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excluded* This Christian document thus attests that the title

"mother of the synagogue* was sufficiently widespread to be known

outside of Jewish circles and could be used as in some sense

synonymous with "leading Jewish women* ** From the rhetorical

standpoint, the title had to be vested with some authority or the

sarcasm implicit in gMJd mafryes, ejbiam.,syna.gogae would not have

carried*

The careful work of dating and ascertaining the provenance

of the Ijfe,J&fce.gjga.feA.Qne. 3BcjC,J.esiae, e.t. ,Sy.na,gogae remains to be don©,

Jean Juster dates it from 438 to 476. We would thus have a

fifth-century literary attestation of the title "mother of the

synagoguer
m which fits in well with the inscriptional evidence,

Bernhard Blumenkranz suggests that the work may have originated

in Spain or in Gaul* but in any case in an area which had only

recently been assumed into "Romania?" becau.se- Synagogue claims

that Church was still living like a barbarian at a time when

Synagogue already possessed Roman citizenship and was fighting

wars.39

B# The,, Meaning. of, g /
"Mother/F fLtftej;, ,<&£ §jtp. Sypigig.Qg.Uj6 *

1. the Received Scholarly Opinion

The scholarly consensus is that both "mother of the

synagogue" and "father of the synagogue11 were honorific titles.

It is my belief that this view arose because "mother of the

synagogue" inscriptions ha.ve been known since the fifteenth (CII

639) and sixteenth (CII 523} centuries* That is# scholars have

been faced for some centuries with the dilemma of women bearing

this title* lather than admit that the title signified a

functionf thereby allowing women into the ranks of synagogue

leadership* they proposed that both fathers and mothers of the

synagogue were honored membera, but nothing more. Samuel

Krauss's argumentation is quite specific in this respect: WA

genuine- office could not haire been associated with the dis-

tinction [of father/mother of the synagogue] for the simple
40

reason that it was also bestowed upon women* The few scholars
who hmwe gone beyond the ¥iew of an. honorific title

unfortunately* produced, speculations based on little evidence

Abraham Berliner * for example* suggested that the jaa&er

was the pa,rng.p (administrator of charities) of the older periodf
later called jafatefi. le was to care for the sick and dying and

41to make the necessary arrangements for funerals. The JB&&£X.

jsjyn.agpgae* which is the same as patefcessa* was responsible for
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Mothers of the Synagogue 65

sick and dying women and for providing money to poor brides, Her
office corresponds to the office of parnesesfla* which was still
known in seventeenth-century Italy* '• No reason is given for
this identificationi sine© the words have totally different
etymologies* one can certainly not posit a continuity of
terminology* One wonders whether an office dealing with charity
was chosen because this seeas appropriate for women* The
parneflejB,sa/parn&g. suggestion has the double advantage of
maintaining the similarity between $&£££ a«d maten which the
terns themselves suggest and of assigning to them functions which
need not be construed as implying leadership inappropriate to
women •' •';

Harry J* Leon* who rejects Berliner's identification of
44jaifii and parnjls as ungrounded* reports on Berliner's theory

that the mother of the synagogue "cared for womenr especially the
sick and dying11 with considerably greater sympathy, although he
must admit that we have little to go on. In the end he
classifies mother and father of the synagogue as honorary
offices,46

Jean-Baptiste Frey* on the basis of CXI 533 and the law of
immunity in the Theo-dosian Code fboth to be discussed below) is
forced to conclude that the title must imply an active role in

47administration*'" The existence of mothers of the synagogue*
however, sways the interpretation once again in the direction of
charity, and Frey posits that these persons may have had certain
functions which, were particularly honorable, such as directing
charitable works and assistance in the community* "This could
have been the special role of the 'mothers1 of the community** he
adds. '• In the same vein* several scholars imagine that the role

4 9
could have been one of patronage.

Most scholars* however* have concluded that the office was
honorary and are quite specific in citing the existence of
mothers of the synagogue as the- reason for this,

2, further Literary References to- the Title

In trying to arrive at a better understanding of this
title, the lack of literary documentation is a particularly
severe problem. While we possess no synagogue constitutions or
rules of order to help us with any of the titles, some* such as
head of the synagogue* are at least mentioned in several literary
sources. For father/mother of the synagoguer in contrast* there
is a paucitf of literary references. The most important of these
is found in the Theodosian Code- 16.8*4:
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§§ Women Leaders in the Synagogue

Idem A* hiereip et arcbisynagogis et patribus synagogarum
et ceteris* qui in eodem loco deserviunt*' Biereos et
archisynagogos et patres synagogarum et ceteros* qui
synagogis deserviunt* ab omni corporali manere liberos esse
praecipimus* pat* kal* dec. Constant(ino)p(oli) lasso et
Ablavio conss**l

flie sane Augustus to the priests* beads of the syna-
gogues* fathers of the synagogues* and all others who serve
in."the said place*

We coitttand that priests* heads of the synagogues# fathers
of the- synagogues* and all others who serve the synagogues
shall be free from every compulsory service of a corporal
nature,

Given on the kalends of December at Constantinople in the
year of the consulship of Bassus ami hblmwium (December
1,331*330),*2

It is unlikely that the holier of an honorific title would be
included in the group of persons to whoa Jjmaitafi from
corporal duties (unfit,cg, gojcjjoxajJLa.) was granted* In Roman law
certain groups of society were freei from these duties* Huong
others* these included high state officials and members of
certain professions. Pagan priests were included to a certain
extent* ami in the course of time Christian clergy were also
included* Thus* the context of this law implies that the three
synagogue officials Mentioned, here are freed from the duties on
the basis of their functional role in the synagogue* The
following phrase * wani all others who se-rve the synagogues* (At
gefeexpS-f <jui jsy.fla.o;ogj.s :dgse-rv|t|nfe) strengthens this interprets—
tion* for it makes it evident that the law wishes to free those
who are actually serving as functionaries* even those whose
actual title is not inclucfei. The plethora and non-uniformity of
titles must have been the cause for this additional* rather
inclusive clause. In any casef it seems clear that this law
refers to synagogue functionaries and one would be hard pressed
to argue that the pat.r,e,s_ fyfiifQ-g^t vho sre being freei from very
concrete public dutiesr are merely distinguished members of the
synagogue who bear an honorific title*

One cannot generalize from this fourth-century law that the
pa.ter synagogae. was in all periods an actual functionary rather
than just a distinguished member of the synagogue, However*
presumably the law is simply recognizing organizational struc-
tures which had existed for some time and which continued to
exist after the promulgation of the law.

T® my knowledger this law and the mention of pia.fcr.es.

gYRi.g.g§i.g in the ^^jc^iM^EsslsSAMt^ e± ;.Sypagof§.e are the only
explicit literary references to mothers or fathers of the
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Mothers of the- Synagogue 67

synagogue. Several other texts may be of indirect value* In

Matt 23:9, for example, Jesus makes reference to "fathers*t *And

call no on# your father on eartbf for you have one father, the

heavenly one•"

This occurs just after the prohibition to call anyone

"rabbi* (vv. 7-8) and just before the injunction to his hearers

not to allow themselves to b€ called "masters1* Uu&bl3l£Aif v»

10}• This certainly looks like an honorific use of the term

%mM£,» since one has the choice of using it or not, and it seems

to be a form of address. It »ay be that in Jesus1 time, in

Palestine, the title was just coning into use and was, in fact*

an honorific title* "labbi" would be a somewhat parallel casef
for it only cane into use gradually (Hillel and Shammai, for

example, do not bear the title)* '' Only after some time did it

come to be conferred through ordination, and only in the modern

period did a rabbi come to be anything like a synagogue

functionary, with duties similar to a minister or a priest.

Perhaps fiaJJIjL began as an honorific title, but that seems to ha^e

changed by the fourth century, as the law in the Theodosian Code-

indicates, It is also possible, however, that p&fclr̂ tlg

is not the actual successor to the .pafcEjc title about

which Jesus warns, but rather had an independent development.

Also of interest in this context is the Aramaic title

fabfra* {Hebrews IBM. or ±&kl)# which occurs as an honorific title

in rabbinic sources, The title occurs in conjunction with a

proper name, as*> for example Abba Sha'ul (flu Menjafr* 8:3; 11:5;
p. Mid. 2:5; 5.4; mv, B.Mes.. 4:12; 6$7i m,..,, B.Bat. 2:7,13; m... San,,fr.
10:1; e t c * ) , Abba Suria In*. ,Qidd» 4:14) or Abba Gorion (m..» Qjdd»
4:14}. Although according to a baraitha in fe%,:,::B^r* lib one may
call only the three patriarchs (Abraham, Isaac and Jacob)
"father" and the four matriarchs (Sarah, Rebecca, Rachel and

Leah.) •mother," the use of these terms was not infrequent.

According to a further baraitha tb.»....,Ber» 16b; y» .Mid. 49b*45~47),
one should not call slaves "mother so-and-so1* or "father

so-and-so,11 but in the house of Rabban Gamliel one did so. Thus,

the honorific use of both "father" and "mother11 is attested.

Also of interest is the term ?ĵ .be_tLd|jn.» a title borne by

the head of the Sanhedrin during the Second Temple period* The
?afe fret $%n was second in line to the Btttl.57

Tlsls very limited literary evidence for the terms

mother/father and mother/father of the synagogue is certainly an.

insufficient basis for tracing a development or for ascertaining

the precise functions of the title-bearer, the Aramaic terms for
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§8 Women Leaders in the Synagogue

••mother1* and "father11 could be used honor if ically as terms of
respecti that such a usage would at least have been understand-
able to a Greek audience is indicated by Matt 23:9. The one
legal reference to fathers of the synagogue occurs in the context
of synagogue officials C£ad*—fti§JHi» IS •S.IK The literary
evidence? therefor©, limited as it isf forces us to distinguish
between an honorific use of the title? which, takes the form of
"mother/father so-and~so," and an official use thereof, which in
the fheodosian Code takes the fora patrfa. ,synagogar.urn,-

3. further Inscriptional References
to the'i

If the literary evidence for this title is quite limited?
there is considerable epigraphical evidence, in lone eight
fathers are mentioned and three mothers. Most are connected with
an individual synagogue, larcella (CII 496) was the mother of
the synagogue of the Augustesians; Menophilos (CII 537 ) was
father of the Carcaresians; Julianus (CII 88 ) arid Quintus
Claudius Synesios (CII 319 ) of the Campesians, Gadias (CII 510r

53561) of the- Hebrews; Pancharios (CII 50f62) of the synagogue of
Blaea? and Do-mnus (CII 494 ) was father of the synagogue of the
¥ernaclians, Veturia Paulla {CII 523) was the mother of the
synagogue of the Campesians and the Volumnesians* In addition, to
these references to specific communities? Mtaiaseas (CII 508***) is
called father of synagogues I pa, t&r sy pa gg g J. ̂ n) f Jkssterias (CII
93'") is called father of an unnamed synagogue, and Simplicia
CC1I 166) seems to have been the mother of an unnamed synagogue?
according to the plausible reconstruction in the CI1»

That the office was one of high honor can. be seen in CII
319? the epitapn of Irena, wife of Clodiusf the brother of
Quintus Claudius Synesius, the father of the synagogue of the
Campesians* A derived honor to say the least I The inscription,
shows tne pride that even being related to a father of the
synagogue- must have evoked• Domnus (CII 494) had already held two
other officesi be was an archon three times ani ph.ront4.gfeeg
twice. While this does not necessarily imply that father of the
synagogue was a higher office than archon and. ph.roĵ t4j|,fcesf we
should probably take it to mean that they were at least of equal

stature. Mniaseas (CII 508) was also a mattilfcls aophgn CHebrews
talmld, fraftgm),. a scholarf although there is not necessarily a
connection between the two,. The age at death is indicated in
only two of the inscriptions; Veturia Faulia (CII 523) was
eighty-six when she died, and Pancharios (CII 50§1 lived to the
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Mothers of the Synagogue 69

extraordinary age of one hundred ten. While we cannot generalize

from two examples, the advanced age of these two people does

support what one would expect from the title itself, namely that

the office-holder should be an older, venerable member of the

community*

In the much discussed, late third-century Stobi inscription

(CII 69467)f it is Claudius Tiberius toljchaFift«s# also called

Aehyrios, father of the synagogue in Stobi? whor in fulfillment

of a. vowr constructed the "buildings for the holy place and the

. and the hall with four rows of columns." this he did

with his own fundsr without touching the revenues of the sanc-

tuary* While it would be an error to use this inscription as

evidence that one function of the father of the synagogue was to

be in charge of building activity, (ind@edf according to this

method nearly all office-holders and many non-office-holders

could be seen to have this function, for it is in the nature of

epigraphical remains that many inscriptions are donative)f it is

probably not an accident that this one was wealthy enough to make

this donation, further, the reference- to the communal funds may

be significant. Could it impIf that the father of the synagogue

would have access to this money for building purposes?

In addition to the form father/mother of the synagogue* one-

also encounters the simple father or mother alone. It is not

immediately clear if this is a synagogue title, a municipal title

or a civic title (denoting representation of the Jewish people in.

a given area}* At Venosa in Apulia, fox example, the terns pater,

CC11 611 twicer 612, 613 twice*8), gfltUc. (CII 590 twice,69 599,70

7 1 7 2619c,71 619d72), pfttgr T pat̂ rgn, (CII 619b73), gm^L (CII 619d),

and gjjMlLfg.ma (CII 606) occur with no genitival addition.. Should

we take these as indicating synagogue office? CII 619b, which

mentions Harcellus, "father of fathers* I pa te r,. fiafctxla) and

patron of the cityr could lead one to think that Harcellus' first

title referred to a religious function (especially in light, of

Mithraic parallels to be discussed below), while the second was a.

municipal title, Auxanios (€11 619cr 619d) is called father and

patron of the city, so that one could construe "of the citfw with

both father (of the city) and patron (of the city),74 CII 613#
which mentions Faustinas ,jpa..tex;r grandson, of Faustinus £&££!> son

of Vitusr gerusiarch (l,erusiarcontis [gen«])r probably refers to

three synagogue officials,, although it. is conceivable that the

man and his grandfather held municipal or civic officer while his

father was a. synagogue official*. My tendency is to think that

father/mother at Venosa refers to synagogue office, but the
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several inscriptions which clearly refer to municipal honors (CII
611r 619b, 619c, 619d) should teach us that the- leading families
of the synagogue (s) of Venosa were also leading citizen.! of
Venosaf thus making a definitive answer to the question
impossible.

Jto inscription (CII 533 ^1 from Caste! Foriiano in Italy
(nearly 10 kilometers to the southeast of Ostia), which probably
dates from the first half of the second centuryr mentions a
Livius DionisiiiSf £&&££ (also without .aynagogae), who, together
with the gerusiarch and an Antonius whose title is broken offr
seen to be the three main leaders of the community, at least
regarding the grant of a small plot of land to the gerusiarch
Gaius Julius Justus for a family tomb« ffhis interpretation
relies on the generally accepted reconstructed version given in
the CII.) From this inscription we would have to conclude that
the $m%M£, had some control over Jewish community property.
11 though it nay be accidental, the jHLfcftj; is listed before the
gerusiarch and the other official. Again* n a M £ here could, also
be a civic title, he being the head of the Jewish community,
while the f@rusi.arch headed the synagogue (the third title
probably also being a synagogue title)•

Cll 73i from Smyrna in Asia Minor mentions a pa,,fcgjr. fc.su
gt^piateg (sic) who was also an elder and the son of an elder.
Whatever father of the tribe Cor guild?) might mean is unclear,

from Mantineia in Arcadia cones CII 720*^ with its mention
of a father of the people~for-life (pa.tg.% 3#QQ MM. to&QM) - This
tern makes one think of the entire Jewish community rather than
just the synagogue, although at Smyrna these may have been
coterminous.

In summary, the epigraphical data alone are insufficient
for arriving at an exact definition, of this title. Especially
problematic is whether to distinguish between mother/father of
the synagogue and mother/father without a genitive. However, we
can see that wherever the titles occur, the context inplies that
these people were among the highest functionaries of the syna-
gogue {or community), and that they may well have hai control
over the common treasury, probably together with other leaders*
The inscriptions indicate nothing about caring for the sick, the
dying or young unmarried girls. Likewise, there is nothing in
the inscriptions themselves to make us think that the titles were
purely honorific. Further, the only times patronage is itentionei
(Venosat CII 619b # 619c, 619d—-the last two referring to the
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same person) , the men are called fathers and patrons of the cityr
thus precluding an identification of those two terns.

4. Possible Mon-Jewish Parallels

A brief survey of the title in the Graeco-Roman world may
be useful for ascertaining a ©ore exact meaning• However, the
range of uses, being quite broad, yields a somewhat confusing
picture. We find everything from the title of a Roman e»perorf

79
father of his country (pjtter p&fc.£.î ) to a priestess of Venus

80

being addressed as mother (jsajbfil) • ^n® also finds mothers and
fathers of various sorts of guilds (collegia) and of cultic
clubs, especially of oriental cults* While it could be that the
mothers and fathers were patrons of the professional guilds the
evidence from cultic clubs seems to point to cultic leaders of
some sort*

For our question, the cultic clubs will yield the most
valuable material for comparison* The most obvious parallel
comes from the cult of Mithras, where jsjfcej; was the highest of
the seven, grades through, which a person could pass* It seeits
that the lower ordersr such as Lions, could have a B§,fe,c at their
head, and that the p&frres couli have a £&fcfiX over them, who
would be called pftfr&E .̂ j&feruai/pâ lr.._ paterftn» Pp in abbreviated
form. One is immediately reminded of the gftlx_,, pattlln fron
Venosa (CII 619b) and of Cll 607, 610, and 614, where the
abbreviation if occurs* The Hithraic parallels are a further
confirmation that P? equals pater....patrum* While we have no
evidence that Judaism had anything like the seven, grades of
Mithraism, the exact concurrence of titles is striking and one
should not exclude lithraic influence here, faltf paferjiau even
when, taken out of the -ftithraic context of seven grades, could
still signify a high office* Mother and father were also used in
other cults, several inscriptions from which make clear that a
simple identification of mother/father with pqfrrona/ttB is
inappropriate.. Thus, the evidence indicates that mothers and
fathers in the professional clubs may have had a different role
from those in the cultic clubs. While the evidence from
Mithraisii must be seen in light of the ftithraic ranking system,
which Judaism did not have, it is nevertheless a help for usr for
it indicates the leading role a ̂ M £ played, as a member of the

highest rank or as a j^alygx over another ranlc or as ĵ aJLfiX ewer the
Of

highest rank, that is as pater patrum.
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There is solid evidence that women bore the title mother of

the synagoguer or variations thereofr in inscriptions that nay

represent a span of sin centuries* The sin inscriptions

discussed ar# all from Italy. Th.es© inscriptions cannot be seen

as freaks of history, nor can they be cavalierly dismissed as

purely honorific titles. Given the fragmentary nature of our

evidencer we should assume that the sin women discussed were not

the only vomen to have borne this title. The fifth-century (?)

anti*"Jewish p o l e m i c ? |ie, Altgx,g^t,4,jQflgL;,,..:lgc^ejg%a,i*_ et; .^ynagQ,ga.ef
bears witness that non-Jews were also familiar with this

phenomenon. While we cannot exactly define the function of a

mother/father of the synagogue? all indications are that it had

something to do with the administration of the synagogue* Family

ties seem in certain instances to have played a role in a

person's selection to this officer so we- can assume that most

mothers/fathers were members of leading families*
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CHAPTER W

WOMEN" AS PRIESTS

A. ThfiL
fpg. gemale

there- exist three ancient Jewish inscriptions in which a

woman bears the title hk§:K§:kB/MiMKA.§SM* They range in age from

the first century B«C*E« through possibly the fourth century C.I..

and. were found in fell el~Yahudiyyeh in Lower Egypt, in Beth

She'arim in Galilee, and in lone.

Tell el-Yahudiyyeh

gll 1.5X4, (SBG 1, ,U9?31... n_Q.r 5741, Rectangular stele, 45 cm in
height, 22 cm in breadth, with an indented space ruled for the
inscription* but without architectural decoration.

p
2 i£pioa xP*

naxfi rca-

at dXime K-
§ at

| Q &TCi)V V 1 .

L» 9; read Xuud3avxoc Yf KaCoapoc.

0 Marin, priest* food and a friend to all* causing pain to no
one and friendly to your neighbors* farewellI (She died at
the age of) approximately fifty years* in the third year of
Caesar (Augustus)* on the thirteenth day of Payni (« June 19
28 B.C.B.),

€• C. Edgar, who first published the inscription, in 1922* thought

that 211IH was "the na»e of Marion's father; whether it is an

indeclinable noun or whether this is a genitive in -a I do not

know.11 Bdgar thus thought that Marion1 s father's name was

|:er:ipas or .fe£i,ii. This rather strange interpretation of a not

uncomion Greek noun was corrected the following year by Hans

Lietznann, who recognized it to be lueris*(§).,&* "priestess*
2 i

IMXI&M^MIAM} • the name Marin is a form of Marion and also-

occurs in other Greek inscriptions,

this is one of eighty Jewish inscriptions found in a Jewish

necropolis, in Tell el-Yahudiyyeh* * Many of the inscriptions are

dated; CII 1466, 1492, 1493, 1498 are also from the tine- of
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