
Strangers 
in a Strange Text

Non-Jews in and around the Talmud

Rabbi Mira Wasserman, PhD
Reconstructionist Rabbinical College



.1

How does the Talmud treat non-Jews? .1

2. How do non-Jews treat the talmud?

 3. How has the Talmud served as a place of
 encounter between Jews and non-Jews (real
?and imagined)



Bloomington, Indiana circa 1998



Congregation Beth Shalom 
Bloomington, Indiana



            Anti-Semitism



An 

Advertisement 
for the Talmud in 

Arabic 
Translation

“The translation of the Babylonian 
Talmud is historically 
unprecedented, entailing a six-year 
effort of more than 95 translators, 
researchers, and language editors 
under the supervision and 
leadership of the Middle East 
Studies Center – Jordan. . .”



Response by the ADL



ADL’s Concern

“The translation, published by the Middle East Studies 
Center (MESC), a Jordan-based think tank, features an 
introduction that repeatedly distorts and takes out of 
context certain passages in the Talmud, including the 
selective use of quotations leaving the misleading 
impression of a pervasive attitude of antipathy toward 
non-Jews mandated by Jewish religious law and 
teachings. Included among the baseless conclusions in 
the introduction are charges that the Talmud promotes 
trickery, cheating and the murder of non-Jews.”



But Are These Charges 
Baseless?



Responsibilities of Non-Jews

Seven Noahide 
Commandments
• Establishing courts of law, 

• and idolatry (avodah zarah),

•  and cursing God's name,

•  and sexual offenses, 

• and bloodshed, 

• and theft,

• and eating the limb of a living 
animal.

Tosefta AZ 8:4
 על שבע מצוות נצטוו בני נח

 על הדינין

 ועל עבודה' זרה

 ועל קללת השם

 ועל גילוי עריות

 ועל שפיכות דמים

ועל הגזל

ועל אבר מן החי



Discrimination against 
Non-Jews

Tosefta AZ 8:5
Concerning bloodshed, in what 
sense? 

A non-Jew (goy) against a non-Jew, 
or a non-Jew against a Jew (yisrael) is 
liable; 

a Jew against a non-Jew is exempt.

Concerning theft: 

A non-Jew (goy) against a non-Jew, 
or a non-Jew against a Jew (yisrael) is 
prohibited, 

but a Jew against a non-Jew is 
permitted.

 על שפיכות דמים כיצד

 גוי בגוי וגוי בישראל חייב

 ישראל בגוי פטור

 על הגזל. . . גוי בגוי וגוי בישראל אסור

וישראל בגוי מותר



What Does the Talmud 
Say?

Bavli Sanhedrin 57a:

Concerning theft. . . 

A Cuthite against a Cuthite, 

or a Cuthite against a Jew is 
prohibited, 

but a Jew against a Cuthite is 
permitted.

The VILNA edition

 . . .על הגזל

כותי בכותי

וכותי בישראל אסור

וישראל בכותי מותר



Wait, What does The 
Talmud Really Say?

Bavli Sanhedrin 57a:

Concerning theft: 

A non-Jew (goy) against a 
non-Jew, 

or a non-Jew against a Jew 
(yisrael) is prohibited, 

but a Jew against a non-Jew 
is permitted.

Manuscripts and 
early prints

 . . .על הגזל

 גוי בגוי

 וגוי בישראל אסור

וישראל בגוי מותר



What happened?
Tosefta, Talmud 
Manuscripts, and early 
prints

Concerning theft: 

A non-Jew (goy) against a 
non-Jew, 

or a non-Jew against a Jew 
(yisrael) is prohibited, 

but a Jew against a non-Jew 
is permitted.

Vilna Edition

Concerning theft: 

A Cuthite against a Cuthite, 

or a Cuthite against a Jew 
(yisrael) is prohibited, 

but a Jew against a Cuthite is 
permitted.



This Happened



Medieval ManuscriPT
AVODAH ZARAH, mS JTS; spain, 1290



Burning the Talmud



Printing the Talmud
Tractate Gittin, printed by Joshua Solomon or Gershom 

Soncino, Italy 1488



Printing the Talmud
Tractate Brakhot, printed by Daniel Bomberg

Venice 1520-23



Pope Paul IV
(1476-1559)

Born Giovanni Pietro Carafa,

he led the Roman Inquisition as 
Cardinal Carafa before becoming 

Pope in 1555.

Carafa zealously used his power to 
attack Christian Protestants, 

Hebraists, and Humanists, as well 
as Jews.



Edict ordering the 
burning of the 

Talmud

Venice 1553



Septemper 9, 1553
Rosh Hashana

Campo Dei Fiori, Rome



Index Librorum 
Prohibitorum

The Tridentine Index
Milan, 1564

The Talmud is prohibited, with the 
added proviso:

“But if they shall be published without 
the title Talmud, and without 
calumnies and insults to the Christian 
religion, they shall be tolerated.”



The BaslE Talmud

Printed in 1580 by Ambrosius Froben

The most censored edition of the 
Talmud, it excludes Tractate Avodah 

Zarah altogether.

Approved by inquisitor Marco Marino 
Brixiense, in accordance with the 

Tridentine Index.



Tractate Avodah 
Zarah

Cracow, 1597

This printing of the controversial 
tractate was likely intended to 

complete the Basle edition.



Two Versions of the Talmud

Vilna Print, 
Schottenstein

 לפני אידיהן של עובדי כוכבים שלשה
ימים אסור לשאת ולתת עמהם

Schottenstein English:

During the three days 
preceding the festivals of 
idol worshipers, it is 
forbidden to transact 
business with them.

Manuscripts, Steinsaltz

 לפני אידיהן של גוים שלשה ימים אסור
לשאת ולתת עמהם

During the three days 
preceding the festivals of 
gentiles, it is forbidden to 
transact business with them.



Eliding the Difference

Sefaria’s William Davidson Talmud

MISHNA: On the three days 
before the festivals of gentiles the 
following actions are prohibited, 
as they would bring joy to the 
gentile, who would subsequently 
give thanks to his object of idol 
worship on his festival: It 
is prohibited to engage in 
business with them; to 
lend items to them or to 
borrow items from them; to 
lend money to them or to 
borrow money from them; and to 
repay debts owed to them or to 
collect repayment of debts from 
them. 

מתני׳ לפני אידיהן של עובדי 
כוכבים שלשה ימים אסור לשאת ולתת 
עמהם להשאילן ולשאול מהן להלוותן 

וללוות מהן לפורען ולפרוע מהן.



Amnon Raz-Krakotzkin



Censored or Revised?

Menahem Ha-Me’iri

It appears to me that these 
matters all pertain only to 
worshippers of idols and 
their forms and images, but 
that nowadays, these 
activities are wholly 
permitted. . .

-Beit Ha-Behirah, Avodah 
Zarah

1249-1315  Provence

 נראה לי שדברים אלו כלם לא
 נאמרו אלא על עובדי האלילים

 וצורותיהם וצלמיהם אבל בזמנים
...הללו מותר לגמרי



An Ancient Story of Surveillance

Sifre Deut 344
Once the government [of Rome] 
dispatched two soldiers and said to 
them, “Go disguise yourselves as Jews 
and examine their Torah—what is its 
nature?”

They went to Rabban Gamliel in Usha. 
They read Scripture and studied the 
Mishna, midrash, halakhot, and 
haggadot. 

At the time of their departure, they 
said, “All of your Torah is beautiful 
and praiseworthy, except for one 
thing—that the stolen property of a 
non-Jew is permitted, and of a Jew is 
prohibited. But we will not report this 
thing to the government.”

 וכבר שלחה מלכות שני סרדיטיאות ואמרה להם
 לכו ועשו עצמכם יהודים וראו תורתם מה טיבה

 הלכו אצל רבן גמליאל לאושא וקראו את
 המקרא ושנו את המשנה מדרש הלכות והגדות

 בשעת פטירתם אמרו להם כל התורה נאה
 ומשובחת חוץ מדבר אחד זה שאתם אומרים
 גזילו של גוי מותר ושל ישראל אסור ודבר זה

.אין אנו מודיעים למלכות



The Last Word

B. Avodah Zarah 76b
Mar Yehuda and Bati bar Tuvi were sitting in 
the presence of King Shapur. They were 
served a citron.

The king cut a piece and ate it. He cut 
another piece and gave it to Bati bar Tuvi.He 
stuck the knife into the earth ten times, cut 
another piece and gave it to Mar Yehuda.

Bati bar Tuvi said to him, “And am I not a 
Jew?”

He said (turning to Mar Yehuda), “With you, I 
am certain of this, but with you (turning to 
Bati Bar Tuvi), I am not certain.”

Some say he said to him: “Remember what 
you did last night.

 כי הא דמר יהודה ובאטי בר טובי הוו יתבי קמיה
דשבור מלכא אייתו לקמייהו אתרוגא

 פסק אכל פסק והב ליה לבאטי בר טובי הדר דצה
 עשרה זימני בארעא פסק הב ליה למר יהודה

 א"ל באטי בר טובי וההוא גברא לאו בר ישראל הוא

א"ל מר קים לי בגויה ומר לא קים לי בגויה

איכא דאמרי א"ל אידכר מאי עבדת באורתא



Tractate 
Avoda Zara

A New Reading



The Talmud Uncensored

What the Talmud really tells us
 about relationships between Jews and non-Jews

Rabbi Mira Wasserman, PhD
Reconstructionist Rabbinical College



Ethical Difficulties



Textual Difficulties



Samuel 
Holdheim 
(1806-1860)

Reform must avoid as much as possible 
to press the banner of progress into the 
rigid hands of the Talmud. The time has 
to come when one feels strong enough 
vis-à-vis the Talmud to oppose it, in the 
knowledge of having gone far beyond 
it. One must not with every forward 
step drag along the heavy tomes and, 
without even opening them, wait for 
some innocent remark, therewith to 
prove the foundations of progress.


