I.

Torah for All? Jewish Universalism in Early Rabbinic Thought

Part II: Universalism and its Discontents

Rabbi Akiva’s Particularism

1. Mishnah Avot 3:14

He [Rabbi Akiva] used to say: Beloved is man for he was
created in the image [of God]. An extraordinary love was
known to him since he was created in the image of God, as it
is said: “for in the image of God He made man” (Genesis 9:6).
Beloved are Israel, for they were called children. An
extraordinary love was known to them since they are called
children of the All-Present, as it is said: “you are children to

the Lord your God” (Deuteronomy 14:1).

Beloved are Israel, for they were given the vessel with which
the world was created. An extraordinary love was known to
them since they were given the vessel, with which God

created the world, as it is said: “for I give you good

instruction; forsake not my teaching [#rati]” (Proverbs 4:2).

2. Sifre Debarim 343

Another thing interpretation: “He said: The Lord
came from Sinai” (Deuteronomy 33:2). When God
revealed himself to give the Torah to Israel, not to
Israel alone was he revealed but to all nations.
First he went to the sons of Esau...

He then went to the sons of Ammon and Moab...
He then went to the sons of Ishmael...

There was not one among the nations that he
did not go to, and talked to them after and
knocked on their door to ask: Would they be
willing to accept he Torah?

And thus he says: “All the kings of the earth shall
praise you, O Lord, for they have heard the words
of your mouth” (Psalms 138:4). Is it possible that
they heard and accepted? Therefore Scripture says:
“[They hear your words|, but they do not do them”
(Ezekiel 33:31).

It was not enough for them that did not hear
(accept the Torah), but even the seven
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commandments that the sons of Noah accepted
upon themselves, they could not fulfill them until
they unpacked them and gave them to Israel.

3. Sifre Debarim 344
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“Lover, indeed of his people” (Deut. 33:3): This shows that God loves Israel in a way different from

the way He loved any other nation or kingdom.

4. Mekhilta Debarim 43 (Genizah fragment published by Menahem Kahana)
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Another interpretation: “Lover, indeed of his people”: this teaches that the love that God showed

for Israel he also dispensed to the nations of the world.
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II. Particularism in the Bavli

5. Shabbat 88a
Hizkiya said: What is the meaning of: “You caused sentence
to be heard from heaven; the earth feared, and was silent”
(Psalms 76:9)7 If it was afraid, why was it silent; and if it was
silent, why was it afraid? Rather: At first, it was afraid, and in
the end, it was silent. And why was the earth afraid?

In accordance with Reish Lakish, as Reish Lakish said: What is

the meaning of: “And there was evening and there was
morning, the sixth day” (Genesis 1:31)? Why do I require the
superfluous letter /eh [the definite article, which does not
appear on any of the other days]? It teaches that the Holy
One, Blessed be He, established a condition with the act of
Creation, and said to them: If Israel accepts the Torah [on the
sixth day of Sivan], you will exist; and if not, I will return you
to chaos and disorder.

6. Avodah Zarah 2b

[During the Final Judgment:] The nations will say before God:

Master of the Universe, did You give us the Torah and we did
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not accept it? And can one say that? But isn’t it written: “And he
said: The Lord came from Sinai, and rose from Seir unto them”
(Deuteronomy 33:2), and it is written: “God comes from
Teman, and the Holy One from mount Paran” (Habakkuk 3:3).
What did God require in Seir and what did He require in Paran?
Rabbi Yohanan says: This teaches that the Holy One, Blessed
be He, took the Torah around to every nation and every
language, but they did not accept it, until He came to the Jewish
people and they accepted it.

Rather, this is what they say: Did we accept the Torah and then
not fulfill it? But this itself serves as the refutation of their own
claim: Why didn’t you accept it?

Rather, they say before Him: Master of the Universe, did You
overturn the mountain above us like a basin, and we still did not
accept the Torah, as You did for the Jewish people?
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