Torah for All? Jewish Universalism in Early Rabbinic Thought
Part I: Universalism from the Bible to Rabbi Yishmael

Opening questions:
e What is Jewish universalism?

e Who is the Torah for? What does access to Torah imply?

e How do the ancient Jewish sources present the nature of Torah?

I. Universalism in Torah

1. Psalms 67:4-5
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Peoples will praise You, O God; all peoples will praise You. Nations will exult and shout for joy, for
You rule the peoples with equity, You guide the nations of the earth. Sezh.

2. Isaiah 45:22-23
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Turn to Me and gain success, All the ends of earth! For I am God, and there is none else. By Myself
have I sworn, From My mouth has issued truth, A word that shall not turn back: To Me every knee
shall bend, Every tongue swear loyalty.

3. Isaiah 66:18-22
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For I [know] their deeds and purposes. [The time] has come to gather all the nations and tongues;
they shall come and behold My glory. I will set a sigh among them, and send from them survivors to
the nations: to Tarshish, Pul, and Lud—that draw the bow—to Tubal, Javan, and the distant coasts,
that have never heard My fame nor beheld My glory. They shall declare My glory among these
nations. And out of all the nations, said GOD, they shall bring all your kindred on horses, in
chariots and drays, on mules and dromedaries, to Jerusalem My holy mountain as an offering to
GOD —just as the Israelites bring an offering in a pure vessel to the House of GOD.

4. Proverbs 8:1-7
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It is Wisdom calling, Understanding raising her voice. She takes her stand at the topmost heights, By
the wayside, at the crossroads, Near the gates at the city entrance; At the entryways, she shouts, “O
men, I call to you; My cry is to all mankind. O simple ones, learn shrewdness; O dullards, instruct
your minds. Listen, for I speak noble things; Uprightness comes from my lips; My mouth utters
truth; Wickedness is abhorrent to my lips.”

11. Universalism in Second Temple Sources

5. Ben Sira 1:1-4

All wisdom is from the Lord and remains with him forever. The sands of the sea, the drops of rain,
the days of eternity—who can count them? Heaven’s height, earth’s extent, the abyss and wisdom—
who can explore them? Before all other things wisdom was created; and prudent understanding,
from eternity.

6. Ben Sira 24:1-8

Wisdom will praise herself, and will glory in the midst of her people. In the assembly of the Most
High she opens her mouth, in the presence of his host she tells of her glory: “I came forth from the
mouth of the Most High, and covered the earth like a mist. In the heights of heaven I dwelt, and my
throne was in a pillar of cloud. The vault of heaven I compassed alone, and walked through the deep
abyss. Over waves of the sea, over all the land, over every people and nation I held sway. Among all
these I sought a resting place. In whose inheritance should I abide? Then the Creator of all gave me
his command, and my Creator chose the spot for my tent. He said, ‘In Jacob make your dwelling, in
Israel your inheritance.’

7. Philo, On Creation 3

[The Torah begins with an account of creation because| the cosmos is in harmony with the law and
the law with the cosmos, and the man who observes the law is at once a citizen of the cosmos,
directing his actions in relation to the rational purpose of nature, in accordance with which the entire
cosmos also is administered.

8. Philo, On the Life of Moses 2.14, 2.43-44

But Moses is alone in this, that his laws firm, unshaken, immovable, stamped, as it were, with the
seals of nature herself, remain secure from the day when they were first enacted to now, and we may
hope that they will remain for all future ages as though immortal, so long as the sun and moon and
the whole heaven and universe exist....

Thus the laws are shown to be desirable and precious in the eyes of all, ordinary citizens and rulers
alike, and that too though our nation has not prospered for many a year...I believe that each nation
would abandon its peculiar ways, and throwing overboard their ancestral customs, turn to honoring

our laws alone.



I11. Rabbi Ishmael: Early Rabbinic Universalism

9. Mekhilta de-Rabbi Yishmael Bahodesh 1
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“They encamped in the wilderness” (Exod. 19:2). The Torah was given in a free place [demos,
parrbesia). For had the Torah been given in the land of Israel, the Israelites could have said to the
nations of the world, “You have no share in it.” But now that it was given in the wilderness publicly
and openly, in a place that is free for all, everyone wishing to accept it, could come and accept it.

10. Sifre Bemidbar 119
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Beloved is Torah, for when David the King of Israel asked, MR 7N ROR IRW RS IR TR
he asked only Torah. Thus it says, “You are good and do 1T UM AR 210 (00 p TN)
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be ample to me and teach me your laws.

11. Sifre Bemidbar 119 (cont.)
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“This is the Torah of man” (/it. “this is the law of a person”) (II Samuel 7:19). You may say that there
are three crowns: the crown of priesthood and the crown of royalty and the crown of Torah. The
crown of priesthood, Aaron won it and took it. The crown of royalty, David won it and took it. The
crown of Torah rests in place in order not to give those who come into the world an opportunity to
argue ‘had the crowns of priesthood and royalty been in place I could have won them and taken
them.” The crown of Torah rests in place for all those who come into the world, for whoever wins it,
I reckon it as if all three crowns had [remained] in their place and he had won them all. And
whoever does not win it, I reckon it as if all three crowns had remained in their place and he had not

won any of them.



12. Midrash Tannaim 33:2
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Another interpretation: “God came from Sinai”: this teaches us that when the Holy One blessed be
He revealed himself to give to the Torah to Israel, it was not only given to Israel alone but to all the
nations of the world as the verse states “I did not speak in secret” (Isiah 45:19), when I originally
gave it I did not give it in secret, “at a site in a land of darkness, I did not stay to the stock of Jacob”
to these alone I am giving it, “Seek me out in a wasteland™: I did not give it in a ceremony, but
rather “I am the Lord who foretells reliably, who announces what is true.”

13. Mekhilta de-Rabbi Yishmael Bahodesh 5

And it was for the following reason that the nations of the world
were asked to accept the Torah: In order that they should have
no excuse for saying: Had we been asked we would have
accepted it. For, behold, they were asked and they refused to
accept it, for it is said: “And he said: “The Lord came from
Sinai,”” etc. (Deut. 33.2).

He appeared to the children of Esau the wicked and said to
them: Will you accept the Torah? They said to Him: What is
written in it? He said to them: “Thou shalt not murder” (Deut.
5:17). They then said to Him: The very heritage which our father
left us was: “And by thy sword shalt thou live” (Gen.
27:40)....(continues asking the other nations)

Why was the Torah not given in the land of Israel? In order that
the nations of the world should not have the excuse for saying:
Because it was given in Israel’s land, therefore we have not
accepted it.

Another Reason: To avoid causing dissension among the tribes.
Else one might have said: In my territory the Torah was given.
And the other might have said: In my territory the Torah was
given. Therefore, the Torah was given in the desert, publicly and
openly [demos, parrhesia, in a place belonging to no one. To three
things the Torah is likened: To the desert, to fire, and to water.
This is to tell you that just as these three things are free to all
who come into the wortld, so also are the words of the Torah free
to all who come into the world.
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