
N.N.

M a r t i n  S . C o h e n

For those of us whose training in the study of the Bible was given over 
almost entirely to source-critical issues, it takes a bit of stepping back— 

even, perhaps, a bit of courage—to recall that the books of the Bible do not 
exist merely as the amalgam of their constituent sources, but as literary works 
unto themselves that deserve to be read from beginning to end—and that 
they were intended to be read in just that way by the editors and authors 
who gave them the shape and content in which they have come down to us.

Even more stepping back is necessary to approach all of M ikm  as a book 
worthy of reading seriously—and taking seriously—as such rather than as an 
anthology of shorter and longer constituent works. Indeed, the issues sur
rounding the establishment of the canon, for all they are fascinating, are 
more than capable of obscuring the fact that all 36 biblical books taken 
together actually exist as a complete work with a beginning and an end, and 
with a specific theology and a specific program of ideas its authors (or editors 
or canonizers or whatever they were) wished to convey to its readers. For 
most students of Scripture, the opportunity to read the book through from 
the beginning to the end is, to say the very least, a rare treat. Indeed, some of 
the most potent spiritual and religious ideas Scripture is capable of teaching 
only come to the reader from precisely that kind of reading, one that takes 
note of the distinction between different books without forgetting that the 
whole work exists not only as the inclusive, anthologic sum of its discrete 
parts, but also as a book unto itself that exists independendy of its parts, and 
entirely so, with all that status entails.

My own thinking about Scripture has been influenced for several years by 
this concept of the Bible as a complete work rather than an anthology, as a 
book between two covers rather than a one-volume encyclopaedia of oracles, 
laws, stories and poems. Indeed, for all this approach sounds simple, even 
perhaps slightly simplistic, it has become a kind of key for me that has 
opened up all sorts of doors of perception that I think would otherwise have
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remained closed, perhaps even unnoticed. This essay is meant to show just 
how potent can be the spiritual lessons that derive from the experience of 
taking the Bible seriously as a book. I have come to think of all sorts of bibli
cal personalities differently by thinking of the Bible as a single work, but the 
biblical personality regarding whom I have had to revise my opinion the most 
dramatically is, of all people, Nebuchadnezzar, king of Babylon.

The reason one has to read the Bible through to understand what it 
wishes to teach us about Nebuchadnezzar is rooted in the fact that he 
receives two completely incompatible portraits in Scripture, portraits that 
simply cannot be made to fit together in any but the least significant ways. 
Moreover, the books that feature those completely incompatible portraits 
actually call the king by two different names: he’s Nebuchadrezzar with an R 
in the Book of Jeremiah, but Nebuchadnezzar with a medial N in the Book 
of Daniel.1 Scholars of the biblical text, anxious (always) to find the “right” 
reading and aware that both Hebrew names are renditions of the original 
Babylonian name Nabu-Kudurri-Usur, have determined that the version with 
the R in the middle is the “correct” reading, as it is closest to the original. 
But that approach, aside from assuming that biblical editors and redactors 
were so completely asleep at the switch so as not even to notice a simple 
spelling error that appears almost five dozen times in the same book, misses 
the point entirely. Indeed, just the opposite is the case: the man’s name 
appears in two different ways to indicate that there are two Nebuchad-some- 
bodies for us to consider—and the point is precisely that neither spelling is 
right or wrong, but that both must be embraced, just as both sides of any 
individual must be embraced, or at the very least acknowledged, if the resul
tant portrait is going to be accurate and fair.

And so, the Bible presents these two portraits of the same man, one good 
and one bad. One worse than bad, actually: Nebuchadrezzer, whom I will 
call N.R., is one of the most evil of all biblical villains. Not merely a 
scoundrel or a louse, N.R. is one of the very few biblical scoundrels who are 
depicted without any redeeming qualities whatsoever. An enemy of God. 
The destroyer of God’s divine Temple at Jerusalem. The despoiler of the 
Holy City and the murderer of its doomed defenders. Not a military oppo
nent worthy of his enemies’ begrudging respect, but the very incarnation of 
Gentile hatred of Israel with all that notion entails and implies. But all that 
vitriol has a side-effect on the reader who plows through the whole Bible 
rather than the one who merely dips into this or that section in a haphazard 
way: it makes the biblical depiction of the king that much more amazing, 
because there is also another Nebuchadnezzar in the Bible, the not-so-evil 
brother of his evil twin, a man who comes not merely to regret his sins, but 
to repent himself so totally and utterly and selflessly of them before God that 
he is, in the end, not merely forgiven for his transgressions, but re-elevated to 
his former station and rehabilitated, the reader can only assume, more or less 
as totally as he had previously been totally depraved.

Jeremiah’s king is almost always N.R. For his part, Jeremiah wants his



people to understand the coming onslaught of Babylon as part of God’s plan 
to punish Israel and, at least possibly, to teach the Jews something important 
and profound in the process. But that doesn’t prompt Jeremiah to turn N.R. 
into a saint any more than Scripture played on God’s willingness to harden 
Pharaoh’s heart to make him into one. At any rate, the prophet’s first refer
ence to N.R. is clear enough: “Thus declareth Adonai: And then will I 
deliver King Zedekiah of Judah and his courtiers and whoever in the city 
manages to survive the plague and the sword and the famine into the hand of 
Nebuchadrezzar, king of Babylon, and into the hand of their foes and into 
the hand of those who want them dead, whereupon he—N.R.—will put 
them to the sword with neither mercy, compassion nor pity . . .”2

It’s straight downhill from there. King Zedekiah, the last king of Judah, 
was preceded on the throne by his nephew Jehoiachin, whom N.R. had 
already had at once and who, as a result, ended up exiled in Babylon a good 
decade before the final debacle. And now, as the prophet never misses a 
chance to point out, Zedekiah is thinking of taking on the very same N.R. 
who made King Jehoiachin into a loathsome, broken idol wanted by none.3 
Moreover, the prophet is anxious for us not only to consider the N.R. of the 
past, but to take into account the N.R. of the future as well: when he is 
finally done with Judah, the prophet predicts, it will be a desolate wasteland 
from which the sounds of happiness and mirth, of bridegrooms and brides, 
will be as totally absent as the sound of mills grinding up grain into flour or 
the sight of lamps being lighted as people prepare their evening meals.4

Then, the news gets really bad. N.R. will be an iron yoke on the necks of 
the people.5 He will burn alive (and in public) at least some prophets.6 He 
will seize the king of Judah and do with him as he wishes.7 Whether all of 
Jeremiah’s prophecies come true or not, we never learn; but the king’s fate is 
more or less as forecast: N.R. captures King Zedekiah and murders his litde 
boys while the king is forced to look on and then, just to make his point just 
a bit clearer, he blinds the king so that the last thing Zedekiah ever sees is the 
death of his own children. And then N.R. puts the king in chains and ships 
him off to Babylon, too.8

N.R is not only evil, not only the destroyer of all that is sacred, not only 
the very embodiment of profanity and impurity. He’s not only the annihilator 
of Jerusalem and the decimator of its doomed inhabitants; he’s also totally 
faceless, utterly without personality or emotion. He doesn’t smile. He 
doesn’t smirk. He doesn’t speak a single word in the entire book of Jeremiah. 
He is the secret curse, the unspoken horror that every one of us fears in the 
night. The shadow. The inchoate terror of death, of destruction, of ruin. He 
is the force that all of us feel coming when dread seizes us and, for the 
briefest of moments, we see past the pathetic shields we have erected to 
guard us from the awful facts of our fragile, doomed lives. N.R is going to 
destroy God’s holy Temple and he has no face. No voice. No shape or form. 
As he comes across in Jeremiah’s speeches of doom, he is desolation itself 
rather than its (mere) agent—a version of the evil inclination designed to ter

Martin S. Cohen 55



rify instead of merely to menace vaguely with this or that unexpected, 
unwanted potentiality. Because he hardly comes across as a man at all, he is 
less of an Evil Man than Evil itself, or perhaps the Evil One who lurks behind 
every impious thought or disgraceful wish or dishonourable, shameful incli
nation to sin.

His minions are led by Klingon generals with terrifying nonsense-names 
like Nergal-Saretzer, Samgar-Nevo, Sarsechim, Nebushazban and Neb- 
uzaradan, the latter of whom the Bible routinely describes by his formal ter- 
ror-title of Butcher-in-Chief.9 Like their king, they too have no faces, no per
sonalities, no redeeming traits to counter the evil they are poised to bring to 
the world. Nor is their readiness to destroy the Holy City mitigated, even 
slightly, by some pathetic reference to their (inappropriate, but heartily felt) 
sense of national patriotism or to their unremitting, endlessly loyal sense of 
fidelity to their fearless leader.

Now it is true that Jeremiah comes back over and over to the notion that 
N.R., like Pharaoh, is merely an instrument of God, merely a tool in the 
hands of the Almighty designed to bring to fruition one particular—and par
ticularly horrible—aspect of the divine plan for Israel. The prophet returns to 
this theme innumerable times in his book, but somehow N.R. doesn’t end 
up playing the role of buffoon, which is what I think one normally would 
expect someone so stupid as not even to realize that he was a marionette to 
become in the eyes of savvy readers in on the joke. The reason why not, how
ever, is not that hard to understand: the complete absence of affect, the abso
lute silence he maintains for the entire length of his stay on Jeremiah’s stage, 
the utter lack of physical description, the refusal of the text to present him 
even slighdy as a human being with feelings, with hopes, with dreams, with 
headaches, with gall stones—all of these non-traits combine to make N.R. 
into the Darth Vader of old Jerusalem: the enemy whose whole raison d ’etre 
is to oppose, to destroy, to bring down. It is impossible to think of Neb
uchadrezzar taking a nap or eating a plum; impossible to imagine him jotting 
a few words on a postcard to send home to his nine-year-old back in Baby
lon; impossible to imagine him drinking a glass of tomato juice or scratching 
his back or worrying about a lump in his groin or pausing for a moment 
while putting his socks on to contemplate his foot.

So that’s one portrait. But there’s another one as well, this one so diamet
rically opposed to the portrait just described that Scripture can’t even bring 
itself to use the same name for the same individual.

Nebuchadnezzar is mentioned 32 times in the Book of Daniel, every sin
gle one of them with an N in the middle, not an R. As noted above, scholars 
have determined that the reading with the R corresponds more precisely to 
what must have been the original name of the Babylonian king, but that 
leaves unanswered, even unaddressed, the question of why precisely it is that 
Scripture chooses to use two different names for the same individual. That 
the two names are so close only makes the question more interesting: with 
names that similar, it does not seem possible to imagine that we are possibly
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not supposed to think of N.R. and N.N. as the same personality. But what 
are we to think?

The way I see it, N.R. is a concept, but N.N. is a man. And not ju st a man 
either, but one with a heart and a brain, one capable of compassion and con
sideration, a man who is capable of intellectual, spiritual and  emotional 
growth. N.R. is a bad dream, but N.N. is a worthy opponent, a man one can 
easily imagine playing squash or eating a cookie when he isn’t out blowing 
up other people’s capitals or plundering their sacred sanctuaries.

In real time, N.N. reigned from 604 to 561 B.C.E. and was followed on 
the throne by one Evil-Merodoch, but in Daniel-time, he was succeeded 
instead by a son named Belshazzar. Evil-Merodoch is mentioned in Scripture 
as the king of Babylon who eventually released King Jehoiachin from prison; 
but scholars are uncertain about the precise relationship between the men 
called Evil-Merodoch and Belshazzar, and it remains unclear if they are sup
posed to designate the same person or if one served as regent to the under
age other or if they both reigned in one order or the other in the years fol
lowing N.R./N.N.’s death. The situation is only further complicated by the 
fact that historians actually have located the name Belshazzar in extra-biblical 
cuneiform texts, but he—or someone bearing the same name—appears there 
not as N.N.’s son at all, but as the son of Nabonidus, a different king who 
came to the throne of Babylon some years after Evil-Merodoch’s death.

I have a simpler solution to propose, one based on my understanding that 
N.R and N.N. are the same person and different persons at the same time: 
N.R was followed on the throne by Evil-Merodoch, whose precise relationship 
to his predecessor is left unexplored by Scripture, but whom historians under
stand to have been N.R’s son. N.N., on the other hand, was followed on the 
throne by his son Belshazzar. Both came to sorry ends, too: Evil-Merodach 
falling to an assassin’s dirk only two years after coming to power, and Belshaz
zar coming to the same (possibly) unwarranted end after an unspecified num
ber of years on the throne.10 (In real time, the Belshazzar who appears to have 
been a son of Nabonidus may also have been assassinated.)

As a spiritual role model, however, it is N.N. himself who interests me. In 
Daniel, as already noted, he is presented as a man, not as the faceless, word
less embodiment of opponency and enemyhood. He is still the conqueror of 
Jerusalem, but here he speaks and has interests other than serving as the 
physical agent of divine destruction. He has a different staff as well. N.R. had 
two Eunuchs-in-Chief, Sarsechim and Nebushazban. However, N.N. has a 
different castrato, the eunuch Ashpenaz, who served as his personal valet in 
much the same way Chief Eunuch Potiphar once served Pharaoh and the cas
trated septet of Mehuman, Bizzetha, Harbona, Bigtha, Abagtha, Zethar and 
Carcas would later serve King Ahasuerus.11 N.R. and N.N. are the same per
son and different people in other ways as well: they have different Butchers- 
in-Chief, for further example: N.R, as mentioned above, has Nebuzaradan, 
but N.N. has one Arioch, called both Butcher-in-Chief and Chief Steward in 
the same chapter of Daniel.12 They even exile different kings of Judah: N.R
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exiles Jehoiachin, while N.N. exiles Jehoiakim, the latter’s father and prede
cessor on the throne.13

N.R. has no redeeming features whatsoever, but N.N. is a man who grows 
and learns—and who learns to transform his enormous power into a force for 
good. Indeed, his story, told over only four chapters of the Book of Daniel, is 
the very epitome of slow, steady transformation, the tale of a man learning to 
use his authority and his intelligence as a vehicle for coming to know secrets 
that, for all the armies he might command, will never become known to him 
until he becomes powerful enough to unlock the secret chambers of his own 
all-too-human heart.

The story in Daniel begins by painting N.N. as a kind of latter-day 
Pharaoh with a young Jew in his employ no less devoted to the dietary laws 
of his faith than Joseph was to its code of sexual decency. (Also just like 
Joseph, this youth—Daniel—is also specifically said to possess wisdom and 
understanding superior to the king’s other magicians and wizards.14) And 
now the story begins in earnest. It is the second year of N.N.’s reign, the year 
we would call 603 B.C.E. Like Pharaoh before him, N.N. has a dream that 
he can’t interpret; but unlike his Egyptian foil, N.N. decides to up the ante a 
bit by requiring his sages to not merely interpret his dream, but to accurately 
discern its content w i t h o u t  th e  k i n g  r e v e a l i n g  i t s  s u b s ta n c e .15 The precise 
details of the dream and its symbolism will take us a bit far afield, but the 
basic gist of the story is that God comes to Daniel in a night vision and 
reveals the mystery, whereupon Daniel gets himself rushed in to see old N.N. 
moments, one senses, before he is going to share the fate of the wise men of 
Babylon whom the king has condemned to death as punishment for their 
failure to come up with the contents of his dream.16 A n d  D a n i e l  te l ls  h is  

m a je s ty  th e  d r e a m  p re c ise ly  a s  h e  d r e a m t  i t  and i t s  in te r p r e ta t io n .  The king is 
impressed. Daniel, no doubt, is relieved. The story sounds as though it may 
be over, but it’s actually only beginning.

N.N. is getting the idea, slowly, that he may be the king of everything he 
can see, but that there are forces and powers in the world invisible even to his 
royal blue eyes. He hasn’t gotten it entirely right quite yet however and, 
making the same initial error that Pharaoh had once made regarding Joseph, 
he attributes the power to look within another’s head and make sense of 
what one finds there to . . . Daniel himself.17 Now Daniel turns out to have 
his own slight ego problem, and that’s part of the king’s dilemma as well.

Let us look at those texts carefully. Pharaoh says to Joseph that he has had 
a dream that no one can explain and that he has heard that Joseph has only 
to hear the content of a dream and can then interpret it correctly. Joseph lis
tens politely, then immediately responds that he himself has no ability to 
interpret dreams at all, but that God Himself will see to Pharaoh’s well-being 
and, presumably, grant him the proper explanation of his dream.18 N.N., on 
the other hand, hears the interpretation Daniel gives to his dream—without 
having heard its contents in advance—and, impressed beyond the telling of 
it, prostrates himself and bows down low before Daniel, then orders that a
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meal offering and an offering of smoking meat be made to him. To Daniel 
himself, not to God. And what does Daniel say to that? Nothing at all! Not a 
peep. Not a protest. Not a pious word to the effect that it is to God alone 
that all worship is due.19

But N.N. is not as befuddled as sacrificing an animal to another man 
might make him seem, because in the very next verse, we hear him explaining 
his action. He acknowledges that there is a God in heaven who deserves at 
least some of the credit for making Daniel into so potent and successful a 
revealer of mysteries.20 Now what all this means isn’t all that easy to say, but 
the basic idea seems to be that N.N. is visited with the intimation of God’s 
existence, but he still can’t imagine that he himself might ever approach God 
or encounter God. Indeed, the most he seems to feel reasonable expecting is 
that Daniel might know God well enough to hear a secret or two from time 
to time. In other words, N.N. has seized the notion of a God who exists out 
there for other people, but has yet to realize that he has the same potential to 
exist in a relationship of dialogic, meaningful communion with the divine 
realm as any other human being. So he’s begun his journey, but he hasn’t 
gotten very far on his way.

N.N. appears in four chapters of Daniel, and in each one, he takes one baby 
step forward in his spiritual development. In the first chapter, he is vouchsafed 
the most subtle hint of the existence of God through his contact with the 
impressive wisdom of the handful of Jewish boys he gets to know. In the sec
ond, he begins to realize in a far more profound way that there is a God, only 
it has yet to dawn on him that this fact has much to do with him personally.

In the third chapter, he learns a little respect. The story is another long 
one, but the basic idea is that the king sets up this enormous, 90-foot-tall 
statue in the plain of Dura somewhere near Babylon.21 What was it a statue 
of? Scripture omits to say, but it appears to have been some sort of incredibly 
big idol. Was it a statue of one of the pagan deities of Babylon? That’s what 
all the commentators seem to think and it is not that illogical an assumption 
in that the king does seem to want everybody to fall down on his or her face 
to worship the statue when they hear the signal from the musicians whom 
the king has hired to play at the statue’s dedication.22 However, one wonders 
if this whole incident isn’t best to be construed as another step forward 
towards faith in the one God for the king rather than a step backward toward 
idolatry.

He knows there is a God, but he doesn’t yet realize that the Almighty 
isn’t whatever human beings, even powerful ones, wish their God to be, so 
he wishes God to be an absurdly large golden statue that people will see from 
all over and be drawn to and fall down in prayer in front of. Does that sound 
crazy? As a congregational rabbi, I can assure you the world is full of people 
who think precisely the same thing today: not that God is a big golden 
statue, but that the Almighty is a cosmic chameleon capable of bearing what
ever shape or form the faithful of any particular generation may wish.

At any rate, the Jews balk at bowing down before the king’s statue, (one
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gets the sense that the narrator half expects his readers to anticipate this) and 
their enemies, delighted, take this splendid, unexpected opportunity to 
denounce them—and specifically the famous trio of Daniel’s friends, Shadrach, 
Meshach and Abed-nego—to their common royal patron.23 The king, royally 
irked, has the three of them flung into a fiery furnace so hot that the men bear
ing the prisoners are themselves burnt to a crisp when they approach the 
flames.24 However, the three not only survive—the text hints that God, or per
haps an angel of God, shows up personally to rescue them—but they walk out 
of the oven with their hair unsinged, their clothing uncharred and without 
even the odor of smoke clinging to their unbumt bodies.25

And now N.N. takes his next step forward and issues the following procla
mation, quoted in its entirety in Scripture: I> K i n g  N e b u c h a d n e z z a r ,  g r e e t  a l l  

th e  n a t io n s p ־ e o p le s  a n d  la n g u a g e  g r o u p s  t h a t  d w e l l  in  e v e r y  l a n d  a n d  w r i t e  

t o d a y  to  d e c la r e  t h a t  I  h a v e  p e r s o n a lly  e x p e r ie n c e d  th e  s ig n s  a n d  w o n d e r s  o f  G o d  

M o s t  H ig h . H o w  m ig h ty  a r e  H i s  s ig n s , h o w  g r e a t  H i s  w o n d e r s ! H i s  k in g d o m  is  

e te r n a l, H i s  g o v e r n a n c e  a  f e a t u r e  o f  e v e r y  g e n e r a t io n  26 In other words, the 
king has determined not merely that there is a God or that God exists in 
some sort of relationship to o th e r  people, but that he, the king, personally 
exists in the same kind of relationship with God he had previously imagined 
only others could merit. He doesn’t know God yet, only perceived the hand 
of the divine in one specific episode in his life, but he’s moving forward step, 
by step, by step.

In the fourth and final story about N.N. in the Book of Daniel, the king 
pushes the narrator out of the spodight and takes over the storyteller’s role in 
order to tell us his tale personally. The effect is odd in the extreme—the 
Bible, after all, has only a very few examples of extended first-person narra
tive—but also very compelling: here is a man somewhere on his spiritual 
journey toward God who no longer can bear for others to speak on his behalf 
or for even sympathetic outsiders to tell his story.

And so the king speaks. He begins, like any amateur author might, by set
ting the scene. He’s alone. It’s late at night, but he’s feeling well in his palace 
and secure in his bed when he is suddenly, unexpectedly, visited by a kind of 
night vision.27 Unlike the previous time, he sends for the wise men of Baby
lon and tells them the dream—it really was a bit much to expect them to 
divine its content a n d  come up with its meaning—but none of them can 
offer a cogent interpretation until Daniel steps up to the plate and connects 
with the king’s dream almost immediately.

There’s good news and bad news, Daniel tells his royal patron. The good 
news is that the bad news won’t be as permanently awful as it could be. The 
king, it seems, is going to have to learn a difficult lesson: that everything 
comes from God and returns to God, that wealth is a chimera, that armies 
are powerless, that existence itself is a kind of midrash on the love of God as 
it exists independently both of those who love God and of the God who 
accepts their love and returns it endlessly.

“You will be driven away from human society,” Daniel informs N.N. omi



nously, uand your home shall be with wild animals. You shall eat grass like an ox 
and be wet down with the dew of the heavens, and you shall exist like this for 
seven seasons until you truly come to know that the Exalted One governs the 
world of human beings and doles out governance to whomever He wishes.”28

It comes to pass. Just a year later, N.N. is out strolling on the roof his 
palace. Looking out at the incredible wealth of his capital, the king is moved 
to utter an imprudent boast: “This is Babylon the Great,” he enthuses just a 
bit precipitously, “the city I personally have built by my mighty power and 
splendid wealth as one large residence for my majesty.”29 That does it! The 
king’s words are still hanging on the air when the king finds himself running 
away from his own palace into the fields that surround the city.

It’s tough sledding at first for the soon-to-be formerly pampered 
monarch: naked, his hair long and unkempt, his finger and toe nails more 
like birds’ claws than human fingernails, cold at night and wet and clammy 
each and every day in the morning dew, the king takes some time to get used 
to a diet of un-pre-plucked grass.30 But he does get used to it, and, j u s t  a s  

D a n i e l  f o r e c a s t ,  the king eventually recognizes the role of God in his life and 
is permitted to return to his kingdom and his palace to praise God openly 
and to acknowledge the right of the Almighty to the humble the arrogant.31

And so the story ends happily. Jeremiah left N.R. as a sour cloud of dys
peptic displeasure, but Daniel turns N.N. into a m en sc h , into a man who 
grows and learns and comes to accept the fact that his humanity makes him 
no less worthy a candidate for a life of ongoing, deeply felt communion with 
God than any other of God’s creatures, rich or poor, mighty or feeble, royal 
or common.

N.R. is a fool, a puppet, a pest—not e v e n  a Pharaoh who, at least for a 
long moment, comes to know God—just a foul wind that blows over the 
arid landscape of ancient Judah three or four times in the decades following 
King Josiah’s death. (Josiah was the father or grandfather of the last four 
kings of Judah.) Pharaoh was also a horror, and it’s certainly also true that his 
discovery of God turned out to be too little and far too late, but at least it 
was . . . something. Some movement toward enlightenment. Some sense of 
the grandeur of the divine as it impacts on the lives of actual people as they 
truly exist in the real world of men and women. But N.R. has none of that 
and remains, in every pathetic sense of the term, a wicked marionette.

N.N., on the other hand, is everyman. He starts out in our minds as the con
summate rogue and fool, a destructive, meanspirited delinquent who doesn’t 
even  have the brains to realize that he is playing with fire when he undertakes to 
blow up Jerusalem and to burn down its holy Temple even  i f  su ch  b ra ze n n e ss  

m ig h t  in d e e d —possibly—re fle c t th e  p u n i t i v e  w i l l  o f  G o d . But he is capable of 
greater things and, unexpectedly, he attains them. When he writes, “When my 
sentence was up, I, Nebuchadnezzar, raised my eyes to heaven and my reason 
was restored to me. I blessed the Most High, and praised and glorified the 
Ever-Living One Whose dominion is everlasting and Whose kingdom endures 
throughout the generations,” it is hard to hate the man.32
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And neither is the reader prompted to. Just the contrary, I think: it seems 
to me the reader is expected to react with surprise at such a pious thought 
being placed in the mouth of a man such as N.N., then realize that his is a 
story of spiritual development and that the man in the first chapter of Daniel 
is a different man than the man several chapters later who has come to know 
God. Scripture says that just that was told to King Saul—that communion 
with God had the potential to turn him into “a different man.”33 However, 
Scripture demonstrates what such an idea can mean most clearly of all, I 
think, in the way the Book of Daniel portrays Nebuchadnezzar, king of 
Babylon, a man who, for all he has done and for all the perfectly valid reasons 
Scripture presents for latter-day readers to loathe his memory, many of us— 
the lucky ones—will still pause as we contemplate his story to say, yes, that 
man’s journey ... it reminds me a little bit of my own.

62 CONSERVATIVE JUDAISM

NOTES

1. T he king is m en tion ed  91  tim es in Scripture, slightly less than tw ice as o ften  as N e b 
uchadnezzar than as N ebuchadrezzar. All th irty-tw o references to  the king in D aniel use the  
nam e N ebuchadnezzar. O f  the 3 7  references to  the king in Jeremiah, all but e igh t use the nam e  
N ebuchadrezzar.

2. Jeremiah 21 :7 .
3. Jeremiah 2 2 :2 8 , taking the slightly obscure H eb rew  ‘etzev as the singular form  o f  the  

m ore familiar ‘atzabim in ligh t o f  Isaiah 48 :5 .
4 . Jeremiah 2 5 :1 0 -1 1 .
5. Jeremiah 2 7 :8  and 2 8 :1 2 -1 4 .
6 . Jeremiah 2 9 :2 1 -2 2 .
7. Jeremiah 32:4 .
8. Jeremiah 3 9 :5 -7  and 5 2 :9 -1 1  (cf. 2  Kings 2 5 :6 - 7 .)
9 . Jeremiah 39 :3 . Apparently tw o  different m en  were nam ed N ergal-sarezer, on e  o f  w h om  

was the Rav M ag and on e  o f  w h om  w asn’t. N ebuzaradan is m en tion ed  fifteen tim es in Scrip
ture, three tim es in 2 Kings and th irteen tim es in Jerem iah, and he is always called B utcher-In- 
C h ie f (H ebrew : rav tabhim; JPS: ch ie f o f  the guards.) N ebushazban is m en tion ed  at Jeremiah 
3 9 :1 3 .

10 . E vil-M erod och  is m en tio n ed  at Jerem iah 5 2 :31  (=2 K ings 2 5 :2 7 ) ,  bu t th e circu m 
stances o f  his death are only  know n from  cuneiform  inscriptions, n o t from  biblical record. B els
hazzar’s m urder is m en tion ed  at D aniel 5 :30 .

11. Potiphar: G enesis 3 7 :3 6  and 39:1; “the eunuchs w h o  served before K ing A hasueros” : 
Esther 1:10.

12 . A rioch is called “b u tch er-in -ch ie f’ at D aniel 2 :1 4  and ch ie f steward (Aramaic: shalita di malka) at D aniel 2 :15 .
13. Jeremiah refers repeatedly to  N ebuchadrezzar exiling K ing Jehoiachin, e .g . at Jeremiah 

2 2 :2 4 - 3 0 ,  24:1  or 2 7 :1 9 -2 2 .  N ebuchadn ezzar exiling Jehoiakim: D aniel 1 :1 -2 .
14. D aniel 1 :20 and cf. G enesis 4 1 :1 6  in ligh t o f  4 1 :8 .
15. D aniel 2:5  and 8 - 9 ,  cf. G enesis 4 1 :8 .
16. D aniel 2 :19 .
17. D aniel 2 :4 6 , cf. G enesis 4 1 :1 5 , w here Pharaoh, albeit before the fact, thinks the same 

o f  Joseph.
18. G enesis 4 1 :1 4 -1 6 .
19. D aniel 2 :4 6 .
2 0 . D aniel 2 :47 .
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the Greeks built were buildings. We Jews built people. Consequently, he 
said, Greek civilization has left us only with ruins, whereas Jewish civilization 
is still alive and vital. It is precisely that Jewish commitment to building and 
investing in people that has allowed our civilization to remain and to thrive 
while those around us crumbled.

We find that truth in the Bible, too. When King Solomon dedicated the 
new Temple in Jerusalem, the single greatest building in the history of our 
people, God said, wThe heaven is my throne and the earth my footstool. 
Where could you build a house for me? What place could serve as my abode? 
All this was made by my hand and thus came into being—declared Adonai. 
Yet to such a one I look: to the poor and broken-hearted who is concerned 
about my word.” God’s focus is not the magnificent building, but those peo
ple who would most readily be overlooked or ignored. It is our task to 
remind the world that we are building institutions only in order to shelter 
our people.

We live in an age in which many are rushing to close their wagons, to 
exclude the undesirables, to assure for themselves an astringent purity so that 
“we” don’t have to have “them” mingle with (and corrupt) “us.” To make 
sure that we are pure, we raise our standards even higher, shutting out an 
increasing number of seeking individuals. While some would attempt to 
shore up holiness by excluding those poor unfortunates who don’t rise to the 
desired standard, the Talmud proposes a different model. Massekhet Yoma 
describes one of the rooms in the courtyard of the Temple: the lishkat ha- 
m ’tzarim^ the room that was used specifically for lepers, the most impure and 
rejected people in all of ancient Israel. These are the people, after all, who 
must walk through the streets, veiled, and shouting “impure, impure.”

What a paradox! The biblical ritual of the metzom  (the leper) requires that 
after the metzom  has initiated a period of purification, he/she must bring a 
sacrifice to the Temple. The offering is to be slaughtered, the blood col
lected, and then the blood is to be placed on the earlobes, the thumb and the 
toe. But here’s the catch: the blood of the sacrificial offering that is to be 
sprinkled on the Altar has the status of kctdosh (holy), and an offering with 
the status of kadosh may not be removed from the precinct of the Temple. A 
metzom , however, until that blood is sprinkled on him, remains at the height 
of impurity and cannot enter the Temple precinct (where the purifying blood 
must be kept)! The metzom can’t become pure without contact with the sac
rificial blood. But he can’t come into contact with that blood unless he is 
already pure!

What has rabbinic tradition provided for those most rejected, impure indi
viduals? According to the Talmud, the lepers are given a special room inside 
the Temple precincts! Indeed, they are the only group so privileged. The les
son here is clear: Even a site as holy as the Temple is not a dwelling for God 
unless all of our brothers and sisters have a place within. Today’s rabbis, too, 
must stand for a Judaism that is open to all who would be with us, to all who 
would stand inside the sacred precincts despite what some might label



and devote their energy and time are not the ephemera of this misguided and 
upside world, but rather, in Rav Yehoshua Ben Levi’s words, those of the 
clear world, the one that is yet to be. So then it becomes all the more impor
tant to ask: what indeed is that center? What is that essence to which rabbis 
devote themselves and to which their deeds ought to give expression?

What is the center—religious, ethical, and intellectual—that will stand 
with us now in this world and be a witness for us in the world to come?

Ours is a world in which all mind their own business, and avidly pursue 
their own narrow self-interests. Especially in an age of withdrawal, it is 
incumbent upon the rabbis to say “no retreat.” In a world in which everyone 
is taking care of number one, looking out for themselves, in a society in 
which greed has become an organizing principle, it is up to the rabbis to 
insist that what is truly important is found not only within the synagogue, 
but outside in the town square. Now more than ever, we must assert that a 
religion that attends only to what is inside is a perversion and no religion at 
all. The Talmud in Massekhet Shabbat says, “There are Torah scholars who 
are occupied with the upbuilding of the world all their days.”

Today’s rabbis are called to be those sages, to recognize that a life of 
Torah must pass in the service of tikkun olam. Only when the wisdom of 
Torah flows out into the way we craft a world, in the way we engage each 
other, and in the way we learn to care for and about each other, only then 
can the wisdom of Torah flow through us to others. As the Mishnah reminds 
us, the greatest of the commandments is talm ud tor ah (study), because all 
the other mitzvot—deeds of action—derive from it. The centrality of study is 
dependent on applying what we learn to how we live.

We live in a world in need of a full-bodied Judaism, a Judaism that insists 
on ritual profundity and moral rigor, a religion that doesn’t cower and wait, 
but boldly leads, one that reminds others and ourselves that this is a murky 
world in need of light and clarity. That laser beam of light, that ray of revela
tion is ours to live and to give.

We live in an age focused on building institutions and blind to the notion 
of building people. How much time do rabbis spend pondering budgets, 
planning for adequate rooms, facilities, and space? In tending to those impor
tant buildings that house our people, we can too easily forget that the point 
of the buildings is the people inside.

We live in an age that looks for empirically verifiable measures of success 
and so we value those things that we can count and those things that we can 
weigh. But a Judaism worth its salt is one that asserts the opposite: it is pre
cisely those things that cannot be measured, nor seen by the eye, nor heard 
by the ear that rise to the realm of ultimate reality. We forget that the institu
tions are not the structures, but the participants.

To this day, I recall the charge my childhood rabbi addressed to me on 
the day I became a bar mitzvah. My family had just taken me on a trip to 
Greece because I was enthused about ancient Greek history. Rabbi Asher said 
to me that people travel to Greece to look at ruined buildings because what
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