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Judaism and Democracy: Encounters,
Obstacles, Possibilities

Unit 1: The Bible Against Monarchy

Rabbi Shai Held - held@hadar.org

I. The Stripped-Down King

1. Deuteronomy 17:14-20 >-T:1' Dp"aT.1
"1f, after you have entered the land that your God nin NIN' YK yIRn Ty xan M
has assigned to you, and taken possession of it and N2 NNQY! ARYY'T Q7 (M 07K
settled in it, you decide, “l will set a king over me, as do D!ANT792 270 7Y MUK PN

11220 WK
N WK A7 A"V D'wn Div "°
D'YR 'NX 2PN 2 07N NI

chosen by your God nin'. Be sure to set as king over Wi 39y TINY YN K7 T?YJ o

INID NIRRT YR )
2'Y"N71 0'010 i77na N7 0 18

all the nations about me,”
Pyou shall be free to set a king over yourself, one

yourself one of your own people; you must not set a
foreigner over you, one who is not your kin.

'*Moreover, he shall not keep many horses or send 010 Nian |YnY NNYN DYATNK
people back to Egypt to add to his horses, since nin' 21¢7 HOON XY D2 0K NIN'
has warned you, “You must not go back that way again.” TV N0 NT2
"And he shall not have many wives, lest his heart go i227 Vo' N71 0w iy N Y
astray; nor shall he amass silver and gold to excess. RN 177030 X7 20T 902

. . - : D Aui 18
When he is seated on his royal throne, he shall have a | 312! iR7R0 X@3 7y IMJW) Ni|
19077V NKTN NMIND NIYNNX 7

copy of this Teaching written for him on a scroll by the
:D'170 D'IDN 11971

levitical priests.
Y et it remain with him and let him read in it all his life,
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laws.

the midst of Israel.

so that he may learn to revere his God nin', to observe
faithfully every word of this Teaching as well as these

*Thus he will not act haughtily toward his fellows or
deviate from the Instruction to the right or to the left, to
the end that he and his descendants may reign long in

M0 1772 2 N iRy i)
NNTD MIRD MAT727 NN MYy
DNYY? N7XD D'END NN
M2 NN 227700 M ¥
Y07 7KDY 0! NI¥ANTIN 1O
M2 NN MmN~y omr N
R iR

Against Excess

Chariots:

2. Psalms 20:8

n:O o'"7'nn .2

but we call on the name of the LORD our God.

*They [call] on chariots, they [call] on horses, N[N'"0Wa [1IN3IXI D'0102 NYXRI 219712 NING

D71 11NN

3.1Samuel 8:11

X':n X "'xnv .3

"He said, “This will be the practice of the king who
will rule over you: He will take your sons and
appoint them as his charioteers and horsemen, and
they will serve as outrunners for his chariots.

AN WX 790 LIYN N T K
iN22702 17 DYI N' D2 X DRM7Y
[inA2N 197 ¥ 1'UN9

Wives:

4.1 Kings 11:3

AIN'NDD'/M 4

*He had seven hundred royal wives and three hundred
concubines; and his wives turned his heart away.

D'Y3791 NikN YWY NinY ') i7 0’
7NN I'YD 191 NiRD WY
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Wealth:

5.1Kings 12:4 T:2'X 0D .5

*“Your father made our yoke heavy. Now lightenthe  |*zn nny RNl nYy-nx nYpn X’

harsh labor and the heavy yoke which your father laid TR0 i7yn1 Ndipn AR NTayn
on us, and we will serve you.” TV Y MUK
Instead...

Studying Torah:

6. Deuteronomy 6:7 71 DMN2T.6
"Impress them upon your children. Recite them when you D2 PATI 7')2Y7 DRYY
stay at home and when you are away, when you lie down T2 N7 N2 Jnava
and when you get up. )l yal BBl all

7. Patrick Miller, Deuteronomy (1990), pp. 148-149

The law of the king places upon that figure the obligations incumbent upon every Israelite.
In that sense, Deuteronomy’s primary concern was that the king be the model Israelite. This
is seen especially in the fact that the essential responsibility of the king is to read and study
the law constantly, “that he may learn to fear the Lord his God, by keeping all the words of
this law and these statutes, and doing them” (v. 19)... The fundamental task of the leader of
the people, therefore, is to exemplify and demonstrate true obedience to the Lord for the
sake of the well-being of both the dynasty and the kingdom. King and subject share a
common goal: To learn to fear the Lord (v. 19).

8. Richard D. Nelson, Deuteronomy (2002), p. 222

The king becomes the ideal citizen, a model Israelite, more a student of the law than a ruler.
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Il. Monarchy and/as Rebellion Against God

9.1 Samuel 8:1-22

2)-X:N X xInv .9

'When Samuel grew old, he appointed his sons judges
over Israel.

>The name of his first-born son was Joel, and his
second son’s name was Abijah; they sat as judges in
Beer-sheba.

*But his sons did not follow in his ways; they were bent
on gain, they accepted bribes, and they subverted
justice.

*All the elders of Israel assembled and came to Samuel
at Ramah,

>and they said to him, “You have grown old, and your
sons have not followed your ways. Therefore appoint a
king for us, to govern us like all other nations.”
*Samuel was displeased that they said “Give us a king
to govern us.” Samuel prayed to God,

'and God replied to Samuel, “Heed the demand of the
people in everything they say to you. For it is not you
that they have rejected; it is Me they have rejected as
their king.

®Like everything else they have done ever since |
brought them out of Egypt to this day—forsaking Me
and worshiping other gods—so they are doing to you.
*Heed their demand; but warn them solemnly, and tell
them about the practices of any king who will rule over
them.”

%Samuel reported all the words of God to the people,
who were asking him for a king.

""He said, “This will be the practice of the king who will
rule over you: He will take your sons and appoint them
as his charioteers and horsemen, and they will serve as
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outrunners for his chariots.

He will appoint them as his chiefs of thousands and
of fifties; or they will have to plow his fields, reap his
harvest, and make his weapons and the equipment for
his chariots.

He will take your daughters as perfumers, cooks, and
bakers.

“He will seize your choice fields, vineyards, and olive
groves, and give them to his courtiers.

He will take a tenth part of your grain and vintage
and give it to his eunuchs and courtiers.

*He will take your male and female slaves, your choice
young men,”® and your asses, and put them to work for
him.

"He will take a tenth part of your flocks, and you shall
become his slaves.

¥The day will come when you cry out because of the
king whom you yourselves have chosen; and God will
not answer you on that day.”

“But the people would not listen to Samuel’s warning.
“No,” they said. “We must have a king over us,

*that we may be like all the other nations: Let our king
rule over us and go out at our head and fight our
battles.”

2'When Samuel heard all that the people said, he
reported it to God.

2And God said to Samuel, “Heed their demands and
appoint a king for them.” Samuel then said to the men
of Israel, “All of you go home.”
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I11. Solomon’s Failure

10. 1 Kings 11:1-13

A'—NIN' X DD'!n .10

'King Solomon loved many foreign women in addition
to Pharaoh’s daughter—Moabite, Ammonite, Edomite,
Phoenician, and Hittite women,

*from the nations of which God had said to the
Israelites, “None of you shall join them and none of
them shall join you, lest they turn your heart away to
follow their gods.” Such Solomon clung to and loved.
*He had seven hundred royal wives and three hundred
concubines; and his wives turned his heart away.

*In his old age, his wives turned away Solomon’s heart
after other gods, and he was not as wholeheartedly
devoted to Adonai his God as his father David had
been.

>Solomon followed Ashtoreth the goddess of the
Phoenicians, and Milcom the abomination of the
Ammonites.

*Solomon did what was displeasing to God and did
not remain loyal to God like his father David.

"At that time, Solomon built a shrine for Chemosh the
abomination of Moab on the hill near Jerusalem, and
one for Molech the abomination of the Ammonites.
®And he did the same for all his foreign wives who
offered and sacrificed to their gods.

°God was angry with Solomon, because his heart
turned away from Adonai, the God of Israel, who had
appeared to him twice

%3nd had commanded him about this matter, not to
follow other gods; he did not obey what God had
commanded.

"And God said to Solomon, “Because you are guilty of
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this —you have not kept My covenant and the laws
that | enjoined upon you—I will tear the kingdom
away from you and give it to one of your servants.
2But, for the sake of your father David, | will not do it
in your lifetime; | will tear it away from your son.
BHowever, | will not tear away the whole kingdom; |
will give your son one tribe, for the sake of My servant
David and for the sake of Jerusalem that | have
chosen.”

VAN VIR "2V MUY YK D)
ATV DIDY QYN N7ARNTNR
VIR N2 TN

LY VN N7 NINADT7 TN

AN WX DY

IV. The Useless and Destructive Thornbush

11. Judges 9:8-15

19—-n:L n'VOIV .11

%“Once the trees went to anoint a king over themselves.
They said to the olive tree, ‘Reign over us’

°But the olive tree replied, ‘Have I, through whom God
and humans are honored, stopped yielding my rich oil,
that | should go and wave above the trees?’

1%So the trees said to the fig tree, ‘You come and reign
overus.’

YBut the fig tree replied, ‘Have | stopped yielding my
sweetness, my delicious fruit, that | should go and
wave above the trees?’

2So the trees said to the vine, ‘You come and reign over
us.’

BBut the vine replied, ‘Have | stopped yielding my new
wine, which gladdens God and humans, that | should
go and wave above the trees?’

“Then all the trees said to the thornbush, ‘You come
and reign over us’

And the thornbush said to the trees, ‘If you are acting
honorably in anointing me king over you, come and
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take shelter in my shade; but if not, may fire issue from | TOXD" N WX K¥N |'X"DKX] '7¥2 100
the thornbush and consume the cedars of Lebanon!’ 111270 'TIR"NIK 7ONN|

12. Robert Gnuse, No Tolerance for Tyrants: The Biblical Assault on Kings and Kingship
(2011)

This parable can stand on its own with meaning apart from the narrative in which it is
found. You do not need to know the references to the aspirations of Abimelech to be king
and how he killed all his brothers and half-brothers, save Jotham, the one who crafted the
fable. The critique of kingship is clear simply within the parable itself. The power of the
critique is carried by the humor of the story. The olive tree, fig tree, and vine all see their
everyday function as more important than being kind over the trees. What does this say
about kinship in general? These plants view the institution as rather worthless. Only the
pathetic bramble is willing to be king, and he is worthless. Perhaps only worthless
individuals become kinds, the parable implies. The pomposity of the bramble entertains.
“Take refuge in my shadow” says the bramble. How paltry is the shadow that can be cast by
the scrawny bramble. Further, the bramble declares, “let fire come out of the bramble and
devour the cedars of Lebanon.” Imagine a tiny bramble bush sprouting fire, and then
imagine this fire destroying the most majestic trees known to the biblical audience. This is
true sarcasm of kings and the pompous pride with which they comport themselves.

13. Dennis T. Olson, “The Book of Judges,”’ in New Interpreter’s Bible (1998)

The story of Abimelech is sometimes interpreted as a general indictment of any form of
kingship or centralized government within Israel. However, Judges 9 and its fable indict a
specific form of kingship characterized by gaining power through brute force and violence...
In the final analysis, the book of Judges will support certain forms of kingship and
centralized authority. The positive attributes of such a model of kingship for the book of
Judges would include the following elements: (1) a dynasty or family line of rulers whom
God would choose; (2) a king who would unite all Israel, not by force or violence, but by
persuasion and an earned loyalty, and (3) a king who would be faithful and subject to God’s
guidance and who would lead the people in devotion to the one true God of Israel.
Abimelech fell short in every category. The politics of Abimelech- ruthless violence, hunger
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roundly condemned in the strongest terms in Judges 9.

for power, back-stabbing vengeance, irrational assault, the worship of other gods- are

V. We Are All Royalty

14. Genesis 1:26-28

nO—ID:X N'wxM .14

* And God said, “Let us make humankind in our image,
after our likeness. They shall rule the fish of the sea, the
birds of the sky, the cattle, the whole earth, and all the
creeping things that creep on earth.”

" And God created humankind in the divine image,
creating it in the image of God—

creating them male and female.

God blessed them and God said to them, “Be fertile and
increase, fill the earth and master it; and rule the fish of
the sea, the birds of the sky, and all the living things that
creep on earth.”

DTX NYYI D7) N
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Appendix
The Tannaim and the Monarchy

15, Sifre Deuteronomy, Shoftim, #156

:D'USIY NYWIS DT "190 .15
j7 Xj70'

“And you shall say, | will set a king over me” (Deuteronomy
17:15): R. Nehorai says: This is to Israel's discredit, as it
says: "... for they have not rejected you but they have
rejected Me, that | should not be king over them" (1
Samuel 8:7). Said R. Judah: But is it not a command of the
Torah that they should request a king, for it says: ".. . you

"IIN1 20 ,'M Y IN'WR DN
XYW M AT AT N nNIX
MIX 2 IOXN NIX X7 D MNaY
NTIN' 20 K DNV 1701 10RN
DNY 7INYT7 DINN 0 nixn X701
;171 "7V D'YUN DIY MMNIY 7N
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shall surely place a king over you" (Deuteronomy 17:15)!
Why then were they punished in Samuel's time? Because
they rushed matters. “Like all the nations that are around
me” (Deuteronomy 17:15): R. Nehorai says: They sought a
king to lead them to idolatry, for it says: "... that we also
may be like all the other nations, and that our king may
judge us and go out before us and fight our battles" (1
Samuel 8:20).

AWN D'IAN 7DD 0T 7Y TN
WA X7 MIX "IN 120 ,'NINNAo
N7 NTIAY DTAYN? X7X 170 DnY
D'IAN 722 11NIX DA 1" NKIY
NIX DN711 121197 R¥'1 112'7M nNVdYI
‘NN

16. Babylonian Talmud, Sanhedrin 20b

['YThI0 Ndon 721 Tin'n .16
ATy DT

Thus R. Judah said: Three commandments were given to
Israel when they entered the land: [i] to appoint a king, [ii]
to cut off the seed of Amalek,and [iii] to build themselves
the chosen house. While R. Nehorai said: This section was
spoken only in anticipation of their future murmurings, as

it is written, And shalt say, | will set a king over me etc.

NIXN Y2¢ IR DTN 2 N2
YOX7 IN001 7R oY)

VAT NdN71 ) 0N Tvn?
N2 0n7 N L,y e
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17. Sifre Deuteronomy, Shoftim, #157

D'USIY NYIO 0"MAT 190 .17
T)j7 Xj70'©

Som Tasim. If he dies, appoint another to succeed him...
Another explanation, som tasim. This is a positive
command.

...I'MNN INX NN NN ,0'YN DIY
;171 'Y D'WUN DIY INR 2T
NYY NIxN

18. Mekhilta to Deuteronomy (ed. Solomon Schechter)

The Temple precedes kingship. This is reasonable: "awe" is predicated of heaven and "awe" is
predicated of earth; the heavenly kingdom is spoken of and the earthly kingdom is spoken of.
Now just as we find that awe of heaven precedes awe of the earthly, so does the kingdom of
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heaven precede the earthly kingdom ... For we find that when they wished to crown ... a king
... for it says: "for they have not rejected you but they have rejected Me .. ."

19. Gerald J. Blidstein, “The Monarchic Imperative in Rabbinic Perspective,” AJS Review
7-8 (1983), pp. 15-39, at pp. 29-30

It was probably no accident, nor the result of a purely immanent dynamic, that tannaim circa
140 C.E. circulated a doctrine teaching that Israel lay under a divine command to appoint a
king, build a Temple, and eradicate Amalek. Each of these three components resonates
compellingly in second century Jewish history: national independence, restoration of the
Temple in Jerusalem, the defeat and annihilation of Rome- leading to the Kingdom of God. It
is difficult to decide whether this doctrine reflects midrashic propaganda leading to the
revolt, or rabbinic justification of its legitimacy (and a pledge of faith to its smoldering
remains) after its failure. In either case, we see the emergence of a firm and normative
doctrine which either reworks older exegesis or bends verses to its need. It is very doubtful
that R. Judah and his contemporaries were intent on defining the obligations of those
Israelites who first crossed the Jordan alone; both terminology and tannaitic texts alike lead
to the conclusion that we are dealing with the permanent normative structure of Judaism as
these tannaim defined it.
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