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Preface 

This volume offers the first fruits of a research project conducted at the Institut 
für Judaistik of the Freie Universität Berlin and made possible by the Leibniz 
Prize of the Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft . The team consisted of Hans-
Jürgen Becker (now Professor at the University of Göttingen), Catherine Hezser, 
Martin Jacobs, Peter Schäfer, and Giuseppe Veltri (now Professor at the Uni-
versity of Halle). 

In October 1996 we invited Yerushalmi specialists from several countries to 
supplement our research program and to discuss with us the results of our project. 
The conference, "Text and Context: The Talmud Yerushalmi in its Graeco-
Roman Environment," took place at the Berlin-Brandenburg Academy of Scien-
ces. Some of the papers delivered during the conference are published here 
together with the more extensive essays of the research project; others will 
follow in due course. 

My thanks go to the Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft and to the publisher 
for their continuous support, to Klaus Herrmann and Sabine Kößling for exer-
cising their editorial skills also on this volume, and to Johanna Hoornweg for 
correcting the English of serveral articles and translating the Introduction com-
pletely form German into English. 

Berlin, Dezember 1997 Peter Schäfer 
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Introduction 

by 

Peter Schäfer 

1 

The world of the Palestinian Jews bears the deep imprint of Graeco-Roman 
culture. The earliest contacts between Jewish and Greek culture reach back to 
the period before Alexander; certainly by the third century B.C.E. no description 
of Palestinian Jewry, its intellectual, cultural and also religious life, is complete 
without recourse to the concept commonly known as "Hellenism." ' If the clas-
sical use of Hellènìsmos and hellènizein was almost exclusively limited to the 
correct mastery of the Greek language, drawing the line between those with this 
mastery and the uneducated and the barbarians,2 J .G. Herder3 and, above all, 
J. G. Droysen extended the concept to embrace the general intellectual and cul-
tural sphere: to Droysen Hellenism designates an epoch during which the West 
mingled with the East, Greeks with Orientals.4 In this newly emerging mixture, 
the "modern period of antiquity,"5 as Droysen termed it, he relegated the Jews to 
a rather passive or, more precisely, obsolete role: the Hellenism "in which the 
paganism of Asia and Greece, indeed antiquity itself, was destined to be ab-
sorbed,"6 attained its goal, according to him, in Christianity.7 

1 See M. Hengel's pioneering Judentum und Hellenismus, Tübingen 1968, 21973. Eng-
lish translation: Judaism and Hellenism, 2 vols., Minneapolis 1974 (one-volume edition 
1981, 21991). 

2 Liddell-Scott, Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. hellenizo and hellènismos, Ernst Vogt, "Hel-
lenismus," in Kleines Wörterbuch des Hellenismus, eds. H.H. Schmidt and E. Vogt, Wies-
baden, 1988, p. 1. 

3 Erläuterungen zum Neuen Testament aus einer neueröfneten ¡sie] Morgenländischen 
Quelle, in id., Sämmtliche Werke in 33 Bänden, ed. B. Suphan, Berlin 1884, vol. 7, pp. 335-
471 (p. 339): mixing of Greek language and Oriental ideas. 

4 Introduction to vol. 2 of his Geschichte des Hellenismus, Hamburg 1836, p. 4. 
5 Preface to the first edition of Geschichte des Hellenismus, neue durchgesehene Auflage, 

ed. E. Bayer, 3 vols., Tübingen 1953, vol. 3, p. XXII. See now A. Demandt, "Hellenismus -
die moderne Zeit des Altertums?," in Hellenismus, ed. B. Funck, Tübingen 1996, pp. 17-27. 

6 Introduction to vol. 2 of his Geschichte des Hellenismus, Hamburg 1836, p. 5. 
7 J.G. Droysen, "Antrittsrede in der Berliner Akademie," in id., Historik. Vorlesungen 

über Enzyklopädie und Methodologie der Geschichte, ed. R. Hübner, Munich 41960, pp. 4 2 5 -
429 (p. 425). 
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Just as the view that the Christian metamorphosis of Hellenism marks the 
historical end of Hellenism is problematic, f rom the point of view of both Juda-
ism and paganism, so it is likewise inappropriate to make any attempt at all to 
compress Hellenism into an exact time frame.8 More helpful than the division 
into periods with uncertain caesurae, which would anyway have to be drawn 
differently for political history, on the one hand, and for cultural and intellec-
tual history, on the other, is the English usage of "Hel lenism" to denote the 
complex fabric of linguistic and, in the broadest sense, cultural characteristics 
of the Greeks, 

"in which peoples of the most diverse kind could participate. . . . Hel len ism, which is a 
genuine Greek word for Greek culture ( H e l l e n i s m o s ) , represented language, thought, 
mythology , and images that constituted an extraordinarily f l ex ib le med ium of both cul-
tural and rel ig ious express ion. It was a medium not necessari ly antithetical to local or 
indigenous traditions. On the contrary, it provided a new and more eloquent way of 
g iv ing v o i c e to them."1' 

Once Hellenism is defined in this manner, one may also subsume the era of 
Imperial Rome (in both its pagan and Christian forms), indeed all of late antiq-
uity including early Islam,10 under the banner of "Hellenism." Such a notion of 
Hellenism is doubtless more suited to Judaism than one which draws an artifi-
cial caesura between the Hellenistic period in its narrower sense and the Roman 
period. Rabbinic Judaism of Palestine with its literary output is a child of Hel-
lenism, too. 

2 

The reconstruction of the Graeco-Roman world of Rabbinic Judaism began 
with Israel Lewy 's programmatic essay, "Ueber die Spuren des griechischen 
und römischen Alterthums im talmudischen Schr i f t thum."" For learned phi-
lologists and schoolmasters Lewy first explains the nature of Rabbinic litera-
ture and then arranges the "traces" of Graeco-Roman antiquity that he finds in 
this literature under the following headings: the study of profane Greek litera-
ture, "Greek wisdom," and the instruction of the Greek language (widely prac-
ticed, but forbidden); Greek and Latin loan-words as well as whole sentences in 
Rabbinic Literature; discussion of pagan cult forms and customs (Sarapis, Isis 
and Horus, Osiris, Merkur, Priapus, festivals, sacrifices, myths, the so-called 

8 Cf. also Vogt, "Hellenismus," pp. 3f . 
9 G.W. Bowersock, Hellenism in Late Antiquity, Cambridge etc. 1990, p. 7. 

10 "Hellenism and Islam" is the title of the last essay in Bowersock's Hellenism in Late 
Antiquity. 

'1 In Verhandlungen der Versammlung deutscher Philologen und Schulmänner 33, Leip-
zig 1878, pp. 7 7 - 8 8 . 
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"customs of the Amorites," bathhouses, theaters, circusses, racecourses). Lewy 's 
unequivocal summation: the "influence of Greece and Rome on Judaea" was 
"in cultural-historical respects significant," so much so that some institutions 
were even directly borrowed and adapted to the "Jewish spirit" - "even origi-
nally pagan ideas managed here and there to slip in, albeit disguised"!12 A more 
detailed study of the relations between Jews and Greeks/Romans was therefore 
needed and, if carried out, would bear twofold fruit: it would first of all "pro-
mote a better understanding of the Talmud" but also "contribute inestimably to 
providing better insights into certain details in late Greek and Roman literature, 
and definitely to a better appreciation of the cultural-historical significance of 
Hellas and Rome."1 1 

Both the investigative fields pointed out by Lewy and the direction indicated 
by their twofold benefit for the internal study of Rabbinic literature as well as 
for the study of Graeco-Roman antiquity were pursued further by his succes-
sors. By far the most prolific and the most consistent of the latter was Samuel 
Krauss (1866-1948), the great Austro-Hungarian scholar and professor at the 
Israelitisch-Theologische Lehranstalt in Vienna, whose erudite standard works 
have yet to be surpassed. The first of these are his Griechische und lateinische 
Lehnwdrter im Talmud, Midrasch und Targum,u which are presented in two 
sections, namely in the form of a grammar analysis and as a dictionary, the 
latter being the much more influential part.15 Krauss demonstrates that a "vic-
torious advance of the Greek language"16 had taken place ever since Alexander; 
this he describes more exactly as the "invasion (Einwanderung) of Greek ex-
pressions into the language of Palestinian Jews." l 7 The Maccabbean revolt, this 
"high tide of nationalist current," in which there was "no room for foreign 
elements," could not really halt the continuous advance of "Hellenization" 
(Graecisierung): "In the long run, however, the Greek element could not be 
held back, as the new political position of the small nation only made its de-
pendence on the ruling culture more necessary than ever."18 Because of the 

12 Ibid., p. 87. 
" Ibid., pp. 87f . 
14 Mit Bemerkungen von Immanuel Low, Berlin 1898-1899. Immedia te ly af ter its publi-

cation the first part of the work was vehement ly criticized by S. Fraenkel (Zeitschrift der 
Deutschen Morgenländischen Gesellschaft 52, 1898, pp. 2 9 0 - 3 0 0 ) ; a devastat ing modern 
crit ique of the second part of the book was presented by a classical Greek scholar, G. Zuntz 
(Journal of Semitic Studies 1, 1956, pp. 129-140) . 

15 Only lately have supplements appeared in certain subject areas: see, e.g., D. Sperber , A 
Dictionary of Greek and Latin Legal Terms in Rabbinic Literature, Bar-Ilan 1984; id., Nautica 
Talmudica, Leiden 1986; id., Material Culture in Eretz-Israel during the Talmudic Period, 
Jerusalem 1993 (in Hebrew) . 

16 Lehnwörter, p. XVII. 
17 Ibid., p. XVIII . 
18 Ibid. 
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altered political situation Latin came to be added to Greek, but, in contrast to 
the latter, was less highly esteemed: 

"The Jews as the defeated party had s imply no reason to judge favorably an enemy's 
language which rivaled their own; nevertheless w e f ind their scholars and sages voicing 
with surprising frankness their recognit ion of the advantages of the Greek language, and 
in v iew of this high est imation it is all the more striking that the language of the Romans, 
by contrast, c o m e s o f f so badly."19 

However, with the emergence of Christianity the high regard for Greek sank 
somewhat. Already the Mishnah forbids the instruction of youth in Greek,20 but 
Krauss ascertains, as Lewy before him, that the enforcement of this prohibition 
was very problematic, and cites, as Lewy had done, the famous dictum of R. 
Yehuda the Patriarch,21 according to which people in Palestine were supposed 
to use, instead of Syrian, either Hebrew or Greek: "A restriction of the use of the 
Greek language is not perceptible; on the contrary, it maintains its prevalence 
among the Jews throughout the whole so-called Talmudic age, which extends 
almost until the conquest of Palestine by the Arabs."2 2 

Besides language, the realia of this age constituted Krauss ' second great 
focus of research, as demonstrated in his monumental Talmudische Archao-
logieP in which he describes the daily life of the Palestinian Jews. Surpri-
singly, in contrast to his attitude with respect to the linguistic influences, he 
detects a much closer connection here between the biblical and the Talmudic 
periods, regarding the latter "as the custodian of traditional goods": "Thus even 
the strong Greek and Roman element cannot turn the oriental culture of Pales-
tine into civilized western behaviour, just as little as the pagan influence of the 
surrounding countries, the blossoming national traditions of Syria and Egypt, 
the powerful development of Neo-Parsism in Babylonia can reshape Jewish 
life."24 The striking emphasis on the continuity and the "unadulterated life of 
the Orient" may be due to the fact that Krauss, as he himself points out,25 had 
travelled through Palestine, Egypt and Italy to get a picture of "the land and its 
people": 

"And if the reseacher's scouting eye today is still able to perceive some features of bib-
lical and even pre-biblical antiquity in the same countries [i.e., Palestine and Babylonia] , 
how much more must this have been the case in the Talmudic age, as the Jewish nation 

" Ibid., p. XIX. 
20 Sot 9:16. 
21 b Sot 49b. 
22 Lehnwörter, p. XXII. 
23 3 vols., Leipzig 1910-1912 . 
24 Talmudische Archäologie, vol. 1, p. VII. In the original text the words "pagan" and 

'Jewish" are printed with the letters spaced. 
25 Ibid., p. IX. 
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c l u n g un in te r rup ted ly to the soil, and prec ise ly this na t ion , even in the s table Or ien t (!), 
d i s t i ngu i shed itself in an unsu rpassed m a n n e r th rough the pecul iar s t ead fas tnes s of its 
w a y of l i fe and through its pecul ia r ly t enac ious o b s e r v a n c e of t radi t ional c u s t o m s . " 2 6 

The companion piece to the daily life of Talmudische Archäologie is Synago-
gale Altertümer,21 which appeared ten years later and is likewise almost exclu-
sively concerned with realia, not with prayer, rites or liturgy. Nevertheless, 
Krauss emphasizes that he delved more thoroughly into "Hellenistic and patri-
stic sources" here than in the previous volume.28 The opportunity to write the 
third work - to be entitled Politische Altertümer - which he viewed as a logical 
continuation of Talmudische Archäologie and Synagogale Altertümer, was ulti-
mately denied him, although he had noted in Synagogale Altertümer that to a 
large extent he had already gathered the material for it.29 Krauss' work of edit-
ing, translating and commenting in detail on the Talmudic sources of Graeco-
Roman history, published already in 1914 as the fifth (and only) volume of 
Monumenta Talmudica,30 may be regarded as preparation for the contemplated 
volume. In the preface to this volume he deals with the methodological impli-
cations of his work: He claims not to be contributing only to an explanation of 
Rabbinic literature, but for the first time to be "studying the Greeks and Ro-
mans for their own sakes as recorded in Rabbinic sources";11 i.e., as Lewy had 
postulated it, Rabbinic literature is indeed being taken seriously here and evalu-
ated as a primary source for the study of classical antiquity. 

The apologetic tone of these efforts is unmistakable, for the hope was that 
Rabbinic literature would finally be conceded its proper place in the study of 
antiquity. Absorbing and apologetically inverting the prejudices of his contem-
poraries against the "scholarly in-jokes," the "unbearable hairsplitting" and the 
"insipidly pointed aphorisms (abgeschmackte pointierte Sentenzen)" in Rab-
binic literature, Krauss finds a "system in these eccentricities (Verkehrtheiten)"32 

and quotes in detail and with enthusiasm a certain R. Stiibe: 

"If one j u s t se r ious ly pos i t i ons the mate r i a l o f f e r e d by the T a l m u d i c s o u r c e s in the 
con tex t of the great cu l tu ra l m o v e m e n t s wh ich h a v e led f r o m O r i e n t a l i s m and H e l l e n -
ism to I s l am, on the one h a n d , and to the t h e o l o g y of the Chr i s t i an M i d d l e A ges , on the 
o the r ; if o n e , by m e a n s of such h is tor ica l o b s e r v a t i o n , l ibera tes the T a l m u d f r o m the 
n a r r o w n e s s of the c h e d e r (Studierstube), and if o n e n e v e r t h e l e s s fee l s the l i f e - f l o w of its 

26 Ibid., p. VII. 
27 Vienna 1922. 
28 Synagogale Altertümer, p. VI. 
29 Ibid. 
111 Monumenta Hebraica: Monumenta Talmudica, eds. K. Albrecht, S. Funk and N. Schlögl, 

vol. 5: Geschichte, part I: Griechen und Römer, compi led , transl. and ed. by S. Krauss , 
Vienna and Leipzig 1914. 

31 Ibid., p. VII. 
12 Ibid., p. VIII. 
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t imes in it - de sp i t e all its e x c l u s i v e J e w i s h n e s s - then o n e can d r a w f r o m it a shee r 
i n e x h a u s t i b l e sou rce of cu l tu ra l k n o w l e d g e . " 1 3 

The Talmud, which had been undervalued and despised, and not only in the 
(Christian) study of classical antiquity - the railings of a Zunz against ''Tal-
mudismus" and "vulgo-Rabbinismus" 3 4 serve as an example - now becomes 
socially acceptable. And as if more proof would have been needed, Krauss 
points triumphantly to the coincidence of views between the rabbis and the 
Church Fathers in their aversion to Roman institutions like the markets, the 
bathing culture, circusses and the theater, as well as to the military power of the 
legions and the secular state.35 

Because of the more wide-ranging nature of the tasks he set for himself, 
Krauss explicitly claims to stand out among his colleagues and associates who 
preferred to limit themselves to the (mere) exegesis of Rabbinic texts from the 
rich treasure trove of Graeco-Roman culture. Thus I. Ziegler collected every bit 
of material on the Roman emperors that could be obtained f rom the Talmud and 
Midrash3 6 (Krauss is quite critical of him),37 and, after the publication of Krauss' 
Lehnwörter, E. Schiirer, too, couldn' t resist presenting a new compilation of the 
Greek and Latin loan-words in the Mishnah, whereby he set great store on 
mentioning that these came "for the most part f rom my own collection."3 8 Also 
other realia materials were collected and analyzed - and the respective Greek 
and Latin or Syrian and Arabic parallels were always taken into account -
above all, medical items by J. Preuss39 and flora by the Hungarian Rabbi I. 
Low,40 who had contributed, not inconsiderably, to Krauss ' Lehnwörter and 
also to his Talmudische Archäologie.4^ 

In the 1940s and 1950s Krauss' tradition was carried on by no less a figure than 
the great Talmudist Saul Lieberman. Whereas in Greek in Jewish Palestine42 he 

" Die Erde, 1914, p. 175 (as quoted by Krauss) . 
34 L. Zunz, Etwas über die rabbinische Literatur, Berlin 1818; repr. in his Gesammelte 

Schriften, vol. 1, Berlin 1875, p. 29, note 1. 
55 Monumenta Talmudica, p. IX. 
16 Die Königsgleichnisse des Midrasch beleuchtet durch die römische Kaiserzeit, 

Breslau 1903. 
37 Monumenta Talmudica, p. VII. 
18 Geschichte des jüdischen Volkes im Zeitalter Jesu Christi, vol. 2, Leipzig 1907, p. 58, 

note 139. 
39 Biblisch-talmudische Medizin. Beiträge zur Geschichte der Heilkunde und der Kultur 

überhaupt, Berlin 1911. 
40 Die Flora der Juden, 4 vols., Vienna and Leipzig 1924 -1934 . Cf. also 1. Low, Fauna 

und Mineralien der Juden, A. Schreiber (ed.), Hi ldeshe im 1969 and, long before h im, 
Y.L. Lewysohn , Die Zoologie des Talmuds, Frankfur t a .M. 1858. 

41 Preuss, too, expressly thanks Chief Rabbi Dr. Ritter in Rot terdam and Dr. L o w in 
Szeged for the "revision of a large part of the manuscr ip t" (Preface to Biblisch-talmudische 
Medizin). 

42 New York 1942 , 2 1965 . 
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had examined the Greek origins of individual words and phrases in Rabbinic 
literature, in Hellenism in Jewish Palestine43 he is concerned with the Hellen-
istic influence "in the behavior, rites, practices, conceptions and literary meth-
ods of the Jews."4 4 Among other things, he treats questions regarding the text of 
the Hebrew Bible, Rabbinic hermeneutics, the publication of the Mishnah, the 
alleged ban against Greek wisdom, idolatry, pagan and Rabbinic sacrificial 
customs, Rabbinic knowledge of the natural sciences etc. - a collection of quite 
heterogeneous themes, albeit all motivated by the same goal: knowledge of 
classical antiquity contributes to a better understanding of Rabbinic literature 
or, vice versa, Rabbinic literature contains many still unexcavated treasures 
about living conditions in Graeco-Roman antiquity.45 

This is the same program established by Lewy and Krauss before him, only 
that it was carried out by Lieberman on another (more modern) methodological 
level. Instead of sporadic hints and explanations we now find thematically uni-
fied essays which analyze the respective themes in a larger context, using richer 
comparative references. Without a doubt this represents an enormous step for-
ward. However, Lieberman retains a premiss that we found particularly pro-
nounced in Krauss' work. Although Lieberman was very reserved about mak-
ing generalized statements, the conclusion of his Introduction to Hellenism in 
Jewish Palestine makes clear enough the purpose of the whole exercise: "The 
Jews of Palestine were by no means isolated from the ancient Mediterranean 
civilized (!) world. They shared many of its general beliefs, conceptions and 
patterns of behavior."46 The participation of the Jews in a commonly shared 
Graeco-Roman culture releases them (and their literature) f rom isolation and 
the constraints of a minority existence. 

In numerous studies H. A. Fischel focused on an independent subtopic of 
research about the Talmudic age that had received scant attention in older works, 
namely the relationship between Rabbinic Judaism and Graeco-Roman phi-
losophy.47 Fischel sees himself in accord with the present scholarly tendency 
that maintains that "no further defense has to be made for the assumption that 
Greco-Roman situations were well-known to the creators of the Midrash." All 
that is needed today would be to clarify "how far this knowledge went," and 
here Fischel claims to point out for the first time "parallels to Greco-Roman 

4 1 New York 1950 , 2 1962 . 
44 Hellenism, p. 20. 
45 Ibid., p. 19: "Rabbinic literature is replete with valuable informat ion about the life, 

manners and cus toms of the ancients. Many passages in it can be properly unders tood only 
in the general f rame of its envi ronment . " 

46 Ibid. 
47 Rabbinic Literature and Greco-Roman Philosophy. A Study of Epicurea and Rhetorica 

in Early Midrashic Writings, Leiden 1973; cf. also id. (ed.), Essays in Greco-Roman and 
Related Talmudic Literature, New York 1977. 
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orations and important rhetorical topoi." He is concerned above all with the 
influences of popular Epicurean philosophy, but also with other rhetorical gen-
res: 

"The use of the philosopher biography in its popular rhetorical garb is claimed for the 
portrayal of leading Tannaim, as is the use of the Sage anecdote or chria, the parody, and 
a number of shorter forms and coinages, all vehicles of philosophical polemic and sat-
ire. Perhaps for the first time, the entire midrashic output of a specific Tanna48 is shown 
to be of Greco-Roman rhetorical provenance."49 

This is, without any doubt, an optimistic program: although its claim as a whole 
could not gain acceptance, it cannot be denied that it provides important in-
sights and occasionally acceptable results. Here again, what strikes one, is its 
unmistakably apologetic tendency. The ideal figure of antiquity reconstructed 
by Fischel is the 

"sophos - sapiens - hakham, the Sage, i.e., this special brand of scholar-believer-bureau-
crat, who under the precarious and often tragic developments of late antiquity strove 
mightily to uphold rational and emotionally balanced positions in many aspects of civi-
lized life, who was loyal to native aspirations and traditions, yet also devoted to an 
intercultural context which had its own momentum and its own ethos."50 

What is at stake here is no longer the acknowledgement of a scientific disci-
pline as belonging to the canon of respectable university subjects, for in the 
interim this has been achieved, but the determining of a position for Judaism 
and its leaders - have professors replaced the sophos - sapiens - hakham of 
antiquity? - in the struggle between tradition and modernity. 

Most recently G. Stemberger has followed in the footsteps of Krauss and 
Lieberman. In his survey of Das klassische Judentum51 he summarizes the pre-
vious research, bringing it up to date in a clear fashion: even for Palestinian 
Jews "there was no area of life left untouched by the influences of the universal 
culture of Hellenism."5 2 The areas named include: the Greek language; baths, 
theaters and circusses; inscriptions on graves and ossuaries, and those referring 
to donors; "Greek wisdom," i.e., the philosophy, above all, of Epicureanism, 
but also popular Hellenistic philosophy in general; exegesis of Homer and Rab-
binic hermeneutics. Krauss' approach undergoes an interesting metamorphosis 
in Stemberger 's Die romische Herrschaft im Urteil der JudenP All the mate-

48 The reference is to Ben Zoma; Fischel also finds numerous "Epicurea and Rhetorica " 
in the dicta of Ben Azzai. 

49 Rabbinic Literature and Greco-Roman Philosophy, p. XI. 
50 Ibid., p. XII. 
51 Kultur und Geschichte der rabbinischen Zeit, Munich 1979. 
52 Ibid., p. 182. 
53 Darmstadt 1983; an earlier shorter version entitled "Die Beurteilung Roms in der 

rabbinischen Literatur," appeared in ANRW II, 19.2, Berlin and New York 1979, pp. 338 -
396. 
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rial on Roman rule to be found in Rabbinic literature is laid out and subjected 
to a critical analysis, but Stemberger explicitly objects to Krauss' claim in Mo-
numenta Talmudica, to "study the Greeks and Romans for their own sakes as 
recorded in Rabbinic sources."54 This claim, he feels, has become obsolete: 
"For this purpose the sources are largely unsuitable. It is not a question here of 
offering a contribution to Roman factual history, or of the much discussed events 
which have determined the history of the Jewish people's relations to Rome, 
but of Judaism's subjective experience of history (das subjektive Geschichts-
erleben)."55 But, as we have seen, Krauss was not concerned with merely con-
tributing to Roman factual history; he wanted to secure for Rabbinic sources 
the place that they deserve in the study of classical antiquity. Stemberger redu-
ces this apologetic aim to its positivistic core and instead steers towards the 
seemingly safe harbor of a "subjective experience of history." No doubt, this is 
a legitimate enterprise, for the question of how the rabbis assimilated historical 
events makes more sense than the question of the actual facts, whatever they 
might be (the rabbis' answer to this was mai de-hawah hawah).56 But Stem-
berger himself does not really fulfil his claim to depict the subjective experi-
ence of history. Extensive stretches of his book are indeed a balancing act be-
tween what could have been historically possible and what could be explained 
with other motivations. Does this mean that it is only possible to investigate a 
"subjective experience of history" against the background of "facts" which can 
be indeed checked, i.e., is there no getting around the facts? 

3 

That the two great entities, "Judaism" and "Hellenism," encountered each other 
in Palestine, that Judaism was "stamped" or "influenced" by Hellenism - what 
is the concrete significance of all this? Martin Hengel has pointed out that the 
first evidence of the confrontation of Ioudaismos and Hellenismos is found in 
2 Maccabees, i.e., in the account of the persecution of the Jews under Antio-
chus IV Epiphanes which was originally recorded by the Jewish historian Jason 
of Cyrene. The concept of Ioudaismos appears for the first time in the preface 
of the epitomist, where he speaks of the wars against Antiochus and his son 
Eupator, as well as of the "heavenly phenomena which have been vouchsafed to 
those fighting with so much zeal and bravery for the Jewish cause (tou Iou-
dai'smou), so that despite their small numbers they devastated the whole land 
and hunted down the masses of barbarians (ta barbara plethe)" (2 Macc 2:21). 

54 See above, p. 5. 
55 Die römische Herrschaft im Urteil der Juden, p. I. 
56 See b Pes 108a; Yom 5b; Nazir 23a; Git 80a; Mak 5b; Zev 100b etc. 
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Thus the antithesis of the Maccabees, who fought for the Jewish cause, are the 
"barbarians," i.e., the Greeks or the pagans in the Greeks' cultural sphere of 
influence - a remarkable reversal of Greek linguistic usage! In his struggle 
against these "barbarians," Judas the Maccabee naturally leaned on his kins-
men and those who had held on to Judaism (en to IoudaTsmo, 2 Macc 8:1); and 
Razis, the opponent of the Jerusalem Hellenists who was persecuted by 
Nicanor, was "subjected to severe trials for practicing his Jewish way of life 
(krisin eisenenegmenos loudaismou), and had risked body and soul with the 
greatest endurance for the Jewish cause (tou loudaismou)" (2 Macc 14:38).57 

Hellenismos, the counterforce to Ioudaismos, is mentioned only once in 2 
Maccabees, namely at the climax of the Hellenistic reform, after Jason was 
appointed High Priest because of his promise to erect a gymnasium and to 
establish lists of Jerusalem citizens; he immediately set about to make his fel-
low Jews conform "to the Greek way (pros ton Hellenikon charaktera)." The 
author of 2 Maccabees summarizes these events as the "zenith of Hellenism 
(akme tis Hellenismou)"58 and the "access to foreign customs (prosbasis allo-
phylismou)"59 (4:13); i.e., Hellenismos is defined more closely by the term 
allophylismos: those who turn to Hellenism take up customs which are foreign 
to Judaism, and thus betray the Jewish way of life and consequently Judaism 
itself. The prime example are the priests who, instead of performing their altar 
duties, rush off to the competitions in the gymnasium (4:14). 

Thus the author of 2 Maccabees or Jason of Cyrene characterizes Ioudaismos 
and Hellenismos unequivocally as two antithetical concepts, two mutually ex-
clusive worlds warring against each other. "Judaism" and "Hellenism" are two 
distinctly defined cultural entities, irreconcilably opposed to each other. The 
attempt of the reformers in Jerusalem to bring the two forces together was a 
betrayal of the Jewish cause and therefore from the outset condemned to fail-
ure. Happily the Maccabees put an end to this dastardly business and therefore 
saved the Jews and Judaism. It is an irony of history that not only did precisely 
these very Maccabees all too soon succumb to Hellenismos, but also, as again 
Hengel has pointed out, that Jason, a Jew, presents "his defence of Ioudaismos 
in the highly rhetorical garb of solemn Hellenistic historiography, of which his 
work is one of the best preserved examples."60 

Jason of Cyrene's interpretation of Hellenismos and his view of history is 
unique and contradicts the usual linguistic usage. It is all the more striking and 

57 The translation f rom 2 Maccabees uses the German translation by Ch. Habich t , in 
Jüdische Schriften aus hellenistisch-römischer Zeit, vol. 1: Historische und legendarische 
Erzählungen: 2. Makkabäerhuch, Güters loh 1979. 

58 Hengel translates this as "a cl imax of Hel leniz ing tendenc ies" (Judaism and Helle-
nism, p. 2). 

59 Liddell-Scott , Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. allophylismos: "adopt ion of foreign cus-
toms" (with 2 Macc. 4 :13 as the only reference) . 

60 Judaism and Hellenism, p. 2. 
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