Avodah Zara Chapter 1

L We Come From Idolators
1. Pesach Haggadah, Magid, In the Beginning Our Fathers Were

Idol Worshipers 1-2

onmn IN THE BEGINNING,

our ancestors were idol worshippers.

BUT NOW the Omnipresent has drawn us close in His service; as it is
said: “Joshua said to all the people, “This is what the LORD God of
Israel has said: Beyond the river your ancestors always dwelled —

Terah the father of Abraham, the father of Nahor - and they served
other gods. But I took your father Abraham from beyond the river, and
I'led him all the way across the land of Canaan, and I multiplied his
offspring and gave him Isaac. And to Isaac I gave Jacob and Esau, and I
gave Esau Mount Seir as an inheritance, WHILE JACOB AND HIS
CHILDREN WENT DOWN TO EGYPT.”

2. Avodah Zarah 14b:6

§ The mishna teaches that Rabbi Meir says: It is prohibited to sell
even a good palm tree and patzav to gentiles. Rav Hisda said to
Avimei: It is learned as a tradition that the tractate Avoda Zara of
our forefather Abraham contained four hundred chapters, and
we have learned only five chapters in our tractate Avoda Zara, and
we do not even know the meaning of what we are saying.

II.  Maimonides History of Avodah Zara
3. Deuteronomy 4:15-19

For your own sake, therefore, be most careful—since you saw no
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shape when 77 spoke to you at Horeb out of the fire— not to act
wickedly and make for yourselves a sculptured image in any
likeness whatever: the form of a man or a woman, the form of
any beast on earth, the form of any winged bird that flies in the
sky, the form of anything that creeps on the ground, the form of
any fish that is in the waters below the earth.— And when you
look up to the sky and behold the sun and the moon and the
stars, the whole heavenly host, you must not be lured into
bowing down to them or serving them. These your God 71
allotted to other peoples everywhere under heaven;

4. Mishneh Torah, Foreign Worship and Customs of the Nations
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1:1-2:1

1 During the times of Enosh, mankind made a great mistake, and the wise
men of that generation gave thoughtless counsel. Enosh himself was one of
those who erred.

Their mistake was as follows: They said God created stars and spheres with
which to control the world. He placed them on high and treated them
with honor, making them servants who minister before Him. Accordingly,
it is fitting to praise and glorify them and to treat them with honor. [They
perceived] this to be the will of God, blessed be He, that they magnify and
honor those whom He magnified and honored, just as a king desires that
the servants who stand before him be honored. Indeed, doing so is an
expression of honor to the king.

After conceiving of this notion, they began to construct temples to the
stars and offer sacrifices to them. They would praise and glorify them with
words, and prostrate themselves before them, because by doing so, they
would - according to their false conception - be fulfilling the will of God.
This was the essence of the worship of false gods, and this was the rationale
of those who worshiped them. They would not say that there is no other
god except for this star.... Their foolish error consists of conceiving of this
emptiness as Your will.

2 After many years passed, there arose people - false prophets - who told
[their nations] that God had commanded them to say: Serve this star - or
all the stars - sacrifice to it, offer libations to it, build a temple for it and
make an image of it so that all people - including the women, the children,
and the common people - could bow to it.

He would inform them of a form that he had conceived, and tell them that
this is the image of the particular star, claiming that this was revealed to
him in a prophetic vision. In this manner, the people began to make
images in temples, under trees, and on the tops of mountains and hills.
People would gather together and bow down to them and the [false
prophets] would say: This image is the source of benefit or harm. It is
appropriate to serve it and fear it. Their priests would tell them: This
service will enable you to multiply and be successful. Do this and this, or
do not do this or this.

Subsequently, other deceivers arose and declared that a specific star, sphere,
or angel had spoken to them and commanded them: Serve me in this
manner. He would then relate a mode of service [telling them:] Do this, do
not do this.

Thus, these practices spread throughout the world. People would serve
images with strange practices - one more distorted than the other - offer
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sacrifices to them, and bow down to them. As the years passed, [God's]
glorious and awesome name was forgotten by the entire population. [It
was no longer part of] their speech or thought, and they no longer knew
Him. Thus, all the common people, the women, and the children would
know only the image of wood or stone and the temples of stone to which
they were trained from their childhood to bow down and serve, and in
whose name they swore.

The wise men among them would think that there is no God other than
the stars and spheres for whose sake, and in resemblance of which, they
had made these images. The Eternal Rock was not recognized or known by
anyone in the world, with the exception of a [few] individuals: for example,
Chanoch, Metushelach, Noach, Shem, and Ever. The world continued in
this fashion until the pillar of the world - the Patriarch Abraham - was
born.

3 After this mighty man was weaned, he began to explore and think.
Though he was a child, he began to think [incessantly] throughout the day
and night, wondering: How is it possible for the sphere to continue to
revolve without having anyone controlling it? Who is causing it to revolve?
Surely, it does not cause itself to revolve.

He had no teacher, nor was there anyone to inform him. Rather, he was
mired in Ur Kasdim among the foolish idolaters. His father, mother, and
all the people [around him] were idol worshipers, and he would worship
with them. [However, ] his heart was exploring and [gaining]
understanding.

Ultimately, he appreciated the way of truth and understood the path of
righteousness through his accurate comprehension. He realized that there
was one God who controlled the sphere, that He created everything, and
that there is no other God among all the other entities. He knew that the
entire world was making a mistake. What caused them to err was their
service of the stars and images, which made them lose awareness of the
truth.

Abraham was forty years old when he became aware of his Creator. When
he recognized and knew Him, he began to formulate replies to the
inhabitants of Ur Kasdim and debate with them, telling them that they
were not following a proper path.

He broke their idols and began to teach the people that it is fitting to serve
only the God of the world. To Him [alone] is it fitting to bow down,
sacrifice, and offer libations, so that the people of future [generations]
would recognize Him. [Conversely,] it is fitting to destroy and break all the
images, lest all the people err concerning them, like those people who
thought that there are no other gods besides these [images].

When he overcame them through the strength of his arguments, the king
desired to kill him. He was [saved through] a miracle and left for Charan.
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[There,] he began to call in a loud voice to all people and inform them that
there is one God in the entire world and it is proper to serve Him. He
would go out and call to the people, gathering them in city after city and
country after country, until he came to the land of Canaan - proclaiming
[God's existence the entire time] - as [Genesis 21:33] states: "And He called
there in the name of the Lord, the eternal God."

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. He selected Levi
and appointed him as the leader. He established him [as the head of] the
academy to teach them the way of God and observe the mitzvot of
Abraham.

[Jacob] commanded his sons that the leadership should not depart from
the descendants of Levi, so that the teachings would not be forgotten. 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.

1 The essence of the commandment [forbidding] the worship of false gods
is not to serve any of the creations, not an angel, a sphere, or a star, none of
the four fundamental elements, nor any entity created from them. Even if
the person worshiping knows that 71 is the [true] God and serves the
creation in the manner in which Enosh and the people of his generation
worshiped [the stars] originally, he is considered to be an idol worshiper.

7"02

0%iv7 927 2173 2ip2 Xp9) Ty

071y 227 TR ATo% oY vy oy Tiny
V3PP RYIPY 1709 77 7282 W19
TY 122007 N7 Y7 1y 0y
TRRIW R XA WD TIRD VI

OR 1 0W32 oW RPN (32 R NwRN2)
O 227 7T M 13T 28 12 PN
MR T2 WY 7Y IRYT 0932 TN
PWIR D7) 112271 DO9PN VIR WARNIY TY
73 21737 TRV 0292 2NY) 07N N2
) 12 p¥Y7 190711 2790 12 72m)
IPYT YT IR A T2 POYY
077730 22 P10 Tp2n AW TR27 g
12 2731 072 132 T2 I 2PN
T77 ™27 AW IV UK g
32 NN X071 MR Y o
772 T30R OX 73R 212 °130 17092 Koy
7217 9277 7 . TP Nwn KoY
PRy 0772Y 017321 3Py 2132 1230
[ DR NYT XOTY IR 02iva

T 0¥R3 IR DMWY TY
Y7 10113 0°2213 TAY2) 170 Yn TP
N7 029977 .N12% Myn3 Tayy 17 vIwEn
LR LYRI1.0°2293 NTI2Y 17 LIV T2V
12 11 RYI DT POWY Ry T

T 2GRN NPV D7V MYY? Py
AN DTIIN? AYIAWT DY IR NNIR
0°X°237 92 29 127327 W0 Ay
70211127 YN RN 02 7Y
777 0TI NIYR3 1R 707 X
921002292 n7iay LR M M InTiY
st gayalon;

T2Y? XPY 0°2212 N7I2y2 M¥T Ry (X)
X271 2273 K21 7877 X2 2ORI127 220 TN
708 K21 NITI0NT AR TON K21 229D
Y79 T2 02 Y A1 7R DOX13T 70
DY 197 X230 721V R 2O00RD R Y
A1 23 7700 NI WIR Uiy 129Y 77
TR AIITY R ) 1Y) 00221 T2y



The Torah warns us about this, saying [Deuteronomy 4:19]: "Lest you lift
your eyes heavenward and see the sun, the moon, and the stars... [and bow
down and worship them], the entities which God apportioned to all the
nations." This implies that you might inquire with "the eye of the heart”
and it might appear to you that these entities control the world, having
been apportioned by God to all the nations to be alive, to exist, and not to
cease existence, as is the pattern of [the other creations with] the world.
Therefore, you might say that it is worthy to bow down to them and
worship them.

For this reason, [Deuteronomy 11:16] commands: "Be very careful that
your heart not be tempted [to go astray and worship other gods].” This
implies that the thoughts of your heart should not lead you astray to
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worship these and make them an intermediary between you and the

Creator.

III. It Not Just About Jews Refraining From Worship

S. Exodus 23:12-13

Six days you shall do your work, but on the seventh day
you shall cease from labor, in order that your ox and
your ass may rest, and that your bondman and the
stranger may be refreshed. Be on guard concerning all
that I have told you. Make no mention of the names of
other gods; they shall not be heard on your lips.

6. Mekhilta DeRabbi Shimon Ben Yochai 23:13

7. Mishnah Avodah Zarah 1:7

One should not sell them bears, lions or anything which
may injure the public. One should not join them in
building a basilica, a scaffold, a stadium, or a platform.
But one may join them in building public or private
bathhouses. When however he reaches the cupola in
which the idol is placed he must not build.

8. Mishnah Avodah Zarah 1:9

Even in such a place where the letting of a house has
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been permitted, they did not say [that this was
permitted if it was] for the purpose of a residence, since
the idolater will bring idols into it; for it says, “you shall
not bring an abomination into your house” (Deut.
7:26). In no place may one let a bath-house to an
idolater, as it is called by the name of the owner.

IV, Avodah Zara Has Rules
9. Mishnah Avodah Zarah 1:5

The following things are forbidden to be sold to
idolaters: iztroblin, bnoth-shuah with their stems,
frankincense, and a white rooster. Rabbi Judah says: it
is permitted to sell a white rooster to an idolater among
other roosters; but if it be by itself, one should clip its
spur and then sell it to him, because a defective [animal]
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is not sacrificed to an idol. As for other things, if they
are not specified their sale is permitted, but if specified it
is forbidden. Rabbi Meir says: also a “good-palm”,
hazab and niklivas are forbidden to be sold to idolaters.

10. Jerusalem Talmud Avodah Zarah 1:5:5

If it had a defect. The verse says that they sacrifice defectives in
pagan worship. If you present a blind one to be sacrificed, is there
nothing bad? This says that they sacrifice defectives in pagan
worship.

11. Malachi 1:8

When you present a blind animal for sacrifice—it doesn’t matter!
When you present a lame or sick one—it doesn’t matter! Just
offer it to your governor: Will he accept you? Will he show you
favor?—said the LORD of Hosts.

12. Avodah Zarah 14b:4-5

§ Rav Ashi raised a dilemma: If a gentile asks the merchants: Who has a damaged
white rooster, what is the halakha with regard to whether it is permitted to sell him
an unblemished white rooster? Do we say that from the fact that he says that he
wants a damaged rooster, it may be inferred that he does not need it for idol
worship, as gentiles do not sacrifice defective animals, and therefore it is permitted?
Or perhaps he is only employing artifice. In other words, he knows that a Jew will
not sell him an undamaged white rooster upon request, and as it is unlikely that
someone has a damaged white rooster to sell him, he hopes that he will receive an
undamaged one. If so, it is prohibited to sell him a white rooster. If you say that this
gentile is employing artifice, and it is prohibited, in a case where he said: Who has a
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white rooster, who has a white rooster; and they brought him a black rooster
and he took it, or in a case where they bought him a red one and he took it, what
is the halakha with regard to whether it is permitted to sell him a white rooster? Do
we say: Since they brought him a black rooster and he took it, or they bought
him a red one and he took it, evidently he does not need the rooster for idol
worship? Or perhaps, here too he is employing artifice? The Gemara comments:
These dilemmas shall stand unresolved.
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