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What Is Avodah Zarah and Why Is It So Bad?

Rabbi Judah Kerbel
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One day Rav Ashi ended his lecture just before reaching the
matter of the three kings. He said to his students: Tomorrow
we will begin the lecture with our colleagues the three kings,
who, although they were sinners, were Torah scholars like us.
Manasseh, king of Judea, came and appeared to him in his
dream. Manasseh said to him angrily: You called us your
colleague and the colleagues of your father? How dare you
characterize yourself as our equal? Manasseh said to him: I
will ask you, from where are you required to begin cutting a
loaf of bread when reciting the blessing: Who brings forth
bread from the earth? Rav Ashi said to him: I do not know.
Manasseh said to him: Even this, from where you are
required to begin cutting a loaf of bread when reciting the
blessing: Who brings forth bread from the earth, you did not
learn, and yet you call us your colleague? Rav Ashi said to
Manasseh: Teach me this halakha and tomorrow I will
lecture and cite it in your name during my public lecture
delivered on the Festival. Manasseh said to him: One cuts the
loaf from where it crusts as a result of baking. Rav Ashi said
to him: Since you were so wise, what is the reason you
engaged in idol worship? Manasseh said to him: Had you
been there at that time, you would have taken and lifted the
hem of your cloak and run after me due to the fierce desire
to engage in idol worship and due to the fact that it was a
common faith. The next day Rav Ashi said to the Sages as a
prelude to his lecture: We will begin with the treatment of
our teachers, those kings who were greater than us in Torah
knowledge but whose sins caused them to lose their share in
the World-to-Come.

2. Yoma 6gb
In response to the indication of divine acceptance, they

observed a fast for three days and three nights, and He
delivered the evil inclination to them. A form of a fiery lion
cub came forth from the chamber of the Holy of Holies.
Zechariah the prophet said to the Jewish people: This is
the evil inclination for idol worship, as it is stated in the
verse that refers to this event: “And he said: This is the evil
one” (Zechariah 5:8). The use of the word “this” indicates that
the evil inclination was perceived in a physical form. When
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they caught hold of it one of its hairs fell, and it let out a
shriek of pain that was heard for four hundred parasangs.
They said: What should we do to kill it? Perhaps, Heaven
forfend, they will have mercy upon him from Heaven, since
it cries out so much. The prophet said to them: Throw it
into a container made of lead and seal the opening with
lead, since lead absorbs sound. As it is stated: “And he
said: This is the evil one. And he cast it down into the
midst of the measure, and he cast a stone of lead upon its
opening” (Zechariah 5:8). They followed this advice and were
freed of the evil inclination for idol worship.
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3. Exodus 20:3-6
(3) You shall have no other gods besides Me. (4) You

shall not make for yourself a sculptured image, or
any likeness of what is in the heavens above, or on
the earth below, or in the waters under the earth.
(5) You shall not bow down to them or serve them.
For I your God 'n am an impassioned God, visiting
the guilt of the parents upon the children, upon
the third and upon the fourth generations of those
who reject Me. (6) but showing kindness to the
thousandth generation of those who love Me and
keep My commandments.

30 DINW DY M .4 4. Rashi on Exodus 203
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THERE SHALL NOT BE UNTO THEE [OTHER
GODS] — Why is this said? Does not the preceding
verse state: | — and no other — shall be thy God?
But since it states immediately after this, “Thou
shalt not make unto thee [any graven image etc.]”
might say that I have only a prohibition that one
may not make such gods; whence could I know that
one may not retain an idol that has already been
made? Perhaps there is no such law! Therefore it
states here: “there shall not be unto thee” (Mekhilta.)

OTHER GODS — which are not gods, but others
have made them gods over themselves. It would not
be correct to explain this to mean “gods other than
Me”, for it would be blasphemy of the Most High
God to term them gods together with Him (cf.
Mekhilta). Another explanation of DMK DR : they
are so called because they are other (i. e. strange) to
those who worship them; these cry to them but they
do not answer them, and it is just as though it (the
god) is another (a stranger) to him (to the
worshipper), one who has never known him at all
(Mekhilta). "2 b BEFORE ME — i. e. so long as I
exist; and these apparently superfluous words are
added in order that you may not say that no one
received any command against idolatry except that
generation which went forth from Egypt (Mekhilta).
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5. Ramban on Exodus 20:3
THOU SHALT HAVE NO OTHER GODS BEFORE MY

FACE. Rashi wrote: “Thou shalt have no other gods. Why is
this said? It is because it says, Thou shalt not make unto
thee a graven image. From this I would only know that it
is forbidden to make an idol. Whence do I know that
one may not keep an idol that has already been made?
Scripture therefore says, Thou shalt have no other gods”
This is indeed a Beraitha taught in the Mechilta. But if
this is so, this verse would constitute a negative
commandment in itself, being a prohibition against a
person who retains an idol on his premises. [The
violation thereof] does not make one liable to the
death-penalty by the court. So [the question arises]:
Why did He state the prohibition against keeping an
idol, which makes one liable to whipping, before [He
stated] the prohibition against bowing down to idols or
worshipping them, which makes one liable to extinction
[if done intentionally but with no witnesses present], or
death by the court [if there were witnesses|?

In my opinion, the final decision of the Law is not in
accordance with this Beraitha, for it represents the
opinion of a single Sage [against the opinion of the
majority]. Thus we find it taught in the Sifra: “Nor make
ye to yourselves molten gods. 1 might think that others may
make it for you. Scripture therefore says, Nor... to
yourselves. From this 1 know only that [others may not
make it] for you, but I might think that you may make
it for others. Scripture therefore says, Nor make ye: not
for you by others, and not by you for others. It is from
here that the Rabbis have derived the principle that
he who makes an idol for himself, transgresses two
negative commandments: Nor make ye, and Nor... to
yourselves. Rabbi Yosei says, ‘He transgresses three
negative commandments: Nor make ye, Nor... to yourselves,
and also Thou shalt have no other gods” Thus you see
that Rabbi Yosei’s opinion is that of one against a
majority, for it is he who says that the verse Thou shalt
have no other gods constitutes a prohibition against
retaining an idol [in one’s house]. However, according to
the opinion of the first Sage, [which is that of the
majority of the Rabbis], it is not so.

Know that wherever Scripture says elobim acheirim, the
meaning is “others besides the Glorious Name” It
uses this expression with reference to accepting G-d
or worshipping Him, thus saying: “Do not accept
them upon yourselves as G-d, with the exception only
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of the Eternal” But when Scripture speaks of making
idols, it will never say acheirim (others) — [“other
gods”] — Heaven forbid! Instead it says, Nor make to
yourselves molten gods; Molten gods do not make unto thee.
They are called [gods] because they were made with the
intent of serving their makers as gods, but in reference
to them, Scripture says, For they were no gods, but the works
of men’s hands, wood and stone; therefore they have destroyed
them.

Thus in the second commandment, He admonished
us firstly that we should not accept upon ourselves a
master from among all gods excepting the Eternal.
He then said that we should not make a graven
image or any manner of likeness, [and we are not] to
bow down to them or worship them in any manner
whatsoever. It is for this reason that He said, Thou
shalt not bow down unto them, since it is connected with
the making [of idols — mentioned in the preceding
verse] — which He prohibited the people from
bowing down to them. Thus all [of the first three
verses in this second commandment] constitute
prohibitions against worshipping idols, and their
violations all entail death by the court. This verse, [i.e.,
Thou shalt not make unto thee a graven image, etc. (Verse 4)],
is thus not a prohibition against making idols which
one does not worship oneself, [as Rashi would have it].
Further on [in Verse 20], He indeed warns against this,
as it is said, gods of silver, or gods of gold, ye shall not make
unto thee. Similarly, Thou shalt not make unto thee molten
gods, Ye shall not make unto thee idols.

6. Ramban on Exodus 203

“For I the Eternal thy G-d am a jealous G-d, i.e., to be
worshipped alone, and it is not fitting that you join
others to Me. And I am E-il, the Mighty One, Who has
the power in My hand; and I am, furthermore, kana,
avenging from the one who gives My glory to another
and My praise to graven images.

Now in no place in Scripture is an expression of
‘jealousy’ found in reference to the Glorious Name
except in the matter of idol-worship. Thus the Rabbi
[Moshe ben Maimon] wrote in the Moreh Nebuchim
that in the entire Torah and in all the books of the
Prophets, you will not find the term burning anger,
wrath, or jealousy [applied to G-d] except in reference
to idolatry.
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In my opinion, jealousy is mentioned only with
reference to idolatry in Israel. The reason for the
jealousy is that Israel is the treasured possession of
the Glorious Name, which He has separated to
Himself, as I have explained above. Now if His
people, His servants, turn to other gods, G-d is
‘jealous’ of them even as a man is jealous of his wife
when she goes to other men, and of a servant who
makes another master for himself. But Scripture uses
no such term of jealousy with reference to other
peoples to whom He has allotted the hosts of heaven.

At this point, I make mention of what Scripture
teaches concerning idolatry. There were three kinds of
idol-worship. The first [group of idol-worshippers]
began to worship the angels, who are the Separate
Intelligences, because it is known that some of them
have rulership over the peoples, something like it is
written, the prince of the kingdom of Greece, the prince of
the kingdom of Persia. They thought that [these angels]
have power over them to do good or to do evil, and so
each people began to worship the prince appointed
over them, as the first [peoples] knew how to identify
them. Now these are referred to in the Torah and in all
the Writings as other gods, the gods of the peoples, for
angels are called elohim... They worshipped the angels
even though they admitted that supreme strength and
infinite power belonged only to G-d the Most High.

The second kind of idolatry appeared when people
began worshipping the visible hosts of heaven, some
worshipping the sun or the moon, and others
worshipping one of the constellations. Each of the
nations knew the power of the constellation
according to the dominion thereof in their land, and
they thought that by worshipping them, the
constellation would be strengthened and it would
help them... because G-d allotted them to all the
peoples and gave each people a star or constellation,
you should not let yourself be allured to worshipping
them. Now these are the people who began making the
many forms of graven images, Asheirim and the
sun-images. They would make the forms of the
constellations in the hours of their strength according
to their rank, and in the opinion of the people, it
bestowed power and success upon them. It appears
likely to me that this [form of idolatry] began in the
Generation of the Dispersion, when G-d scattered the
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nations to various countries and the stars and the
constellations began holding sway over them according
to their divisions. The builders of the Tower had
declared their intention to make themselves a name
and not be scattered...

Closely related to this kind of idolatry was the worship
of human beings. When people of a country saw that a
certain individual — such as Nebuchadnezzar — had
great power and that his star was very much in the
ascendancy, they thought that by accepting his worship
upon themselves and directing their thought towards
him, their star would also ascend together with his. He
would also think that by their attaching their thoughts
to him, his success would be augmented on account of
the power of their souls directed towards him. This was
the opinion of Pharaoh, who, according to the words of
our Rabbis, [looked upon himself as a god], a

The third kind of idolatry appeared afterwards
when people began worshipping the demons which
are spirits, as [ will explain with G-d’s help. Some of
them too are appointed over the peoples to be masters
in their lands and to harm their beleagured ones and
those who have stumbled, as is known of their activity
through the art of necromancy, as well as through the
words of our Rabbis. It is with reference to this [third
kind of idolatry] that Scripture says, They sacrificed unto
demons, no-gods, gods that they knew not, new gods that came
up of late, which your fathers dreaded not. Scripture
ridicules them, [i.e, the Israelites], saying they sacrifice
also to the demons who are no gods at all. That is to
say, they are not like the angels who are called eloha.
Instead, they are gods that they knew not, meaning
that they found in them no trace of might or power of
rulership. Furthermore, they are new to them, having
learned only lately to worship them from the Egyptian
sorcerers, and even their wicked forefathers such as
Terach and Nimrod did not dread them at all. Of this
[kind of idolatry] Scripture warns, And they shall no more
sacrifice their sacrifices unto the demons, after whom they go
astray.

Thus in this second commandment, the Torah
prohibited all [kinds of | worship, save unto the Eternal
only. It is for this reason that He first admonished, Thou
shalt have no other gods ‘al panai’ (before My face), which is
a reference to the first kind of idolatry, namely, the
worship of the angels.
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EXODUS | CHAPTER 20 | 3 770 | minw

—— NEAR EAST ——
203-5 Prohibitions against images
and gods

The broad prohibitions against polytheism
and idolatry, which are expressed in these
verses, were unique in the ancient world.

107

All peoples in the ancient Near East were
polytheistic. Mesopotamia had thousands
of minor gods, with about twenty major
deities in Babylon and forty or so others in
Egypt. Each city had its own patron deity
and temples abounded, each dedicated
to a deity. k

The concept of idolatry refers to a belief
that the living presence of a god is found
inastatue or image — that physical repre-
sentations of deities must be worshipped

'Y

‘The goddess Ishtar holding
her symbol. terracotta relief,
early 2nd millennium BCE,
Eshnunna

and served. The divine presence entered
the image through a well-known ancient
Near East magical “mouth washing” ritual,
which included a purification ceremany
that the polytheists believed “opened the
mouth” and enabled the statue to eat,
drink, speak, hear and smell.

Statues were a major focus of worship
throughout the ancient Near East, begin-
ning in Mesopotamia and Egypt around
the 3rd millennium BCE. Often, a statue
was carved from wood or stone and en-
cased in gold and silver, with precious
jewels representing eyes and ears. The
primary role of the priests was to care for
and feed these idols, and to maintain the
temple and its grounds.

When a city was defeated in war, conquer-
ors often carried away its statues to show
the power of their own gods over those
of the conquered city. Sometimes victors
would destroy these images - the only
situation in which divine images were de-
liberately demolished was outside of Israel.

In contrast to the pervasive ancient Near
Eastern belief in polytheism and practice
of idolatry, the Ten Commandments de-
termine that God is One, that He is super-
natural, eternal, and not subject to magic,
and that His presence cannat be reduced
to any object. They also define the exclu-
sive loyalty of Israel to God - a loyalty that
was an inherent component of the Sinai
Covenant (see "Covenant in the form of
Hittite suzerainty treaty" on page 105). = JU

11
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197 English zeal, — determining to exact punishment.
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PESACH, SEFIRAT HA-OMER AND SHAVU’OT

share with Him. [Similarly] &in'ab is applied to the marital relationship
between husband and wife....

“When is jealousy, the resentment of rivalry, justified? Sometimes this
attitude is very selfish. When is this spirit of possessiveness, of domineering
possessiveness, justified? On the whole, people don’t like jealous persons.
A person can be very jealous of his property[, for example]. No one can
enter his home, because he might leave a stain on the rug. ...This mania for
cleanliness is [a form of] possessiveness. Such a person sees his possessions
as a part of him.

“There are mothers — usually it is mothers more than fathers — who are
very possessive of their children. Sometimes they drive their children or
themselves to insanity. This is so particularly when they have one child
only. They want the child to cling to their apron strings forever.

“This is a spirit of possessiveness, of jealousy, of unwillingness to share.
The proverbial enmity between a mother-in-law and daughter-in-law [is an
example of this]. Even the Halachah recognizes it. That’s why the ‘chamesh
nashim,) ‘the five women, cannot testify in court — because you suspect
them of perjury.?’ The mother-in-law and daughter-in-law are fighting over
the son. Neither is ready to share him [with the other]....

“When is exclusive possessiveness, intolerance for any interference or
competition, for sharing with someone else, justified? [Most commitments]

RABBI JOSEPH B. SOLOVEITCHIK

are not absolute; they are relative. [Even when there is] a strong, almost
insoluble bond, it is still just relative. It is not absolute; it is not ultimate.

“According to Yahadus [no] human commitments are absolute...You
know very well that the family unit is the foundation of our people. The
commitment between parents and children is, in Yahadus, an exalted
one...After all, this commitment was included amongst the Ten
Commandments: ‘kabeid et avicha ve-et imecha’ But it is not an absolute,
permanent, commitment. It is a transient one. The commitment seems to
be absolute as long as the child is young...The child cannot understand how
he will [ever] separate from his parents.

“I remember that when I studied Chumash as a child — I was probably
five or six years old — I learned the pasuk: ‘al kein ya'azov ish et aviv ve-et imo.’ 1
started to cry. What do you mean that I'll leave my father and mother? It
seemed [to be] an impossibility. I couldn’t understand it.

“But the older a person [becomes], the weaker the bond between the
child and the parents. There is [to be sure] a commitment on the part of the
child, but it is not an ultimate one. It remains a sacred commitment; the
Torah has hallowed it by including it amongst the Ten Commandments.
But it is not ultimate... [That is why] the death of a father or mother, no
matter how tragic, does not leave a permanent scar in the heart of the
child...

“Ne tha nthare hand the death of a child leaves a2 nermanent scar on the

“So all commitments are transient; thete is a point of termination.

Whether the termination is willful or imposed is irrelevant in this context.
Thete is a point of termination at which the relationship comes to an end.

In an absolute commitment a separate existence [would be] impossible
metaphysically. [The reality is, however, that] people do sutvive, people live
and carry on, because the commitment is not absolute.

“There is only one commitment that is infinite, absolute and permanent.
[It is the one] between man and God, because man cannot exist without
God. That’s why there is jealousy. That’s why [this commitment] cannot be
shared with anybody. That’s why jealousy is justified. That’s why it says ‘Keil
kana’; 1, God, am intolerant of sharing. I want man for Myself; and not just
a part of man, but the whole of man...That’s why [He] resents avodah zarah

so much.
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17. Mishneh Torah, Avodah Zarah 1:3
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.When the people would gather around him
and ask him about his statements, he would
explain [them] to each one of them
according to their understanding, until they
turned to the path of truth. Ultimately,
thousands and myriads gathered around
him. These are the men of the house of
Abraham.

He planted in their hearts this great
fundamental principle, composed texts about
it, and taught it to Isaac, his son. Isaac also
taught others and turned [their hearts to
God]. He also taught Jacob and appointed
him as a teacher.

[Jacob] taught others and turned [the hearts]
of all those who gathered around him [to
God]. He also taught all of his children...
This concept proceeded and gathered
strength among the descendants of Jacob
and those who collected around them, until
there became a nation within the world
which knew God. When the Jews extended
their stay in Egypt, however, they learned
from the [Egyptians'| deeds and began
worshiping the stars as they did, with the
exception of the tribe of Levi, who clung to
the mitzvot of the patriarchs - the tribe of
Levi never served false gods. Within a short
time, the fundamental principle that
Abraham had planted would have been
uprooted, and the descendants of Jacob
would have returned to the errors of the
world and their crookedness. Because of
God's love for us, and to uphold the oath
He made to Abraham, our patriarch, He
brought forth Moses, our teacher, the
master of all prophets, and sent him [to
redeem the Jews]. After Moses, our
teacher, prophesied, and God chose Israel
as His inheritance, He crowned them with
mitzvot and informed them of the path to
serve Him, [teaching them] the judgement
prescribed for idol worshiper and all those
who stray after it.
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18. Maimonides, Guide for the Perplexed, 3:29

You know from the repeated declarations in the Law that the principal purpose of the whole
Law was the removal and utter destruction of idolatry, and all that is connected therewith,
even its name, and everything that might lead to any such practices, e.g,, acting as a consulter
with familiar spirits, or as a wizard, passing children through the fire, divining, observing the
clouds, enchanting, charming, or inquiring of the dead. The law prohibits us to imitate the
heathen in any of these deeds, and a fortiori to adopt them entirely. It is distinctly said in the
Law that everything which idolaters consider as service to their gods, and a means of
approaching them, is rejected and despised by God; comp. "for every abomination to the Lord,
which he hates, have they done unto their gods" (Deut. 12:3). In the books which I shall name to
you later on, it is stated that on certain occasions they offered to the sun, their greatest god,
seven beetles, and seven mice, and seven bats. This alone suffices to show how disgusting their
practice must be to human nature. Thus all precepts cautioning against idolatry, or against that
which is connected therewith, leads to it, or is related to it, are evidently useful. They all tend to
save us from the evil doctrines that deprive us of everything useful for the acquisition of the
twofold perfection of man, by leading to those absurd practices in which our fathers and
ancestors have been brought up.
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PESACH, SEFIRAT HA-OMER AND SHAVU’OT

it occurs “in the presence of” the cheated partner. So, according to the
Ramban, God asks us to treat Him as we would a human being and to
avoid causing Him humiliation, as it were.

There is a further implication of the Ramban’s interpretation of a/ panai,
one that is very important for our entire outlook on life. For the Ramban
presupposes the omnipresence of God. This notion of God’s
omnipresence has two dimensions:

(1) A metaphysical principle. This is the theological postulate that 93 X"
"2 787, “the whole world is filled with His glory” (Yishayahu 6:3).

(2) A moral principle. A Jew does not live in two worlds; he lives in one
world. We do not recognize a dichotomy between ecclesiastical and secular
areas of life. Every aspect of our lives is “in God’s presence.”

This, the Rav asserted, characterizes Yahadus. Every theological postulate
becomes a moral principle. The Torah does not only exhort us not to erect
an idol in the temple; it also insists that we not erect an idol in the business
office. Halachah tells man how to pray and how to celebrate Shabbat, but
also how to conduct his family life and his telations with his employees.
“Modern man, on the other hand, is schizophrenic. He is not a hypocrite;
he is sincere about living in two worlds, and sees no contradiction in his
actions. He is simply schizophrenic.”s

Rashi, by contrast, stresses the eternity of God’s existence. Why,
however, would one think that the s avodab zarah would be limited to the
dor ha-midbar? After all, Rashi does not say this about / f#irizach or lo tigno.
Why, then, might one have assumed that the prohibition of idolatry would
expire after that first generation?

The answer is that those people whom Moshe led out of Egypt had
been reared in an idolatrous society. They were in danger of relapsing; zhey
needed the injunction. We would have thought, therefore, that the next
generation would not be subject to the temptation of idolatry and would
thus not require a formal prohibition. This is why the Torah, according to
Rashi’s approach, emphasized that all subsequent generations need to be
bound by the same restriction against any form of idolatry.

® The Rav used the clinical term in its popular sense. Psychiatrists designate this
condition as “multiple personality disorder.”
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RABBI JOSEPH B. SOLOVEITCHIK

“How can we understand this gravitational pull, this inescapable
attraction, of awedah zarab? The Torah apparently felt that even the most
civilized man will be tempted by various sophisticated forms of idolatry.

“Chazal describe Yeravam ben Nevat as a great scholar, as an
intellectual giant.t Why? To show us that intellectual heights and idolatry
are not incompatible. Why is this so?”

The Rav, in answer to this question, developed the notion that even a
leader, however great, needs a higher authority to endorse his actions. All
men experience feelings of loneliness and helplessness, and need to have
faith in someone superior to them. A person who does not believe in God
will construct his own idol, and there are many idols: the corporate state, a
utopian social order, science, and so on.

It is noteworthy that the injunction is against idolatry, not against
atheism. Why? Because there is really no atheism; one either relies on
Hakadosh Baruch Hu or on some form of idolatry. “No one remains a
skeptic for long.” Everybody needs some belief, some ideal, some value-
system, to serve as an anchor in life. This, again, is why the prohibition was
not limited to that generation alone.

This same idea is also reflected in the opinion of Onkelos. “Atheism, as
such, will never replace, supplant or supersede religion. Rather, a godless
religion will supplant a religion [that is theo-centric]. Modefn mi.m. has not
rejected religion; he has rejected God [as the focal point of his religion].”

II.

The soutces for the Rav’s discussion of the third dibrah are:
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PESACH, SEFIRAT HA-OMER AND SHAVU’OT

[That the avodah zarah] will help you, of course. Otherwise, why worship
idols?. ..

“And you know how I interpret idols. It doesn’t mean only physical
idols, graven images. Any idea that you worship — you expect help,
assistance, from that idea. What happens|, however,] is not only that the
avodah arah will never render assistance, but [as Rashi says, paraphrasing
the Mechilta):

LOMR PIW IR DTYR DRI ;0PTAWYR ONR 0w — YR DA9N R 127"
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“Avodab zarah is [not only] indifferent to the suffering of man, it will betray
its worshipper. Instead of helping him, it will inflict harm on him.... This is
our historical experience.... We have so many cases of that. I'll give you an
example.

“The neviim speak about the treaties which were reached between
malchut Yebudah and either Assyria or Egypt. Babylonia was a great,
powetful empire, and it threatened all the small principalities. Eretz Yisrael
was, after all, [merely] a small principality... The shadow of Babylonia was
long and ominous. Mifzrayim was also afraid of Babylonia, but because it [,
t00,] was an empire, there was a tendency on the part of many of the
statesmen of Yehudah to reach a defense treaty with Mitgrayim. Many treaties
were reached, and Mifzrayim never fulfilled any terms of these treaties.
[Thus, Yishayahu says:]
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“[Similarly,] the navi [warns against the futility of relying on] Assyria:
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RABBI JOSEPH B. SOLOVEITCHIK

“Later, when Yirmiyahu struggled with the ruling party in the reign of
Tridkiyahu, he again warned that they should not rely on Mitzrayim. [This
continued reliance on Mifzrayim) was not avedah zarah in the literal sense of
an idol. But it is avedah garah when you rely on a person or a great power
too much. So what happened [ultimately]? Because of [their dependence
on] Mitzrayim the Jews lost the war with Babylonia, and [their kingdom] was
destroyed.

“The same is true later, when the Jews — particularly Herod, Hordus —
thought that Rome will protect Israel. They began to invite Rome in, and to
cultivate goodwill between Rome and Isracl. What happened? Rome
swallowed them up.

“What happened in modern times? ‘Kei/ kana; pokeid avon avot al banim’
came true. If there was a movement, or a philosophy, in the world that we
Jews — particularly Jewish youth — believed would offer the final solution
to, would simply wipe out, anti-Semitism, it was Marxism, it was socialism.
“The history of the Marxist movement in Russia, in Lithuania and in
Poland at the turn of the century [is well documented]. The Bund, the
powerful socialist movement, opposed Zionism. [They insisted that] the
Jewish problem cannot be resolved by establishing a state, by crossing the
ocean, but that it must be resolved locally.

“[How so?] There is one thing that is responsible for anti-Semitism:
capitalism, with all of its inequities and injustices. When socialism will be
introduced, there will be paradise on earth.

“In 1917 socialism was introduced to Russia. Russia was [at long last] a
Marxist government... Socialism was actually an avodah zarah for Russian
Jews; avodah 3arah mamash! They considered Marxism to be the ultimate,
absolute historical and ethical principle that will guide us toward the
millennium.

“And, of course, Kei/ kana. What is Keil kana? The very socialists have
now32 become the preachers, the leaders, of the international anti-Semitic
movement. As a matter of fact, almost all socialist countries are identified
with anti-Tsraelism, which is just a disguise for anti-Semitism.

3 The Rav was speaking in 1973.
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PESACH, SEFIRAT HA-OMER AND SHAVU’OT

“Recently, someone sent me a book in Russian about the State of Israel
that was printed under the imprimatur of the Russian Academy of Science.
The Russian Academy of Science is not a small institution; it’s not a ptivate
shtdebel, This is the government of Russia; this is the Russian people.

“Tll tell you frankly: it's not a question of their lies about Israel. It’s not
only anti-Israclism that comes to expression. It is a rabid anti-Semitism, a
hatred of the Jewish people, of the existence of the Jew as a separate
spiritual identity...Streicher and Goebbels, and that entite school, would
have been proud of it; and 1 have a good knowledge of the type of
literature they published.

“Isn’t this Kei/ kana? There is no pardon. You worshipped a movement,
you sacrificed the flower of your youth, your best sons and daughters, to
socialism, and now [you must live with the consequences].

“And the same is true in America. In America there was a president by
the name F.D.R. He was a great liberal, no doubt about it; but as far as the

Jewish problem is concetned, thete were many shortcomings. He did not
act like a great friend of the Jewish people.

“During the Roosevelt cra, the Jews made an awwdab zarab of him. An

avodah zarah mamash! People took a finite being and put him on a pedastal;
t}?cy idealized and idolized him. They absolutized him; they made a god of
him. One could not say a word of criticism [about him] in the presence of a
Jew....
“And when the rabbis demonstrated in Washington on the day before
Erev Yom Kippur in 1943 they wanted just to give him a petition asking
that he do something to save the remnants in the extermination camps. He
did not receive them. He sent out Wallace, who took the petition and put it
in his pocket.?

“Avodab garah must disappoint. This is [the fall significance of] Kez/ kana.
The .Samc is true as far as individuals are concerned, [as when] someone
Lives just in order to make money. What difference does it make? It doesn’t

matter what value he singles out to absolutize, to wortship. He will finally be
disappointed.

* For a similar assessment by the Rav of FIDR’s relationship to the Jewish

ity, see Abs i \
:ggﬂ}wﬁi;cc saham R. Besdin, Refletions of the Rav (New York, 1979; New Jersey,

RABBI JOSEPH B. SOLOVEITCHIK

“This is what Rashi means when he writes:
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“The worshipper of adah zarab will never get what he expected the avodah
arah to give him. Hakadosh Baruch Hu will forgive him, of course, if he
repents. He'll forgive the sin. But the avodah zarah will [inevitably]
disappoint. The person ot the group, ot whatever it is he worshipped, to
which he gave the best of his life, will never reciprocate. There is no
reciptocity as far as awdah zarab is concerned. Avodab 3arab takes, but it
never gives back anything.

“You must understand this. We've had a lot of trouble [throughout
history] because of this expression, Kei/ kana. Much of Christian so-called
theological literature, their anti-Semitic literature, contrasts Keil kana with
the god of Chfistianity who is pure love. Of course, the proof lies in the
Crusades, the Inquisition, the Chmielnicki massacres, and the six million
Jews who perished now. But they [continue to] contrast....

“You must understand that Kei/ kana means a God Who never accepts
awdah arab as a partner, and Who resents sharing man with [any] avodah
zarab. [Any] avodah zarab will [on its own] disappoint man. He will
[inevitably] feel frustrated after he has sactificed to avodab zarah the best he
possessed.

F.
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“He visits the iniquities of the fathers, of the ancestors, upon the
children — upon the third generation, upon the fourth generation — J-son .
What does /e-sor’ai mean? [It means:] those who hate me; those who are my
enemies.

“Here is the problem. It is a problem that has come up in America now.
The argument is advanced as follows: if the Jews laid claim to reparations
on the part of the Germans — and they have received a lot of money™ —

34The Rav here paused to editorialize: “That the Jews accepted money from Germany
was a terrible mistake. From a historical viewpoint, it was an unpardonable mistake. 1
was opposed to them, but they didn’t listen”
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Martin Buber, [-Thou
This conception presupposes that man’s relation to the finite goods he has “idolized” is

of the same nature as his relation to God, and differs only in its object... but a man’s
relation to the “special something” that usurps the throne of the supreme value of his
life, and supplants eternity, rests always on experiencing and using an It, a thing, an
object of enjoyment. For this relation alone is able to obstruct the prospect which opens
toward God - it is the impenetrable world of It; but the relation which involves the
saying of the Thou opens up this prospect ever anew. He who is dominated by the idol
that he wishes to win, to hold, and to keep- possessed by a desire for possession - has no
way to God but that of reversal which is a change not only of goal but also of the nature
of his movement.



