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Worship of one God is the founding principle of 
Judaism and the focus of the Shema. Radical for its 
time, monotheism is today a dominant idea in Western 
culture, and something that we rarely think about. This 
class helps us to consider the dangers, complexities, or 
even the attractions of idol worship, ideas that may be 
new and unusual for us today.

The rabbis discussed idolatry extensively throughout Jewish intellectual history. In this class, texts introduce 
us to the nuances of idol worship and how it was understood, primarily by the rabbis. The class also gives 
perspective on what the underlying psychology behind idol worship might have been, and gives us an 

opportunity to consider how we might engage in a kind of idol worship today, in a modern form. 

Text #1: Exodus  20:1-6 

1    God spoke all these words, to say:
2    “I am the Lord, your God, Who took you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of bondage.
3    You shall not have the gods of others in My presence.
4    You shall not make for yourself a graven image or any likeness which is in the heavens above, which is on the 

earth below, or which is in the water beneath the earth.
5    You shall neither prostrate yourself before them nor worship them, for I, the Lord, your God, am a zealous 

God, Who visits the iniquity of the fathers upon the sons, upon the third and the fourth generation of those 
who hate Me,

6    and [I] perform loving kindness to thousands [of generations], to those who love Me and to those who keep 
My commandments.
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1. Summarize the text. According to this text, what is considered to be prohibited idol worship?

2. Are there any surprises here? Any interesting twists?

3. How many commandments are there here? How are they different from each other?

4. What is the role of verses 5 and 6? Why are they connected to the prohibition of idol worship?

5. What do these words mean for us, in today’s context?

6.  What kind of monotheism does this text establish for us? What does this say about the nature of our 
worship—what is our worship supposed to be?

Text #2:  Babylonian Talmud Sanhedrin 102b  

Rav Ashi used to lecture about the three kings of Israel who do not have portion in the World to Come. … One night, 
Menashe, one of these kings, appeared to Rav Ashi in a dream, saying, You have called us your colleagues and the 
colleagues of your father; now, from what part [of the bread] is [the piece for reciting] the ha-motzi blessing to be 
taken? [Rav Ashi]  said to him: I do not know.  [Menashe] said to him: You haven’t learned this, and yet you call us your 
colleagues! He said to him: Teach it to me, and tomorrow I will teach it in your name at the session.  He answered: 
From the part that is baked into a crust.  [Rav Ashi] then questioned him: Since you are so wise, why did you worship 
idols? He replied: Were you there, you would have caught up the skirt of your garment and sped after me because of 
the idolatrous impulse that ruled.  The next day, he observed to the students: We will commence with our teachers 
[referring to the Three Kings].

1. Summarize this text. What happens in it? What are all of the dynamics?

2.  Even Rav Ashi, this tremendous scholar and founder of a yeshiva, would have been unable to resist the 
allure of idol worship! Why?

3.  And Menashe, who was an idol worshiper, knew something that Rav Ashi did not.  
How do we understand this?

4.  Menashe lived in the 600s BCE in Judah, and Rav Ashi a thousand years later in Babylonia.  
What might have been different about their surroundings? Is it a value for us to resist elements of the 
dominant culture of our times?

5. What does this text say about judging the heresies of another?

The Global Day of Jewish Learning        November 13, 2011        www.theglobalday.com          
 

2

The Challenge of Idolatry



www.theglobalday.com

Text #3: Babylonian Talmud Avodah Zarah 17a

And does not one die from renouncing sins other [than idolatry]? Surely it has been taught: It was said of Rabbi Eleazar 
b. Dordia that he did not leave out any harlot in the world without coming to her. Once, on hearing that there was a 
certain harlot in one of the towns by the sea who accepted a purse of denarii for her hire, he took a purse of denarii 
and crossed seven rivers for her sake. As he was with her, she blew... wind and said: As this foul smell will not return to 
its place, so will Eleazar b. Dordia never be received in repentance. 

He thereupon went, sat between two hills and mountains and exclaimed: O, hills and mountains, plead for mercy for 
me! They replied: How shall we pray for you? We stand in need of it ourselves, for it is said, For the mountains shall 
depart and the hills be removed! So he exclaimed: Heaven and earth, plead for mercy for me! They, too, replied: How 
shall we pray for you? We stand in need of it ourselves, for it is said, For the heavens shall vanish away like smoke, 
and the earth shall wax old like a garment. He then exclaimed: Sun and moon, plead for mercy for me! But they also 
replied: How shall we pray for you? We stand in need of it ourselves, for it is said, Then the moon shall be confounded 
and the sun ashamed. He exclaimed: Stars and constellations, plead for mercy for me! Said they: How shall we pray 
for you? We stand in need of it ourselves, for it is said, And all the hosts of heaven shall moulder away. Said he: 
The matter then depends upon me alone! Having placed his head between his knees, he wept aloud until his soul 
departed. 

Then a heavenly voice was heard proclaiming: Rabbi Eleazar b. Dordia is destined for the life of the world to come! 
Now, here was a case of a sin [other idolatry] and yet he he had to die!—In that case, too, since he was so much 
addicted to immorality it is as [if he had been guilty of] idolatry. Rabbi Yehuda HaNasi [on hearing of it] wept and 
said: One may acquire eternal life after many years, while another in only one hour! Rabbi also said: Not only is his 
repentance accepted, he is even called “Rabbi.”

1. Summarize the text. What is the basic plot? What ideas are being communicated?

2.  How would you describe Eleazar Ben Dordia’s behavior? (Remember that he saw not just one harlot and 
not just a few harlots but every harlot in the land.)

3. Why does Eleazar Ben Dordia’s wake up call come from the harlot? Why does that get his attention?

4. What is the connection between compulsive behavior and idolatry?

5. Why was it too late for Eleazar Ben Dordia to fix his life?

6. Define idolatry taking into account all these texts. How does this text suggest a refining of “idolatry.”
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Text #4:  Babylonian Talmud Avodah Zara 55a

Raba son of Rabbi Isaac said to Rab Judah: ‘There is an idolatrous shrine in our place, and whenever the world is in 
need of rain, [the idol] appears to [its priests] in a dream, saying, “Slay a human being to me and I will send rain.” They 
slay a human being to it and rain does come!’

1. Summarize the text. What is happening here?

2. According to this text, what is the attraction of idol worship? Why might the rabbis be talking about this?

3. Similarly, what are the dangers of idol worship?

Text #5: Rabbi Isaac Arama, Akedat Yitzchak 

Under the category of idolatry we must include a form which is particularly virulent today—the devoting of all energies 
and thoughts to the accumulation of wealth and achievement of worldly success. These are the mighty gods on which 
they rely, to which they pay allegiance and for which they repudiate the Lord on High and forsake His Torah, leaving it 
deserted and forlorn in a remote corner. This is the very essence of idolatry. Job proclaimed that he had never been 
tainted by it, in the text: “If I have made gold my hope, and have said to fine gold: Thou art my confidence; if I rejoiced 
because my wealth was great and because my hand had gotten much” (Job 31, 24-25).

1. What is interesting about the timing and setting of this text? 

2.  Why might the writer equate idol worship with an emphasis on wealth and with abandoning the Torah? How 
are these pieces connected?
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