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Jeremiahmentionsseveralcommunitiesof]ewsliving in Egyptin thesixthcen-
tury BCE (Jeremiah44:1),whichwouldhavebeenin additionto thecommunityat
Elephantineon theupperNile. TheJewsatElephantinehadtheir own templeand
followed syncretisticworshippractices.Jeremiahprobablyhadtheformercommu-
nities in mindwhenhelumpedtogether"thosewho areliving in thelandofEgypt"
and thoseremainingin the homeland,including Zedekiah,the lastJudeanking,
andlikenedthemall to badfigs (Jeremiah24:8).

Intellectualwrestlingwith the circumstancesthat createdthe Diasporahad
producedanarrayof theologicalresponses,butbiblical prophetsandwritersheld
fast to thenotionthatthehomelandwascentraltoJewishidentityanddestinyfor
Jewseverywhere.DiasporaJews,no lessthanJewsin the homeland,maintained
closeties to the Land of Israel,a relationshipexpressedin the Bible's concluding
exhortation:"Anyoneofyou ofall His people,theLord his Godbewith him andlet
him go up [to Jerusalem]"(2 Chronicles36:23).
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The Concept ofDiaspora
in TalIlludic Thought
EliezerSegal

The Talmudsandrelatedworks recognizedthat manyJewsin their time were in
the Diaspora-oras they sawit, in a stateof exile (galut). The discussionsoften
took the form of biblical exegesis.Therefore,their commentsrelateto biblical ex-
iles morethanto their contemporarysituation.Although the existenceof a Dias-
pora was generally considereda deplorablesituation to be remediedin the
messianicredemption,somerabbis,especiallyin Babylonia,found positive fea-
turesin thesituation.

In keepingwith biblical teaching,thesagesof theTalmudandmidrashbelieved
Israelwasscatteredaspunishmentfor hersins.Thecorrespondencebetweencrime
andpunishmentwas a stockthemeof rabbinicpreaching.Accordingly, exile was
blamedon Israel'scommissionof the gravestcardinalsins andsacrileges.In TB
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Menahot53b,God informedAbrahamthathis childrenwould be exiled for their
sins,andthesesinswouldbedeliberateandprevalentandwouldbecommittedde-
spite ampleopportunitiesoffered to them for repentance.RabbanYohananben
Zakkai comparedIsrael'sexile to Babylon,Abraham'sbirthplace,to an adulteress
beingsentbackto herfather'shouse(ToseftaBabaKamma7:3; cf. TB Pesahim87a).
"Exile comesto the world on accountof idol-worship,sexualcrimes,andblood-
shed"(M Avot 5:9; seealsoTB Shabbat33a).LamentationsRabbah1:1: "... Israel
werenot exileduntil theydeniedthe oneGod of the universe,the decalogue,cir-
cumcision..., andthe five booksof theTorah... SaidRabbiLevi: Israelwerenot
exileduntil theyhadtransgressedthethirty-six prohibitionswhosepunishmentis
karet['excision']."

Occasionally,therabbisidentifiedlessersinsandtransgressionsasthe causes
of Israel'sexiles. In mostcases,this homiletic trope, thoughsupportedby scrip-
tural proof-texts,wasusedby rabbisto chastisetheir contemporariesfor laxity in
the observanceof specific precepts.The catalogueof violations and transgres-
sionsthatprovokedtheexile includedsabbaticalyears(M Avot 5:9),heave-offerings
andtithes(Avot de-RabbiNatanA 20),circumcision(TJSanhedrin10:5[29c]), pro-
pogationof illegitimateoffspring(mamzerim),heresy,drunkenness(GenesisRab-
bah 36:4), and acceptingthe hospitality of the government(TB Pesahim49a).
Accordingto LamentationsRabbah1:28-29,"theyateleavenon Passover... they
seizedthepledgeof thepoorwithin their houses... theywithheld thewagesof
a hired servant... they robbedthe poor of their portions... theyconsumedthe
poortithe theyworshippedidols ... becausetheyheldtheHebrewbondmanin
servitude "

Accordingto rabbinic teaching,Israel'sdispersionswere thematicallyprefig-
uredin earliergenerationsof the Bible. GenesisRabbah19:9 depictsAdam'sban-
ishmentfrom paradiseasthearchetypefor Israel'sevictionfrom theLandofIsrael
for transgressingcommandments.The dove sentout by NoahprefiguredIsrael's
homelessnessamonghostile nations(GenesisRabbah33:6). In GenesisRabbah
36:4,developingawordplayontheHebrewofGenesis9:21,therabbisinterpretedit
in thesenseof "hewasexiled;'implying thatNoahwastheorigin ofexile for subse-
quentgenerations.In TB Menahot53b;ExodusRabbah51:7,andelsewhere,Abra-
hamis informedof the future exilesof his descendants-Babylon,Media,Greece,
Rome-andhepleadsontheirbehalf.He is allowedto choosewhetherhis children
will be punishedby Gehinnomor exile and is inducedto choosethe latter. "Be-
causeIsaacsawthroughtheholy spirit thathischildrenweredestinedto beexiled,
hesaidto [Jacob]:Come,andI shallgive you a blessingfitting for theexile" (Gene-
sisRabbah75:8).BecauseJacobforesawthattheexileswouldpassby theEphrath
road, he buried Rachelthereso that shemight pray for mercyon their behalf"
(GenesisRabbah82:10).RabbiJoshuabenLevi interpretedJacob'sinstructionsto
his sonsin Genesis43:14as a portentabouttheir future exiles (GenesisRabbah
92:3).The Israelites'enslavementin Egyptwasa prototypefor subsequentexiles,
andthedivinedescentinto theburningbushprefiguresGod'sparticipationin their
sufferings(Mekhiltade-RabbiSimeonbenYohaipp. 1-2;TB Berakhot9b;andelse-
where,seebelow).The Israelites'needlessweepingin thedesertprovokedGod to
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scatterthemin the future (TB Ta'anit29a). In DeuteronomyRabbah2:22, "Moses
instructedIsraelthatif theysinned,theywould onedaybeexiled,howtheywould
repent,andhowtheywouldberedeemed:'

Many sourcesstressthe severityof exile as a harshandhumiliating punish-
ment."After all thetormentsthatI inflict uponyou, I will sendyou into exile.Exile
is difficult, sinceit isweighedagainstthemall" (SifreDeuteronomy43)."SaidRabbi
JoshuabenLevi: WhenthewickedNebuchadnezzarsentIsraelinto exile to Baby-
lon, their handswereboundbehindthemin iron chains,andtheyled themnaked
like beasts"(TanhumaYitro 5). ThedispersionpollutesJewswith sin (MidrashShir
Ha-Shirim8:19)."Eventhoughthe nationsof theworld go into exile, their exile is
not trueexile.Sincethenationsof theworld mayeattheirbreadanddrink of their
wine,theirexile is nottrueexile.However,for Israel,who maynoteatof theirbread
andmaynot drink of their wine, their exile is exile ... For Israel,who walk bare-
footed, their exile is exile....Whentheywereexiledtheir strengthwasenfeebled
like a woman's"(LamentationsRabbah1:28).

Severalrabbinichomiliesdescribewith touchingpathosGod'sanguishthathis
justicecompelledhim to exile his children."Threetimeseverynight theHoly One
sitsandroarslike a lion [or cooslike a dove],saying:Woeto my children,because
on accountof their sinsI destroyedmy houseandburntdownmy sanctuaryandI
havesentmy childreninto exile amongthenationsof theworld" (TB Berakhot3a;
ef. TB Sukkah52b).

Basingthemselvesonbiblical sourcessuchasIsaiah43:14,"ForyoursakeI was
sentto Babylon,"or Isaiah63:9,"In all theiraffliction hewasafflicted," rabbinictra-
ditions relatehow God himselfparticipatesand suffers in Israel'sexiles. "Rabbi
SimeonbenYohai said:Comeandseehow belovedareIsrael in the sight of God!
Everyplacetowhich theywereexiledthedivinepresenceaccompaniedthem.They
wereexiledto Egyptand... to Babylon,andthedivinepresenceaccompaniedthem
...And whentheywill be redeemedin the future, thedivine presencewill bewith
them" (TB Megillah 29a;Mekhilta de-RabbiSimeonbenYohai pp. 1-2; Lamenta-
tionsRabbah1:32,ExodusRabbah23; ef. Pesiktade-RavKahana13:9).

Nevertheless,sometraditionsfoundpositiveaspectsto thesituation.God'slove
for his childrencausedhim to punishthemin waysthatwouldminimizetheharm
andincreasethebenefitsof their predicament.SifraBehukkotai6:5 observesthat
thedevastationof thelandis actuallya blessingin thatit preventsIsrael'senemies
from establishingafoothold.Thehostilityof theirneighborspreventsJewsfrom as-
similatingto paganismandwill facilitate theJews'eventualrepentance(Sifra Be-
hukkotai8:5;ef. GenesisRabbah33:6).By distributingJewsthroughoutmanylands,
Godwassafeguardingthemagainsttotaldestructionin timesoflocalpersecutions
(TB Pesahim87b;GenesisRabbah41:9;SederEliyahuRabbah11:4).Exile possesses
an atoningpower(TB Ta'anit16a).Accordingto RabbiEleazar(TB Pesahim87a),
"the only reasonwhy Israelwasexiledamongtheheathenswasso thatproselytes
might be joined to them." It is praiseworthythat Israelcontinuedto observeand
studyTorahin their dispersion(TB Yoma9b,etc.).

Althoughsomerabbismaintainedthat"thesubjectionto Babylonwasharsher
thanthesubjectionto Egypt" (TJSukkah4:3),awidespreadview in theBabylonian
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TalmudheldthattheBabylonianDiasporawasespeciallybenignandcompassion-
ate."RavHunasaid:Theexilesin Babylonareateaselike sonsandtheexilesin other
landsareuneasy,like daughters"(TB Menahot1l0a,expoundingIsaiah43:6)."Rabbi
Hiyya taught... The Holy Oneknowsthat Israelis incapableof withstandingthe
edictsofEsauor ofIshmael.Thereforehesentthemasexilesto Babylonia...Rabbi
Haninasays:Because[BabylonianAramaic] is akin to the languageof the Torah.
RabbiYohanansays:Becausehesentthemto their mother'shouse... Ulla said:In
orderthat theymight eatdatesandoccupythemselveswith theTorah" (TB Pesa-
him 87a).Babyloniansagesinterpreted2 Kings 24:16,describingthe captivity of
"the craftsmenandthesmiths"asanallusionto anearlywaveof rabbinicscholars
who establishedTorahlearningandinstitutionsin Babylonia(TB Pesahim88a).

TB Ketubbot1l0b-l11arelatesanexchangebetweentwo third-centuryBaby-
lonianscholars:"RabbiZerausedto avoidRavJudah,becausehewishedto immi-
grateto theLandofIsrael,butRavJudahmaintained:Anyonewho emigratesfrom
Babyloniato theLandof Israelis violating a positivecommandment,sinceit says
(Jeremiah27:22): 'Theyshallbecarriedto Babylonandremainthereuntil theday
whenI give attentionto them,saystheLord:" Judahwaslikely fearful for the ad-
verseimpacton the Babylonianacademiesandon the social fabric of the local
communities.In the Talmud'sexpansionof the dispute,the threeoccurrencesin
SongofSongsof"I havechargedyou... thatyoudo notrouseorwakemylove" (2:7,
etc.) are interpretedin accordancewith a teachingof RabbiYosebarHanina(ef.
SongofSongsRabbah2:20):"Why wastherea needfor thosethreeoaths?Onewas
so that Israelshouldnot go up en masse['in a wall']; oneindicatesthat the Holy
OnechargedIsraelthattheyshouldnot rebelagainstthenationsof theworld; and
oneindicatesthattheHoly Onechargedthenationsof theworld thattheyshould
not oppressIsraelexcessively:'In othertraditions(e.g.,Songof SongsRabbah8:9;
TB Yoma9b), thefailure of theBabylonianexilesto returnto Zion "in a wall" is re-
gardedasa fundamentalnationalfailure: "IfIsraelhadbroughtup awall from Bab-
ylon, thentheholyTemplewould nothavebeendestroyeda secondｴ ｩ ｭ ･ ｾ

Rabbinicteachingsandprayersspeakin glowingtermsof thefinal ingathering
ofIsrael'sexilesin themessianicredemption.TJ Sanhedrin10:5(29c):"RabbiBera-
khiahandRabbiHalaboin thenameofRabbiSamuelbarNahman:Israelwereex-
iled to three captivities... And when they return, they will return from three
captivities"TanhumaNoah12: "SaidRabbiSamuelbarNahmani:Thereis a hagga-
die traditionto theeffectthatJerusalemwill notberebuilt until all theexileshave
beengathered.And if a personshouldtell you that all the exileshavebeengath-
ered,butJerusalemhasnotbeenrebuilt,do notbelievethem.Why?-Becausethus
is it written (Psalm147:3):'TheLord buildsupJerusalem';andafterward:'hegath-
erstheoutcastsof Israel:"
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