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Preface

The present volume is the third collection of articles devoted to The Talmud
Yerushalmi and Graeco-Roman Culture. The two previous volumes, published
in 1998' and 1999,% originated from the Leibniz project on the Talmud Ye-
rushalmi carried out at the Institut fiir Judaistik of the Freie Universitét Berlin.
From the very beginning of the project (1994) it was clear that the broad range
of topics implied in the major theme of this enterprise could only be adequately
treated if the Berlin team were supported by a group of specialists from differ-
ent countries deeply involved in the multi-layered problems of the relationship
of the Yerushalmi to its Graeco-Roman surroundings. Thus, in October 1996 a
first conference was held in Berlin, and the papers delivered there, together
with the project results, were published in the first two volumes.

As a consequence of these initial events, the hope for a continuation of this
project was voiced by many. Therefore a second conference was planned, this
time in November 2000 at Princeton University, organized by the Ronald O.
Perelman Institute of Jewish Studies and the Department of Religion.

The Princeton conference on the Talmud Yerushalmi coincided with the final
step in yet another project on the Talmud Yerushalmi at the Berlin Institut fiir
Judaistik, which began the bold task to prepare the first scholarly edition of the
Yerushalmi more than 10 years ago. It was just around the time of the 2000
conference that the last two volumes of this Yerushalmi edition were com-
pleted.? There is no doubt that without this philological groundwork the second
project on the Yerushalmi and its relationship to the Graeco-Roman world could
not have been carried out.

The Princeton conference was arranged around the following seven major
topics, according to which this volume is divided as well:

I: “Rabbis and History™; II: “Rabbinic Institutions and Identity”; III: “Women
and Gender”; IV: “Yerushalmi and Bavli”; V: “Texts and Contexts”; VI: “The

U P. Schiifer (ed.), The Talmud Yerushalmi and Graeco-Roman Culture, vol. I, Tiibingen
1998 |[TSAJ 67].

2 P. Schifer and C. Hezser (eds.), The Talmud Yerushalmi and Graeco-Roman Culture,
vol. I, Tiibingen 1999 [TSAJ 79].

3 Synopse zum Talmud Yerushalmi, eds. Peter Schifer and H.-J. Becker, in collaboration
with G. Reeg, A. Engel, K. Ipta, K. Jansen, M. Lehmann, U. Lohmann, G. Necker, M. Urban
and G. Wildensee: vol. II/1-4, Ordnung Mo‘ed: Shabbat, ‘Eruvin, Pesahim und Yoma, Tiibin-
gen 2001 [TSAJ 82] and vol. II/5-12, Ordnung Mo‘ed: Sheqalim, Sukka, Rosh ha-Shana,
Besa, Ta‘anit, Megilla, Hagiga und Mo‘ed Qatan, Tiibingen 2001 [TSAJ 83].
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‘Religion’ of the Rabbis”; VII: “Rabbinic Responses to Graeco-Roman
Culture.”

Part I (“Rabbis and History”) opens with the “Hellenization of Biblical His-
tory in Rabbinic Literature” by Gideon Bohak. The author here analyses and
questions the extent to which the rabbis in Late-Antique Palestine incorporated
the information taken from their own Hellenistic surroundings into their rewrit-
ten biblical accounts. His analysis is based on three examples: (1) the adaptation
of the founding legend of Rome, (2) the exegetical “operation” in which the
difficult meaning of a biblical word is explained by the similar sound of a Greek
expression, and (3) the Hellenization of biblical history by transporting back
the rabbinic perception of the Graeco-Roman world into the biblical story. All
these cases clearly illustrate the encounter of the rabbinic with the Graeco-
Roman world, as is exemplified by the rabbis’ endeavors to adopt the cultural
tools of the non-Jewish environment for their own moral-didactic purposes.
Thus Bohak concludes: “The rabbinic Hellenization of biblical history can teach
us very little about the Hebrew Bible or about Jewish history in the First Temple
period, but it has much to teach us about rabbinic Hellenism.”

The next article, Richard Kalmin’s “Jewish Sources of the Second Temple
Period in Rabbinic Compilations of Late Antiquity,” treats the question of the
historiography of the rabbinic tradition from a somewhat different perspective.
Kalmin points out that this issue must be seen in a differentiated way, commen-
surate with the variety of rabbinic writings. He compares a half a dozen stories in
the Palestinian literary tradition with their parallels in its Babylonian counter-
part, as represented by the Talmud Bavli. His analysis of the parallel traditions
clearly indicates that the Palestinian literary tradition is much more open to the
world surrounding the rabbis, reflecting their personal involvement with non-
rabbis, with whom they interacted in different contexts: conversing with them on
the street, marrying into their families, and accepting invitations to their dinner
parties. In contrast, an analysis of the same textual traditions in the Bavli reveals
that the rabbis in Babylonia were less integrated into the surrounding society.

Part I closes with Seth Schwartz’s treatment (“Rabbinization in the Sixth
Century”) of the fundamental, yet somewhat provocative question: “Is there
such a thing as rabbinic Judaism?” Indeed, recent scholarship has shown that
the influence of the rabbis in the Jewish society of Late Antiquity has often been
overestimated, and even the archaeological evidence from this period seems to
“demonstrate the rabbis’ marginality, or at most the compartmental character of
their influence.” Therefore, according to Schwartz, the Talmud Yerushalmi it-
self has to be seen in the framework of a “general weakening of Greco-Roman
cultural norms in favor of religious systems interested in denying or subordi-
nating the body.”

Part II assembles under the heading “Rabbinic Institutions and Identity” the
following essays:
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In “Genealogy, lllegitimacy, and Personal Status,” Christine Hayes demon-
strates that the development of Jewish law in Late Antiquity must be seen to
some extent as a response to the development of Roman law. Concentrating on
the rabbinic laws of intermarriage, the author analyses first and foremost the
personal status of a Jewish woman who cohabits with a gentile or slave, as well
as the personal status of the offspring of a Jewish woman and a gentile. General
and specific similarities between Roman and Jewish laws with respect to per-
sonal status cannot be ignored, especially in the case of the innovative rabbinic
rules regarding the personal status of non-aristocratic Jewish women cohabit-
ing with slaves and gentiles, which are paralleled in post-52-C.E. Roman laws.
Therefore the rabbis should not be viewed as if they were living in an “intellec-
tual ghetto”; on the contrary, it is not unlikely to suppose that, as Hayes con-
cludes, “the parallels between specific aspects of Roman and Jewish laws of
intermarriage and personal status described here owe something to the interac-
tion of these two great legal systems in Syria-Palestine.”

The contribution by Catherine Hezser analyses “The Social Status of Slaves
in the Talmud Yerushalmi and in Graeco-Roman Society” from a similar point
of view. The first part of the article surveys the historical development of slav-
ery in Roman Palestine. This is followed by an analysis of the question of
denationalization and blurred ethnic boundaries in Roman as well in Jewish
society: in both communities the slaves were deprived of both their ethnic and
their religious identity. Concerning the hierarchical rankings and distinctions in
the ancient societies, Hezser states that the rabbis distinguished both women
and slaves from male Israelites, assigning to the former groups a lower place in
Jewish religion and society often in the same ways as Graeco-Roman society.
Despite the negative stereotypes about slaves in Graeco-Roman literature (e.g.,
as thieving, dangerous, morally depraved), we also find the counterexample of
the slave who is trustworthy, well-educated, and loya!l (even to the supreme
sacrifice: dying for one’s master). In the Jewish tradition this positive attitude
is best reflected in the stories about R. Gamliel and his slave Tabi. All these
striking parallels in ancient Jewish and Roman societies with regard to the
status of slaves reinforce the author’s working hypothesis that “slavery was an
everyday phenomenon in Palestine at the time when the Yerushalmi was edited
as well as in earlier tannaitic and amoraic time.”

In the next article, Andreas Lehnardt addresses similar social questions by
considering a completely different group within ancient Jewish society, namely,
the Samaritans. In “The Samaritans (Kutim) in the Talmud Yerushalmi,”
Lehnardt focuses on the following topics relating to the rabbinic tradition on
the Samaritans: (1) their status, (2) their role in rabbinic narratives, (3) their use
of the Divine Name, (4) dream interpretation, (5) fasting for rain, and (6) the
exegetical differences of opinion between them and the rabbis. The overall
impression gained from analyzing these topics is that the historical value of the



XII Preface

rabbinic tradition on the Samaritans should not be overestimated; for the most
part the rabbis left us legends or literary fictions: “none of the analyzed stories
seem to be accurate reports of past events.” Nevertheless some historical truth
can be found in the traditions regarding the pronunciation of the Divine Name,
the Samaritans’ knowledge of dream interpretation, the importance they at-
tached to fasting for rain and their objections to honorific titles. All this proves
that contacts between rabbis and Samaritans must have continued in amoraic
and well into post-talmudic times, even though the extent of such contacts must
await further investigation.

Part II closes with the article “Institutionalization, Amoraim, and Yerushalmi
Sebi‘ir” by Hayim Lapin. His contribution is based on the use of modern statis-
tical methods applied to the Talmud tractate Sebi‘ir. The author grounds his
statistical analysis of the distribution of traditions by generations of rabbis in
the tractate Sebiit on the conviction that “we have nothing like the original
words of rabbis in attributed statements, or unmotivated historical ‘reportage’
in rabbinic narratives, and that ... we have reason to question even the results
of gross clustering by generation.” Therefore, the author concludes, “it is diffi-
cult to get beyond this characterization of Yerushalmi Sebiif to the history of
the consolidation among amoraim of the rabbinic movement in Palestine.” But
what good is the statistical analysis if no historical reality is implied in the
rabbinic distribution of traditions? The statistical analysis of the attributed state-
ments, with all the significantly diverse profiles in the different chapters, surely
does not reveal the “historical reality” but rather the history of the Yerushalmi
redaction and the literary trends within the Talmud tradition, which must be
taken seriously. In this regard the question of rabbinic institutionalization leads
to the suggestion “that a developing sense of amoraic ‘tradition” may be built
into the processes through which the material of the Yerushalmi has come down
to us.”

Part III is devoted to the theme of “Women and Gender.” It opens with Tal
Ilan’s “‘Stolen Water is Sweet’: Women and their Stories between Bavli and
Yerushalmi.” The article is based on a careful analysis of seven parallel tradi-
tions in Yerushalmi and Bavli. In the course of this analysis, [lan shows that the
positive attitudes towards women in the Palestinian tradition are transformed
into thoroughly negative ones in the Bavli. Likewise, in cases, the importance
of women protagonists in the Yerushalmi is mitigated in the Bavli. The Bavli
generally appears to reflect the rabbis’ efforts to mend the — as they saw it —
“untidy world” of the Yerushalmi, so that in the Bavli, more so than in the
Yerushalmi, women are under the tutelage of men. This raises the possibility
that women were perceived more positively in Palestine, the land of the Yeru-
shalmi redactors, than in Babylonia. But, as the author points out, care is needed
here to avoid jumping to conclusions. When we compare the Yerushalmi with
earlier Palestinian traditions, a similar trend reveals itself. Thus, it must be
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stressed that the differences between the Yerushalmi and the Bavli on this score
are first and foremost of a literary nature, rather than a simple reflection of
social reality.

The importance of focusing on the literary function of women in the Yeru-
shalmi is also demonstrated by Michael L. Satlow’s “Fictional Women: A Study
in Stereotypes.” Satlow starts with the assumption “that Palestinian rabbinic
stereotypes have little to do with real women, but much to do with men, and
how rabbinic men defined themselves as men.” Five primary female stereo-
types are analyzed by the author (magic, licentiousness, social problems, do-
mestic roles, and unusual pietistic practices) —and all are noted to be consistent
with the images of women in the Graeco-Roman world surrounding the rabbis.
Thus Satlow shows that, like the parallels in Roman and Greek literature, “the
rabbinic stereotypes of women reveal rabbinic understanding of, and anxieties
about their own masculinity” and thereby help the rabbis to define themselves
as men.

The subject of Part I'V is “Yerushalmi and Bavli.” The first article by Shamma
Friedman, “The Further Adventures of Rav Kahana: Between Babylonia and
Palestine,” tries to delve behind the “polished literary textual narrative” in the
Bavli, which can be analyzed as a closed, independent unit. The process of its
literary reworking is illustrated by the story of Rav Kahana and his ascent to
Palestine, which provides the scholar with the rare opportunity to trace the
literary processes shaping the late Babylonian aggadic tradition. According to
Friedman’s analysis, the Rav Kahana story in Bavli Baba Qamma reflects three
different stages, each with a Palestinian literary kernel. He carefully investi-
gates how these kernels were enriched with motifs and phraseology found else-
where in the Bavli. The result is “an elegant pseudo-historical hagiography” of
Rav Kahana.

The second contribution to Part IV is Daniel Boyarin’s “Shattering the Logos
—or, The Talmuds and the Genealogy of Indeterminacy.” Here, Boyarin empha-
sizes that the “diachronic difference between the two Talmuds can be identified
as part of a significant epistemic shift between the earlier and the later stages of
rabbinic thought.” He strongly opposes stereotypes according to which rab-
binic Judaism is seen as “undogmatic” and Christianity as “dogmatic and hier-
archical” — stereotypes that he associates with the final form of the twin myths
of Yavneh and Nicaea. In his view, “interdeterminacy” should not be regarded
as a cornerstone of rabbinic thought, but as a late phenomenon within rabbinic
literature, rooted “in the redaction of the midrashic texts and in narrative and
theoretical formulation virtually exclusively in the Babylonian Talmud.”

Part V, “Texts and Contexts,” opens with Jeffrey L. Rubenstein’s “Some
Structural Patterns of Yerushalmi Sugyot,” which builds a link between this
section and the previous one. After analyzing the structure of the complex tripar-
tite and the elegant bipartite sugyot in several Yerushalmi tractates, Rubenstein
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proposes that the Yerushalmi redactors were more active than scholars have so
far supposed; nevertheless, he admits that the overall impression of an exten-
sive, active and comprehensive editing process of the Bavli in contrast to that of
the Yerushalmi cannot be denied.

The starting point of Steven D. Fraade’s contribution, “Priests, Kings, and
Patriarchs: Yerushalmi Sanhedrin in its Exegetical and Cultural Settings,” is the
conviction that rhetoric and history do not just intersect in late antique rabbinic
culture’s hermeneutics, but they also intertwine. Fraade asks “what rhetorical
function ... (rabbinical) interpretations of the norms of kingship had in a Jewish
world, historically at least, devoid of kings.” Again and again it can be noted
that in Mishnah Sanhedrin 2 the king is in many respects more elevated than the
High Priest. In modern scholarship, it has been pointed out that the striking
privileging of the king over the High Priest is typically explained as a response
to the historical circumstances of the Second Temple period. Fraade, however,
rejects the “historical kernel” in these traditions on the kings, suggesting that
they should be seen as “post-monarchic (rabbinic) leadership figures.” In the
Tosephta and in Sifre Deuteronomy, kingly status is associated with rabbinic
leadership and appointees. When compared with these traditions, and espe-
cially with the much longer Bavli section on the same mishnaic chapter, the
Yerushalmi is “striking for the degree to which it extends the rules for the king,
and especially considerations for his honor, to the rabbinic patriarch as well as
to rabbinic judicial and academic appointments.” In conclusion, Fraade pro-
poses that the attitude towards kings in the Yerushalmi might be profitably
examined in the context of the Graeco-Roman discourse on peri basileias, thus
pointing to a new direction for research on this topic.

The final contribution in this section is Peter Schéfer’s “Jews and Gentiles in
Yerushalmi Avodah Zarah.” Throughout this volume, a special emphasis has
been attached to methodological questions, thereby correcting some earlier and
more narrow-minded comparisons between the Yerushalmi and the Graeco-
Roman world. In this article, Schifer attempts to illuminate how the Jews of
Palestine interacted with the pagan world around them, asking whether it is
possible — beyond the mere mention of particular Roman practices, festivals,
and customs — to discern in the rabbinic tradition a discourse with the pagan
world or, as he puts it, “what precisely ... did they (the rabbis) see, hear, and
smell” with respect to their pagan neighbors? The tractate Avodah Zarah in the
Talmud Yerushalmi seems to be a “gold-mine” for answers to these questions
and, for this reason, has been much cherished in recent scholarship. The author
considers the tractate’s evidence for the most concrete examples of pagan cus-
toms and pagan worship: (1) “Libation of Wine”, (2) “Festivals of the Gentiles”,
(3) “Bestiality and Fornication”, and (4) “Idols” and shows that — despite some
knowledge of pagan practices and Roman festivals — by no means does the
Yerushalmi enter a “discourse” with the pagan world. On the contrary: the
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rabbis of the Talmud are interested in polemics “against the Roman arrogance
of power” and in emphasizing “that Israel will survive even Rome.” Hence
Schifer concludes that, rather than providing information about how Jews and
Romans lived together in Palestine, “the constituents of the rabbinic dialogue
are the Bible and the Oral Torah as derived from its written counterpart, and
much less the culture they were part of.”

Part VI, on “The ‘Religion’ of the Rabbis,” begins with David Kraemer’s
article: “Concerning the Theological Assumptions of the Yerushalmi.” In com-
parisons of the two Talmudim with one another, the Yerushalmi has often been
described as an incomplete or imperfect Bavli. To this, Kraemer asks ironically:
“What if the Yerushalmi is not a crime of omission but a mitzvah of commis-
sion?” He explains his understanding of “commission” as the specific theologi-
cal claim of the Yerushalmi rabbis that “God remains the commanding partner,
whose command continues, for the most part, to speak for itself,” whereas “the
human partner contributes nothing.”

In the next contribution, Martha Himmelfarb deals with ‘“The Mother of the
Messiah in the Talmud Yerushalmi and Sefer Zerubbabel.” She notes that the
story of the mother of the messiah in Yerushalmi Berakhot 2 has received sur-
prisingly little attention from scholars. Those who have considered this story
have tried to read it as a parody of the infancy narratives in the gospels. This
interpretation is rejected by Himmelfarb, who suggests instead “that the story
in the Yerushalmi represents a rabbinic response to a popular Jewish story about
the messiah.” However, Christian influence is very likely in the reappearance
of the mother of the messiah in the later apocalypse Sefer Zerubbabel, which
can be regarded as “the Jewish answer to the new role the Virgin Mary had come
to play in the Byzantine empire.” Here, we find two contrasting characterizations
of messiahs’ mothers — an attractive symbol on the one hand and a repulsive
counter-figure on the other — thereby suggesting that the author of this text simul-
taneously reacted against and integrated Christian traditions about Mary.

Hans-Jiirgen Becker’s contribution picks up on a new trend in Jewish Stud-
ies, namely, an interest in Jewish magic, pursued in connection with the early
mystical tradition of the Hekhalot literature as well as with magical writings
like Sefer ha-Razim and the magical fragments from the Cairo Genizah. In his
article “The Magic of the Name and Palestinian Rabbinic Literature,” he notes
the importance of divine names within the magical tradition and thus under-
takes an analysis of rabbinic traditions on the divine name. The author seeks to
propound the thesis that “the editors of the Yerushalmi (in contrast to the Bavli)
show no interest, neither apologetic nor polemical, in the magical use of the
divine name,” which leads him to conclude that an early Palestinian origin of
Hekhalot and Jewish magical literature is highly questionable.

Part VII, the last section of this volume, concerns “Rabbinic Responses to
Graeco-Roman Culture.” The first article is Yaron Z. Eliav’s “Viewing the



XVI Preface

Sculptural Environment: Shaping the Second Commandment.” Modern schol-
ars have widely accepted Saul Lieberman’s statement that “the learned and
pious rabbis did their utmost to prevent the people from becoming thoroughly
Hellenized,” albeit in somewhat modified forms. But what results could we
expect if we started with “daily life experience”? This is the question that Eliav’s
article addresses, by using the test-case of the rabbinic interaction with the
“sculptural environment” of Roman Palestine. He asserts that “from the stand-
point of their daily contact with the statues of Roman cities, it seems that the
sages did not have a single, fixed position but a complex, wide range of ideas
that were based on the accepted ways of looking at statues in those days.” In his
view, this means that the rabbis must be seen as a “minority group within the
Roman world that forged its own way of life out of a profound awareness of the
enviroment in which it was living.”

The final article in the volume, Fritz Graf’s “Roman Festivals in Syria Pales-
tine,” argues for a subtly differentiated evaluation of the sources. The author
demonstrates that, to a certain extent, Mishnah Avodah Zarah 1 is well aware of
Roman festival practices and can even serve as “a source text for Roman reli-
gion in an Eastern province.” In contrast to the Mishnah, the Yerushalmi does
not reflect the changes and innovations in the Roman festival calendar that took
place during the amoraic period, such as the empire-wide proclamation of the
Natalis Urbis and the birthday of Constantinople or the Christian ban of the
Saturnalia and the resulting ascent of the Brumalia. Hence, Graf boldly con-
cludes that “the Palestinian rabbis must have become isolated during the fourth
and fifth centuries.”

From the spectrum of articles collected in this third volume of The Talmud
Yerushalmi and Graeco-Roman Culture, it is clear that this subject is by no
means exhausted.* On the contrary, it still seems to be a vibrant and fruitful
enterprise offering new topics for further discussions. Therefore, it is hardly
surprising that this volume includes quite diverse perspectives on the issue —
even as it attests (and hopefully promotes) an ongoing dialogue on this impor-
tant topic, involving scholars working in different areas of ancient Judaism.
Although a new consensus has not been reached, it is possible to note (albeit
cautiously) a general agreement in present scholarship with regard to one im-
portant point: the rabbinic world reflected in the Talmud Yerushalmi seems to
be marked by a more distanced attitude toward its Graeco-Roman cultural en-
vironment than had been the case during the tannaitic period. Moreover, it is
imperative to view and interpret this reserved stance in the context of the trans-
formations taking place in the Roman Empire, especially after Christianity was
established as the so-called state religion.

* See also Y. Eliav’s plea at the end of his review of vols. | and 2 in JAOS 122, 2002, pp.
132-135.
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Finally, to conclude on a personal note, I would like to express my gratitude
to those who made the publication of this volume possible. My thanks go to all
the contributors, to Dr. Klaus Herrmann for overseeing the printing process, to
Thomas Ziem for preparing the Index, to Johanna Hoornweg for correcting the
English of some articles, and, last but not least, to the publisher, who again has
done a marvelous job. We have become used to the exceedingly high standards
of the Mohr-Siebeck publishing house, but these professional standards cannot
and should not be taken for granted. I am sure that not only the authors of this
volume but the broader community of scholars of late antique Judaism join me
in thanking Georg Siebeck for what he has done for the field and in congratu-
lating him upon the Doctor honoris causa bestowed upon him from the Univer-
sity of Tiibingen.

Princeton and Berlin, November 2002 Peter Schifer






I Rabbis and History






The Hellenization of Biblical History
in Rabbinic Literature

by

Gideon Bohak

While the Hellenization of biblical history in the writings of the Judeo-Greek
historians has been the subject of intensive scholarly scrutiny, the continuation
and transformation of that process in rabbinic literature seems to have received
very little attention.! Much has been made of the fact that the rabbis have no
real interest in historiography, feel no need to study the past “as it really was,”
and display no fear of “anachronisms” in their retelling of biblical stories or
their interpretation of biblical verses. It seems, however, that this rabbinic
tendency for the anachronistic recasting of the biblical past has not sufficiently
been utilized by modern scholars as a source for the study of the rabbis’
familiarity with Graeco-Roman culture, and even their attitudes toward it. In
this paper I therefore wish to claim that in the study of Judaism and Hellenism
in their encounter in late-antique Palestine, one should devote much attention
to the ways by which the Palestinian rabbis incorporated data taken from their
own world in their orally-rewritten Bibles. As should be clear to anyone famil-
iar with the rabbinic materials, I make no claim that the following examples
exhaust all the aspects of this issue, and I certainly have no intention of cover-
ing the whole range of issues connected with Jewish Hellenism or with the
rabbinic uses of biblical history. Moreover, I deliberately leave out of this paper
a related issue — the rabbinic Hellenization of the history of the Second Temple
period — as this issue raises problems different from those discussed here.? I
also leave aside the question of the rabbis’ general conception of history, and of

I In what follows, I use the following abbreviations: Ginzberg = L. Ginzberg, Legends of
the Jews, Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 7 vols., 1909-1938; GLAJJ = M. Stern,
Greek and Latin Authors on Jews and Judaism, 3 vols., Jerusalem: The I[srael Academy of
Sciences and Humanities, 1976—84; Heinemann = I. Heinemann, The Ways of the Aggadah
(Darkhei Ha-Aggadah), Jerusalem: Magnes, 1950 (Heb.); Schiirer = E. Schiirer, The History
of the Jewish People in the Time of Jesus Christ, rev. by G. Vermes, F. Millar, M. Black, and
M. Goodman, 3 vols., Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1973-87.

2 Note, for example, that the rabbinic descriptions of Second Temple Jerusalem as a
Hellenistic city (e.g., m Bikk. 3:3-4; m Avot 5:5, etc.), may stem either from accurate
recollections of pre-destruction Jerusalem as it really was, or from the rabbis’ reshaping and



4 Gideon Bohak

the Jews’ role within it — a subject that has amply been treated by others, and
that is only tangential to the present inquiry.® All [ wish to do here is to point to
some of the means by which Palestinian rabbis used Hellenistic materials in
their reshaping of the biblical accounts, and to the implications of such phe-
nomena for the study of rabbinic Hellenism. I shall do so by examining three
specific examples, by mentioning others, and by noting which types of exam-
ples are common in the rabbinic corpus, and which are only hapax phaenomena.

A Synchronizing “Ladder” as a Moral Tool

The first example I wish to analyze is the synchronization of Rome’s early
history with biblical history. The text appears in several different places in the
rabbinic corpus, and I focus here on the fullest extant version of this tradition,
as found in the Palestinian Talmud:

R. Levi said, On the day when Solomon married the daughter of Pharaoh Necho, the
King of Egypt, Michael went down and stuck a reed in the sea, and pulled up a heap
of mud which became a great thicket, and this is the great city of Rome; on the day
when Jeroboam set up two golden calves, Remus and Romulus* came and built two
huts in Rome; on the day when Elijah disappeared, a king was appointed in Rome —
“And there was no king in Edom, a deputy was king” (1 Ki. 22:48).%

For obvious reasons, this intriguing passage, and the other rabbinic echoes of
the legends of Rome’s ancient history, received much scholarly attention.® And
yet, it seems that one significant aspect of this specific passage has not suffi-
ciently been highlighted, namely, that at its core lies a typical Hellenistic
synchronization. Among all the nations of the Near East, from Egypt to Phoeni-

Hellenization of such recollections. When the biblical heroes are Hellenized, the first option
is non-existent.

® For the rabbis’ conception of history, see esp. N.N. Glatzer, Untersuchungen zur
Geschichtslehre der Tannaiten, Berlin: Lambert Schneider, 1933 and Peter Schifer, “Zur
Geschichtsauffassung des rabbinischen Judentums,” JSJ 6 (1975), pp. 167-188 (repr. in id.,
Studien zur Geschichte und Theologie des Rabbinischen Judentums, [AGAJU 15], Leiden:
Brill, 1978, pp. 23—45, with addenda on pp. 12-16).

4 Note that the Hebrew spelling of these names (07777 OM17) does not represent the
Latin names Remus and Remulus, but their standard Greek transcriptions, ‘PGuog and
‘Popviog, as noted by Samuel Krauss, Monumenta Talmudica, vol. 5 (Geschichte), part 1,
Vienna and Leipzig: Benjamin Harz, 1914 (repr. Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesell-
schaft, 1972), p. 9.

> pt AZ 1:2 (39¢). For parallels to this passage, see below, n. 18,

6 See Samuel Krauss, Persia and Rome in the Talmud and Midrashim, Jerusalem: Mossad
haRav Kook, 1948 (Heb.), pp. 14-19; Wilhelm Bacher, Die Agada der paldstinensischen
Amorder, 3 vols., Strassburg, 1896, vol. 2, pp. 325-326; Ginzberg, vol. 6, pp. 279-280, and
esp. Louis H. Feldman, “Abba Kolon and the Founding of Rome,” JOR 81 (1990-91),
pp. 449-482 (repr. in id., Studies in Hellenistic Judaism, [AGAJU 30}, Leiden: Brill, 1996,
pp. 411-437), with a detailed survey of earlier scholarship.
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cia and from the Babylonians to the Jews, extensive efforts were made in the
Hellenistic period to set the ancient histories of the native peoples side-by-side
with those of the region’s Greek and Roman rulers.” The Judeo-Greek writers,
from Demetrius to Josephus, provide many examples of this process, which
was continued by Sextus Julius Africanus, and culminated in the Chronicon of
Eusebius.? To be sure, the Jews had no need of Greek influence to create such
synchronisms, for the Hebrew Bible itself already notes that “Hebron had been
built seven years before Egyptian Zoan,” and provides elaborate synchro-
nizations between the reigns of the kings of Judea and those of Israel.” But the
synchronizations developed by the Judeo-Greek writers are far more system-
atic and sophisticated than those found in earlier Jewish sources, and there is
little doubt that while their seeds lay in the Hebrew Bible, their blossoming was
due to Hellenistic influences, and to the needs of Hellenized Jews in the face of
a seemingly-superior Greek culture. '°

So much for the Judeo-Greek materials. When we return to the rabbinic
passage, we note that it too demonstrates an interest in the conquerors’ history,
and in synchronizing that history with one’s own. While a modern scholar
cannot accept R. Levi’s synchronism as very accurate, it must be admitted that
the relative sequence of events —the “creation” of the physical site of Rome, the
arrival of Remus and Romulus, and the rise of the first king of Rome — fits well
within the context of the Romans’ own legends of their city’s ancient history.!!
Moreover, this set of synchronisms surely is far more complex than the isolated
synchronisms found elsewhere in rabbinic literature.'> We may also note that

7 For the wider context, see, Elias J. Bickerman, “Origines Gentium,” Classical Philol-
ogy 47 (1952), pp. 65-81, esp. pp. 72-75; id., “The Jewish Historian Demetrios” in J.
Neusner (ed.), Christianity, Judaism and Other Greco-Roman Cults: Studies for Morton
Smith at Sixty, Leiden: Brill, 1975, vol. 3, pp. 72-84 (repr. in Bickerman, Studies in Jewish
and Christian History, [AGAJU 9], Leiden: Brill, vol. 2, 1980, pp. 347-358); Adler, Time
Immemorial (following note), pp. 20-30.

§ Demetrius fr. 6 Holladay; Eupolemus fr. 5 Holladay; Justus of Tiberias fr. 2-3 Holla-
day; Josephus, CAp. 1.126 etc. For the Christian chroniclers, see H. Gelzer, Sextus Julius
Africanus und die byzantinische Chronographie, 2 vols., Leipzig, 1898; W. Adler, Time
Immemorial: Archaic History and Its Sources in Christian Chronography from Julius Afri-
canus to George Syncellus, Washington, D.C.: Dumbarton Oaks, 1989.

° Hebron: Num. 13:22 (for the Hellenistic transformations of this synchronism, see
Josephus, Ant. 1.170; War 4.530); Kings of Judaea and Israel: 1 Ki. 15:1 etc.

10 See Ben-Zion Wacholder, “Biblical Chronology in the Hellenistic World Chronicles,”
HTR 61 (1968), pp. 451-481, esp. pp. 463-477; id., Eupolemus: A Study of Judaeo-Greek
Literature, Cincinnati: Hebrew Union College, 1974, pp. 110-124.

1 Note, however, that a few decades earlier, Sextus Julius Africanus dated the birth of
Remus and Romulus to the reign of Ahaz, two centuries later than the date postulated by R.
Levi; see Gelzer, Africanus (above, n. 8), vol. 1, pp. 169-173.

12 E.g., Seder Olam Rabba chap. 28: “On the day when Nebuchadnezzar entered the
Temple, in the days of Jehoiakhin, his great enemy (1) was born, and that is Darius; on the
day when Jehu was anointed (as king) in Ramot Gilead, his enemy Hazael was anointed (as
king).”
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this specific synchronization reflects a central theme of Judeo-Greek historio-
graphy, namely, the Jews’ great antiquity.'3 It may also reflect a recurrent theme
of the anti-Roman sentiments among Rome’s subject peoples, that of Rome’s
relative youth vis-a-vis many of the cities and nations that it had conquered.'*
In the synchronisms offered by Rabbi Levi, the Romans’ youthfulness in com-
parison with the Jews is especially manifest, for at the time when the Jews
possessed their greatest empire ever, Rome was just emerging from the sea.!’

As noted at the outset of this paper, it has often been claimed that the rabbis
had no interest in the past “as it really was,” made no use of the tools of
Hellenistic historiography, and showed no interest in the works even of the
Judeo-Greek historians.'® What we have here, then, is an apparent exception to
that sweeping generalization, for we do find here a Palestinian rabbi of the late
third century CE making use of one major tool of Hellenistic historiography,
and walking in the footsteps, as it were, of the Judeo-Greek historians. Moreo-
ver, it is important to note that unlike many of the examples we shall examine
or mention below, in which the rabbis’ apparent interest in ancient history in
fact is no more than an exercise in biblical exegesis, R. Levi’s statement is not
exegetical. The third rung of this synchronizing “ladder” certainly is exegeti-
cal, as it is explicitly based on the statement of 1 Kings 22:48, where Edom has
no king, and implicitly on a comparison of that verse with 2 Kings 3:9, where
Edom already has one.!” The first two rungs, on the other hand, offer no
scriptural proof texts, and seem not to be based on any kind of biblical exegesis;
in that sense, they are purely historiographical. Moreover, the passage as a
whole was embedded by the editor, along with other stories about Rome and its
history, in a discussion of the Roman holidays of Saturnalia and Kodnoug,
mentioned in the Mishnah, and not in an exegetical exposition of some biblical
verses. And yet, in noting R. Levi’s apparent use of the tools of Hellenistic
historiography, we must also note not only that such examples are rare in the
vast corpus of rabbinic literature, but also that this example too in fact demon-
strates how disinterested the rabbis really were in Greek-style historiography.

13 For which see, e.g., Peter Pilhofer, Presbyteron Kreitton: Der Alterbeweis der jiidi-
schen und christlichen Apologeten und seine Vorgeschichte, (WUNT 39], Tiibingen: Mobhr,
1990, pp. 143-220.

4 For which see G. Schnayder, Quibus conviciis alienigenae Romanos carpserint, Cra-
cow, 1928, p. 16. And cf. Josephus, CAp. 1.66, who stresses that Rome had not been known
to the earlier Greek historians, with Pliny, NH 3.9.57, who admits this fact.

15 For other rabbinic references to Rome’s inferior origins, see Mireille Hadas-Lebel,
Jérusalem contre Rome, Paris: Cerf, 1990, pp. 357-361.

16 See, e.g., Heinemann, p. 42 and passim, and M.D. Herr, “The Conception of History
Among the Sages,” in Proceedings of the Sixth World Congress of Jewish Studies, Jerusalem,
1977, vol. 3, pp. 129-142 (Heb.).

17 For the ubiquitous rabbinic use of “Edom” as a code word for “Rome,” see, e.g., M.D.
Herr, Roman Rule in Tannaitic Literature (Its Image and Conception), Unpubl. PhD. Diss.,
The Hebrew University, Jerusalem, 1970, pp. 115-129 (Heb.).
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First, we must note that the synchronizing “ladder” is broken in some of the
parallel versions, especially those found in the Babylonian Talmud, which
shows that other rabbis found no use for such elaborate synchronizations.!8
Second, it almost goes without saying that this chronological “ladder” was not
taken as historiographically-binding by the rabbis themselves; it is entirely
absent from such chronographic compilations as Seder Olam Rabbah, which
display no real interest in synchronizing Jewish and non-Jewish histories, and
is ignored in various rabbinic stories about the supposed Roman connections of
King Solomon and King David.' Thus, one major difference between this
synchronization and those of Demetrius, Eupolemus, Josephus, or Eusebius, is
that it does not serve as the basis for any systematic or coherent presentation of
the events of the distant past. The other major difference, and this is more
significant, is that R. Levi’s “ladder” has a clear didactic message, for it plainly
demonstrates how every sin of the ancient Hebrews, like Solomon’s marriage
with a gentile princess or Jeroboam’s erection of two golden calves, and every
setback they encountered, like the sudden disappearance of Elijah, was immedi-
ately accompanied by a rise in Rome’s power — the same Rome which eventually
would punish the Jews for their sins and deal them the severest of historical
blows.2 In this case, then, we see how a preacher borrows a tool provided by
Hellenistic historiography, coupled with bits of garbled Roman lore and with
emphases borrowed from the anti-Roman rhetoric of the Roman empire, and
uses the combined mixture not for a sophisticated reconstruction of ancient
Jewish or Roman history, but for an equally-sophisticated moral-didactic ser-
mon. Like all his fellow-rabbis, R. Levi had no interest in the past “as it really
was,” and no use for the Greek or modern ideals of objective historiography;
for him — as for many Greek and Roman intellectuals — ancient history was
mainly grist for his rhetorical mills.?' His synchronizing “ladder” was not
intended to help him climb up and down the timelines of ancient history, but to

18 bt Shab 56b offers only two rungs of this “ladder,” while bt San 21b offers only one.
Sifre Deut. 52 (p. 119 Finkelstein, in app.) has two; Song R. on Song 1:6 provides all three
rungs, and further details on Rome’s early history.

19 Such as the riddles exchanged between King Solomon and the King of Rome (Midrash
Aseret haDibrot, Eighth Commandment (vol. 1, pp. 86—87 Jellinek)), or David’s plan to
fight the Romans (Deut. R. 1:16 (p. 20 Lieberman) and cf. Midrash Tehilim to Psa. 60:11
(p. 305 Buber)), or the Roman adventures of Zepho, the grandson of Esau (see Ginzberg,
vol. 5, pp. 372-373) — stories which would have been impossible had their narrators taken
Rabbi Levi’s synchronizations seriously.

2 One must note, however, that synchronizations with a moral-didactic message were
common in Greek historiography — see David Asheri, “The Art of Synchronization in Greek
Historiography: The Case of Timaeus of Tauromenium,” Scripta Classica Israelica 11
(199172), pp. 52-89, esp. 52-62.

2! For Graeco-Roman parallels to the rhetorical uses of ancient history , see M.I. Finley,
“Myth, Memory, and History,” History and Theory 4 (1965), pp. 281-302. For didactic
synchronisms of Rome’s founding see Asheri (previous note), pp. 62—73, with further bibli-

ography.
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raise a point about the Jews’ crimes and punishments, and about the inner logic
of the Jews’ entire history.

Exegesis, Anachronism, and the Study of Ancient History

So far I focused on a rare example of the rabbinic use, or abuse, of the tools of
Hellenistic historiography. In the following section, I shall try to point to a
more common, and far more interesting, phenomenon, which is the rabbis’ use,
in their attempts to interpret or understand the biblical stories, of data derived
from their own world and from their daily contacts with non-Jews. I find this
phenomenon interesting, because in so doing the rabbis followed a method
which is not entirely different from that employed in modern historical re-
search, where data from later periods often are used to shed light on earlier
periods too. This is not to say that the rabbis had any real interest in the
objective and accurate reconstruction of the events of the distant past, or that
they had a solid historiographical methodology. On the contrary, as the follow-
ing example demonstrates, the very same method leads in some cases to an
almost “scientific” interpretation of the biblical verses, and in others to a
completely a-historical anachronism. Moreover, the starting point for these dis-
cussions is not an interest in the past per se, but an exegetical interest in specific
biblical verses or scenes. Let us look closely at one well-known example:

“And Di-Zahab” (Deut. 1:1) ... Similarly, R. Judah interpreted the verse, “A pro-
nouncement of the word of the Lord: In the land of 7771 and Damascus is his resting
place, for to the Lord is man’s eye, and all the tribes of [srael” (Zech. 9:1): This refers
to the Messiah, who is sharp (71) toward the nations and tender (77) toward Israel.
R. Yose ben Dormaskit said to him, Judah biRabbi, why do you distort Scripture upon
us? I attest upon me heaven and earth that [ am from Damascus and that there is a
place there named Hadrakh ... Similarly, R. Judah interpreted the verse, “And he
mounted him on his second chariot, and they called before him 7713R” (Gen. 41:43):
This refers to Joseph, who was a father (I®) in wisdom and tender (777) in years.
R. Yose ben Dormaskit said to him, Judah biRabbi, why do you distort Scripture upon
us? I attest upon me heaven and earth that TI2R is dhafBdoyne,* for everyone used
to enter and exit (Egypt) under his supervision, as it says, “And he placed him over
the whole land of Egypt” (ibid.).?*

In both instances dealt with in this passage, R. Judah expounds a biblical verse
by way of a sophisticated word-splitting exegesis, while R. Yose insists on

22 For the reading dhafBdoyns, first suggested by N. Briill, see Finkelstein’s and Hoff-
mann’s notes ad locc., and Wilhelm Bacher, Die Agada der Tannaiten, 2 vols., Strassburg,
1903, vol. 1, p. 392, n. 2.

23 Sifre Deut. 1 (p. 7-8 Finkelstein). See the parallels in Midrash Tannaim (p. 5 Hoff-
mann); Gen. R. 90:3 (p. 1102 Theodor-Albeck); Pesikta deRav Kahana p. 317 Mandelbaum;
Song R. on Song 7:5.
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introducing extra-biblical information, data taken from his own world, to ex-
plain the given verse.?* And yet, the results differ greatly on each occasion, at
least from a modern reader’s perspective. In the first instance, R. Judah sug-
gests that 77 is made up of T (sharp) and 7 (tender), and introduces a
suitable subject for these adjectives, while R. Yose, the son of the Damascene
woman (7°PORMT), uses his familial familiarity with the geography of Da-
mascus to identify T as a place-name. Given the verse’s explicit reference
to Damascus, and biblical poetry’s tendency to string together near-synonyms,
R. Yose’s explication of this verse is in no way implausible, and may even have
hit the mark with remarkable precision.? In the second instance, R. Judah again
splits the word in two, suggesting that ]73R is made up of 2N (father) and 77
(tender), since Joseph was tender in years and mature in wisdom; this interpre-
tation, we may note, was known to Origen as well, and was adduced by Jerome
as a specifically-Jewish interpretation of '[13&.26 R. Yose, on he other hand,
creates a totally artificial connection between the Hebrew (or, rather, Egyp-
tian?) word 772N and the Greek word dhafBdgyng (the title of a Roman
inspector of customs in the eastern side of the Nile, and ostensibly in charge of
the traffic between Palestine and Egypt) and in so doing “tortures the verses” no
less than R. Judah himself.?’ Like his fellow-rabbis, R. Yose was not interested
in the past “as it really was.” He was, however, deeply interested in the biblical
texts, and in “what they really meant.” And yet, even his use of what he knew
about Damascus or Egypt of his own days, in the second century CE, was no
guarantee for approaching what we would see as the peshat of the biblical
verses. R. Yose may have been well aware of the difference between straight-
forward and farfetched interpretations of Scripture, but his exegetical sensitiv-
ity is not matched by any historical sensitivity as to which bits of the data he
adduced might be relevant for the interpretation of biblical place-names and
court-titles, and which would be entirely misleading.?®

2% For such differing approaches, see Heinemann, p. 38.

# For 77, see Adolph Neubauer, La Géographie du Talmud, Paris: Michel Lévy, 1868,
pp. 297-8, and Samuel Klein, The History of the Study of Eretz Israel in the Jewish and
General Literature, Jerusalem: Bialik, 1937, p. 21 (Heb); cf. Heinemann, p. 31.

% QOrigen, Sel. in Gen. 41:43 (PL 12, coll. 133-5); Jerome, Liber hebraicarum quae-
stionum in Genesim to Gen. 41:43 (PL 23, col. 998): illud quod Hebraei tradunt, etc. See
further C.T.R. Hayward, Saint Jerome's Hebrew Questions on Genesis, Oxford: Clarendon,
1995, p. 78 and 226. Another interpretation, common in the Aramaic Targumim, took '[13&
for “father of the king,” perhaps etymologizing the word as (Hebrew) “father” + (Latin) rex
(as suggested by Rashi to Gen. 41:43, who also refers to R27 in bt BB 4a).

7 In making this identification, R. Yose may have been aware of the existence of several
Jewish alabarchs in Roman Egypt of the first century CE, more than a century before his
own time (for whom see Stern, GLAJJ, vol. 2, pp. 96-97, and Schiirer, History, vol. 3,
pp- 136-7). For the postulated origins of the word 772, see P.V. Mankowski, Akkadian
Loanwords in Biblical Hebrew, Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 2000, pp. 16-20 (I owe this
reference to Ora Brison).

28 Note, however, that many historians in antiquity fell in the same trap; for example,
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Examples such as these could, of course, be multiplied. We could examine
passages such as the rabbinic descriptions of the biblical tophet, for example,
and note how the rabbis used contemporary accounts and rumors about Phoe-
nician and Carthaginian fophets to develop their image of the rophets men-
tioned in the Hebrew Bible, and in so doing preceded those modern scholars
who use the literary and archeological evidence concerning Carthaginian rophets
to reconstruct the biblical ones.?® We could also look at some of the rabbinic
discussions of Egyptian idolatrous practices mentioned in the Bible, and see
how they incorporated materials taken from their knowledge of the Egyptian
religion of their own days in their reconstructions and interpretations of what
must have gone on in the biblical period.’® There are more such examples, but
rather than collect them all here, let me just stress what they all share in
common. All these anachronistic interpretations demonstrate the rabbis’ inter-
estin understanding what they found in their Bible, their disinterest in objective
historiography, and their familiarity with many aspects of Graeco-Roman cul-
ture. They thus provide a rich vein for students of rabbinic Hellenism to ex-
plore, but their value also is limited in that they only demonstrate the rabbis’
familiarity with the world around them, while shedding no light on their atti-
tudes toward that world. To go beyond the issue of the rabbis’ acquaintance
with Graeco-Roman culture, and to begin assessing the worth and value of that
culture in their eyes, we must turn to a different set of rabbinic anachronisms.

The Rabbinic Hellenization of Biblical History

In the previous section, we noted examples of rabbinic attempts to correctly
understand biblical verses by identifying locations, customs, or technical terms
mentioned in them. We noted how, because of the rabbis’ lack of interest in
objective historiography, such attempts often led them to anachronistic inter-
pretations of the biblical verses. In the following section, we shall look at an
even more common occurrence in rabbinic literature — the introduction of
anachronistic elements into the biblical accounts not as part of the rabbis’
attempt to understand the peshat of this verse or that scene, but as a result of the
rabbis’ poetic license in what Heinemann has aptly called their “creative histo-

both Nicolaus of Damascus and Josephus used a place in Damascus called “AfBoduov
olunaig as proof that Abraham once reigned there — see Nicolaus, FGrH 90 F19, Josephus,
Ant. 1.160, and Stern, GLAJJ, vol. 1, p. 234. For the Greek historians’ lack of criteria for
separating historical facts from historical nonsense, see also A. Momigliano, “Greek Histo-
riography,” History and Theory 17 (1978), pp. 1-28, esp. pp. 8-10.

2 For which see my “Classica et Rabbinica I: The Bull of Phalaris and the Tophet,” JSJ
31 (2000), pp. 203-216, esp. pp. 211-216.

3 See my “Rabbinic Perspectives on Egyptian Religion,” Archiv fiir Religionsgeschichte
2 (2000), pp- 215-231.
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