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In contemporary society, it could easily appear that committed religious stances represent a challenge to the goal of building a pluralistic society, as communities with strong religious commitments have often been viewed, particularly since the Enlightenment,  as insufficiently tolerant of ‘unbelievers’ or those outside the religious in-group.  Within this sphere of religious commitment, monotheistic stances could potentially seem even mor​e incompatible with societal pluralism, and, in particular, the traditional monotheistic opposition to ‘idolatry’ could seem to pose a yet greater problem in this regard.  In connection with Jewish tradition, the Hebrew Bible, with many quite violent-sounding condemnations of idolatry and idolaters, might seem an unlikely source for a pluralistic orientation towards religious diversity.  However, as I seek to show here, the interpretation given to the Hebrew Bible by the Mishnah – a foundational text of rabbinic Judaism, alongside the Bible itself – enables us to view ‘opposition to idolatry’ in a surprisingly different manner.  Rather than insisting on the unacceptability of idolatry in the broader social sphere, the Mishnah recasts relations to idolatry in ways that enable a monotheistic community to live in peace alongside practices and practitioners that rabbinic Judaism, from out of its specific theological commitments, judges to be idolatrous, while refraining from participating in those practices themselves.
  At the same time, the Mishnah’s critique of idolatry is not fully passive or acquiescent, as it also contains elements of social protest and resistance, which function to oppose social-political practices that negate human dignity and that annul the image of God through unjust decrees of death and capital punishment.  In this way, the Mishnah can be viewed as pointing to a liberating vision of monotheistic community that simultaneously participates in society alongside religious others as neighbors, while also practically highlighting God’s distinctiveness through active non-participation in practices that violate God’s prohibitions against idolatry and unjust violence.  Moreover, insofar as the Mishnah’s stance can be seen as drawing upon theological dynamics that can also be found in the Hebrew Bible itself, exploration of its distinctiveness may also have implications for biblical-monotheistic traditions beyond the specific sphere of classical rabbinic Judaism.  Thus, far from merely posing a hindrance to notions of pluralism and tolerance, we will discover that the Mishnah’s approach to idolatry can provide productive fresh directions for contemporary thinking about social multiplicity and its relation to religious-monotheistic commitment.

Upon first opening the Hebrew Bible, one could easily interpret many of its passages as asserting ‘idolatry’ and false worship to be something that is, in no uncertain terms, socially intolerable.  Such passages could be seen as affirming the notion that those faithful to God are obligated to actively eliminate such practices or related objects from the bounds of the social sphere, and to expel or kill practitioners of such forbidden modes of worship.  For instance, Deuteronomy 7:1-5 states, “When the Lord your God brings you to the land that you are about to enter and possess, and He dislodges many nations before you—the Hittites, Girgashites, Amorites, Canaanites, Perizzites, Hivites, and Jebusites, seven nations much larger than you— and the Lord your God delivers them to you and you defeat them, you must doom them to destruction: grant them no terms and give them no quarter. You shall not intermarry with them: do not give your daughters to their sons or take their daughters for your sons. For they will turn your children away from Me to worship other gods, and the Lord’s anger will blaze forth against you and He will promptly wipe you out. Instead, this is what you shall do to them: you shall tear down their altars, smash their pillars, cut down their sacred posts, and consign their images to the fire.”  Here, not only are the other nations to be destroyed, but even their remaining sites of worship are to be obliterated.  With regard to both forms of destruction, the reason given is that Israel is obligated to worship God alone, and the presence of the other nations, who worship other gods, will inevitably have the effect of turning Israel away to prohibited forms of worship.  
In light of passages like this one, monotheism – or monolatry, as the service of only one deity – could appear to be inherently incompatible with pluralism or with peaceful relation to those of ‘other religions.’   A believer in the biblical God, it might seem, simply cannot ‘live alongside’ idolatry.   And, indeed, a number of recent interpreters, in examining the various historical instances of Christian, Jewish, and Islamic enactments of religiously-linked intolerance, violence, or oppression, have concluded that a key factor in generating such social dynamics is the inherently exclusion character of ‘monotheism’ itself.
  From this perspective, in order to have a tolerant and pluralistic society that does encompass different religious groups, it could appear necessary to ban monotheism or biblical religion as antisocially intolerant.  The logic of monotheism, according to this understanding, would be: one can live alongside others only if one deems them to be non-idolatrous; if one views them as idolatrous, one cannot live alongside them.

While a key aim of this essay is to cast doubt on the obviousness of this proposition into question, we should also dwell for a moment with the motivations behind such apparent intolerance.  What precisely is so objectionable about idolatry, about directing worship at anything or anyone other than the God of Israel, other than the creator of the world?  Is it simply a matter of arbitrary jealousy and egoism on God’s part?  Or, are there ways in which forms of worship directed at anything other than God can be understood as bound up with socially oppressive orientations, practices, and institutions?  If the latter were the case, the opposition to idolatry would be not a matter of arbitrary religious intolerance, but could be seen as constituting a form of resistance against injustice, misuse of power, and social oppression.  
We will return subsequently to this possibility concerning the content of opposition to idolatry, but, for the moment, let us call into question the way in which the logic of opposition to idolatry is often portrayed.  The notion that service of the biblical God inherently requires an active destruction of idolatrous objects, sites, and practitioners becomes less straightforward when we examine the scriptural understanding put forth in classical rabbinic literature.  As we will see, a dominant stream of thought within classical rabbinic texts does not call upon Israel to destroy ‘idolatrous’ objects, sites, or practitioners, but rather to separate themselves from them and to avoid giving support to or gaining benefit from such practices.
  In other words, rather than idolatry being something alongside which one cannot live, it is instead presented as something alongside which one can live comfortably, and which need not be actively expelled from one’s surrounding environment, so long as one retains a certain distance from it in terms of one’s own personal actions. 
Moreover, in indicating that it is not part of Israel’s inherent task to seek actively to destroy idolatrous practices, the rabbinic texts need not be seen simply as ignoring or departing from the biblical notion of monotheism.
  Rather, we can understand the rabbinic stance as asserting that it is precisely on the basis of God as the true sole power in the universe that Israel can live in peace even alongside idolatrous neighbors.  The ultimate authority for ridding the world of idolatry is placed strictly with God and God’s power, and accordingly Israel itself, as a merely-human community, is not to take decisions of violent destruction of idolatry into its own hands.  In the absence of direct commands from God (as in the era of conquest portrayed in Deuteronomy), the default stance for Israel is understood as one refraining from violent destruction of the objects or practices of others.  

In putting forth this argument, I draw my examples from the Mishnah (a foundational text of classical rabbinic literature, redacted around 200 C.E.), and in particular, from mishnaic tractate Avodah Zarah, which discusses the normative prohibitions and permissions that, from the rabbinic perspective, ought to shape Jewish engagements with idolaters and idolatry.
  The title of the tractate itself is the rabbinic term for the act of ‘idolatry’, where ʿavodah means worship or service, and zarah means strange, foreign, or shunned.
  While the main outward dynamic of the tractate is to state the various things that are forbidden for the community of Israel, we can note that, in doing so, the tractate can also be seen as giving wide berth to a range of permitted social interactions with idolaters and idolatrous worship.  By carefully specifying the boundaries of forbidden interaction in the precise manner that it does, the tractate can be understood as limiting the sphere of what is forbidden to those specific prohibitions, leaving many other unstated categories of actions as remaining outside the sphere of the forbidden and thus in the sphere of the permitted.
Mishnah Avodah Zarah and Life with Idolatry and Idolaters

To give an illustrative example, Mishnah Avodah Zarah 3:6 states, “If one’s house was adjoined to a house of idolatrous worship, and it collapsed, one is forbidden to rebuild it.”  Here, because one’s house shares a joint wall with the house of idolatrous worship, then if one’s house collapses, rebuilding it would also involve building a wall for the house of idolatrous worship – and this latter action constitutes provision of support to acts of idolatry, which is forbidden.  Alongside this stated prohibition, however, we can note what is not forbidden here: the Mishnah does not say, “If one’s house is adjoined to a house of idolatrous worship, one must tear down the house of idolatrous worship, smash it, cut it down, consign it to the fire.”  Likewise, in addition to not commanding physical destruction, the Mishnah does not even call for Jews to physically distance themselves from such neighbors, i.e., the text does not say, “one must not remain living in such an adjoined house.” Rather, the assumption is that if one happens to be living in an adjoined house that has not collapsed, then one can continue to live there, and continue to share a wall with the house of idolatrous worship.  Moreover, the text does not even say, “one is forbidden from moving into a house adjoined to a house of idolatrous worship.”  Geographical proximity is not presented as an inherent problem, and enactment of idolatrous worship next door is not treated as a problem requiring one’s intervention – the matter that is forbidden lies specifically in the sphere of lending material support to acts of idolatry.  In addition, the same mishnaic passage (3:6), after stating the prohibition of rebuilding a jointly shared wall, then goes on to say that one should rebuild the wall separately from the idolatrous building, at least four cubits away, in a manner such that the wall is no longer adjoining: the Jewish homeowner should “enter within his own domain four cubits and rebuild.”  The text thus specifically encourages a rebuilding project wherein one remains in close proximity to one’s idolatrous neighbors, and does not encourage moving away to another neighborhood even after the wall-collapse.  Accordingly, the Mishnah, in designating only very particular acts as prohibited, can be seen as lending support for a social vision in which the general idea of Jews and idolaters living side-by-side as close neighbors is treated as normal and unthreatening.
  

Similarly, in terms of acts of active destruction of idolatrous objects, the closest that the Mishnah comes lies in its statement in m. Avodah Zarah 3:3: “One who finds [ha-motzeʾ] vessels, and on them is a figure of the sun, or a figure of the moon, or a figure of a dragon – he must cast them into the Salt Sea.”  Here, a member of Israel should not keep objects that he or she ‘finds’: one is forbidden to own an object that had presumably previously been used for idolatrous worship, and it would also be improper to rid oneself of it by selling or giving it to an idolater, since this would be lending material support to idolatry.  Thus, in this case, the proper act is destruction, by casting the object into the sea.  Again, however, this response is enjoined only in the case of ‘finding,’ of coming across a lost idolatrous object by chance, an object which is not in anybody else’s possession and ownership.  By contrast, if one’s next-door neighbor owns a vessel with figures of the sun, the moon, or a dragon on it, one should not go and take hold of that vessel and throw it into Salt Sea.  In other words, it appears that respect and concern for the property of one’s neighbor takes priority – even when that property is an object of idolatrous worship.  By focusing specifically on the ‘found’ object, the Mishnah seems to be separating between the object of idolatrous worship and the person who engages in idolatrous worship: a priority is placed on not infringing on the practices of the other person, and thus not on the object of worship, to the extent that it belongs to that person.  One may oppose idolatry, but one must respect the human idolater.  Destruction of an idolatrous object is thus enjoined only in the limited case when that object is not linked to any human being who would be directly and immediately wronged by the destruction of their object.  Again, one should not actively contribute to one’s neighbor’s idolatrous practice, but neither should one actively intervene through force or destruction to eliminate their practice or objects.  As such, we can see the Mishnah’s distinctive form of prohibitions as giving rise, in functional terms, to a stance of tolerance and practical respect for one’s fellow human beings even when they practice what you yourself may view as a deeply misguided form of worship.  If a mere ‘throwing found objects into the sea’ represents the height of the Mishnah’s ‘physical destruction of idolatry,’ than the supposed fundamental link between monotheism and socially intolerant violence is sharply called into question.
Idolatry, Mishnaic Monotheism and Biblical Monotheism


Yet, while the Mishnah’s seemingly more tolerant stance is striking, one could potentially wonder whether it in fact represents a ‘watering down’ of monotheism.  That is, if one insists upon the idea that monotheism is inherently linked to the intolerance and destruction of ‘idolatrous others’, then the Mishnah would have to be understood as perhaps upholding tolerance, but at the expense of the monotheistic passion displayed by texts like the Hebrew Bible.  Indeed, a number of scholars have sought to account for the Mishnah’s strikingly non-destructive and non-eliminationist stance towards idolatry in one’s surrounding society by attributing it to a lack of Jewish political power or ability in the time of the Mishnah’s compilation – in other words, it could be that force of circumstance has diminished the practical enactment of the Bible’s fervent opposition to idolatry.
  However, while the social circumstances of the Mishnah should not be dismissed and will certainly have played a role in various aspects of its theology and ideology, I argue that such conditions are in fact not a necessary explanation for the Mishnah’s stance towards idolaters.
Rather, we can view the Mishnah’s stance as representing a theological or theopolitical conceptuality that remains in close connection with prominent themes inherited from the Hebrew Bible. Accordingly, we need not view the Mishnah simply as downplaying unambiguous biblical imperatives.  Instead, the Mishnah is also drawing upon and emphasizing biblical dynamics in which God’s power to order to universe as God sees fit does not inherently depend on Israel to engage in violence. Rather, God is able to ‘take care of’ idolatry and idolaters without Israel’s physical assistance, and Israel’s task is to trust in God’s ability to do so.  In the Exodus from Egypt, for instance, the Israelites are confronted by Pharaoh’s army at the Red Sea, whereupon Moses tells the Israelites, “Have no fear! Stand by, and witness the deliverance which the Lord will work for you today; for the Egyptians whom you see today you will never see again. The Lord will battle for you; you hold your peace!” (Ex. 14:13-14)  God subsequently drowns the idolatrous Egyptians in the sea – but this act is carried out specifically by God and not by the Israelites themselves.  Likewise, Deutero-Isaiah emphasizes God’s absolute power over all objects of idolatrous worship – yet, this power is accompanied by God’s ability to redeem Israel from idolatrous Babylon (by means of the equally idolatrous Cyrus) without Israel itself engaging in any acts of active destruction of Babylon’s idols.


In this framework, God as the possessor of unique power overarching the universe and all its immanent forces – also illustrated in God’s act of creation in Genesis 1, which is strikingly carried out without struggle or opposition – is able to act alone in ordering the universe, including aspects of destruction (along aspects of construction), without a need for human beings to ‘help’ with the violent destruction of undesired social practices. In this sense, it is precisely a ‘monotheistic’ orientation that goes along with insisting that human acts of violent destruction are not part of the inherent metaphysical order of the universe.
   Thus, while some biblical passages do contain commands from God to Israel to engage in acts of destruction, these are accompanied by biblical passages where God engages in acts of destruction on God’s own, specifically without Israel’s violent participation.  

As we shall presently see, the Mishnah’s stance can be understood as one way of bringing together these various biblical dynamics under a framework of God as the One with ultimate power over idolatry and its preservation or destruction.  There may be certain historical moments in which God desires Israel to engage in acts of destruction of idolatry, but in the absence of specific authorizing commands to that effect in any given moment, the operating assumption is that God will take care of destruction of idolatry ‘by Godself,’ and that Israel’s ‘default’ task is instead one of non-destruction.
  Moreover, the rabbinic stance appears to assume that, for reasons that God alone knows, God wills that in certain periods of history, idolatry should be allowed to persist, without destructive intervention on either Israel’s part or on God’s part.
 In such periods, Israel should still distance itself from active support of idolatry, but should otherwise submit to God’s apparent judgment that active destruction of idolatry is not currently on the world’s present list of ‘scheduled appointments’.  Thus, monotheistic faith in such a context involves a distancing from idolatry in the sphere of one’s own personal actions, but a tolerating of idolatrous neighbors and practices outside of that sphere.  In other words, a specifically monotheistic approach to idolatry involves a patient trust in God to order the preservation or destruction of public-level idolatry, and the idolatry of others, as God sees fit.


The Mishnah takes this theological orientation to a further level by portraying Israel’s task of toleration and restraint as mirrored in God’s own stance.  Mishnah Avodah Zarah 4:7 states, 

-The elders in Rome were asked: if idolatry is against the will of [your God], why does he not destroy it? 

-They said to [their questioners]: if they worshipped something of which the world had no need, He would have destroyed it; but, behold, they worship the sun, and the moon, and the stars, and the planets – should God put an end to his world because of fools?  

-[Their questioners] said to them: If so, why does He not put an end to those things for which the world has no need, and leave those things for which the world does have a need?
-They said to [their questioners]: By doing so, we would strengthen the hands of those that worship the latter, for they would say: ‘Know that these are truly deities, since they have not been destroyed.’
Here, the questioners seem to be implying that Israel’s God must lack the power to destroy idolatry in the world – since otherwise, why has He not already destroyed it?  In response, the elders first state that if God did seek to destroy all objects of idolatrous worship, then God would have to destroy the entire natural world, since the various celestial bodies of the universe are idolatrously worshipped by many people.  Even though ‘fools’ engage in false forms of worship, God’s love for the world and its preservation represent a higher priority than destruction of idolatry, and the former is to be upheld in cases where the two desiderata conflict with one another.  Moreover, in response to their questioners’ follow-up question, the elders indicate that even more ‘strategic’ violent destructions, on God’s part, of specific objects of idolatrous worship will in fact be counter-productive, since this will simply cause the worshippers to be all the more committed to the other remaining objects.

In the elders’ answers, God’s non-destruction of idolatry stems not from a lack of power, but rather from a stance of prioritization of the good of the world over its violent destruction, and from a stance of wisdom recognizing that the use of force in relation to removing idolatry is simply ineffective, and that people will simply turn to different objects of equally idolatrous worship.
  In this view, we can see a theological reinforcement of Israel’s stance: if even Israel’s God does not destroy idolatry by force, then how much the more so is it inappropriate for Israel to engage in such violent destruction.
  Instead of counterproductive acts of attempted violence against idolatry, the best and most productive approach, in the Mishnah’s theological-communal portrayal, appears to be Israel’s own enacted example of non-violent yet emphatic distancing from idolatry.  Notably, to the extent that Israel’s vocation mirrors the unique God’s own stance, the implication is that Israel’s basic non-violent orientation to idolatry stems ultimately, as with God, not from a lack of physical power in a given historical circumstance, but rather from a more enduring wisdom regarding the general ineffectiveness of direct physical force for successfully defeating idolatry.
  This outlook, in turn, can help to enable Israel to live ‘in’ a society marked by pervasive idolatry, yet without being ‘of’ it in the form of direct support for such practices.

Mishnaic Monotheism’s Challenge to Idolatry and Social Injustice and Bloodshed

While this description of a monotheistic orientation to idolatry could indeed appear more compatible with notions of life in a pluralistic society, it could also appear to be ‘merely passive’ in a problematic sense, and of questionable practical efficacy in decreasing the power of idolatry in the world.  That is to say, while the biblical portrayal ran the risk of violent exclusivity, it at least had the advantage of clearly taking an active stand against the dangers of the worship of false gods.  By contrast, the Mishnah’s stance could appear to be insufficiently concerned with actually combating the harmful social effects of idolatry.  Such a view of the Mishnah, though understandable, is mistaken, and overlooks important social-political elements of the Mishnah’s approach.  To fully appreciate the implications of the rabbinic presentation of idolatry, we must also take into account the ways in which even a physically non-violent stance can bring Israel into a position of socially conflictual confrontation and witnessing.  In this regard, Mishnah Avodah Zarah 1:7 reads, 
None may sell [worshippers of idolatry] bears or lions or anything that can cause injury to the public.  None may build with them a basilica, gallows, stadium, or judges’ tribunal.  But one may build with them pedestals [bimosiʾot; alternatively, dimosiʾot, public wash-houses] and bath-houses; however, when they reach the niche where in which they install the idol, it is forbidden to build [with them].
The first part of this passage forbids Israelites from selling items to idolaters – whether wild animals or deadly weapons – that could cause physical harm to others.  In this regard, there is an ethical-critical orientation to the prohibition: along with formal worship of idolatrous objects, physically causing the death of other human beings is also among the most stringent prohibitions of rabbinic Judaism.
  This Mishnah thus links together the prohibition of providing material support for idolatry with a prohibition of providing material support for bloodshed.  Though not spelled out in full detail, the Mishnah’s implication seems to be that those who engage in one specific type of improper action (worship of powers other than the unique God) are also likely to engage in another type of improper action (unjust injury to human life).
  They are therefore not to be trusted with the use of implements that can cause such harm, and members of Israel should not materially enable them by providing them with the means for such transgressions.  Thus, Israel’s broader task of rejecting idolatry encompasses not only an obligation to enact forms of cultic-religious refraining and withdrawal, but also obligations to refrain, on an ethical-political level, from forms of social engagement that could contribute, even indirectly, to causing physical harm to human life.
The second part of the passage requires a separation from helping to build a variety of institutional structures – and the prominent connecting theme among them appears to be that these are structures that are bound up with capital punishment and death sentences.
   Thus, building on the first part of the passage, Israel’s monotheistic opposition to idolatry also goes along with refusal to participate in social-political judgments of death.  Taken together, the first and second parts indicate that one must refrain from providing material support to bloodshed in connection both with ‘private’ forms of death-causing (selling weapons or deadly animals to individuals) and with public-governmental forms of death-causing.  While such prohibitions refer to ‘negative actions,’ i.e., non-participation and non-engagement, they nonetheless mark out members of the community of Israel as those whose worship of the unique God causes them to conspicuously refrain from participation in what others might view as ‘socially necessary public institutions.’
  Though ‘non-violent’ in a physical sense, such forms of refusal could be seen as threatening to the state’s authority by calling its justice and legitimacy into question.  In other words, the Mishnah’s demand for non-participation can be understood as a demand for members of Israel to engage in (what the ruling authorities might see as) actions that are ideologically-conceptually violent and indeed practically dangerous on a social level.  Of course, what ruling authorities could consider disruptive social-cultural violence, the rabbis of the Mishnah would consider faithfulness to the unique God and to each human individual as the image of God.  
This challenge to both individual and governmental bloodshed by way of refusal is rendered all the more confrontational by the fact that the Mishnah does not enjoin a stance of complete social isolation or self-segregation with regard to the public sphere. That is to say, a group that practiced such refusal alongside general social isolationism could be dismissed as being outside of the public sphere and public discourse altogether.  By contrast, immediately after insisting on the prohibition of participation in the building of certain institutional structures, the same passage goes on affirm that one can participate alongside idolaters in the building of more ‘neutral’ structures, such as public bath-houses.
  In other words, the separation is not separation from all aspects of broader society, but specifically from aspects of society linked with judgments of physical violence and death.  The final comment of the passage notes, furthermore, that even in the building of structures such as bath-houses, Israelites must cease their participation once the building process reaches the construction of the idol-niche.  But, this itself serves to emphasize the carefully specified nature of Israel’s separation: Israelites can participate in the building of certain structures, even though idolatrous objects are due to be installed in them; they must simply separate from the specific part of the construction process that is directly linked to idolatry.  By contrast, with regard to death-dealing public institutional structures, the separation from the building-process must be total.

In this sense, the Mishnah enjoins a combination of social participation and social separation.  One participates in many aspects of one’s surrounding society with one’s idolatrous neighbors – but one draws the lines at supporting gross violation of Israel’s ethos, such as bloodshed and idolatry.  This form of criteria-based, rather than blanket, non-participation helps draw attention to Israel’s distinctive affirmations of God’s uniqueness and of humanity as the image of God.  Rather than isolated sectarians, members of community of Israel show themselves to be participatory, civic-minded individuals.  Because they do participate in a broad range of social activities, their non-participation in certain specific activities stands out sharply and can cause others to ask themselves: what is it, then, about these activities, that causes otherwise decent members of society to refuse to participate in them? In this manner, the Mishnah’s apparently ‘passive’ form of distancing is transformed into a form of highly engaged and active social-ethical critique and (theo)political consciousness-raising.

As a final note, while converts to Judaism are discussed in multiple places in the Mishnah, the Mishnah makes no mention of active efforts of missionizing.
  Accordingly, in the image of society presented in mishnaic texts, Jews appear as living alongside non-Jews without actively seeking to convert them away from idolatry to Judaism.  Thus, while individual idolaters can and should in principle turn away from idolatry, and can become part of the monotheistic community, there does not seem to be any normative pressure on the part of Jews to convince them to do so.
  As such, the Mishnah’s tolerance of idolaters is not simply ‘tolerate their current idolatry while striving to convert them’ but instead ‘tolerate their current idolatry, despite its theological-ethical heinousness, and trust in God to change their hearts and minds (or not) as God sees fit.’
  In this sense, the Mishnah’s tolerance appears to be a tolerance that is, in a theological sense, affectively serene with regard to religious plurality as part of a trusting acceptance of God’s will for the present, rather than a tolerance that is anxious about and therefore seeks to overcome the existing plurality by conversionary unification.

Conclusion


We have seen that, in contrast to a notion where opposition to idolatry requires expulsion and extermination of those who are different, and where one can only live alongside others if they are non-idolaters, the Mishnah puts forth a norm whereby one both can and ought to live as neighbors alongside idolaters.  In this understanding of biblical monotheism, it is precisely a strong faith in God’s power that generates a rejection of physically violent or aggressive attempts at suppressing that which you consider to be idolatry or those which you consider to be idolaters.  Instead, one can participate with such others in a variety of shared social-cooperative endeavors.  At the same time, the critical and socially discordant dimension of opposition to idolatry is not lost, but finds its manifestation in a conspicuous and public separation not simply from certain ‘religious’ ceremonies or cult statues, but also from governmental institutions that violate the image of God by claiming the authority to kill.  
In light of this distinctive combination of tolerance and opposition to social-political injustice, the Mishnah’s orientation towards idolatry can serve as a fruitful signpost for contemporary attempts to find new ways of reflecting on the relation between monotheism and pluralism.  In particular, we can note the ways in which the Mishnah’s approach differs from other possible approaches to pluralism.
  On the one hand, it differs from socially exclusivist understandings of ‘monotheism’ that promote coercive removal or suppression of idolaters or non-believers from the sphere of public life.  On the other hand, it also differs from more relativistic approaches to pluralism that fully affirm, or refrain from commenting on, the in-principle validity of other religious traditions.  These latter approaches may often be spurred to their less judgmental approach as an understandable response to the social conflict or violence that can often accompany a stance that asserts the truth of one’s own position over against the falseness of one’s neighbor’s differing position.  In contrast, the Mishnah adopts of a stance of coexistence – while still fully asserting the non-relative truth of its monotheistic position and the falseness of idolatry.  
Moreover, the Mishnah presents the community of Israel as adopting this stance of coexistence not simply as an unavoidable state of affairs into which they are begrudgingly forced by unfortunate circumstance.
  Rather, while maintaining that the present reign of idolatry is indeed far from ideal and ought rightly to change, the Mishnah is simultaneously able to affirm the present situation as the will of the supremely powerful God who loves and cares for Israel.  While God’s specific motivations in maintaining this state of affairs may not be fully clear to Israel, it is nevertheless part of the will of the good and wise Sovereign of the Universe.
  In this sense, Israel can theologically affirm active engagement in the present world and in surrounding society, and without needing to strive to change the idolaters’ stance, despite its avowed ‘wrongness.’  In this manner Israel is, in an important sense, called upon not merely to ‘tolerate’ but even to affirm their idolatrous neighbors as they are.  Of course, in another sense, they also hope that idolatry will soon be removed from the world.  However, these two theological dynamics, though theoretically in tension with one another, can operate together in practical terms to produce a fruitful mode of engagement that remains socially engaged and socially critical at the same time.  Again, importantly, a key component in this enabling this stance of critical optimism is a strong confidence in God’s ability to act (at the proper time) to overcome idolatry without requiring physical violence on Israel’s part.  
This theologically complex orientation thus represents a robust form of monotheistic pluralism, and one that may differ from various other monotheistic permutations, as found both in subsequent Jewish traditions as well as in Christian and Islamic understandings.  Further studies can be useful for drawing out more precise features of such differences, as well as for exploring ways in which the monotheistic dynamics displayed by the Mishnah can also be identified, in varying degrees, in these other traditions.  Likewise, more detailed comparisons of the Mishnah’s societal pluralism to contemporary secular and religious conceptions of pluralism – which may less frequently highlight the significance of God’s ability to act, and which may place a greater emphasis on elements of human force – can help to generate new theoretical models of ‘living together’ across religious difference.  In this manner, reflection on this ancient Jewish text can contribute to guiding contemporary thought beyond the twin dangers of coercive exclusivism and of passively tolerant relativism, not by downplaying but precisely by firmly upholding a fervent monotheistic opposition to idolatry. 
� It should be noted that the negative term ‘idolatry’ is used throughout this article to designate a judgment of certain practices and practitioners from the perspective of rabbinic texts, even though those practitioners would not describe themselves with that term.  While the dynamics of negative labeling by one religious group of another religious group is an important topic for analysis, the present essay focuses instead on the potential dynamics of one group being able to ‘live alongside’ another even when the first group classifies the second group in this negative manner.


� For examples of recent writings that express concern about the compatibility (or lack thereof) of monotheism and modern tolerance, see, for instance, Jan Assmann, The Price of Tolerance (Stanford: Stanford University Press); Regina M. Schwartz, The Curse of Cain: The Violent Legacy of Monotheism (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1997).  For a recent study arguing for historical connections between ‘anti-idolatry’ stances and modern political violence, see James Noyes, The Politics of Iconoclasm: Religion, Violence and the Culture of Image-Breaking in Christianity and Islam (London: I.B. Tauris, 


� While this essay will examine a different dynamic in Jewish religious thought, wherein one can live alongside those that one designates as idolaters, the dynamic of enabling tolerance by declaring that those who could seem to be idolaters are in fact non-idolaters, has also manifested itself in Jewish thought.  See, for instance, Jacob Katz, Exclusiveness and Tolerance: Studies in Jewish-Gentile Relations in Medieval and Modern Times (New York: Schocken Books, 1961).


� See Ishay Rosen-Zvi, “Rereading herem: Destruction of Idolatry in Tannatic Literature,” in The Gift of the Land and the Fate of the Canaanites in Jewish Thought, ed. Katell Berthelot, Joseph E. David, and Marc Hirshman (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014), 51-65.  See also Rosen-Zvi’s cautions (“Rereading herem,” 51, 62) that, although this stance does represent a dominant stream of thought, one should also bear in mind that different rabbinic figures and different rabbinic literary collections may have held non-identical approaches to the topic.  Thus, while the present essay focuses on Mishnah Avodah Zarah, care needs to be taken in extending its conclusions to other rabbinic corpora.


� Cf. Rosen-Zvi (“Rereading herem,” 51), who argues that “the Mishnah does not disregard the imperative to destroy idolatry, but rather conducts a subtle polemic against it, using sophisticated hermeneutic techniques to limit it.”  In the argument below, I maintain that the Mishnah need not be seen as polemicizing against the biblical imperative per se, but rather against one particular understanding of that biblical imperative, and as doing so precisely in the name of other normative biblical orientations. 


� For different but related scholarly approaches to this tractate’s presentation of the relation between Jews and non-Jews, see “Coexisting with the enemy: Jews and pagans in the Mishnah,” in Tolerance and Intolerance in Early Judaism and Christianity, ed. Graham N. Stanton and Guy G. Stroumsa (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 159-172; Seth Schwartz, “The Rabbi in Aphrodite's bath: Palestinian society and Jewish identity in the High Roman Empire,” in Being Greek under Rome: Cultural Identity, the Second Sophistic and the Development of Empire, ed. Simon Goldhill (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001), 335-361; and Yair Furstenberg, “The Rabbinic View of Idolatry and the Roman Political Conception of Divinity,” Journal of Religion 90:3 (July 2010): 335-366.


� For ways in which the notion of idolatry as ‘foreign cult’ or ‘unprescribed cult’ traces back to biblical conceptuality, see José Faur, “The Biblical Idea of Idolatry,” The Jewish Quarterly Review, 69:1 (July 1978), 1-15.


� Halbertal (“Coexisting with the enemy,” 159) also notes the “shared social space” implied by this mishnah, but does not focus on reading ‘implied permissions’ by noting what is conspicuously not-prohibited.  


� For instance, Halbertal (“Coexisting with the enemy,” 164-165) asserts that the Mishnah’s avoidance of physical destruction of idolatry stems from the fact that, for Jews at the time, such aggression was not “a viable option,” and that the Mishnah’s stance represents “a community in conditions of weakness.” From a different but related perspective, Ephraim Urbach also argues that the Mishnah’s increased permissiveness with regard to idolatry stems from social factors, but designates these factors not primarily as political weakness but as economic need and ditress.  See Urbach, “The Rabbinic Laws of Idolatry in the Second and Third Centuries in the Light of Archaeological and Historical Facts”, Israel Exploration Journal 9:3 (1959): 149-165 (at 156-158), and Israel Exploration Journal 9:4 (1959): 229-245 (at 233).  See also Furstenberg, “The Rabbinic View of Idolatry,” who argues that changing Greco-Roman pagan views of the status of worshipped images and statues contributed to the less ‘zealous’ attitude towards idolatrous objects displayed in the Mishnah.


� For presentations of these themes within the Hebrew Bible, see Millard Lind, Yahweh is a Warrior (Scottsdale: Herald Press, 1980); Millard Lind, Monotheism, Power, and Justice: Collected Old Testament Essays (Eugene: Wipf and Stock, 2015 [1990]).


� On the ways in which the creation account of Genesis 1 challenges typical Ancient Near Eastern understandings of the role of violence in the created world, see J. Richard Middleton, The Liberating Image: The Imago Dei in Genesis 1 (Grand Rapids: Brazos Press, 2005).


� For a related treatment of the role of ‘direct divine authorization’ in classical rabbinic thought (in connection with issues of murder and bloodshed, complementing the issues of destruction of idolatry addressed in this essay), see Daniel H. Weiss, “Direct Divine Sanction, the Prohibition of Bloodshed, and the Individual as Image of God in Classical Rabbinic Literature,” Journal of the Society of Christian Ethics, 32.2 (Fall/Winter 2012): 23–38.  Note also that Israel is particularly likely to be relegated to this ‘default’ orientation in historical periods in which the Temple (as mediating direct divine authorization) is absent.  See, in this regard, Daniel H. Weiss, “Walter Benjamin and the Antinomianism of Classical Rabbinic Law,” Bamidbar: Journal for Jewish Thought and Philosophy 4:1 (2015), 56-78, at 63-65.


� The notion of different commanded norms at different historical points in time can also help to soften Rosen-Zvi’s claim (“Rereading herem,” 59-60) that the Mishnah engages in a “polemic” against other Tannaitic texts that do affirm the commandment of physically destroying idols, and not simply distancing oneself personally from them.  While there may certain between differences between the different collections, it may be that the Mishnah does not reject the idea that the past time of conquest did involve physical destruction, while the other Tannatic texts, in affirming the notion of physical destruction, need not be seen as insisting that such commands are normatively active for Israel in the present.  Hence, the different texts, while not identical, also not need not be seen as inherently contradicting one another in this regard.


� Cf. m. Berakhot 9:1, which discusses the blessing that one should say when one sees “a place from which idol worship had been uprooted.”  Because Israel can see and remember that idolatry ‘has been uprooted’ (note the passive-verb formulation) from places in past historical instances, Israel can trust that God can and will do again in a future (messianic) point in time.  While it is true (as noted by Rosen-Zvi, “Rereading herem,” 60) that the Mishnah does not explicitly discuss future uprooting of idolatry, this need not mean that such a change is not part of its core underlying vision of the future.  Rather, while Israel itself may not be commanded to physically destroy the idols of others, the messianic future may involve God transforming the hearts of current idolaters, so that they turn from idolatry and destroy their own idols with their own hands.  In this regard, cf. Is. 2:20, 31:7. 


� In this regard, the specific commands to Israel in Deuteronomy to destroy idols during the specific period of conquest can be understood in the context of the charge to Israel in particular to build an idol-free social space – rather than as a general attempt to stop committed idolaters from engaging in idolatry. 


� In comparing God’s orientation here to Israel’s, we can note that just as God, out of love for the world, refrains from destroying idolatry by force, so too Israel, as we have seen, refrains from harming other human being in attempts to destroy idolatry – Israel is to destroy idolatrous objects only when doing so does not cause harm to a human being as owner of the idolatrous objects.  Thus, God’s valuation of the world parallels Israel’s valuation of fellow human beings.


� In arguing that the Mishnah’s stance should be understood in relation to Israel’s political weakness, Halbertal (“Coexisting with the enemy,” 164) cites a passage from Midrash Tannaim, in which a non-violent approach to idolatry could indeed be predicated on such factors.  However, this stance should not be projected on to the Mishnah, which is written with a tone of stronger confidence.  See also Rosen-Zvi, “Rereading herem,” 60.


� For another recent scholarly approach to this mishnah, see Furstenberg, “The Rabbinic View of Idolatry,” 361-364.


� See Weiss, “Direct Divine Sanction.” On broader dimensions of the relation between the rabbinic prohibition of bloodshed and the affirmation of humanity as the image of God, see Yair Lorberbaum, In God's Image: Myth, Theology, and Law in Classical Judaism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015).


� See also m. Avodah Zarah 2:1, which states that idol worshippers are, as a general rule, “held suspect regarding the spilling of blood.”


� For discussion of meaning of the four listed structures (basilki, gardom, ʾitztadia, bimah), see Hirsch Loeb Gordon, “The Basilica and the Stoa in Early Rabbinical Literature: A Study in Near Eastern Architecture,” The Art Bullentin 13:3 (September 1931), 352-375, at 362-363.  The connection to death and capital punishment of the gallows and judges’ tribunal is obvious.  The basilica was likewise understood to refer to a place where kings would sit in judgment over capital cases (Gordon, 363).  The stadium appears to have referred to gladiatorial arenas, where blood sports took place.  Cf. also Tosefta Avodah Zarah 2:7, which indicates that one who ‘sits in the stadium’ and thereby participates in the spectacle of state-organized killing is guilty of bloodshed (harei zeh shofekh damim).  On killing in Roman stadia/arenas, see Ishay Rosen-Zvi, The Mishnaic Sotah Ritual: Temple, Gender and Midrash (Leiden: Brill, 2012), 219ff.


� As Seth Schwartz puts it, “[T]he rabbis very openly regarded as murder judicial activities the state itself considered legitimate and essential.”  See Schwartz, Were the Jews a Mediterranean Society?: Reciprocity and Solidarity in Ancient Judaism (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2009), 122, and also 114-115.


� As noted by Seth Schwartz, the rabbinic texts tend to cast certain social structures or institutions as ‘neutral’, even when, historically examined, such structures in fact contained various types of pagan ‘religious’ elements.  A prominent example of such a stance is the ruling that the use of a public bath-house is permitted for Jews even if it contains a statue of Aphrodite (m. Avodah Zarah 3:4).  Schwartz argues that interpreting such elements in a ‘neutral’ manner is by no means an obvious interpretation, and can be taken as a consistently performed stance of ‘misprision’ on the part of the rabbinic sages, thereby allowing for greater involvement in public life than would be permitted under a stricter sense of what might count as ‘contact with idolatry.’  See Schwartz, “The Rabbi in Aphrodite’s bath,” 346, 353-360.


� See Louis H. Feldman, Jew and Gentile in the Ancient World: Attitudes and Interactions from Alexander to Justinian (Princeton, Princeton University Press, 1993), 323.  


� For discussion of the rabbinic view that both Jews and non-Jews ought in principle to turn away from idolatry, see Halbertal, “Coexisting with the enemy,” 161.


� In the rabbinic conception, God’s turning all people away from idolatry to the service of God is bound up with the changes associated with the yet-to-come messianic future.


� Halbertal (“Coexisting with the enemy,” 160-163) provides some comparisons in this regard, but without incorporating the specific theological dynamics that I have attempted to highlight in the present essay.


� Contra Halbertal (“Coexisting with the enemy,” 164-165, 171), who portrays the Mishnah’s attitude of ‘tolerance’ as arising primarily from such ‘force of circumstance.’


� At end of the eighteenth century, Moses Mendelssohn put forth a vision of coexistence formulated in strikingly similar terms: “Brothers, if you care for true piety, let us not feign agreement where diversity is evidently the plan and purpose of Providence.”  See Mendelssohn, Jerusalem: Or on Religious Power and Judaism, trans. Allan Arkush (Hanover: University Press of New England, 1983), 138.  Though Mendelssohn himself does not cite specific precedents for his assertion here, it is likely that traditions stemming from classical rabbinic conceptuality played a significant role in shaping his orientation. 
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