 
tenth generation, shall be admitted into 
the congregation of Adonai. (4) No 
Ammonite or Moabite shall be admitted 
into the congregation of Adonai; none of 
their descendants, even in the tenth 
generation, shall ever be admitted into 
the congregation of Adonai, (5) because 
they did not meet you with food and 
water on your journey after you left 
Egypt, and because they hired Balaam 
son of Beor, from Pethor of 
Aram-naharaim, to curse you.— 

 דברים כ״ג:ב׳-ה׳
ֹ֧א פְצֽוּעַ־דַּכָּא֛ וּכְרוּ֥ת שָׁפְכָ֖ה בִּקְהַל֥ יהְוהָֽ׃ ֹֽא־יבָ  (ב) ל
ָ֑ה גַּ֚ם דּ֣וֹר עֲשִׂירִ֔י ֹ֥א מַמְזֵ֖ר בִּקְהַל֣ יהְו  (ס) (ג) לאֹ־יבָ

ֹ֧א עַמּוֹנִ֛י ֹֽא־יבָ ָ֥באֹ לוֹ֖ בִּקְהַל֥ יהְוהָֽ׃ (ס) (ד) ל  לאֹ־י
ֹ֥א לָהֶ֛ם ָ֑ה גַּ֚ם דּ֣וֹר עֲשִׂירִי֔ לאֹ־יבָ  וּמוֹאָבִי֖ בִּקְהַל֣ יהְו

ָ֖ה עַד־עוֹלָֽם׃ (ה) עַל־דְּבַ֞ר אֲשֶׁ֨ר  בִּקְהַל֥ יהְו
 לאֹ־קִדְּמוּ֤ אֶתְכֶם֙ בַּלֶּ֣חֶם וּבַמַּ֔יםִ בַּדֶּ֖רֶךְ בְּצֵאתְכֶ֣ם
 מִמִּצְרָ֑יםִ ואֲַשֶׁר֩ שָׂכַ֨ר עָלֶ֜יךָ אֶת־בִּלְעָם֣ בֶּן־בְּע֗וֹר

 מִפְּת֛וֹר אֲרַם֥ נהֲַרַ֖יםִ לְקלְלֶךּ׃

 
 
 
 
"Gag Rule for Gentiles" May 5, 2010 The New York Jewish Week 
http://jewishweek.timesofisrael.com/gag-rule-for-gentiles/ 
A few months ago, I attended a Federation of Jewish Men's Clubs workshop for the 
Conservative movement's Jewish Theological Seminary students, where the 
Federation’s executive director, Rabbi Charles Simon, noted that the restrictions 
many synagogues debate about where non-Jews can stand or if they can touch the 
Torah are “minhag,” or tradition, rather than Jewish law. “It’s about perception, 
culture, how do you create a sacred space,” he said. “It’s not necessarily a halachic 
issue. How you handle this is up to you, but don’t get stuck thinking that Jewish law 
prohibits things it does not actually prohibit." 
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Good Touch, Bad Touch: Ritual Impurification as a means of Othering 
Another way in which Nehemiah “others” the leaders of the “remnants” is by 
condemning the manner in which they manage ritual purity and cultic 
responsibilities. Nehemiah creates an image of these leaders as having polluted and 
defiled the cult and the land. The intentions of this “othering” could be a reflection of 
a genuine concern for the purity of the land, its people and its cult. At the same time, 
it is a manner in which Nehemiah is able to undermine the individuals who 
essentially are his competition.  

Texts 1 & 2
These two texts demonstrate how Nehemiah condemned the actions of the existing 
cultic leadership in Jerusalem upon his arrival. In the first text, Nehemiah denounces 
Tobiah, a native priest, for the manner in which he had been managing the ritual 
objects in the House of God. In the second text, Nehemiah denounces the Judean 
nobles who have been desecrating the Sabbath. From Nehemiah’s perspective, 
these individuals are creating havoc and violating ritual observances. However, 
these denouncements also function to “other” the existing leadership and position 
Nehemiah as the rightful seat of authority.  

Discussion Questions: 

1. In these two passages, how does Nehemiah use access to ritual cult and 
practices to exert his authority? 

2.  In what ways does this function to "other"? Who is he "othering" and why? 

Texts 3 & 4
These texts from the Torah illustrate other examples in which the concern for 
maintaining ritual purity also function to “other” groups of individuals. Text #3 
“others” women by separating them from the larger society during their menstrual 
cycles. Text #4 from Deuteronomy is even more explicit in its “othering” of men 
whose testes have been crushed. These individuals are not permitted into “the 
Congregation of Adonai” and excludes their descendants from inclusion into the 
congregation as well. The purpose of including these texts is to demonstrate that 
Nehemiah’s position towards the perpetrators of ritual impurity is not unique within 
the ​Tanakh.  

Discussion Questions:  

1. Who do the ritual laws in Leviticus 15 and Deuteronomy 25 affect?  
2. What sociological ramifications do you think this had? 

Text 5  

This final text brings the question of ritual impurity to contemporary Judaism. 
While the ‘impurity’ of a non-Jew touching the torah is not the same as the ritual 
impurity described in Nehemiah, Leviticus and Deuteronomy, it does raise the same 
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issues of creating boundaries and protecting what is sacred. The issues raised in 
this article will be explored further in the following section about responsa.  

Discussion Questions  

1. What is your reaction to the excerpt from the article below?  
2. In what ways do we still prohibit individuals from "desecrating" our holy 

objects/spaces? Why?  
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Kosher Wine: A Symbol for Relating to “The Other” 
 

Introduction 

 The rabbis of the ​Mishnah ​ and the ​Talmud ​ related to the non-Jews in their 

midst in a much different manner than the relations described in most biblical texts. 

The rabbis lived in places controlled by foreign powers. They lacked the ability to 

choose whether or not they would interact with the non-Jews living around them. 

They were also subjected to the laws of the foreign powers who governed over 

them. They lacked control over much of their lives and circumstances. As such, they 

could not outlaw interactions with non-Jews. But they could exert some control over 

their surroundings and legislate how their own Jewish society would function. With 

this in mind, the rabbis of the ​Mishnah ​ and the ​Talmud ​went to great lengths to 

regulate interactions with non-Jews. They expressed the concern that interacting 

with non-Jews would lead to upsetting God through the violating of commandments. 

They were especially sensitive to anything that could be connected to idolatry, no 

matter how convoluted the connection, as will be shown in this text study. This text 

study uses the rabbinic laws around wine as an embodiment of rabbinic attitudes 

toward non-Jews. 

 Why wine? The rabbis regulate interactions between Jews and non-Jews 

through many different modes. Even the section of ​Talmud ​ which focuses on wine 

also introduces rules around vinegar, animal hides and earthenware. The entire 

system of ​kashrut​ also serves to maintain a boundary between Jews and non-Jews. 

Yet wine makes for the ideal area of focus as a lens through which we can interpret 
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the rabbis overarching attitudes. The laws around wine are much simpler than the 

laws around ​kashrut ​. Moreover, wine is still an important part of Jewish ceremonies 

and celebrations today. There are many Jews who will only drink wines with a 

hechsher ​. There are others who will ​not ​ drink wine with a ​hechsher ​. And there are 

many people who have no idea what makes a wine ​kosher ​. This text study will 

enlighten those who do not know what makes wine ​kosher ​, and empower them to 

decide what type of wine reflects their own values. 

  

Setting and Audience 

We designed this text study to be taught to young adult and adult participants. 

We believe it could be utilized in a variety of settings - a synagogue adult ed course, 

Hillel, non-profit professional study group, etc. This text study is best used in a series 

of study sessions on the place of “the other” in Jewish text. We envision learners will 

be familiar with broad Jewish ideas and terms such as the ​Mishnah ​, the ​Talmud ​, 

Ashkenazi, Sephardi ​ etc. Ideally, they will have studied Jewish texts before, even in 

a cursory way. 

While this text study presents the rabbis as having a skeptical view of 

non-Jews, other Jewish texts present a positive outlook on relations with non-Jews, 

depending on political, religious, and social circumstances. For this reason, it is 

important to contextualize the texts in the study as they pertain to a certain time 

period and location in Jewish history. 
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We recommend not using this exact text study for a younger group. It 

contains a significant number of texts and deals with a sensitive topic. We would not 

want learners, especially young ones, to leave the study session under the 

impression that they should treat the non-Jewish people in their lives with contempt 

or skepticism. 

We hope students come away with a greater understanding of a rabbinic perspective 

toward non-Jews as exemplified by the laws around wine. We also hope students 

come away with the sense that our ancient Jewish texts are relevant to their lives 

today. 

  

Learning Goals: 

● Students will gain a greater understanding of rabbinic attitudes toward 

non-Jews 

● Students will learn what makes a wine ​kosher 

● Students will be empowered to make their own informed decisions about 

buying ​kosher ​wine 

● Students will struggle with the question of how to relate to and understand 

Jewish texts that come into conflict with contemporary values and ideals 
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Kosher Wine: A Symbol for Relating to 
The Other 

Source Sheet by ​Avi Fine​ and Alexis Erdheim 
 

 
Mishnah Avodah Zarah 2:3 
(3) These are the items of non-Jews 
which are prohibited, and their 
prohibition is on deriving any benefit from 
them at all: wine, the vinegar of 
non-Jews which began as wine, 
Hadrianic earthenware, and hides that 
were pierced at the heart.  

 
 משנה עבודה זרה ב׳:ג׳

 (ג) אלו דברים של גוים אסורין ואסורן אסור
 הנאה, היין, והחמץ של גוים שהיה מתחלתו יין,

 וחרס הדריני, ועורות לבובין. 

 
 
Avodah Zarah 29b:10 
From where do we learn that wine [was 
used as a libation for idol worship is 
prohibited]? Rabbah bar Avahu said: The 
verse states "the fat of whose offerings 
they would eat, they would drink the wine 
of their libations." Just as an offering is 
prohibited for benefit so too wine [used 
as a libation] is prohibited for benefit. 

 
 עבודה זרה כ״ט ב:ל״ו-ל״ח

 גמ׳​ יין מנלן אמר רבה בר אבוה אמר קרא
 (דברים לב, לח) אשר חלב זבחימו יאכלו ישתו יין

 נסיכם מה זבח אסור בהנאה אף יין נמי אסור
 בהנאה

 
 
Deuteronomy 32:32-38 
(32) Ah! The vine for them is from 
Sodom, From the vineyards of 
Gomorrah; The grapes for them are 
poison, A bitter growth their clusters. (33) 
Their wine is the venom of asps, The 
pitiless poison of vipers. (34) Lo, I have it 
all put away, Sealed up in My 
storehouses, (35) To be My vengeance 
and recompense, At the time that their 
foot falters. Yea, their day of disaster is 
near, And destiny rushes upon them. 
(36) For Adonai will vindicate His people 
And take revenge for His servants, When 
He sees that their might is gone, And 

 
 דברים ל״ב:ל״ב-ל״ח

ֹ֖ת עֲמרָֹ֑ה עֲנבֵָ֙מוֹ֙  (לב) כִּֽי־מִגֶּ֤פֶן סְדםֹ֙ גַּפְנםָ֔ וּמִשַּׁדְמ
 עִנּבְֵי־ר֔וֹשׁ אַשְׁכְּלתֹ֥ מְררֹתֹ֖ לָֽמוֹ׃ (לג) חֲמַת֥ תַּנּיִנִ֖ם

אשׁ פְּתָניִ֖ם אַכְזָֽר׃ (לד) הֲלאֹ־הוּ֖א כָּמֻ֣ס ֹ֥  ייֵנםָ֑ ורְ
י׃ (לה) לִי֤ נקָָם֙ ושְִׁלֵּם֔ לְעֵ֖ת  עִמָּדִי֑ חָתֻם֖ בְּאוֹצְרתָֹֽ

 תָּמ֣וּט רַגלְָם֑ כִּי֤ קָרוֹב֙ יוֹ֣ם אֵידָם֔ וחְָ֖שׁ עֲתִדתֹ֥ לָֽמוֹ׃
 (לו) כִּֽי־ידִָי֤ן יהְוהָ֙ עַמּוֹ֔ ועְַל־עֲבָדָי֖ו יתְִנחֶָם֑ כִּי֤ ירְִאֶה֙

ָ֔ד ואְֶ֖פֶס עָצוּ֥ר ועְָזוּֽב׃ (לז) ואְָמַ֖ר אֵ֣י  כִּי־אָ֣זלְַת י
 אֱלהֵֹי֑מוֹ צוּ֖ר חָסָי֥וּ בֽוֹ׃ (לח) אֲשֶׁ֨ר חֵ֤לֶב זבְָחֵי֙מוֹ֙

 יאֹכֵל֔וּ ישְִׁתּוּ֖ ייֵ֣ן נסְִיכָם֑ יקָוּ֙מוּ֙ ויְעְַזְרֻכֶם֔ יהְִ֥י עֲלֵיכֶ֖ם
 סִתְרָה׃
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neither bond nor free is left. (37) He will 
say: Where are their gods, The rock in 
whom they sought refuge, (38) ​Who ate 
the fat of their offerings And drank 
their libation wine? ​Let them rise up to 
your help, And let them be a shield unto 
you! 

 
 

 
Avodah Zarah 30b - 31a 
Rabbi Assi said in the name of Rabbi 
Yochanan who said it on behalf of Rabbi 
Judah ben Beteira: There are three kinds 
of wine: Wine poured for idolatrous 
purposes (יין נסך), from which it is 
forbidden to derive any benefit, and of 
which a quantity of the size of an olive 
causes grave defilement; Ordinary wine 
[of non-Jews] (סתם יינם), from which it is 
likewise forbidden to derive any benefit 
whatsoever, and a quarter [of a ​log ​ ~ 
.125 liter] of which renders drinks [or 
edibles] unclean; Wine [of an Israelite] (
 that had been deposited with an (יינו
idolater, which must not be drunk, but 
the benefit of it is permitted. 

 
 עבודה זרה ל׳ ב - ל״א א

 א"ר אסי א"ר יוחנן משום ר' יהודה בן בתירא
 שלשה יינות הן יין נסך אסור בהנאה ומטמא

 טומאה חמורה בכזית סתם יינם אסור בהנאה
 ומטמא טומאת משקין ברביעית המפקיד יינו אצל

 עובד כוכבים אסור בשתיה ומותר בהנאה.

 
 
Avodah Zarah 29b:15 
Rabbi Ile’a says: We learned​ that 
cooked wine belonging to gentiles 
that was originally​ uncooked ​wine is 
prohibited.​ The Gemara again asks: 
Isn’t this ​obvious?​ Just ​because ​ the 
wine ​was cooked, ​ should ​its 
prohibition lapse? Rav Ashi said: This 

 
 עבודה זרה כ״ט ב:ט״ו

 אמר רבי אילעא שנינו יין מבושל של עובדי
 כוכבים שהיה מתחלתו יין אסור פשיטא משום

 דאיבשיל פקע ליה איסורא אמר רב אשי הא
 אתא לאשמועינן יין מבושל שלנו ביד עובדי

 כוכבים אין צריך חותם בתוך חותם אי משום
 אינסוכי לא מנסכי ואי משום
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comes to teach us ​ that ​our cooked 
wine​ that is ​in a gentile’s possession 
does not require a seal within a seal 
for it to remain permitted for 
consumption. Rather, one seal is 
sufficient. Rav Ashi elaborates: ​If​ the 
concern is ​due to​ idolatrous ​libation, 
gentiles do ​not offer libations​ of cooked 
wine.  

 
 
Avodah Zarah 30a:5 
The Gemara relates another incident: 
Shmuel and Ablet,​ a gentile scholar, 
were sitting​ together, ​and​ others 
brought cooked wine before them. 
Ablet ​withdrew his hand​ to avoid 
rendering the wine prohibited to Shmuel. 
Seeing this, ​Shmuel said to​ Ablet that 
the Sages ​said: Cooked wine is not 
subject to​ the prohibition of ​wine​ used 
for ​a libation,​ and therefore you need 
not withdraw your hand on my account. 

 
 עבודה זרה ל׳ א:ה׳

 שמואל ואבלט הוו יתבי אייתו לקמייהו חמרא
 מבשלא משכיה לידיה א"ל שמואל הרי אמרו יין

 מבושל אין בו משום יין נסך

 
 
Shulchan Arukh, Yoreh De'ah 124:24 
Gloss [of Rabbi Moses Isserles]: ... In 
our time, when non-Jews are not idol 
worshipers, any of their contact [with 
non-boiled Jewish wine] is considered 
unintentional, and therefore if [a 
non-Jew] touches wine indirectly, even if 
he knows it is wine and intends to touch 
it, it is permitted [for Jews] even to drink 
it ... But one should not publicize this fact 
to the unlearned. 

 
 יורה דעה קכ״ד:כ״ד

 הַגָּה: ... וּבַזְּמַן הַזֶּה דְּהַגּוֹייִם לָאו עוֹבְדֵי עֲבוֹדָה
 זָרָה הֵם, כָּל מַגָּעָן מִקְרֵי שֶׁלּאֹ בְּכַוּנָהָ, ולְָכֵן אִם נגַָע
 בַּיּיַןִ עַל ידְֵי דָּבָר אַחֵר, אַף עַל פִּי שֶׁיּוֹדֵעַ שֶׁהוּא ייַןִ
 וכְִוּןֵ לִגּעַֹ בּוֹ, מֻתָּר אֲפִלּוּ בִּשְׁתִיּהָ ... ואְֵין לְפַרְסֵם

 הַדָּבָר בִּפְנֵי עַם הָאָרֶץ.

 
 
Wine: Our Symbol of Joy by Terje Z. Lande and Oren Postrel in ​The Sacred 
Table​ edited by Mary Zamore page 338 
  
"An additional reason for these arcane laws was to dissuade social contact with 
non-Jews, as it was ​believed that drinking wine together would lead to intermarriage. Strangely 
enough, the laws of ​kashrut​ do not prohibit Jews from sharing their kosher wine with non-Jews, nor 
do the laws apply to liquor or other fermented drinks." 
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Not Jewish Enough: Israeli Winery Drops Ethiopian Workers From Production 
Line by Jonathan Lis and Aaron Rabinowitz, ​Ha'aretz ​, June 26, 2018 
 
“The Barkan Winery's decision to reassign several employees of ​Ethiopian origin ​ to 
different jobs sparked calls on Tuesday by politicians and social media 
commentators to boycott the company. According to a report by the Kan public 
broadcasting company, the workers were moved to other jobs at Barkan after an 
ultra-Orthodox ​, or Haredi, kashrut supervision organization raised questions over 
whether the employees were indeed Jewish...Badatz Eda Haredit responded: “Due 
to [our] commitment to wine lovers who keep kosher, the Badatz is extremely careful 
in [overseeing] the wine production process carried out by those whose Jewishness 
is in doubt.” In this case, Badatz added, it decided to take a collective step “so as not 
to harm one or another employee, and therefore asked to transfer three workers to 
another department in the plant, thereby avoiding personal harm to the employees.” 
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Text #1: Mishnah Avodah Zarah 

The ​Mishnah ​ teaches that Jews are prohibited from receiving benefit from a number 

of possessions of non-Jews, including wine, vinegar that used to be wine and more. 

 

Discussion questions 

(1)  What do the items in the list have in common? 

(2)  Why do you think it is a problem for Jews to derive benefit from them? 

  

This text study follows the case of the wine, though other arguments can be found 

for the other items. Wine is of particular importance, for, as Psalm 104 says, wine 

gladdens the hearts of people. Wine is a symbol of joy in Judaism. It is also an 

integral part of celebrations and Jewish rituals. It is a key ingredient in the 

celebration of ​Shabbat ​, weddings and holidays. Because of its ritual importance, the 

rabbis of the ​Talmud ​ are very serious about the laws surrounding it. Additionally, 

halakhah ​ (Jewish legal tradition) requires that Jews sanctify ​Shabbat ​through the act 

of saying ​kiddush ​ over wine. 

  

Text #2: Avodah Zarah 29b 

This text from Talmud Bavli Avodah Zarah attempts to find a ​d’oraita ​ (from Torah) 

reason for the prohibition against Jews using wine (personally or for financial benefit) 

that was designated for idol worship. A text from the Torah provides a means of 

legitimizing the law. The text that the rabbis cite is from Deuteronomy 32:32-38. 

95 



 

Describing Israel’s enemies, it states, “the fat of whose offerings they would eat, they 

would drink the wine of their libations." Rabbah bar Avahu claims that this text 

proves that just as a fat offering is prohibited for benefit by Jews, so too is wine used 

for idol worship. 

  

Discussion questions: 

(1)  Do you agree that this text proves that wine used for idol worship should be 

forbidden? Why or why not? 

(2)  Is there a difference between consuming wine and deriving benefit from it? How 

so? 

 

Text #3: Deuteronomy 32:32-38 

We chose to include the proof text from Deuteronomy that was cited in ​Avodah 

Zarah ​ 29b to analyze more closely the context of that ​pasuk, ​ or verse, and judge 

whether it is being used by the ​Talmud ​ in an appropriate or convincing fashion. This 

text is from ​Ha’azinu ​, Moses’ final song of warning to the Israelites to maintain the 

covenant with God. Rabbah Bar Avahu uses the text to suggest that the Israelites 

are forbidden to profit from wine used for idolatrous purposes.  Interestingly, 

however, the text seems to be referring to the gods of the enemies of Israel, not to 

Israel. The text never explicitly states that the Israelites are forbidden from profiting 

from idolatrous wine. 
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Discussion questions: 

(1)  In the​ pasuk ​ that Rabbah bar Avahu cites, “the fat of whose offerings they would 

eat, they would drink the wine of their libations,” who is the subject? Who is “they” in 

this text? 

(2)  How does clarifying the subject change our understanding of Rabbah bar 

Avahu’s citation? Do we still find his argument convincing?  

 

Text #4: Avodah Zarah 30b - 31a 

This text from Avodah Zarah outlines the three types of prohibited wine; ​yayin 

nesech ​ (wine poured for the purpose of idolatrous worship), ​stam yanum ​ (wine that 

may have been poured for idolatrous purposes but was not seen firsthand) and 

yayinu ​which is wine of a Jewish person that is left in the possession of a gentile. As 

the type of wine becomes less overtly associated with idolatry, the greater the 

quantity that a Jewish person is allowed to derive benefit from. We chose to include 

this text because it highlights that the issue is less about the non-Jewish individuals 

themselves and more about the accidental or purposeful contamination of the wines 

for idolatrous purposes. 

  

Discussion questions: 

(1)  What are the three types of wine delineated in this text? What do you notice 

about the amount of wine permitted for each? Why do you think the law is 

designated in this manner? 
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(2)  Does this text change your understanding of the laws of kashrut for wine? Why 

or why not?  

  

Text #5: Avodah Zarah 29b 

This discussion in the ​Talmud ​ provides a good example of a ​Talmudic ​ argument. 

First, we have a basic statement in the name of a rabbi. Rabi Ile’a reminds us that 

cooked wine that was originally uncooked in the possession of a non-Jew is not 

permitted. This makes sense, as cooking the wine after it was touched by a non-Jew 

would not change its prohibited status given to it when touched by a non-Jew. 

Though this is important to specify because it could be that the rabbis thought 

cooking wine removed the status given to it by the non-Jew. This learning is applied 

to the situation of a non-Jew holding onto Jewish wine. Finally, the ​Talmud ​ provides 

the underlying principle- wanting to prevent the problem of wine being used for 

idolatrous purposes. 

Discussion question: 

The rabbis’ primary concern here seems to be not wanting to use wine that idolaters 

were planning to use as part of their idolatry. What do you think about the rabbis 

engaging in such a lengthy discussion of how to ensure they are not benefitting from 

idolatrous wine? 
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Text #6: Avodah Zarah 30a 

This ​aggadah ​ (non-legal aspects of rabbinic literature) provides a look into what 

(might) have been the real-life applications of the ​halakhot ​ (legal rulings) 

surrounding wine that we have been examining. It is also interesting to note that this 

text shows us an instance, whether fictional or real, of a rabbi spending time with 

and consuming wine with a non-Jewish scholar. Additionally, the non-Jewish scholar 

seems to be familiar with the laws of kashrut and demonstrates a concern that the 

rabbi not violate them. Lastly, this ​aggadah ​ functions primarily to demonstrate that 

the act of ​mevushal ​(literally meaning “cooked”) renders wine touched by a non-Jew 

as kosher. 

Discussion questions 

(1)  What strikes you as interesting about this vignette? Does anything surprise you? 

(2)  Does this text change your perspective on kosher wine? Why or why not? 

(3)  What is the main purpose of this ​aggadah ​? What is this example supposed to 

demonstrate? 

  

Text #7: Shulchan Aruch 

This text comes from a 16th Century law code which has become one of the most 

authoritative Jewish law codes. The particular selection is from a gloss (that is, a 

supplementation) to the code written by Moses Isserles. While Joseph Caro, who 

wrote the code was ​Sephardic ​, Isserles was ​Ashkenazic ​. Isserles’ commentary 
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explains ​Ashkenazic ​customs as they differ from the ​Sephardic ​ ones delineated in 

the ​Shulchan Aruch. 

Discussion questions 

(1)  Isserles introduces a major exception to the rule of non-Jews handling wine. 

What is different in the 16th century compared to the 2nd-7th Centuries when the 

Mishnah ​and ​Talmud ​ were compiled? 

(2)  Why would a law code include something that undermines the existing laws? 

(3)  Why not publicize this exception to the unlearned? 

(4)  Do you think this reflects a change in the religious practices of non-Jews and/or 

a major change in attitudes toward non-Jews? 

  

Text #8: Excerpt from Ha’aretz Article 

This article from June 2018 highlights how issues around kosher wine have 

serious repercussions today. In 2018, the Barkan Winery found itself faced with 

sharp criticism after the company, in order to quell concerns that they were not 

Jewish, re-assigned several Ethiopian Jewish workers to jobs that did not directly 

interact with the grapes or wine. The Sephardi chief rabbi of Israel responded to the 

move with harsh criticism. We chose to include this text to demonstrate how kosher 

wine remains a flashpoint for issues surrounding Jewish authenticity and legitimacy. 

It also raises issues of who holds the authority to designate who counts as Jewish 

and who does not. 
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Discussion questions 

(1)  Why did Barkan re-assign Ethiopian workers? How does this relate to issues of 

kosher wine? 

(2)  Would your opinion on this issue be different if the Ethiopians actually were not 

Jewish? Why? 

 

Text #9 Sacred Table 

This excerpt comes from a chapter about kosher wine in the book ​The Sacred Table ​. 

The book describes various Jewish foodways and the ethics which surround them. 

The article offers a contemporary and liberal Jewish perspective on kosher wine. 

Discussion questions 

(1)  The quote suggests that beyond concerns of idolatry, the restrictions on wine 

served to prevent intermarriage. Given the texts above and the lack of prohibitions 

around liquor, does that argument compel you? 

(2)  How can you make these rules relevant for your life? 

  

Conclusion 

Throughout our text immersion, we have encountered many different anxieties 

regarding how the Israelites/Jewish people are to relate to and interact with the 

other. In certain instances, the concern is intermarriage and the pollution of the 

bloodline, and in other cases pollution of the land. The primary concern throughout 

Jewish texts on kosher wine seems to be ritual purity and ensuring that Jews are not 
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unintentionally participating in idolatrous behavior. This anxiety in a contemporary 

context might appear absurd. At the same time, however, the concern is 

understandable. For example, most Jewish individuals would be uncomfortable at 

the idea of consuming wine that had been consecrated for the Christian ritual of 

communion. On Shabbat when we consume wine we say the words of ​kiddush ​ in 

order to consecrate it to God. It is literally ​hekdesh ​, something that has been set 

aside for Adonai. What makes wine so challenging is that it is not always being used 

for ritual purposes - either for Jews or for the “idolaters.” Sometimes it is just a drink, 

and at other times it represents the covenant of the Jewish people with God. 

In this text study about the laws of kosher wine, something that most Jewish 

people rarely think about, we hope to highlight a problem that is as ancient as it is 

contemporary. Kosher wine raises the question of how we as Jewish people relate to 

others. This text study highlights that tension between embracing the other - sitting 

down and sharing a drink, just as Shmuel and Ablet did - and maintaining our 

boundaries and values. This is the question that as Jews, and in this moment at 

American Jews, we are constantly struggling with and re-negotiating. How do we 

embrace the other while maintaining our uniqueness and integrity? 

 

Concluding Questions 

(1)  In what ways does Kosher wine “other” certain groups of people? 

(2)  How do we understand kosher wine today? Is it still necessary? Why or why 

not? 
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(3)  As Reform Jews who are not obligated to follow halakhah, how do we relate to 

these laws? Are they worth upholding, ignoring or overturning? Why? 
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The Role of Non-Jews in the American Synagogue through the Lens of 

20th and 21st Century Reform and Conservative Responsa 

 
 

Seeking abundant opportunities and a safer life, Jews immigrated to America 

and soon established an American brand of Judaism. While America afforded many 

opportunities, those opportunities greatly affected the character of Jewish life. 

Liberal Jews found themselves intricately involved with their non-Jewish neighbors 

and co-workers. Reform and Conservative rabbis soon were required to deal with 

the consequences of upholding prohibitions against marriage between Jews and 

non-Jews, as well as delineating the limits for the participation of non-Jews in the 

synagogue. Through the 20th and into the 21st century, increasingly more non-Jews 

became a part of the wider Jewish community, forcing rabbis and synagogues to 

continue to evaluate the role of the non-Jew in their midst. Over time, Reform and 

Conservative rabbis in their respective responsa committees sought to establish 

clear boundaries between Jews and non-Jews while meeting the reality of 

non-Jewish involvement in synagogue life. Investigating both Reform and 

Conservative responsa allows us to examine how two movements responded to the 

same shifts in the Jewish community and American culture, each adapting to the 

changing landscape through increased inclusion.  

We divided these responsa according to the ​halachic ​, that is legal, principles 

of ​l’hatchilah ​ and ​b’di’eved ​. ​L’hatchilah ​ pertains to ruling on an act before it is done, 

whereas ​b’di’eved ​ deals with an act after it is committed. For the purposes of this 
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analysis, we understood responsa about the permissibility of intermarriage as the 

l’hatchilah ​ issue, while those questions dealing with the roles of non-Jewish 

members of the community, given that they are already members, fall in the 

b’di’eved ​ category. We begin with ​l’hatchilah ​ responsa, where we note a 

development in the language used even as the official positions do not change. 

Looking at ​b’di’eved ​ responsa from the 1960/70’s,1980/90’s and the 2000’s, the 

types of questions asked and answers given reflect major changes in the American 

Jewish world. In each time period we will begin with a discussion of the Reform 

responsa and then move to the Conservatives ones, if relevant. We consider this 

analysis to be a valuable lens through which to assess how Jews deal with “the 

other,” as relationships unfold in the modern world. 

A Reform responsum  from 1916 sets up the issue we will be discussing and 62

the issue for ​poskim ​(rabbis with authority to make binding legal decisions) ​ ​for over a 

hundred years after it. A congregation’s bylaws state that members who “contract a 

forbidden marriage forfeit their membership” and that no person married to a 

non-Jew can be a member. A question is raised as to whether the congregation 

should change its bylaws. The responsum’s author argues that the law should stand, 

arguing that, 

F​orbidden marriages have disastrous results, especially      
in regard to the offspring, while, on the other hand, the           
second sentence simply aims at preventing mixed       
marriages in the congregation, but does not imply that         
they entail forfeiture of membership when concluded       
before the affiliation to the congregation.      
Self-preservation dictates the retention of the bylaw.  

62 K. Kohler and Jacob Z. Lauterbach, “Forfeiture of Congregational Membership by Intermarriage,” 
American Reform Responsa 49​. Vol. XXVI (1916), 133-134.  
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This responsum introduces key topics in this area. First of all, the very fact 

that the question is being raised demonstrates a new issue is arising in the American 

Reform milieu. The question of the place of non-Jews in the synagogue will continue 

to be a central issue for Reform synagogues and the responsa committee. Secondly, 

the phraseology used to describe an interfaith marriage, in this case “forbidden 

marriage,” betrays contemporaneous attitudes toward interfaith marriage. By using 

this phrase, this responsum takes a strong position against the permissibility of the 

marriage. Thirdly, the congregation’s bylaws dictate that marriage to a non-Jew is 

grounds to forfeiture of membership. Membership continues to be an important 

boundary for the non-Jew in the synagogue, though where the boundary is drawn 

changes over time.  

Turning to the answer, a few more points are worth noting. Though he does 

not explicitly mention it, the author fears that intermarriages might lead to less 

Jewish households and Jews not raised as Jews. He justifies taking a strong 

position on interfaith marriage in order to “preserve” Judaism and Jews. Most 

importantly, we see the author encountering the central tension and distinction we 

draw in this paper. He wants to prevent intermarriage while at the same time not 

alienate the intermarried couples, or at least, the Jewish partner. The author takes a 

position that later generations of ​poskim ​ continue to struggle with.  
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L’hatchilah  

One of the profound strengths and challenges of Reform responsa is that they 

do not delineate what a rabbi must do. Rather, they make suggestions, sometimes 

more forcefully than at other moments. In other words, while the Reform authorities 

may strongly discourage rabbis from officiating at interfaith weddings, they do not, 

on principle, legislate that opinion. As one responsum notes, “The Central 

Conference of American Rabbis recognizes that historically its members have held 

and continue to hold divergent interpretations of Jewish tradition.”  This distinction 63

changes the way that a ​l’hatchilah ​ opinion and a ​b’di’eved ​ opinion play out in the 

Reform movement as opposed to in the Conservative movement. The question of 

whether Reform rabbis may conduct mixed marriages emerges multiple times 

throughout the 20th century in responsa as well as in resolutions. By contrast, the 

Conservative movement thus far has only dealt with ​b’di’eved ​ issues surrounding 

interfaith marriage because the movement does have the authority to expel rabbis 

who conduct interfaith weddings.  

Since the CCAR adopted its first formal resolution against interfaith marriage 

in 1909, the Reform movement has officially maintained the same ​l’hatchilah 

positionality. The 1909 statement explains, “The Central Conference of American 

Rabbis declares that mixed marriages are contrary to the tradition of the Jewish 

religion and should, therefore, be discouraged by the American rabbinate.” Over 

subsequent decades, this position was not only maintained but strengthened and 

63 Walter Jacob, Eugene J. Lipman, W. Gunther Plaut, Harry A. Roth, Rav A. Soloff, Bernard Zlotowitz 
“Reform Judaism and Mixed Marriage,” ​American Reform Responsa 445-465​, Vol. XC, 1980, 86-102 
https://www.ccarnet.org/ccar-responsa/arr-445-465/. 
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elaborated on. In 1947, this resolution was reaffirmed. At the CCAR Convention in 

1973, a resolution was passed that explicitly declared the CCAR’s opposition to 

officiation at interfaith weddings by Reform clergy, a position that was implied in 

earlier ​ teshuvot ​and resolutions but not stated outright. The 1973 resolution, though 

clearly taking a ​l’hatchilah ​ stance against interfaith marriage, was forced to take a 

b’di’evad ​ approach to the question because some of its members were in fact 

officiating interfaith marriages. They suggested that rabbis who officiated in mixed 

marriages should, “assist fully in educating children of such mixed marriage as 

Jews…provide the opportunity for conversion of the non-Jewish spouse….and 

encourage a creative and consistent cultivation of involvements in the Jewish 

community and synagogue.” 

The question was again raised in a 1980 responsum; “May a Reform rabbi 

officiate at a marriage between a Jew and a non-Jew? What is the attitude of Reform 

Judaism generally to such a marriage?” This lengthy responsum answers the 

question quickly, citing the 1909, 1947 and 1973 resolutions. Interestingly, this 

responsum continues with a thorough examination of “the long struggle against 

intermarriage” from the Biblical period through modern times. Instead of specifically 

exploring ​halakhah ​ or the justifications for opposing intermarriage, the author of this 

responsa chose to examine the instances of intermarriage and how it was opposed 

throughout Jewish history. In other words, in response to a ​she’alah ​ that is about a 

l’hatchilah ​ issue, the author responded with a ​b’di’evad ​ answer. It is interesting that 

the justification is that Jewish authorities have largely opposed interfaith marriage 
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despite the fact that Jews were intermarrying. Perhaps this response is informed by 

the straightforward and univocal nature of the ​halakhah ​. Within the boundaries of the 

halakhic ​ system there is no way to perform an interfaith marriage. The only aspect 

that is considered is the status of children of unions that are not valid marriages. The 

historical overview provided in this responsum highlights that civil marriage, and thus 

the possibility of an interfaith marriage, does not arise until Emancipation and the 

emergence of the secular nation-state. 

Just two years later in 1982 the same question was posed yet again. The fact 

that the question was raised again so soon, and that the committee chose to 

respond to it, perhaps reveals a serious anxiety around the previous answer and the 

fact that interfaith marriage persisted. Despite the position of the 1982 responsum, 

rabbis continued to officiate at interfaith weddings or congregants continued to 

pressure rabbis to officiate at interfaith weddings.  The rabbis sending in these 

she’elot ​most likely were seeking support from the CCAR to assuage the pressure of 

congregants demands for interfaith officiation. This responsum asserts that, 

following the argumentation of the 1980 responsum, there is no ​halakhic ​ argument. 

The author then goes on to enumerate a list of reasons why a rabbi should not 

officiate at an interfaith marriage, some of which resonate with ​halakhah ​ and others 

which resonate more with sociological interests.  

Halakhically ​, a rabbi is considered a “ ​m’sader kiddushin ​” meaning that they 

have the legal capacity to perform marriages not only in the eyes of the law of the 

secular government but also in the eyes of the Jewish law. While a rabbi may 
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officiate an interfaith marriage according to civil law, they may not according to 

Jewish law. Specifically, the non-Jewish spouse cannot say, “according to the laws 

of Moses and Israel” since they do not follow the laws of Moses and Israel. The 

author also argues that this would not be a Jewish marriage because it would not be 

recognized by other Jews beyond the Reform movement.  

The second set of reasons focuses more on the relational and sociological 

impact of intermarriage on the couple as well as the Jewish community. In terms of 

the couple, the author of this responsum suggests that a marriage that is interfaith is 

not as strong as one that is intra-faith. It will cause division between the couple, 

confusion for the children and instability in the broader family life, the author argues. 

The author utilizes language diverting blame or responsibility away from the rabbi 

and towards the couple. For example, he states that a rabbi’s refusal to do an 

interfaith wedding is not a rejection of the couple but, the couple’s rejection of 

Judaism and the rabbi. This responsum goes so far as to say that parents and 

grandparents who are angry with the non-compliant rabbi should be blaming their 

child and not the rabbi. This language and tone shifts dramatically over the next 

three decades when issues of blame and responsibility make way for a language of 

autonomy and choice. In reference to the impact on the community, the author 

argues that interfaith marriage creates division in the Jewish community, 

discourages conversion and sends the message to others in the community that 

interfaith marriage is not problematic. 
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Overall, the ​l’hatchilah ​ response in both the Reform and Conservative 

movements have remained consistent since they were first formally asked. However, 

the position of the leadership of the movements and what occurs in real life are 

starkly different. The Conservative movement differs from the Reform movement in 

that the vast majority of Conservative rabbis today will still not officiate an interfaith 

marriage because they believe it is not ​halakhic, ​not simply because the Rabbinical 

Assembly forbids it. In the Reform movement, by contrast, the majority of rabbis now 

officiate at interfaith weddings. However, the increase in instances of Conservative 

rabbis attending interfaith weddings, as participants not as officiants, suggests that 

attitudes are changing within the Conservative rabbinical community to some extent. 

Both movements encounter complicated ​b’di’eved ​ questions about how to 

incorporate interfaith couples into communities while also maintaining certain 

boundaries. How those boundaries are drawn or torn down have changed over time 

as the numbers of interfaith families involved in Jewish synagogue life has increased 

over the past century.  

B’dieved 

1960s and 1970s 

Though raised much earlier, in the late 1970s, a question  was asked in the 64

Reform movement as to what extent non-Jews may participate in a Jewish public 

service. The question itself reveals that non-Jews were already  involved in 

synagogue life and rabbis were not sure how to draw the boundary between what a 

64Walter Jacob, Leonard S. Kravitz, Eugene Lipman, Harry A. Roth, Rav A. Soloff,, W. Gunther Plaut, 
Bernard Zlotowitz. “Participation of Non- Jews in a Jewish Public Service” ​American Reform 
Responsa  21-24 ​(1979) ​https://www.ccarnet.org/ccar-responsa/arr-21-24/​. 
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Jew could do and what a non-Jew could do. In answering the question the responsa 

committee begins by distinguishing non-Jewish Christians and Muslims from other 

non-Jews. A number of Jewish sources point to the classification of Christians and 

Muslims as monotheists and the inclusion of monotheists in Jewish activities. Hiyya 

bar Abba stated in the Talmud that gentiles outside of the land of Israel are not to be 

seen as idolaters, but as people practicing their ancestors' customs.  Classifying 65

fellow monotheists as non-idolaters is a key distinction with significant implications.  

The responsum continues, noting that Jewish sources are not clear on 

whether Christians are idolaters or whether non-Jews can be involved in Torah 

study.  Maimonides viewed Christians and Muslims as akin to ​B’nai Noach ​. 66

Through their own monotheistic worship, they were helping to prepare for the 

messianic era.  The authors transition to discussing worship specifically. They note 67

the many cases in which non-Jews were involved in Jewish worship.  They also 68

note the contemporary precedent for including non-Jews in worship, including 

praying for the rulers of the country, converts reciting names of non-Jewish relatives 

for ​kaddish ​, interfaith prayer services, inviting non-Jewish clergy to worship services 

and non-Jewish parents in ​B’nai Mitzvah ​ ceremonies.  

They conclude noting the Reform Movement has done a lot of work to be 

inclusive and has given non-Jews larger roles than ever before. They state that 

65 BT Chullin 13b 
66 ​See the discussion in the responsum and BT Bava Kamma 38a 
67 ​Yad, Hil. Melachim II, Moreh Nevuchim I.71 
68 ​I Kings 8:41ff; BT Menachot 73b; ​Seder Chemed,Ma-arechet Chatan Vechala, no. 13 
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Christians, Muslims and other ​B’nai Noach ​ can participate in specific ways, 

including:  

(1) ​through anything which does not require specific statement         
from them, i.e., by standing and silently witnessing whatever is          
taking place (e.g., as a member of a wedding party or as a             
pallbearer); (2) through the recitation of special prayers added to          
the service at non-liturgical community wide services,       
commemorations, and celebrations (Thanksgiving, etc.); 
(3) through the recitation of prayers for special family occasions          
(Bar/Bat Mitzvah of children raised as Jews, at a wedding or           
funeral, etc.). All such prayers and statements should reflect the          
mood of the service and be non-Christological in nature. 
 

By the late 1970’s, non-Jews were involved in the Jewish community in much 

greater numbers than in 1916. The authors' endeavor in answering the question is to 

create a space for non-Jews to have some level of participation. In 1916, the 

responsum dismissed any actions by the synagogue that might encourage 

intermarriage. By the late 1970’s, Reform ​poskim ​ faced a new reality of many 

non-Jews in their synagogues and needed to delineate boundaries between them 

and the Jewish members.  The authors of the responsum above cited texts which 

reflect a more positive attitude toward the involvement of non-Jews. Beyond citing 

Jewish texts, they also cited communal practice as a precedent for their decision 

making. Without a plethora of texts, they needed to find other examples that allow 

them to permit non-Jews to be involved. And yet their answer still holds a strong line 

between what non-Jews can do and what Jews can do in a service. They prohibit 

non-Jews from reciting Jewish liturgy. The ​poskim ​ draw a distinct boundary between 

non-Jews and Jews in their responsum.  
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In the 1960’s, the Conservative movement began to address what it means to 

have intermarried families integrated into synagogue communities. The title of a 

1963 responsum addressing this issue perfectly captures the ​b’di’eved ​ approach. It 

is entitled “The Jew Who Has Intermarried.”  In other words, the question is not 

whether the individual is allowed to marry a non-Jew, but rather now that this 

member is married to a non-Jew, how do we find space for this family in our 

community? The tension lies in how to be compassionate, welcoming and nurturing 

of a Jewish family while also maintaining the standards that the Jewish tradition 

demands. The text states explicitly that,  

We believe it is our duty to save a Jew, individually, for            
our people, by dealing with him with compassion and         
understanding, rather than with hostility or indifference.       
We ought to accept him in the congregation of our people           
and exert every effort to make his entire family feel that           
they would be welcome in ​kehal Hashem ​. By doing this          
we will be following the best dictates of our religious          
conscience as well as serving the highest interests of the          
Jewish people   69

 

This reflects a desire to find a clear and distinct place for non-Jewish spouses in the 

congregation while also maintaining clear boundaries such as prohibiting 

membership or leadership roles for the non-Jewish spouse. The language of this text 

also maintains the boundary in order to encourage conversion of the non-Jewish 

spouse so that the boundary will no longer be necessary.  

 

 

69 Max J.Routtenberg, "The Jew Who Has Intermarried," Proceedings of the Rabbinical Assembly, 
Vol. XXVIII (1964), p. 248  
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1980’s and 1990’s 

A question  similar to the one in the late 1970’s was raised in the 1990’s. The 70

question centered on the traditional and Reform positions on the participation of 

non-Jews in synagogue services. The authors of the responsum begin by discussing 

relevant background information. They note demographic shifts, namely the increase 

in the rate of intermarriage. They assume that intermarried couples, if they choose to 

join a synagogue, will likely join a Reform one. In contrast to the 1916 responsum, 

they state that the family is the unit of membership and allow ambiguity around the 

membership status of the non-Jewish partner. They also note that the non-Jewish 

partner has an, “emotional, physical and financial stake in the congregation.” Taking 

a wider view, the authors remark that lately they have been asked many questions 

on the subject and that they see a, “worrisome tendency toward increasing 

syncretism.” Therefore, while non-Jews are without question allowed to attend 

services and worship God, the authors see a need to maintain boundaries between 

Jews and non-Jews. 

The authors indicate that traditional sources do not have much to say. This is 

likely because this is a new development in Jewish history. Previously non-Jews did 

not desire to pray with Jews. What little the traditional sources say pertains to 

leading and saying blessings for others. The ​Mishnah ​ states “​One who is not 

obligated in a matter cannot enable others to fulfill their obligation.”  Therefore a 71

gentile, who is not obligated to pray, cannot fulfill the obligation for a Jew. After 

70 W. Gunther Plaut, Mark Washofsky “Gentile Participation in Synagogue Ritual.” ​Teshuvot For the 
1990’s, ​ No.5754.5 55-76, (1994), ​https://www.ccarnet.org/ccar-responsa/tfn-no-5754-5-55-76/​. 
71 ​Rosh Hashanah 3:8 
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looking at a few more cases, the authors conclude “ ​Halakhic ​tradition considers 

participation in communal ritual as an outflow of obligation. The absence of 

obligation disqualifies a [non-]Jew from leading the congregation as a ​sheliach 

tsibbu ​r.”   72

Citing previous Reform responsa, including the responsum from 1979 cited 

above, the authors establish a Reform precedent for limiting the participation of 

non-Jews at a service. They apply this limitation to having an ​aliyah ​, reading from 

the ​Torah ​ and even ​hagbahah ​ and ​gelilah ​, due to ​mar’it ayin ​, the idea that other 

worshippers would not be able to distinguish between those acts and the particularly 

Jewish acts of an ​aliyah ​ or reading from the ​Torah ​.  

Finally, they conclude, “we treat the non-Jews in our midst with full sensitivity. 

They are welcome amongst us; we welcome their support and will help them to fulfill 

their needs as much as possible within [t]he limits possible.” They continue, “in the 

view of this Committee, there is a clear and present danger that our movement is 

dissolving at the edges and is surrendering its singularity to a beckoning culture 

which champions the syncretistic. Jewish identity is being eroded and is in need of 

clear guidelines which will define it unmistakably."  73

This responsum demonstrates that non-Jews are integrated into the Jewish 

community. Even while limiting non-Jewish involvement, consistent with prior 

responsa, this responsum recognizes that non-Jews are a part of and invested in the 

Jewish community and deserve to be cared for by the community. At the same time, 

72 ​Plaut and Washofsky, “Gentile Participation in Synagogue Ritual.”  
73 Ibid. 
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the responsum voices a fear of relaxing boundaries to the extent that Jews and 

non-Jews will be indistinguishable.  

The Conservative movement also struggled to integrate interfaith families into 

synagogue life without compromising the values of the Jewish faith, community, and 

a stricter understanding of Jewish law. The responsa from the 1980’s seem largely 

concerned with the status of the individual and ensuring that they are welcome but 

also participating in an appropriate and ​halakhically ​acceptable manner. The 

concern is less with how their presence might alter the character of the Jewish 

community.  For example, the responsum entitled, “Who is a Jewish Child?” Rabbi 

Morris Shapiro, penned in 1980, attempts to answer questions surrounding how to 

handle children of interfaith couples. From the perspective of the Conservative 

movement, the issue is only concerning a child whose mother is not Jewish. He 

begins by explaining that the ​halakhah ​ regarding matrilineal descent should be 

accepted because conversion of these children provides an easy fix to what might 

otherwise be a complicated situation. Rabbi Shapiro also argues that, “we should do 

everything in our power to include rather than to exclude.”  He frames the issue as 74

a kind of naturalization process in which the child can easily become Jewish and is 

an unofficial part of the Jewish community, but is not officially a part of the Jewish 

community and therefore cannot participate fully until ​mikvah ​ and/or ​brit 

milah/hatafat dam brit ​ is conducted.  

74 Rabbi Kassel Abelson, “The Non-Jewish Spouse And Children of a Mixed Marriage in the 
Synagogue,” 1982 
https://www.rabbinicalassembly.org/sites/default/files/public/halakhah/teshuvot/20012004/24.pdf 
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Two years later, Rabbi Kassel Abelson authored a responsum that was 

approved by the CJLS entitled “The Non-Jewish Spouse and Children of a Mixed 

Marriage in the Synagogue” which functioned as a response to and elaboration upon 

the 1963 responsum in light of the rapid increase of interfaith families in 

Conservative communities. Abelson lays out clearly that this is an investigation into 

b’di’eved ​ issues.  He states, “the question is no longer whether a Jewish spouse 

may be permitted to belong to a synagogue, but what role the intermarried family 

and its offspring can and should play in our congregations.”  He addresses whether 75

there should be a special category for non-Jewish spouses, what the membership 

status of an interfaith family should be, whether a non-Jewish spouse may be a 

member of an affiliate organization, what role the non-Jewish spouse should play in 

life-cycle rituals, such as ​b’nai mitzvah ​ceremonies, ​brit mila ​ and naming 

ceremonies. In addition, he discusses whether a non-Jew can wear a ​tallit ​, be buried 

in a Jewish cemetery, recite ​kaddish ​ in memory of a parent, and the status of a child 

born of interfaith parents. He uses a variety of sources to demonstrate, overall, that 

a non-Jewish person is welcome to participate in synagogue life and should be 

incorporated into the community as much as possible.  

However, according to Abelson, non-Jews should not be permitted to take on 

leadership positions or participate in Jewish rituals that are reserved for the Jewish 

community or that would be theologically problematic. The position here is one of 

maximizing inclusivity within the structures of ​halakhah ​. In a way, because of the 

75 Ibid.  
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framework of ​halakhah ​, delineating how non-Jews should be incorporated into the 

community is easier than in the Reform movement where the ​halakhic ​ system is not 

binding, and thus the boundaries are less clear.  

In 1989, Rabbi Jerome Epstein authored a responsum entitled 

“Congratulation to Mixed Marriage Families”. This responsum deals with a 

non-​halakhic ​ issue (whether or not to congratulate intermarried couples and their 

families during moments of ​smachot ​, that is specific Jewish celebrations ​) ​.  Unlike the 

1982 responsum, this responsum does not cite any Jewish texts, since it is not a 

halakhic ​, but rather a cultural issue. As a result, the decisions focus more on 

maintaining norms and feel a bit more personal than when one can rely on the 

halakhic ​ framework. The boundaries are less clear. For example, Epstein notes that, 

“it would not be proper to put notes of congratulations in a synagogue bulletin when 

an intermarriage took place.”  These actions function as a deterrent to individuals to 76

marry someone who is not Jewish  by creating what the authors see as stigmas. 

Whether these prohibitions functioned as deterrents for the individuals is 

questionable at best. “The stigma attached to intermarriage is weakened each time 

the deviation from the norm is tolerated,” Epstein claims.  These restrictions pose 77

more of a challenge on an interpersonal level because they are informed by a value 

judgment made by the leaders of the Conservative movement rather than ​halakhah.  

2000’s 

76 Rabbi Jerome Epstein, “Congratulations to Mixed Marriage Families” CJLS, 1989.  
77 Ibid.  
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A Jewish woman is married to a non-Jew who does not practice any other 

religion. The Jewish woman wishes to become a rabbi. She wants to know ​ ​why, as a 

believing Jew who is committed to Jewish life, she cannot be accepted into the 

Reform seminary.  This question itself reveals the great shifts in the Reform Jewish 78

world. The 1916 responsum found intermarriage grounds for forfeiture of 

membership at a synagogue. In 2005, a person who is married to a non-Jew would 

like to become a rabbi. In less than one hundred years, that is a major shift in 

attitudes toward interfaith marriage.  

The committee answers first by stating it is the seminary’s policy and the 

seminary does not need to consult with the responsa committee. They then remark 

on the nature of the question itself, saying “There was a time, not so long ago, when 

a ​sh’eilah ​ such as this would surely not have been raised. Jewish law prohibits 

mixed marriage, that is, a marriage between a Jew and a non-Jew in which the 

non-Jewish spouse does not convert to Judaism.” Two factors have caused this 

fundamental shift in Jewish attitudes toward interfaith marriage: the rise in mixed 

marriages and the community accepting them, and Jewish organizations opening up 

to mixed marriages in order to “keep them in the fold.” In their answer, the ​poskim 

note those two factors have “created the impression that marriage to a non-Jew is 

no longer an impediment to full participation in Reform Jewish life.” They assert the 

Reform movement does not condone mixed marriages and upholds the ideal of 

marriage between two Jews, the building of a Jewish home and the raising of Jewish 

78 “May A Jew Married to a Non-Jew Become A Rabbi?,”​ ​NYP No.5761.6, 2001, 
https://www.ccarnet.org/ccar-responsa/nyp-no-5761-6/.  
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children.  Though ultimately the committee denies the questioner’s request, the 79

question itself demonstrates shifting attitudes towards intermarriage. 

Another responsum from the 2000’s illustrates the shifting landscape. In 

2000, the question of can a non-Jewish member of a synagogue observe ​shivah ​ in 

his home for his non-Jewish parent was asked. This question, once again, reveals 

the extent to which non-Jews are now a part of the Jewish community. Keenly aware 

of this, the authors of the responsum begin by establishing this question is about the 

boundaries that distinguish between Jews and Gentiles, as well as our 

responsibilities toward the non-Jews in our communities. They delineate two 

boundaries. First, that of membership. Formal membership is only for Jews and 

non-Jews should not hold office or vote, as they are only a member by virtue of their 

spouse. Secondly, they draw a boundary between Jews and non-Jews. Non-Jews 

may participate in Jewish religious life but there are limits. Jewish rituals are the 

ways in which Jews define themselves as part of the religious community and 

therefore are only for Jews.  

As it pertains to ​shiva ​, a number of arguments are brought forth in support 

and against this person from holding ​shiva minyanim ​. The arguments in support 

include that there is no ritual prohibition against him observing Jewish mourning 

rites, he can already recite ​kaddish ​ at a service and he is a member of the 

“congregational family.” The arguments against are that ​dinei avelut ​ are particular 

Jewish practices and that arranging a ​minyan ​for him “confuses the boundary 

79 They do so by citing Deuteronomy 7:1-4 which explicitly forbids marriage with the 7 Canaanite 
nations. In the Talmud (BT​ Kiddushin ​68b) the rabbis apply the prohibition to all gentiles. They read 
Deut 7:3 to say there shall be no legal institution of marriage between you and them (the non-Jews) 
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between Jew and non-Jew; it blurs the distinction between ​being ​Jewish and ​doing 

Jewish.” Ultimately, three answers are offered: (1) No service should be held at his 

home. Instead, he can attend regularly scheduled services. This idea is rejected by 

most members because it does not care for his needs as a mourner. (2) Arranging 

regular ​shiva minyanim ​ at his home with services led by a Jew and ​Kaddish ​said by 

a Jew and (3) ​shiva minyanim ​ should not use the regular liturgy in order to preserve 

the boundary between the practice of a Jew and a non-Jew.  

The varied answers proposed in the responsum are the greatest sign of 

change over time in Reform attitudes toward the involvement of non-Jews in Jewish 

services and rituals. Even while acknowledging the need for clear boundaries 

between Jews and non-Jews, when it came to caring for an individual in the 

community, the committee could not decide on the best way to accomplish both of 

those goals. By providing multiple options, they demonstrate they do not have a 

conclusive answer. Whereas in previous times, the Reform responsa committee 

might have drawn clear distinctions, here they are unsure of how to draw the 

boundary between Jew and non-Jew. One of the solutions they proposed does not 

even draw a strong distinction between Jews and non-Jews.  

In the Conservative movement in the 2000’s, Conservative responsa on 

interfaith relations began to reflect several viewpoints on issues surrounding 

non-Jews in the synagogue community. One such example surrounds the question 

of whether a non-Jew is permitted to open the ​aron hakodesh ​ during ​t’fillah ​. Similar 

to the issues faced in the responsum on whether to congratulate an interfaith couple 

122 



 

on their marriage, there is no ​halakhic ​ or textual precedent for this issue. This raises 

the issue of whether the absence of a prohibition means that it is permitted, or if just 

because a situation was not fathomed by rabbinic law it does not automatically mean 

that it is permissible.  

On the one hand, Rabbis Heller and Levin acknowledge, it is important to 

make everyone feel welcome and embraced in the synagogue. On the other hand, it 

is also necessary to maintain certain boundaries and distinctions. Ultimately, they 

rule that opening and closing the ​aron hakodesh ​should be reserved for Jews only 

based on three main principles. First, having a non-Jew open the ark, “drains the 

words of affirmation of Torah and covenant of their meaning.”  Secondly, it is a 80

theologically untenable act for the non-Jew. Lastly, there are other less problematic 

ways of honoring a non-Jewish community member. 

What is particularly interesting about this responsum, however, is that Rabbi 

Elliot Dorff issued a dissenting opinion. He argues that Heller and Levin do not take 

into account the various relationships between non-Jews and Judaism. It is often the 

non-Jewish spouse, he argues, who supports the Jewish education and therefore 

they should be allowed to open the ark since, “they are opening the Jewish tradition 

to their children.”  However, as has been the challenge for the Conservative 81

movement throughout its history, because this is not a ​halakhic ​question the answer 

is not clear cut. Rabbi Dorff then argues that if the non-Jewish parent has not been 

80 Rabbis Joshua Heller and Amy Levin, “The Dissonance of a Non-Jew Opening the Aron 
Hakodesh/the Holy Ark” ​CJLS​, 2016.  
81 Rabbi Elliot Dorff, “Yesh Ve’yesh: There Are Some Cases, and Then There Are Others: A Dissent 
to the Teshuvah on Non-Jews Opening the Ark by Rabbis Levin and Heller,” ​CJLS​, 2016.  
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involved in the Jewish upbringing of the child they should not be given the honor of 

opening the ark. In principle, this decision is reasonable. However, how is the rabbi 

to decide whether the parent has facilitated the child’s Jewish education? This 

seems like a rather personal and subjective judgment to make which could create 

animosity and anxiety in the community. However, the dissent in favor of inclusion of 

non-Jews in synagogue rituals reflects how certain members of the Conservative 

leadership have changed their perspective on the integration of interfaith families 

into the community. Boundaries that had once been much more clearly defined are 

becoming more porous as interfaith marriage rates continue to rise and the presence 

of intermarried couples grows. It is clear that what is happening on the ground in 

Conservative synagogues is impacting the discussions of the Law Committee. 

Both the Reform and Conservative movements sought a distinct boundary 

between Jews and non-Jews. Yet, they were forced to reckon with a changing 

American landscape and Jewish community. As the number of Jews marrying 

non-Jews increased along with the number of non-Jews involved in Jewish life, 

rabbis had to rethink rules on intermarriage. Over time, we see the boundaries 

between Jews and non-Jews weakening, despite insistence that some boundary 

remain. For each movement, ​l’hatchilah, ​marriage between a Jew and non-Jew 

remained somewhere between forbidden and not ideal. Yet, as time passed, more 

and more questions were raised about increased participation of non-Jews in Jewish 

life and rituals. By the early 2000’s, intermarriage had become so prevalent that the 

Jewish partner of an interfaith couple desired to attend rabbinical school. Faced with 
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new questions and a changing community, Reform and Conservative ​poskim 

attempt to carve out a space that leaves meaningful distinctions between Jews and 

non-Jews while welcoming the non-Jews that are already a part of their 

communities.  
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Conclusion 

 
Throughout Jewish history and in today’s society, we are constantly 

navigating how to relate to “the other” and how to relate to the larger society when 

we are “the other.” This project has demonstrated an awareness of how the 

ever-changing political, cultural, social, religious and economic realities have shaped 

the conversation throughout our history. Although the texts that we examined in our 

project center on religious issues, ultimately the challenge at hand is identity 

formation. Fundamentally, humans, and the groups of which they are members, 

understand themselves by the way in which they understand and relate to those 

around them. We hope that through this project we have illuminated what we as a 

people have struggled with throughout our history. 

 The ​ger ​ provides a foundation for how Jewish texts and tradition understands 

“the other.” The transition of the Israelites from being themselves the ​ger ​ to being 

the hegemonic culture, and having to navigate what it means to treat the ​ger, 

appropriately highlights how the relation to “the other” changes based on our 

socio-economic and political reality. Laws about the ​ger ​, the resident alien, provide a 

positive example for how to relate to “the other.” While the resident aliens are not the 

same as citizens of Israelite society in the Bible, ultimately they are a part of the 

community. The Torah demands that they be afforded the same basic rights as the 

Israelites to live healthy and productive lives. While laws like those of Leviticus and 

Numbers reflect an anxiety about polluting the land, they find ways to welcome and 

protect the ​ger. ​ Thus, the very call to be a holy people (Leviticus 19) includes the 
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command to love the ​ger ​(Leviticus 19:33-34). Thanks to the extensive references in 

the Torah, the ​ger ​ represents the most developed treatment of “the other.”  The laws 

set out in the Torah incorporate the ​ger ​as much as possible while maintaining 

Israelite distinctiveness. 

 The texts of Ezra-Nehemiah provide a counterexample to the ​ger ​. In a 

political reality in which the returning exiles must reclaim their authority and rebuild 

their ideal society, the text takes on a more exclusionary position towards “the 

other.” As a post-exilic text, Ezra-Nehemiah reflects a deep concern about “the 

other,” and a mentality of “circling the wagons” so to speak. Ezra-Nehemiah explicitly 

bans intermarriage, and builds walls to keep insiders in and outsiders out. It defines 

who can be in the community and who can lead the community, and looks to the 

books of the ​Torah ​ for both unifying and separating. Ezra-Nehemiah and the ​ger 

demarcate the full range of the ​Tanakh ​’s treatment of “the other” in our midst. 

 The texts about kosher wine in ​Avodah Zarah ​ pick up on threads from 

Leviticus on the ​ger ​, ​Avodah Zarah ​ reveals a commitment to protect the sacred or 

the holy. But it also reveals an anxiety about interacting with non-Jews on a daily 

basis for fear of being contaminated or desacralized. However, this anxiety emerges 

in a context where the Jews are no longer the hegemonic culture, but rather the 

minority. While the historical reliability of the details of the ​Avodah Zarah ​ texts is 

unclear, the narrative about Shmuel and Ablet perfectly embodies the tension of 

Avodah Zarah ​. The rabbis, much like American Jews today, not only lived in a 

non-Jewish dominant society, but had meaningful relationships with their non-Jewish 
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neighbors. In the Talmudic context, the rabbis had to navigate what it meant to be in 

relation with the non-Jews in a non-Jewish hegemonic culture. In many ways, the 

laws of kosher wine are a coping mechanism to control the sacral elements of daily 

life in a society in which they otherwise have little control. However, the way that 

these laws have played out in contemporary society raise many questions about 

where it is appropriate to draw a boundary between the community and “the other” 

and at what point it becomes too exclusionary and perhaps even xenophobic. 

 This thread continues in contemporary responsa regarding interfaith marriage 

and the appropriate place of the non-Jew within the Jewish community and the 

synagogue. The issues about “the other” that Ezra-Nehemiah resolve by forbidding 

intermarriage persist to generate tension. These responsa reflect a ​b’dieved ​reality 

that there are non-Jews present and engaged with the Jewish community. Like 

Leviticus and ​Avodah Zarah ​, the rabbinic authorities of the contemporary 

progressive community struggle throughout these responsa to define clearly how to 

welcome “the other” while also maintaining not only religious integrity but also the 

boundaries of the identity of the Jewish community. 

 Every day we encounter “the other,” both within the Jewish community and 

outside of it. Additionally, as Jews in America, we are also “the other” in a 

non-Jewish society. Jewish texts and traditions provide a variety of perspectives on 

how “the other” is to be treated. In every text, the socio-historical reality directly 

influenced that perspective. However, the one text that we believe offers the most 

useful perspective is the one that defines why we must be attentive to “the other’: 
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“for you were ​gerim ​ in the land of Egypt” (see Exodus 22:20; 23:9; Leviticus 19:34; 

Deuteronomy 10:19). This phrase is repeated throughout the Torah because it is 

central to who we are and how we understand ourselves, regardless of our position. 

It reflects the importance of empathy for “the other” in our midst and serves as a 

reminder that while we may be the majority today, we might be “the other” tomorrow. 

Ultimately, who we are is reflected in how we treat those who are different from 

ourselves. 
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