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Rabbinic Eschatology: Complexity,
Ambiguity, and Radical Self-Reflection

J E N N Y R . L A B E N D Z

FEW SCHOLARS HAVE FOCUSED RESEARCH on the question of rab-
binic eschatology. In one of the few articles about rabbinic eschatology
as such, David Novak wrote that “eschatology deals with the hope of
those in this world for a world beyond their own making or even their
own imagining . . . It is the ultimate human intention. As such, to a large
extent, eschatology is best conceived in a phenomenology of human
hope.”1 This approach certainly helps explain and contextualize many
eschatological texts and yearnings expressed in rabbinic writings, but it
leaves much to be desired in the interpretation of a number of rabbinic
passages.

Rabbinic literature does not include any intentional, designated set of
writings organized around the topic of eschatology. The section that deals
most intentionally with eschatological issues—where eschatology is built
into the main structure of the text rather than arising as a tangent—is in
the tenth chapter of mSanhedrin. The rabbis elaborate on this chapter’s
points in the Gemara, but in characteristically haphazard ways, often
emphasizing not the eschatological doctrines themselves but the biblical
exegeses that support them.

Throughout the rest of the classical rabbinic corpus, eschatological
statements, discussions, and narratives appear in a wide array of contexts,

I am grateful to Beth Berkowitz, John Collins, Alyssa Gray, Amit Gvaryahu,
Richard Kalmin, Yoni Pomeranz, and Jeffrey Rubenstein for reading earlier
drafts and pieces of this essay and offering their insights and suggestions. I am
also grateful for the feedback of the members of the Columbia University New
Testament Seminar, where I presented part of this essay in March 2014, and to
the conference participants who offered thoughtful feedback when I presented
portions of it at the Association for Jewish Studies conferences in 2013 and 2014.
1. David Novak, “Jewish Eschatology,” in The Oxford Handbook of Eschatology, ed.
J. L. Walls (New York, 2007), 114.
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sometimes apparently apropos of nothing, and often in the context of
rewards that one deserves but does not see in this world. We find discus-
sions about the eschaton, for instance, concerning where and what the
righteous will be resurrected wearing (bKet 11b); the angel Gabriel’s
slaying of Leviathan (bBB 74b–75a); about the unified song to God that
will be sung in the eschaton by the prophets (bSan 91b); and about the
righteous dancing around God (bTan 31a). There are mythological
visions, utopian visions, nationalistic and universalistic visions, and
miraculous visions. There is little if any unity to eschatological ideas or
depictions among the rabbis, just as there is little unity of opinion in
rabbinic literature in any realm—legal, exegetical, or theological.

Eschatology is a discourse that carries with it certain possibilities
beyond the delineation of doctrine. Authors can use eschatology for pur-
poses other than the communication of eschatology per se. That is, it can
serve as a rhetorical device. This was argued in the context of Paul by
Ernst Synofzik in 1977,2 and David Aune has used this general approach
in his analysis of passages from Romans and 1 and 2 Corinthians,3 as has
Robert Webb in his analysis of the Epistle of Jude.4 In the context of
rabbinic literature, one of the possibilities that eschatology carries is the
assertion of challenges to standard rabbinic ideas about themselves and
others.

Rabbinic eschatological narratives—imaginative stories set in the escha-
ton—are deeply different from eschatological statements. While state-
ments may be creative and figurative and full of allusion and depth, one
often cannot escape their form, which is connected to their function: to
inform the audience of when or how something will happen and its mean-
ing. Eschatological narratives can do more; they often grapple with the
problems inherent in those statements and sometimes offer subtle, alterna-
tive conceptions of the end. This rhetorical distinction is one familiar to
that which prevails between legal statements and legal narratives, as has
been explored by scholars of rabbinics building on the work of Robert
Cover.5 Likewise, eschatological narratives contain a great deal of com-

2. Die Gerichts- und Vergeltungsaussagen bei Paulus (Göttingen, 1977).
3. David Aune, “The Judgment Seat of Christ (2 Corinthians 5:10),” in Pau-

line Conversations in Context: Essays in Honor of Calvin J. Roetzel, ed. J. C. Anderson,
P. Sellew, and C. Setzer (Sheffield, 2002), 68–86.

4. Robert Webb, “The Eschatology of the Epistle of Jude and Its Rhetorical
and Social Functions,” Bulletin for Biblical Research 6 (1996): 139–51.

5. Robert Cover, “The Supreme Court, 1982 Term—Forward: Nomos and
Narrative” (1983), Faculty Scholarship Series, Paper 2705. See in particular Barry
Wimpfheimer, Narrating the Law: A Poetics of Talmudic Legal Stories (Philadelphia,
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plexity that would be lost if we focused strictly on doctrinal statements.
This essay explores eschatological narratives that demonstrate how
eschatology can serve as a rhetorical repository for complexity, ambigu-
ity, and radical self-reflection. Each text highlights ways in which escha-
tology is specifically useful for this sort of rabbinic self-expression.

I. ANCESTORS AND ANCESTRAL MERIT

A. bShabat 89b

The following passage is framed as an interpretation of a verse from
Isaiah, but the heart of the passage is an eschatological narrative. This
narrative seems to take place at the time of, or just before, the final judg-
ment that Israel will face at the end of this world, when Israel is to be
rebuked for all its sins. God tells Israel to go and receive that rebuke
from the biblical patriarchs, as it will be to Israel’s advantage to receive
the rebuke from them—Israel’s allies and defenders—rather than directly
from God.

Rava expounded: What is the meaning of that which is written [Is
1.18] “Go now and let us discuss your reproof, the Lord will say”?6—
“Go now”?! He should have said, Come now! “The Lord will say”?! He
should have said, the Lord says!
[No, the text is correct, and its message is]
In the future, the Holy One, blessed be he, will say to Israel: Go to
your ancestors and they shall reprove you.
They say to him, “Master of the world. To whom shall we go? Shall
we go to Abraham, to whom you said, [Gen 15.13] “Know that your
seed will be strangers in a land not their own,” and he did not ask for
mercy for us?
Shall we go to Isaac who blessed Esau, as it is said, [Gen 27.40] “But

2011), esp. 24–30. See also Moshe Simon-Shoshan, Stories of the Law: Narrative
Discourse and the Construction of Authority in the Mishnah (New York, 2012), and
Jane Kanarek, Biblical Narrative and the Formation of Rabbinic Law (Cambridge,
2014).

6. The NJPS translates, “Come let us reach an understanding,” with a note
that the meaning of the Hebrew is uncertain. Most other translations render the
second verb “let us reason together.” BDB translates it “reason” in its appearance
here and in Job 33.19. As for my translation of lekhu as “go” rather than “come,”
while in biblical Hebrew the two appear often to be interchangeable, the rabbis
often distinguish the two, as indeed in their exegesis of this verse. Finally, while
the biblical Hebrew phrase ye’omar YHWH is present tense, since in rabbinic
Hebrew this would be future tense, I have translated it this way in order to clarify
the exegesis.
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when you break loose, you shall remove his [your brother Jacob’s]
yoke from upon your neck”?
Shall we go to Jacob, to whom you said, [Gen 46.3–4] “[Do not fear
going down to Egypt, for I will make you a great nation there.] I will
go with you to Egypt,” and he did not ask for mercy for us?
To whom shall we go?
“The Lord will say”—The Holy One, blessed be he, says to them: Since
you relied only upon me, [Isaiah 1.18 continued] “If your sins are like
crimson they shall turn white as snow.”7

Israel’s response to God’s suggestion that it will be to their benefit to
receive their rebuke from the patriarchs is to assert that the patriarchs
are in fact not on their side.

It is not ordinarily conceived of as the task of the biblical patriarchs to
serve as God’s intermediaries for rebuking Israel, but they do frequently
serve as intermediaries between God and Israel in rabbinic literature,
praying for Israel, asserting their own merit on behalf of Israel, or
reminding God of the promises he made to them which God would be
breaking if he destroyed Israel.8 Here, the intermediary role of the patri-
archs is to rebuke Israel, but the intention is clearly for the patriarchs to
offer a softer, more compassionate rebuke than God would have, ulti-
mately benefiting Israel in the eschaton.

That suggestion is then flatly rejected. Israel asserts that the patriarchs
are unsuited to serve as intermediaries. This flies in the face of established
rabbinic ideas about the reliable efficacy of the patriarchs as intermedi-
aries. The rabbis portray Israel as scoffing at the idea that the patriarchs
would be good intermediaries for Israel. Its eschatological context makes
this both extraordinarily significant—because this realization on the
part of Israel affects the entirety of the community and their ultimate
salvation—and also somewhat insignificant, because of its uniqueness.
This duality makes eschatology discourse ideal for free-play with issues
like this in rabbinic literature. The eschaton, for the rabbis, seems to be
at once the most important and least important setting.

B. bPesah. im 119b

The next passage similarly includes critiques of the patriarchs’ suitability
to represent Israel, this time in a different way.

7. Translation based on MS Oxford Opp. Add. Fol. 23. See appendix.
8. See Uri Erlich, “Ben zekhut avot le-’ah. rayut avot: Perek be-mah. shevet ha-

tefilah bi-tekufat h. azal,” in Al pi ha-be’er: Jubilee Volume for Professor J. G. Blidstein,
ed. Erlich et al. (Hebrew; Beer Sheva, 2008), 13–23. See also Ze’ev Falk, “Zek-
hut avot bi-nevu’at Yeh. ezk’el,” Bet Mikra 17 (1972): 393–97.
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Rav Ezra expounded. Sometimes he said it in the name of Rabbi
Ami, and sometimes in the name of Rabbi Assi: What is the meaning
of the verse [Gen 21.8] “And the boy [Isaac] grew and was weaned
[g–m–l], and Abraham made a great feast on the day of Isaac’s weaning
[g–m–l]”?
In the future, the Holy One blessed be he will make a feast for the
righteous, on the day that he will grant [g–m–l] kindness to the seed of
Isaac.
After they eat and drink, they give a cup to Abraham [with which to
recite the blessing after the meal]. He says to them: I shall not bless,
for Ishmael came forth from me.
They give the cup to Isaac; he says to them: I shall not bless, for Esau
came forth from me.
They give the cup to Jacob to bless; he says to them: I shall not bless,
for I married two sisters and then the Torah came and forbade that.
They give the cup to Moses to bless; he says to them: I shall not bless,
for I did not merit to enter the Land of Israel.
They give the cup to Joshua to bless; he says to them: I shall not bless,
for I did not merit to have a son.
They give the cup to David to bless; he says to them: I will bless, and
it is appropriate for me to bless, as it is said [Ps 116.13] “I shall raise
the cup of redemption and call out in the name of the Lord.”9

Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Moses, and Joshua are each portrayed as ulti-
mately unworthy to perform the simple ritual of leading others in the
blessings after a meal. But their reasons for invalidating themselves are
bizarre and have no relationship to Jewish law or other traditions about
blessings and who is qualified to recite them. Still, until we arrive at the
dramatic conclusion with David, of all people, asserting his own worthi-
ness, we encounter an eschatological feast paralyzed by ancestors who
feel themselves to be completely unworthy even of performing a simple
ritual.

And then we reach the conclusion. David shines in this scene. The
irony of course is that David is the most sinful and complex character on
this list, both in the Bible and in rabbinic literature, yet he is the most
confident. It does not seem likely that the rabbis are simply poking fun at
David, though there is some humor in this text. There is a serious mes-
sage here that resonates with the other eschatological texts this essay
examines. The message is not that David is superior to the other ances-

9. Translation based on MS NY–Columbia X 893 T141. See appendix.
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tors. The message is that the eschatological David, not unlike the biblical
character, is the only one who takes sinfulness and imperfection for
granted, and that is precisely what qualifies him to lead the blessing in
the eschaton.10

It is often assumed that the role of the end time will be to resolve prob-
lems. There are various ancient and medieval rabbinic expressions of that
assumption, and some rabbinic eschatology indeed reflects that.11 But in
the two passages just analyzed, we find the exact opposite. The eschato-
logical scenario is the one that makes matters problematic. Another way
to conceive of this is that these texts reflect a different sort of resolution
from the one usually imagined. It is a resolution that welcomes and sits
comfortably with difficulty and complexity, perhaps even sinfulness,
rather than seeking to smooth it out.

II . THE FATE OF THE NATIONS

In the three rabbinic texts that will occupy the rest of this essay, the
rabbis choose to give voice to what they imagine to be the perspectives
of the other nations of the world as they are being judged by God at the
end of days. Whereas the commonplace view of eschatology and its cul-
tural function would lead us to expect that judgment scenes against the
other nations would unequivocally condemn the nations and elevate
Israel, these texts in fact contend with substantive claims of unfairness to
the nations.

It would have been especially easy for the rabbis to have excluded any
kind of complex considerations in their eschatological narratives about
non-Jews. Descriptions of the eschaton do not, strictly speaking, reflect
or impact upon the rabbis’ own lived experiences and need not capture
the inevitable complexity of actual life. There are neither legal ramifica-
tions nor practical challenges addressed or resolved in eschatological sce-
narios.12 Yet the rabbis did not, at least not always, take this opportunity

10. I am indebted to Yoni Pomeranz for this insight.
11. Elijah’s ultimate arrival is often the occasion for clarity and answers. See,

for instance, the Parma Scholion to Megilat Ta‘anit for 23 Marh. eshvan (Vered
Noam, Megilat Ta‘anit: Versions, Interpretation, History [Hebrew; Jerusalem, 2003],
239) and mBM 1.8, 3.4–5. Karin Hedner-Zetterholm, “Elijah’s Different Roles:
A Reflection of the Rabbinic Struggle for Authority,” Jewish Studies Quarterly 16.2
(2009): 163–82.

12. In contrast, for example, the rabbis’ consideration of the prohibition
against idolatry and the command to destroy idolaters raises practical and legal
matters. See Moshe Halbertal, “Jews and Pagans in the Mishnah,” in Tolerance
and Intolerance in Early Judaism and Christianity, ed. G. N. Stanton and G. G.
Stroumsa (Cambridge, 2008), 159–72.
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to simply bury the nations in Jewish resentment and fury. Surprisingly,
some of the most generous and complex perspectives on non-Jews are
expressed in this realm.

A. The Nations Meet the Messiah: bPesah. im 118b

The following passage is presented by Rav Kahana as a teaching of R.
Ishmael son of R. Yosi, in the name of the latter’s father, based on Psalm
68:

In the future, Egypt will bring a gift13 for the King Messiah. It thinks,
“He will not accept [it] from me.”14 The Holy One, blessed be he,
said15 to the Messiah: “Accept it from them; they gave lodging to my
children [in]16 Egypt.” Immediately: [Ps 68.32] “Nobles shall come
forth from Egypt.”

Ethiopia reasoned a fortiori regarding itself: “If so with them [Egypt],
who enslaved them [Israel], we who did not enslave them, how
much the more so?” Immediately: [Ps 68.32] “Ethiopia shall hasten
its hands to God.”17

The evil kingdom [Rome] reasoned a fortiori regarding itself: “If so
with them [Egypt and Ethiopia], who are not their brothers, we,
who are their brothers, how much the more so?” The Holy One,
blessed be he, said to Gabriel: [Ps 68.31] “Blast the beasts of the
reed-marsh.”

[Aramaic] What is the meaning of “Blast the beasts of the reed-

13. The word for gift is doron, transliterated from the Greek, which can mean
simply gifts or tribute but also means bribes.

14. Several manuscripts (MS New York–JTS Rab. 1608 [ENA 850]; MS
Oxford Opp. Add. fol. 23; MSS Vatican 109 and 134) and the printed editions
read instead some version of: “He thought, I will not accept from it.” All the text
witnesses agree that the receipt of the gift is in question and that God has to
instruct the messiah what to do, but the witnesses on which this translation is
based are the only two witnesses that indicate a sense of insecurity on the part of
Egypt.

15. Despite the setting of this narrative in the future, the verbs are all past-
tense verbs, as in most rabbinic narratives.

16. While the two best witnesses lack this preposition, the text is not coherent
without it. Other MSS either include the preposition (Oxford Opp. Add. Fol.
23, Vatican 109, Vatican 134) or leave out the word “Egypt” (JTS Rab. 1608
[ENA 850]).

17. On the Hebrew kush as Ethiopia, see David M. Goldenberg, Curse of Ham:
Race and Slavery in Early Judaism, Christianity, and Islam (Princeton, N.J., 2005),
17–25, and on this particular verse, see p. 21.

PAGE 275................. 19034$ $CH1 07-19-17 07:33:18 PS



276 JQR 107.3 (2017)

marsh”? He said to him: Blast the beast [Rome] and take posses-
sion of the congregation [edah, Israel].
Another interpretation: “Blast the beasts of the reed-marsh”—
Blast the beast that lives among the reeds, as it is said, [Ps 80.14]
“The boar from the forest ravages it.”
Rabbi H. iy’a bar Abb’a: said Rabbi Yoh. anan: he said to him,
“Blast the beast”—all of whose actions are written with one reed-
pen.18

[Ps 68.31] “The herd of bulls among the calves of nations”—who
slaughtered my princes like calves who have no owners.
[Ps 68.31] “Trampling pieces of silver”—who outstretch their
arms to receive money without fulfilling the will of their owner.
[Ps 68.31] “Scatter the nations who desire battles”—who caused
Israel to be dispersed among the nations? The battles that they
desired.19

The two initial characters in this passage, other than the nations, are God
and the messiah, the latter of undefined status and identity; later the angel
Gabriel is introduced. God corrects the instinct of the messiah not to
accept a gift from Egypt. Rather than punishing Egypt as the slave-
masters of Israel (as in Exodus), they are rewarded for having given
Israel a place to live (presumably a reference to Gen 47). Building dra-
matically on Deut 23.8, “Do not hate the Egyptian because you were a
stranger in his land,”20 the rabbinic authors here refuse to reduce the
Egyptians to slave-masters.21 The eschatological setting indicates that
Egypt’s identity is not merely an intellectual exercise or a passing consid-
eration; rather, God’s emphasis on this particular aspect of Egypt’s iden-

18. This appears to mean that there is no variety in their actions; they are all
completely evil. See Rashbam, ad loc.

19. According to the database of the Academy of Hebrew Language’s Histori-
cal Dictionary (Ma’agarim), the best witnesses for this text are MS JTS Rab.
1623 (EMC 271) and MS New York–Columbia X 893 T 14. Their texts are very
similar to each other, but each one has a few clear errors that the other lacks, so
my translation is based on a consideration of both of these witnesses.

20. Elsewhere in the Bavli (bBer 63b), the period in which Egypt played host
to Israel is taken to be that of Gen 47, when Pharaoh invites Joseph to settle his
family in Egypt. But, as Seth Schwartz points out (Were the Jews a Mediterranean
Society? Reciprocity and Solidarity in Ancient Judaism [Princeton, N.J., 2010], 8, n.
9), “Given that the Egyptians had enslaved and oppressed the Israelites, accord-
ing to the biblical narrative, the law’s goodwill is rather mysterious.”

21. On Egypt and rabbinic literature more broadly, see Rivka Ulmer, Egyptian
Cultural Icons in Midrash (Berlin, 2009).
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tity plays a decisive role in the ultimate fate of the Egyptians at the end
of time. Again, rather than using the eschaton for cathartic condemnation,
God himself is used to inject complexity by underscoring Egypt’s hospi-
tality and declaring that Egypt’s gift should be accepted.

In comparison to Egypt, the next nation, Ethiopia, has a less developed
national character in Jewish texts, history, and liturgy22 but serves here
as a usefully neutral nation (mentioned in Ps 68 alongside Egypt as gift-
bearers), who nonetheless are not God’s chosen. Despite being a nation
other than Israel, Ethiopia suggests that it has a positive attribute even
from Israel’s perspective, in that they never oppressed the Israelites. And
their gift is accepted.

The next part of the passage is the most fraught, as it deals with a
nation whose interaction with Israel and significance for Israel relates
both to the mythic past and to the ever present reality of the Roman
Empire. Here we should pause to look at the central Psalms passage in
full. Ps 68.29–32, at the core of this passage, is particularly difficult to
translate. The translation of Hossfeld and Zenger in the Hermeneia series
is as follows:

(29) . . . show yourself mighty, O God, as you did for us,
(30) from your Temple above Jerusalem,
where kings bring you gifts.
(31) Rebuke the wild beast of the reeds,
the herd of bulls among the calves of the people.
Treading down those who take delight in silver,
scatter the peoples who love battles.
(32) So precious goods will come out of Egypt,
Cush will hasten (to lift up) its hands to God.23

The intent of the passage seems to be that if the “wild beast of the reeds”
(v. 31) is rebuked, the nations or their kings (specifically Egypt and
Cush) will finally come bearing gifts and showing loyalty to God and
Jerusalem (vv. 30b and 32). The rabbinic passage uses these verses out
of order, beginning with verse 32 about Egypt and Ethiopia (Cush), and
only then turning to “the wild beast of the reeds” in verse 31, which they
take to mean Rome. The author or editor of this passage then appended

22. Goldenberg, Curse of Ham.
23. Frank Lothar Hossfeld and Erich Zenger, Psalms 2: A Commentary on

Psalms 51–100, ed. K. Baltzer, trans. L. M. Maloney (Minneapolis, Minn., 2005),
159.
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to it a running commentary on the four clauses of verse 31 that they take
to be descriptions of Rome.24

In the rabbinic passage’s section about Rome, the narrative is inter-
rupted by God’s comment to Gabriel—not to the messiah—and the scene
is never actually resolved. We are left to wonder what the messiah does
or should do. Given the fact that both Egypt’s and Ethiopia’s gifts are
accepted, it would stand to reason that the messiah would accept Rome’s
as well, at least after Gabriel metes out vengeance to them. Alternatively,
perhaps the intention is that Rome’s gift is rejected, and God’s positive
attitude to Egypt is a foil to show just how vile God considers Rome
to be.

But it is important to notice that the narrative ends on a cliffhanger.
Rome’s gift is neither accepted nor rejected. The narrative explicitly told
us what happens to both Egypt (Immediately: [Ps 68.32] “Nobles shall
come forth from Egypt”) and Ethiopia (Immediately: [Ps 68.32] “Ethio-
pia shall hasten its hands to God”) after they approach. But we have no
such indication for Rome, only a slew of angry exegeses. The rabbinic
authors leave the matter open. Another indication that Rome’s condem-
nation is not a simple matter is that God does not address the messiah
when it comes to Rome, but the angel Gabriel.25 Rome hadn’t addressed
Gabriel, and his role in this scene is ambiguous. The emotional tone of
the conclusion is clear, but its practical significance for eschatological
judgment is not at all clear.

24. According to the translation above, the third clause about “the wild beast”
in v. 31 is a reiteration of the call for God to rebuke this wild beast; it is a call for
God to come “treading down those who take delight in silver.” This corresponds
with the rabbinic portrayal of Rome as people who love money in the rabbinic
passage’s exegetical appendix. The NJPS translation, in contrast, considers this
clause not a parallel call to come and take vengeance upon the wild beast but a
description of how God should rebuke them: “till they come cringing with pieces
of silver.” This corresponds with the rabbinic portrayal of Rome ultimately bring-
ing a gift as well, in the body of our rabbinic passage. Grammatically, neither is
a perfect fit with the Hebrew. Brown, Driver, and Briggs’s lexicon (BDB) indi-
cates that the Hebrew word for “treading down” (Hossfeld and Zenger) or “till
they come cringing” (NJPS)—mitrapes—is probably corrupt; they suggest, with
a question mark, “stamping, trampling down pieces of silver” (Francis Brown,
S. R. Driver, and Charles Briggs, Hebrew and English Lexicon of the Old Testament
[Oxford, 1951], 952, s.v. spr).

25. See bShab 55a, in which God instructs Gabriel to mark the righteous to
be saved and the evil to be destroyed. There, the attribute of justice intercedes
and convinces God that the righteous and the evil are not actually polar oppo-
sites. To Gabriel, God had expressed the same sort of vengeful anger he expresses
in the present text. Gabriel is the destroyer, but he is actually foreign to this
scene.

PAGE 278

................. 19034$ $CH1 07-19-17 07:33:18 PS



RABBINIC ESCHATOLOGY—LABENDZ 279

Rome’s claim, like that of Egypt, is unique to its particular identity.
Rome is commonly personified as Esau in rabbinic literature, the twin
brother of Jacob, who represents Israel as a nation.26 This relationship is
often invoked to imply a contrast and to distance the two nations; they
are opposites and rivals, but other rabbinic texts express a more nuanced
relationship between Jacob and Esau.27 Here in bPesah. im, the rabbis’ hos-
tility toward Rome is expressed right alongside the positive sentiment of
their kinship.28 From a logical perspective, it seems reasonable. If Egypt’s
hospitality, as it were, can offset the enslavement of the Israelites, surely
Rome’s close familial relationship with Israel can offset their political
subjugation of Israel and perhaps even their destruction of the Temple.
This perspective is, to quote sociologists from another context, “a multi-
dimensional one, which is characterized by the simultaneous holding of
different points of view in relation to self and ‘others.’ ”29 We should keep
in mind that the rabbis express this view of Rome specifically in an escha-
tological context—a context that we would ordinarily assume would be
an opportunity to eschew complexity in favor of catharsis.

26. See Carol Bakhos, “Figuring (Out) Esau: The Rabbis and Their Others,”
Journal of Jewish Studies 58.2 (2007): 250–62.

27. For a recent consideration of this issue including numerous rabbinic texts
(though some of them are later than the classical rabbinic period), see Gerhard
Langer, “ ‘Brother Esau?’: Esau in Rabbinic Midrash,” in Encounters of the Children
of Abraham from Ancient to Modern Times, ed. A. Laato and P. Lindqvist (Leiden,
2010), 75–94. For a more general discussion of the biblical background and rab-
binic use of it, see Israel Jacob Yuval, Two Nations in Your Womb: Perceptions of
Jews and Christians in Late Antiquity and the Middle Ages (Berkeley, Calif., 2006),
3–12.

28. Similarly, see the passage appearing in bRH 19a and bTan 18a as a cita-
tion from Megilat Ta‘anit, where it indeed appears in the Parma manuscript’s
scholion, invoking the sibling relationship among Israel and the nations in general
(see Noam, Megilat Ta‘anit, 312–15). Yehudah ben Shamu‘a and his colleagues
demonstrate (successfully) against certain Roman decrees against the practice of
Jewish religion, by shouting: “By Heaven! Are we not your brothers, and are we
not children of one father, and are we not children of one mother? How are we
different from every nation and language such that you decree upon us harsh
decrees?” This text is not historical, and the author’s aims are not obvious. Ideas
of human equality deriving from the single father and mother that God created
have precedent in rabbinic thought (see mSan 4.5 and tSan 8.4), but here,
whether heartfelt or utilitarian, the rabbis invoke the idea of the sibling relation-
ship between all peoples despite the fact that one particular nation, Rome, is
oppressing Israel. In other words, neither their own suffering nor the behavior of
the Romans clouds their ability to articulate the familial, equal relationship
between Israel and the other nations, including, and perhaps especially, Rome.

29. Tal Litvak-Hirsch, Dan Bar-On, and Julia Chaitin, “Constructing Self,
Constructing Others: Jewish Israeli Perceptions of Palestinians and Germans,”
Israel Studies Forum 22.2 (2007): 4.
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This passage includes unusually generous rabbinic views of other
nations, and the ambiguous, rather than unequivocal, condemnation of
Rome. In and of themselves, neither is unprecedented in rabbinic litera-
ture. But eschatology, were it meant to serve as a cathartic, comforting
vision for the community that produces it, would be a surprising context
for this passage’s view of other nations. If, on the other hand, eschatology
can serve as a challenge to its community not only by means of moral
exhortation but by undermining the community’s standard view of both
itself and the other nations of the world, then this passage makes perfect
sense.

B. Revisiting b‘Avodah Zarah 2a–3b

In the long eschatological narrative spanning two and a half folios at the
beginning of b‘Avodah Zarah, God invites all those who have occupied
themselves with Torah to come and claim their reward. Various nations
present themselves and are in turn rejected. Unlike in the previous pas-
sage, the ultimate decisions rendered and the reality portrayed are unam-
biguous. However, in the various stages leading up to its conclusions this
narrative includes surprisingly generous and imaginative perspectives on
the nations and their claims for divine favor. Jeffrey Rubenstein, who
has written extensively and masterfully on this narrative,30 emphasizes its
teleological thrust,31 and in so doing he at times overlooks the robust

30. Jeffrey L. Rubenstein, Talmudic Stories: Narrative Art, Composition, and Cul-
ture (Baltimore, Md., 1999), 212–42, and Rubenstein, “An Eschatological Drama:
Bavli Avodah Zarah 2a–3b,” AJS Review 21.1 (1996): 1–37.

31. For instance, Rubenstein, Talmudic Stories, 235 describes “the point of the
homily”: “When all is said and done, the nations cannot respond. There remains
for them neither objection, dispute, plea, argument, nor question of God’s judg-
ment.” Similarly, he characterizes the story as a whole as presenting the nations
as “deceivers, liars, and fools” (p. 238). Rubenstein there describes the entire
narrative as in line with the negative attitudes toward non-Jews conveyed in the
rest of b‘AZ. In contrast, I will show that while its conclusion may be described
that way, the body of the story opens up more complex attitudes toward the
nations and forces the tractate to slow down before pronouncing judgment.
Rubenstein does admit that some of the Aramaic asides added to the basic narra-
tive in the Bavli evince much more complexity than is expressed by the story as
a whole. He writes, “The many voices in the comments provide ample testimony
of the deep tensions in the view of gentiles within the culture of the BT” (p.
239), and later, “BT culture exhibits tensions concerning the image, virtue, and
salvation of gentiles” (p. 241). My goal here is to flesh out that complexity and
to show that it is apparent not merely in the additional Aramaic notes to the
story, but in the body of the story itself.
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complexity of the process through which it arrives at its conclusion.32

This speaks to the importance of appreciating the difference between
eschatological narrative and eschatological statements or doctrinal proc-
lamations. Focusing on the conclusion distracts from the radical ideas
expressed in the body of the narrative.

The passage is framed as an expansion of Isaiah 43.9, in which God
invites the nations to defend themselves, but which does not include the
content of any actual self-defense. This passage fills in that gap. Joshua
Levinson has shown that the very kind of gaps that the rabbis noticed
and the ways in which they fill them in reflect the rabbis’ own philosophi-
cal and cultural interests.33 In the case of revising and expanding biblical
allusions to the nations on trial, we discover a specific rabbinic interest in
imagining the nations’ perspectives on themselves, not just the Jews’ or
God’s perspectives on them,34 reflecting a rabbinic worldview in which,
whatever the outcome, the nations’ perspectives matter. As depicted here,
other nations of the world are not paper tigers that will disintegrate the
moment God appears on the scene to cast judgment, and in fact they are
granted the dignity of due process, as it were.

In this rabbinic passage we can see the rabbis going further than and
thinking independently of the biblical text while still drawing on it. They
depart meaningfully from the other biblical text heavily present in the
rabbinic passage, namely Psalms 2:1–4.35

(1) Why do nations assemble, and peoples plot vain things; (2) Kings
of the earth take their stand, and regents intrigue together against the
Lord and against his anointed? (3) “Let us break the cords of their

32. Focusing on the variety of stances taken by Jewish authors on non-Jews,
even when they share a negative valence, is important for understanding Second
Temple Jewish literature. See Michael E. Fuller, The Restoration of Israel: Israel’s
Re-Gathering and the Fate of the Nations in Early Jewish Literature and Luke-Acts (New
York, 2006), specifically chapter 2, “The Fate of the Nations and Other Ene-
mies,” 102–96.

33. See Joshua Levinson, “From Narrative Practice to Cultural Poetics: Liter-
ary Anthropology and the Rabbinic Sense of Self,” in Homer and the Bible in the
Eyes of Ancient Interpreters, ed. M. R. Niehoff (Leiden, 2012), 345–67.

34. Rubenstein, Talmudic Stories, 225–26, discusses how “the transformation of
certain elements underscores the distance between biblical and rabbinic con-
cerns,” but he emphasizes the shift from a focus on the validity of the nations’
gods to their worthiness of reward and the shift (“the crucial turn,” p. 226) in the
witnesses brought during the trial.

35. Ibid., 224–25.
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yokes, shake off their ropes from us!” (4) He who sits enthroned in
heaven laughs; the Lord mocks at them.36

Unlike in the passage from Isaiah, here the nations actually speak: “Let
us break the cords of their yokes, shake off their ropes from us.” Ruben-
stein writes: “The homilist takes from Psalms the notion that the nations
articulate their claims and take action.”37 But the rabbinic homilist
departs dramatically from both the content and tone of the nations’ claims
and actions in Psalms. In fact, the nations’ outright rejection of God and
God’s commandments, as in Psalms, is relegated to the very end of the
rabbinic passage and is preceded, in contrast, by patient, reasoned dis-
course. The rabbis refuse to simply insert the nations’ statements from
Psalms into their elaboration of Isaiah; there must, the narrative indicates,
be a stage that gives the nations space to actually develop their argument
before sealing their own fate.38

We can now turn to the passage itself, made up of a Hebrew core with
additional comments and expansions inserted throughout in Aramaic.39 I
will include only a few of these Aramaic expansions, and I will abbreviate
some of the core story’s text for the sake of space. There is a great deal
to say about the literary quality and subtleties of the passage, for which I
direct the reader to Rubenstein’s essay, and which there is no need to
reiterate here. The text begins:

In the world to come, the Holy One, blessed be he, brings a Torah
scroll and sets it in his lap and says, “Let everyone who occupied them-
selves with this come and take their reward.” Immediately the nations
of the world assemble [. . .]
Immediately the kingdom of Rome enters first [. . .] The Holy One,
blessed be he, says to them: “With what have you occupied your-
selves?” They say to him: “Master of the Universe: We established
many marketplaces; we built many bathhouses; we accumulated gold
and silver. And we only did all of this for Israel, so that they could
occupy themselves with Torah.”

36. Translation from ibid.
37. Ibid., 225.
38. Rubenstein, ibid., notes that this part of the Psalms text relates to the

conclusion of the trial in Isaiah, but I wish to emphasize the stark contrast
between that conclusion and the body of the trial itself.

39. See Rubenstein’s description of these insertions as “footnotes” and his
commendable use of actual footnotes in his own text when translating the pas-
sage. Talmudic Stories, 213–19.
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The Holy One, blessed be he, says to them: “Everything you did was
for yourselves: marketplaces in order to set up prostitutes there, bath-
houses to adorn yourselves. Gold and silver are mine, as it is said [Hag
2.8] ‘Silver is mine and gold is mine.’ ” [. . .] Immediately they depart
from him dejected.
The Kingdom of Persia enters after it [. . .]. The Holy One, blessed be
he, says to them: “With what have you occupied yourselves?” They say
to him: “We constructed many bridges; we conquered many cities; we
made many wars. And we only did all this for Israel, so that they could
occupy themselves with Torah.”
The Holy One, blessed be he, says to them: “Everything you made was
for your own needs: bridges to collect tolls, cities to impose forced
labor. I made wars, as it is said, [Ex 15.3] “The Lord is a man of war.”
[. . .] Immediately they depart from him dejected.

[Aramaic] And after the kingdom of Rome entered and gained noth-
ing, why did it [Persia] approach? It reasons: “They [Rome]
destroyed the Temple, but we built it.”

And so too with each and every nation . . .
[Aramaic] And after they see that the first ones gained nothing, why
do they enter? They reason: “These [Rome and Persia] enslaved
Israel but we never enslaved Israel.”40

This is the first portion of the passage. Both the Romans and the Persians
argue that the infrastructures and accomplishments of their empires have
made it possible for the Jews to study Torah, but God retorts that all of
it was in the empires’ self-interest. This exchange is reminiscent of a pas-
sage in bShab 33b, where R. Yehudah expresses his admiration for the
Roman infrastructure, while R. Shimon bar Yoh. ai cynically attributes it
all to self-interest.41 And indeed, the rabbis find many occasions on which
to admire or at least admit Roman accomplishments and even the benefits
of living under Roman rule.42 What is different about this instance is that
the Romans and Persians themselves give voice to their own accomplish-
ments in this particular way. By the time this story is envisioned taking

40. Translation based on MS Paris 1337. See appendix.
41. The same sentiment is expressed in passing in bBer 63b.
42. See, for instance, Geza Vermes, Post-Biblical Jewish Studies (Leiden, 1975),

215–24; Nahum Glatzer, “The Attitude to Rome in the Amoraic Period,” Proceed-
ings of the Sixth World Congress of Jewish Studies, vol. 2 (Jerusalem, 1975), 9–19;
Louis H. Feldman, “Rabbinic Insights on the Decline and Forthcoming Fall of
the Roman Empire,” Journal of the Study of Judaism 31.3 (2000): 275–97; Mireille
Hadas-Lebel, Jerusalem against Rome (Leuven, 2006), 380–87.
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place, in the eschaton, the Romans express the importance of Jews study-
ing Torah (forced as they may be to do so, given the image of God stating
explicitly at the outset that engagement with Torah will be the basis of
reward in the world to come), and they argue, quite coherently, that they
had a role to play in that. This is in fact a far easier argument to accept
than the one God himself made on behalf of the Egyptians in bPes 118b
that hospitality overrides enslavement regarding gift givers acceptable to
the messiah.

Like R. Shimon bar Yoh. ai in bShab 33, God plays the zealot, sticking
to the conventional narrative of the Romans and Persians as self-
interested, vain, and materialistic. But two factors urge us to linger for a
moment and consider the complexity of the situation. First, like minority
legal opinions rejected but preserved, the rabbis did not need to present
the Romans’ and Persians’ perspectives at all. Their presence serves a
function. The skeptic will retort that they serve as foils, making sure the
audience never gives Rome and Persia too much credit for the undeniable
benefits of their society. But if so, why give the Romans and Persians a
voice to say these things themselves, especially given the fact that the
rabbis do a perfectly good job of expressing these ideas themselves in
bShab in an intrarabbinic debate? Furthermore, as the scene continues
the nations express two additional arguments on their own behalf. If
these first arguments are a foil, it’s only insofar as they are the easiest
claims to make, paving the way for more subtle arguments as the passage
progresses.

But a second reason that we should not be too won over by God’s
refusal to accept Rome’s and Persia’s claims is found in the Aramaic addi-
tion to the Hebrew story, which again echoes our passage from bPes 118
about gifts to the messiah. According to the Talmud’s gloss on its own
story, at least from the perspectives of Persia and the other nations, there
is reason to attribute merit to those nations who either refrained from
hurting or who even helped Israel. Persia is perfectly justified in thinking
that its sponsorship of the construction of the Second Temple might earn
it some merit. And the other nations who had less of a relationship with
Israel in the first place would seem justified in assuming that God’s hostil-
ity toward them might be diminished because of that. By the end, an
open-minded reader might even find God’s harsh rejection of the nations
to be somewhat unfair.

The passage continues:

They [the nations] say to him: “Master of the Universe: Did we ever
accept it [the Torah] and then not fulfill it? [. . .] He says to them: “[Is
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43:9] ‘Let them tell us former things.’ Those seven commandments that
you did accept, when did you fulfill them?”

These lines include a subtle admission on the part of God that the nations
have a valid claim. The nations assert that hanging their fate in the world
to come on occupying themselves with Torah is unfair, since only Israel
ever committed to doing so in the first place. In other words, they can’t
be blamed for breaking a contract that they never entered into. Instead
of actually addressing this claim, God shifts the topic to the contract that
the nations apparently did enter into earlier on, namely, the seven Noa-
hide commandments. Is this a tacit acceptance on God’s part that the
rejection of the nations’ claims in the previous section is immaterial, since
the basis of God’s invitation to receive reward based on occupying oneself
with Torah was unfair?

Rubenstein comments about this section: “The nations somehow
become the judge of the fairness of God’s standards, and God—at least
temporarily—allows himself to be relegated to defendant. For a moment,
the story permits the illusion that the nations stand on a par with God
and may question him as equals.”43 I agree with this characterization,
with a caveat about the word “illusion.” There is no reason to doubt the
straightforwardness with which the nations’ perspectives are being por-
trayed and considered; if this is an illusion it is a serious and familiar one.
Human beings argue with God “as equals” commonly enough both in the
Bible and in rabbinic literature. The fact that it is shocking to find the
nations doing so is evidence of a bias—to be sure provided by elements
of the rest of rabbinic literature and certainly by the conclusion of this
very passage—that assumes that the nations could not possibly have a
meritorious point. But, to explain the “somehow” with which Rubenstein
begins his characterization, the fairness the nations demand is the fairness
that can only adequately be expressed by one who is experiencing unfair
treatment. The nations are in a unique position to challenge God, and the
rabbis portray them doing exactly that.

The passage continues with still more audacious challenges to God:

They [the nations] say to him: “Master of the Universe: Israel, who
accepted it [the Torah]—when did they fulfill it?”
He says to them: “I testify for Israel that they fulfilled the entire
Torah.”
They say to him, “Master of the Universe: Is there a father who may

43. Rubenstein, Talmudic Stories, 229.

PAGE 285................. 19034$ $CH1 07-19-17 07:33:20 PS



286 JQR 107.3 (2017)

testify for his son?!44 As it is written, [Ex 4.22] ‘Israel is my first-born
son.’ ”
He says to them: “Let heaven and earth come and testify for Israel that
they fulfilled the entire Torah.”
They say to him, “Heaven and earth are invested in their testimony, as
it is said, [Jer 33.25] ‘Were it not for my eternal covenant, I would not
have made the laws of heaven and earth’ ”45 [. . .]
He says to them, “Let those from among you come and testify for Israel
that they fulfilled the Torah. Let Nimrod . . . Let Laban the Aramean
. . . Let the wife of Potiphar . . . Let Darius . . . Let Nebuchadnezzar
. . . Let Eliphaz the Temanite . . . Let Elihu ben Barachel . . . as it is
said, [Is 43.9] ‘Let them give their testimony and be vindicated.’ ”

The rabbis’ generosity and portrayal of the nations is, of course, limited.
The nations adopt an absolutely Jewish perspective: they state that Israel
is God’s first-born son and that the very existence of the world—“heaven
and earth”—is dependent on the covenant between God and Israel. The
nations are not fully independent characters who can articulate a com-
pletely new perspective on God, Torah, and the world. On the other
hand, they do articulate unfairness in the system of God’s judgment of
the nations. And God, let it not be overlooked, accepts their accusations.
Ultimately, God’s recourse is to non-Israelite biblical characters who
were forced to see Israel’s and/or God’s greatness despite their efforts to
undermine Israel and/or God.

Rubenstein cites a traditional commentary, H. idushe ha-ge’onim in ‘En
Ya‘akov, on this section of the narrative: “These matters require explana-
tion. How can God, who is witness and judge, debate with the nations.”

44. Rabbinic law forbids family members from testifying for each other. See
mSan 3.4.

45. This translation reflects the rabbinic understanding of this verse’s signifi-
cance. A more contextual translation, including the beginning of the next verse
which completes the thought, reads: “(25) If I did not (establish) my covenant
with day and night or establish the laws of heaven and earth, (26) then I would
reject the seed of Jacob and my servant David.” In other words, just as surely as
God is the creator of the world, God is committed to Israel. Cutting the verse off
where this narrative does, however, allows the rabbis to read verse 25 as its
own complete thought, with the first part as a reference to God’s “day and night
covenant”—meaning, the eternal covenant with Israel. Thus, if God hadn’t estab-
lished that covenant with Israel, he would not have established the laws of heaven
and earth; the entirety of creation depends on the covenant between God and
Israel. See mNed 3.11; Mekhilta d’Rabbi Yishmael Beshalah. 3; Mekhilta d’Rabbi
Shimon bar Yoh. ai 14.15; bShab 137b; bPes 68b; bMeg 31b; bNed 31b–32a.
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Rubenstein’s response to this is that it “fails to appreciate the satirical and
humorous tone.”46 I prefer to read this passage straightforwardly, and I
do not see clues in the text to indicate satire or humor. Rather, the fact
that traditional commentators were stunned by this passage indicates just
how genuinely audacious it is, and how easy it is to misread it due to our
prior assumptions about rabbinic attitudes to the nations.

This part of the narrative portrays the nations shifting gears and claim-
ing that since Israel didn’t fulfill the Torah either, the premise of God’s
judgment of them is unfair.47 What this shift pushes the audience to real-
ize is that, in Rubenstein’s words, “The trial is as much of the merit of
Israel—of the life of Torah—as of the shortcomings of the nations.”48

Neither the nations nor Israel are judged in isolation. Everything would
be much easier if we could draw a neat distinction between the perfectly
righteous and the perfectly evil. In this passage, the nations themselves
point out that we cannot do that.49 The rabbis’ worldview here is not one
that envisions easily separable claims to justification and righteousness
but a complex reality in which the nations sustain an extended dialogue
with God about their own and Israel’s merit, neither of which is fully
agreed upon until the end of this section when God trots out a slew of
biblical proofs.

The nations, apparently willing to accept God’s conclusion, try one
more approach to winning God’s favor:

They say to him: “Give it to us anew, and we will do it.”
He says to them, “You most foolish people!50 One who worked on the

46. Rubenstein, Talmudic Stories, 284, n. 32.
47. I disagree with Rubenstein’s characterization of this shift as nonsensical

and futile. Ibid., 230: “This charge seems totally out of place, for the issue is
whether the nations deserve a reward or not. From a strictly juridical point of
view, that question is completely irrelevant. Moreover . . . suddenly to claim
Israel never observed the Torah subverts their initial argument. What vicarious
merit can they now claim? The self-contradiction exposes once again the futility
of their charges . . . Another aspect of their confusion described at the initial
gathering.” Especially given the fact that God accepts parts of their arguments,
their shift to challenging the premise of the entire judgment seems not only valid,
but poignant.

48. Ibid.
49. Similarly, see bShab 55a, in which God instructs Gabriel to mark the righ-

teous to be saved and the evil to be destroyed, but the attribute of justice inter-
cedes. See also the printer’s emendation of bMeg 15b in the Vilna edition.

50. The Hebrew here, shotim she-ba-‘olam, is difficult to translate. The word
shoteh carries a range of meanings, sometimes quite specific and other times more
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eve of the Sabbath will eat on the Sabbath, but one who did not work
on the eve of the Sabbath, how will he eat [on the Sabbath]? Neverthe-
less, I have a simple precept called “sukkah.” Go and do it . . . Immedi-
ately each and every one makes a sukkah on his roof, and the Holy
One, blessed be he, makes the sun blaze upon them as in the summer.
Immediately each and every one kicks his sukkah and departs, as it is
said, [Ps 2.3] “Let us break the cords of their yokes.” [. . .] The Holy
One, blessed be he, sits and laughs at them, as it says, [Ps 2.4] “He
who sits in heaven laughs.”

This concludes our narrative.51 The final approach the nations suggest is
a do-over, and while God is clearly horrified at this request (“You foolish
people!”), he acquiesces (“nevertheless . . .”). This indicates that despite
the emotional intensity that this topic raises for none other than God
himself (just as Rome offering a gift to the messiah had angered God),
there is an element of fairness and reasonability in what the nations sug-
gest, even if in the end their argument fails.

Rubenstein offers a great deal of insight into the significance and sym-
bolism of the particular choice of the sukkah as the precept to demon-
strate the non-Jews’ exclusion from God’s reward in the World to
Come.52 I will build on the points he raises to add that the sukkah is
the perfect example of a precept whose symbolism mingles monolithic
and complex roles for non-Jews.53 On the one hand, as Rubenstein
explains, the simple sukkah is the structural and functional opposite of
the elaborate building projects that Rome and Persia boast about at the
beginning of the passage,54 and various rabbinic sources use imagery from
the holiday of Sukkot to represent Israel as the polar opposite of the
nations.55 But on the other hand, Sukkot is the most universalistic festival

generically negative referring either to insanity or foolishness. Rubenstein ren-
ders it “complete idiots.”

51. Later additions to the story continue on for a while, but the body of the
Hebrew narrative is complete.

52. For bibliography and discussion of this passage as a homily for the holiday
of Sukkot or Simh. at Torah, see Rubenstein, “Eschatological Drama,” 27, n. 58.

53. Again, see Litvak-Hirsch, et al., “Constructing Self, Constructing Others,”
3–27.

54. Rubenstein, Talmudic Stories, 233.
55. Rubenstein addresses this issue more extensively in the earlier version of

the chapter, “Eschatological Drama,” 29–34, elaborating thoroughly on his com-
ment that “the theme of eschatological competition between Israel and the nations
supports the link to Sukkot” (p. 29).
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for the rabbis.56 Even going back to the Bible, in Zach 14.16, those among
the nations who remain after God has killed the enemies of Israel will
come to worship God on the holiday of Sukkot every year. Thus, for
Zachariah Sukkot is singled out as especially significant for the righteous
among the nations. And for the rabbis, the seventy bulls the Bible com-
mands to be sacrificed on Sukkot correspond to the proverbial seventy
nations of the world.57 Both the biblical and rabbinic meanings of Sukkot
mingle these different ways of conceiving of the nations’ relationship to
Israel and to worshipping Israel’s God. In short, I agree with Rubenstein
that the rabbis choose Sukkot deliberately, but I suggest that whereas he
understands the sukkah as emblematic of the binary opposition between
Jews and the nations, I see it as the perfect symbol of the complexity of
their relationship, which is confronted at length specifically in the
eschaton.

The final element in our passage is God laughing. While on the surface
it would seem that God is simply mocking and laughing at the nations,58

as in the biblical prooftext cited and as some of the Aramaic glosses to
the story indicate, it is worth considering the ambiguity of the image of
God laughing. We might look for inspiration to the rabbinic story of the
oven of Akhnai (bBM 59a-b), where God laughs as the sages defeat
God in a contest of legal reasoning and biblical interpretation. There
laughter indicates God’s delight at his children’s “defeat” of him. It does
not seem to indicate any kind of humor, satire, or derision, but rather
delight and pride. There is an element of vindication in this pride: it is a
complicated matter to hand over the Torah to humanity, but the story of
the oven of Akhnai reassures God that he has made the right choice and
that his children are capable of accepting the gift of the Torah and using
it properly.

What kind of laughter do we find in our passage? We should note that
only a few moments prior God was furious at the nations. Is God really
delighted or entertained that the nations reject him and his command-
ments? Has God so lost sight of his real objective for the world, articu-
lated at the opening of this narrative (“Let everyone who occupied
themselves with this [Torah] come and take their reward”), that it glad-
dens him to have the nations reject him? If so, God’s laughter here should
be profoundly troubling to the audience and should make them question
whether rooting against the nations was the proper attitude.

56. Rubenstein, “Eschatological Drama,” 33–34.
57. Pesikta de Rav Kahana §28 (ed. B. Mandelbaum, 2:421).
58. Rubenstein, Talmudic Stories, 234 writes: “God has good reason to laugh at

their folly.”
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Another understanding of God’s laughter, and one more in line with
the oven of Akhnai story, is that here too it is intended as laughter of
vindication. God feels relieved and pleased that he made the right choice
by giving the Torah to Israel and by defending their righteousness.
Implied in the need for vindication is a measure of doubt and maybe even
anxiety that needed to be resolved. Just as God needed reassurance that
his children could interpret and use the Torah properly, he apparently
needed reassurance that his choice of Israel as the recipients of the Torah
and the objects of his favor in the world to come were justified. God’s
laughter, understood this way, hardly reflects straightforward mockery.

The final perspective on this story offered by Rubenstein is its redac-
tional context. Rubenstein argues convincingly, in part based on a com-
parison with the opening of tractate y‘AZ which lacks this story, that it
serves as an introduction to the entire tractate,59 whose topic is the avoid-
ance of idolatry and proper dealings with non-Jews. He lists a series of
questions that the story serves to address before the tractate launches
into the nitty gritty of living in a world filled with idolatry:

Are the gentiles responsible for their religious blindness? [. . .] What
commandments must a gentile observe? Will the gentiles ever realize
the futility of their beliefs and renounce the festivals mentioned in the
Mishnah? Will they ever acknowledge the truth of Torah and God?
What is their ultimate fate? Is that fate just? Conversely, what is the
reward for accepting God and Torah and for rejecting idolatry?60

The question “Is that fate just?” is a particularly apt description of this
story’s pursuit for these several folios. And Rubenstein is of course right
that this story offers an opportunity to creatively address these questions
before launching into this long and detailed tractate. But there is another
way in which it serves as the introduction to this tractate all about the
other nations: in this narrative, the nations are not objects but subjects who
speak for themselves. Obviously, as explained above, they do not speak as
fully independent characters. They adopt the language and assumptions of
the rabbis; nevertheless, they are portrayed speaking for themselves and
arguing with God on their own behalf. The eschatological setting that the
rabbis chose for the dramatization of these interests allows the rabbis to
explore them with more audacity than perhaps any other framework might
have: it is both gravely significant and practically irrelevant.

59. Ibid., 235–38.
60. Ibid., 237.
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C. The Nations and Israel in Gehenna: Song of Songs Rabbah 2.1.3

Whereas the previous text concludes with the ultimate condemnation
of the nations, the eschatological narrative in SongR 2.1.3 concludes with
the surprising condemnation of Israel. This midrashic pericope suggests
that Israel is as sinful as the other nations, and—Israel itself admits—
should go to Gehenna right along with the other nations. In contrast to
the Babylonian texts discussed until now, this example below is from a
slightly later (sixth–seventh c.) Palestinian compilation.61 While this does
not constitute a systematic comparison, it is noteworthy that this sort of
eschatological narrative is not limited to the Bavli.

Rabbi El‘azar Ha-Mod‘ai said: In the future, the ministers of the
nations of the world will come and argue against Israel before the Holy
One, blessed be he, saying: “Master of the Universe, they worshipped
idols, and they worshipped idols; they engaged in illicit sexual activities,
and they engaged in illicit sexual activities; they shed blood and they
shed blood. Why are they going down to Gehenna and but they are not
going down?”
And Israel replies to them and says: If so, let all the nations with their
gods go down to Gehenna!
This is that which is written, [Mic 4.5] “For all the nations will go,
each in the name of its god.”
Rabbi Reuben said: If this hadn’t been written it would have been impos-
sible to say. As it were, [Is 66.16] “For with fire the Lord is judged”—It
is not written “the Lord judges,” but “is judged.” This is that which
David said in the holy spirit [Ps 23.4] “Even as I walk in the valley of
the shadow of death, I shall not fear evil, for the Lord is with me.”62

We can begin at the end of the passage, with R. Reuben’s comment. His
point reflects the rabbinic idea that God suffers with Israel. This concept
is articulated elsewhere in rabbinic literature (bMeg 29b) regarding God
going into exile with the Jews after the Babylonian destruction of Jerusa-
lem, but this text takes that concept further. Perhaps this is a difference
merely in degree, not in kind. Nevertheless, the dramatic part of the pas-
sage is this frank statement: at the time of the final judgment of Israel and
the nations, the nations will go before God and demand that Israel
deserves to go down to Gehenna as much as they do. And Israel will

61. See Tamar Kadari, “New Textual Witnesses to Midrash Song of Songs
Rabbah,” Zutot 13 (2016): 41–54.

62. Translation based on MS Vat. Ebr 76.3. See appendix.
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immediately agree. As it happens, this entails God joining Israel (“all the
nations with their gods”) right there in Gehenna!

This stark self-criticism comes through the agency of the heavenly repre-
sentatives of the non-Jewish nations. Christine Hayes63 and Richard Kal-
min64 have written about the use of non-Jewish characters as mouthpieces
for rabbinic anxiety and self-reflection.65 In that respect this text fits in
well with other self-reflective discourse the rabbis have engaged in. The
eschatological context indicates yet again that eschatology can serve as a
locus for rabbinic self-critique.

The nations’ criticism of Israel in this scene is extraordinary: the sins
here are in fact the gravest sins of all (bSan 84a), and the Jews them-
selves confess that following the logic of their opponents, a logic nowhere
challenged in this passage, they are guilty.

The biblical context of the verse from Micah quoted in this text and its
vision of the “End Times”66 are relevant. The opening of chapter 4 of
Micah reads as follows:67

(1) In the days to come, the mount of the Lord’s house shall stand firm
above the mountains; and it shall tower above the hills. The peo-
ples shall gaze on it with joy,

(2) And the many nations shall go and shall say: “Come, let us go up
to the Mount of the Lord, to the house of the God of Jacob; that
he may instruct us in his ways, And that we may walk in his paths.”
For instruction shall come forth from Zion, the word of the Lord
from Jerusalem.

(3) Thus he will judge among the many peoples, and arbitrate for the
multitude of nations, however distant; and they shall beat their
swords into plowshares and their spears into pruning hooks.
Nation shall not take up sword against nation; they shall never
again know war;

(4) But every man shall sit under his grapevine or fig tree with no one
to disturb him. For it was the Lord of Hosts who spoke.

63. Christine Hayes, “Displaced Self-Perceptions: The Deployment of Minim
and Romans in b.Sanhedrin 90b–91,” in Religious and Ethnic Communities in Later
Roman Palestine, ed. H. Lapin (Bethesda, Md., 1998), 249–89.

64. Richard Kalmin, Jewish Babylonia between Persia and Roman Palestine (New
York, 2006), 110–16.

65. See also Jenny Labendz, Socratic Torah: Non-Jews in Rabbinic Intellectual
Culture (New York, 2013).

66. Ah. arit ha-yahim in Micah.
67. Vv. 1–3 have a parallel in Is 2.2–4.
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(5) Though all the peoples walk, each in the names of its gods, we will
walk In the name of the Lord our God forever and ever.68

This is a particularly positive picture for both Israel and the nations. The
culmination of the passage (v. 5) is the line quoted in the rabbinic text.
The NJPS translation starts the line with the qualifier “Though,” which
may not be accurate. This verse might be asserting straightforwardly:
They walk with their gods, and we walk with ours.

The culmination of this vision of the eschaton appears strikingly pluralis-
tic. In fact, both the rabbinic text and the biblical text (if the qualifier
“though” is mistaken) put the nations following their gods and Israel follow-
ing their God on the same level. But whereas in Micah all peoples walk in
an equally positive direction (to the House of the Lord), in the rabbinic
text all peoples walk in an equally negative direction (Gehenna). One can-
not avoid the transformation of this verse from an idyllic vision in the Bible
to a dystopian one in SongR. That being the case, the rabbinic authors of
this passage appear to be using eschatological discourse in an intentionally
subversive way.

III . CONCLUSION: ESCHATOLOGY AS A RHETORICAL DEVICE

The eschatological narratives in this essay treat the eschaton as a setting
that is full of ambiguity and complexity, rather than clear answers. In all
of the above texts we see the eschatological context functioning as an
arena in which the rabbis push their theological and ideological envelopes
in surprising ways. While many eschatological texts serve as consolation,
moral or theological exhortation, and explanations about the nature of
the world, these texts demonstrate that eschatology may play other and
even opposite roles for a religious community or body of literature.

The appeal of eschatology, particularly for the rabbis, comes into focus
in this analysis. Eschatology frees the rabbis from the constraints of, as it
were, polite conversation. There are various other ways in which the rab-
bis made themselves comfortable speaking in this way. One was to put
words into others’ mouths: others like God, or biblical characters, or fic-
tionalized non-Jews in the Graeco-Roman or Persian worlds in which
they lived. Another way they did this was to set a narrative in the escha-
ton. They capitalized on this discourse’s relation to a different reality that
had not yet arrived and that they did not appear to expect anytime soon.
In other words, rabbinic eschatological narrative served, at least at times,

68. NJPS.
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as a rhetorical “safe space” in which the rabbis could articulate and leave
unresolved some of their deepest anxieties and self-criticism.

APPENDIX

The following are the manuscript versions of the five central rabbinic
texts of this paper, on which the translations here are based. The tran-
scriptions are from the Sol and Evelyn Henkind Talmud Text Database
of the Saul Lieberman Institute of Talmudic Research, 2002.

bShabat 89b, MS Oxford Opp. Add. Fol. 23

y'yy rma y'yy rmay hyl y[bym an wawb an wkl y'yy rmay hjkwnw an wkl 'ytkd yam abr çrd
μkytwba lxa an wkl] (hjkwnw an wkl) larçyl h'bh μhl 'mwa abl dyt[l ala hyl y[bym
[dy wl trmaç ˚ln μhrba lxa ˚ln ym lxa μlw[ lç wnwbr wynpl 'mwa [μkta wjykwyw
wç[ ta ˚rybç qjxy lxa ˚ln μymjr wnyl[ çqb alw μhl al ≈rab ˚[rz hyhy rg yk [dt
˚m[ dra ykna wl trmaç bq[y lxa ˚ln ˚rawx l[m wl[ tqrpw dyrt rçak hyhw 'anç
μtyltw lyawh h'bqh μhl 'mwa y'yy rmay ˚ln ym lxa μymjr wnyl[ çqb alw 'wgw hmyrxm

.wnybly glçk μynçk μkyafj wyhy μa yb μkmx[

bPesah. im 119b, MS NY-Columbia X 893 T141

ldgyw 'tkd yam ysa 'rd amçm hl 'ma ˜ynmzw yma 'rd amçm hl 'ma ˜ynmz arz[ br çrd
hdw[s twç[l h''bqh dyt[ qjxy ta lmgh μwyb lwdg htçm μhrba ç[yw lmgyw dlyh
μhrbal swk wl ˜yntwn ˜ytwçw ˜ylkwaç rjal qjxylç w[rz μ[ dsj lmwgç μwyb μyqydxl
ynmm axyç ˚rba yna ˜hl 'ma qjxyl swk wl ˜yntwn la[mçy ynmm axyç ˚rba yna ˜hl 'ma
hrsaw hrwt tabw twyja ytç ytaçnç ˚rba yna ˜hl rma ˚rbl bq[yl swk wl ˜yntwn wç[
wl ˜yntwn larçy ≈ral snkyl ytykz alç ˚rba yna ˜hl 'ma ˚rbl hçml swk wl ˜yntwn wyl[
rm[a]() ˚rbl dywdl swk wl ˜yntwn ˜byl hkz alç ˚rba yna ˜hl 'ma ˚rbl [çwhyl swk

.arqa 'yy μçbw aça tw[wçy swk 'nç ˚rbl han ylw ˚rba yna ˜hl

bPesah. im 118b, MS New York–JTS Rab. 1623 (EMC 271)

jyçml h'bqh wl 'ma .ynmm lbqm wnya hrwbsk .jyçmh ˚lml ˜wrd aybtç μyrxm hdyt[
rmwjw lq çwk haçn .''μyrxm ynm μynmçj wytay'' dym μyrxm ynbl wç[n aynska ˜hm lbq
dym .hmkw hmk tja l[ ˜hb wndb[tçn alç wna ˚k ˜hb wdb[tçnç wll hmw 'ma hmx[b
˜yaç wllh hmw wrma hmx[b rmwjw lq h[çrh twklm haçn .''μyhlal hdy ≈yrt ÏçÏwk''
''hnqÏhÏ tyj r[ÏgÏ'' layrbgl h'bqh wl 'ma .hmkw hmk tja l[ μhyjaç wna ˚k μhyja
r[ÏgÏ hnq ÏtÏyj rÏ[Ïg a�..�hd[ ynqw hyjÏb r[Ïg wl rÏm�.. ... ..�yÏj r[b yam
'ma ˜njwy 'r 'ma aba �...�hÏyÏyj Ï'r rÏ[ym ÏryzjÏ hnmsrky 'nç μynqh ˜yb hrdç hyjb
μyryba �...Ï...Ï�ÏdÏja swmlwqb ˜ybtkn hyç[m lkç (μynqh ˜yb hrdç) hyjb r[g wl
˜yÏfÏçwpç ''πsk yxrb sprtm'' .μyl[b μhl ˜yaç μylg[k yryba ta wfjçç μym[ ylg[b
larçyl μhl μrg ym ''˜wxpjy twbrq μym[ rzb'' .wyl[b ˜wxr ˜yçw[ ˜yaw ˜wmm lbql ˜hydy

.˜hb ˜yÏxÏpj wyhç twbwrq μlw[h twmwa ˜yb wzptyç

bPesah. im 118b, MS New York–Columbia X 893 T14

wlbq jyçml h''bqh wl rma ˚ynmm lbqm wnya hrwbsk jyçml ˜wrd aybtç μyrxm hdyt[
.hmx[b rmwjw lq çwk haçn .''μyrxm ynm μynmçj wytay'' dym μyrxm ynbl wç[n aynska ˜hm
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.hmkw hmk tja l[ ˜hb wndb[tçn alçw wndb[tçnç wna ˚k ˜hb wdb[tçnç wllh hmw wrma

μhyja ˜yaç wllh hmw wrma hmx[b rmwjw lq h[çrh twklm haçn μyhlal wydy ≈yrt dym

r[g yam .''hnqh tyj r[g'' layrbgl h''bqh wl 'ma .hmkw hmk tja l[ μhyjaç wna ˚k

˜yb hrdç hyyjb r[g ''hnq tyyj r[g'' rja rbd .hd[ ynqw hyyjb r[g wl 'ma hnqh tyyj

lkç ''hyyjb r[g'' wl 'ma :˜njwy 'r 'ma aba rb ayyj 'r .''r[ym ryzj hnmsrky'' 'nç μynqh

˜yaç μylg[k yryba ta wfjçç ''μym[ ylg[b μyryba td['' .yrja swmlwqb ˜ybtkn hyç[m

rzb'' .wyl[b ˜wxr ˜yçw[ ˜yaw ˜wmm lbql ˜hydy ˜yfçwpç ''πsk yxrb sprtm'' .μyl[b μhl

.˜hb ˜yxpj wyhç twbwrq twmwah ˜yb w[r]zptyç larçyl ˜hl μrg ym ''˜wxpjy twbrq μym[

b‘Avodah Zarah 2–3b, MS Paris 1337

wqyjb wjynmw hrwt rps h'bqh aybm awbl dyt[l yalmç 'r amytyaw app rb hnynj 'r çrd

'nç aybwbr[b μlw[h twmwa ˜yabw ˜yxbqtm dym .wrkç lwfyw awby hzb 's[ç ym lk 'mwaw
ala aybwbr[b ynpl wsnkt la :h'bqh ˜hl 'mwa .''μymwal wpsayw wdjy wxbqn μywgh lk''
μwalm μwalw'' 'nç twklm ala μwal ˜yaw ''μymwal wpsayw'' 'nç hyrpwsw hmwa hmwa snkt

h'bqh μhl 'mwa....hljt ymwr twklm tsnkn dym....''πwqty wklmm wklmw'' 'ymgrtmw ''≈may
hbrh wnyç[ twaxjrm hbrh wnnqt μyqwwç hbrh μlw[ lç wnwbr :wynpl 'mwa Ïμtqs[ hmb

hm lk μhl 'mwa .hrwtb wqs[yç larçy lybçb ala wnyç[ al ˜lwkw wnybrh bhzw πsk

bhzw πsk μkmx[ ˜d[l twaxjrm twnwz μhb byçwhl μyqwwç .μtyç[ μkmx[ lybçb μtyç[ç

taz ˜yaw ''taz 'ygy μkb ym'' 'nç taz dygm μkb çy μwlk .''bhzh ylw πskh yl'' 'nç awh ylç

twklm tsnkn .çpn yjpb wynplm ˜yaxwy dym ''.hçm μç rça hrwth tazw'' 'nç hrwt ala

μykrk hbrh wnrçg 'yrçg hbrh wypl 'mwa Ïμtqs[ hmb h'bqh ˜hl 'mwa....hyrja srp

'mwa .hrwtb wqs[yç ydk larçy lybçb ala wnyç[ al ˜lwkw wnyç[ twmjlm hbrh wnçbk

twç[l μykrk skm ˜hb lwfyl μyrçg μtyç[ μkmx[ ˚rwxl μtyç[ç hm lk :h'bqh μhl

μkb ym'' 'nç taz dygm μkb çy μwlk .''hmjlm çya y'yy'' 'nç ytyç[ yna 'wmjlm ayrgna ˜hb

wynplm ˜yaxwy dym .'wgw ''hçm μç rça hrwth tazw'' 'nç hrwt ala taz ˜yaw ''taz 'ygy
tyb rwts whnya rwbs alyy[d hl hml yhya tkz alw ymw[r](y) alyy[d rjam ykw .çpn yjpb

wnha alw ytrt ˚nh wl[d rjam ykw ....hmwaw hmwa lk ˜kw .hyl ˜nynb anbym ˜naw çdqmh
whb ˜nydb[tça al ˜na larçyb whb wdb[tça whnya yrma ylyy[ '[f yam whnya

.''wnw[ymçy twnwçar'' μhl 'mwa ...Ïhwnmyyq alw hwnlbq μwlk μlw[ lç wnwbr :wynpl 'mwa
Ïμtmyyq ˜kyh μtlbqç twxm [bç wla

larçyb dy[m yna :˜hl 'mwa Ïhwmyyq ˜kyh hwlbyqç larçy μlw[ lç wnwbr :wynpl 'mwa
ynb'' 'ytkd wnb l[ dy[mç ba çy μwlk μlw[ lç wnwbr :wynpl 'mwa .hlwk hrwth ta wmyyqç

'mwa .hlwk hrwth ta wmyyqç larçyb ˜hb wdy[yw ≈raw μymç wawby ˜hl 'mwa .''larçy yrwkb

'ymç 'wqj hlylw μmwy ytyrb al μa'' 'nç ˜h ˜twd[b ˜y[gwn ≈raw μymç μlw[ lç 'wbr 'ynpl
awby .hrwth ta wmyyqç larçyb wdy[yw μkbw μkm wawby μhl 'mwa....''ytmç al ≈raw

lzgh l[ dçjn alç bq[yb dy[yw ymrah ˜bl aby z'[ l[ dçjn alç μhrba l[ dy[yw dwrmn

alç laynd l[ dy[yw çwyrd awby hryb[ l[ dçjn alç πswyb dy[tw dpyfwp tça abt

zpyla awby μlxl wwjtçh alç hyrz[w laçym hynnjb dy[yw rxndkwbn awby hlpth ta lfyb

ta wmyyqç larçyb wdy[yw yzwbh lakrb ˜b awhylaw ytm[nh rpwxw yjwçh ddlbw ynmyth

'.rçy wla ''wqdxyw μhydy[ wnty'' 'nç hlwk hrwth

jrfç ym !μlw[bç μyfwç :μhl 'mwa .hnç[nw çarm wnl hnt μlw[ lç wnwbr :wynpl 'mwa
hwxm ˜k p'[a ala !Ïlkwa awh ˜kyhm tbç br[b jrf alç ymw tbçb lkay tbç br[b
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h'bqhw wgg çarb hkws wl hçw[ djaw dja lk dym....htwa wç[w wkl hmç hkwsw yl çy hlq

ta hqtnn'' 'nç axwyw wtkwsb f[bm djaw dja lk dym .zwmt 'wqtk hmj μhyl[ rydqm

'.wgw ''qjçy μymçb bçwy'' 'nç 'yl[ qjçmw bçwy h'bqhw....'wgw ''wmytwrswm

Song of Songs Rabbah, 2.1.3, MS Vat. Ebr 76.3

abl dyt[l μlw[h twmwa yrç ˜ydyt[ 'mad y[dwmh rz[la r''mad ayhhk ˜ynbrd ayta

wdb[ wlaw z''[ wdb[ wla μlw[ lç wnwbr wynpl 'mwaw h''bqh ynpl larçy ta grfql wabyç

wdry wla hm ynpm μymd wkpç wlaw μymd wkpç wla twyr[ wlg wlaw twyr[ wlg wla z''[
lk drt awh ˜k μa 'mwaw μhl ˜ybyçm larçyw μnhygl [˜ydrwy ˜nya] (wÏdÏry) wlaw μnhygl

wyhla μçb çya wkly μym[h lk yk d''hh μnhygl [ahyhlaw ayh] (hyhÏ''Ïwlaw) hmwaw hmwa

y'yy fpçn y'yy çab yk lwkybk wrmwal rçpa ya 'hk rbdh hyh al wla ˜bwa'r '[r] 'ma
arya al twmlx aygb ˚la yk μg çdqh jwrb dwd maç awh fpçn ala ˜ak 'wtk ˜ya fpwç

.ydm[ hta yk [r
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