
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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74 Women Leaders in the Synagogue

Thm terminology I ch.rftsjfel.f p a i p m g f ^ypos) aoci form
of our inscriptions (name followed by adjectives, .chalre,P approx-
inate age at death,- year, day of Egyptian month) mtm very similar
to the terminology and form of the other fell el~Yahudiyyeh
in.scripti.oiis, both of those from the time of Augustus and of the
othersr which range from the second century B.C.E. through the
first century C*S.

As with the other inscriptions in which women bear titles,
modern scholars have been, at pains to point out that frjexlsji here
has no real meaning, e.g., Jean-Baptiste Prey, "This is not to
say that Marin had an actual function as a priestess in. the
Jewish community, but rather that she belonged to the descendants
of Aaron, to the priestly family . . . . * *

for the interpretation of hierisaf it is rather significant
that the Marin inscription was found in Tell el-Yahudiyyehf i.e.,
the ancient I*eonto polls in the none of Heliopolis, for it was in
Leontopolis that Onias IV, the legitimate heir to the Jerusalem
high priesthoodf founded a Jewish temple during the reign of
Ptolemy VI Philometor and Cleopatra II (181*146 B.C«E»), when he
saw that he had no chance of attaining the Jerusalem high, priest-
hood due to events surrounding the Maccabean revolt. le founded
the temple, probably around 160 B.C.E., by renovating and puri-
fying an Egyptian temple. (On the Onias temple, see josephus,
iLJI. 1.1.1 S 33f 7.10.2-4 §§ 420-436* Aofc. 12.9.7 SS 387-388;
I3*3«l-3 SS 62-73i 13.10.4 $285; 20.10.3 S 236.) Josephus
reports CUUu 13.3.3 i 73) that "Onias found some Jews who, like
him, were priests and Levites to minister there* (e5pe &t 'OvCas
Mat *lou6a£ou£ Ttv&c 6uo£ouc <X6T$ Kat Lepetc Mai AeuCxac xot»c
feneC dpnoKeOoovxac, cf. Aafc. 13.3.1 S 63; JLJj[. 7.10.3-4
§§ 430-434), Thm temple of Onias ©listed, and Jewish priests
served at it, until 73 €•!• or shortly before 73, when the tomans
cloaed it (Josephus. JUH# 7.10.2-4 SS 420-436).

The later rabbis are still familiar with the temple of
Onias, the sacrificial service of which they view with, some
ambivalence, but which they are willing to recognize as valid

tinier certain, limited circumstances. (See mB HenaJk- 13:10;
t.... Memk* 13,12-14 [Suck, 533]» k*Jfeg« 10a; b. Msnafr. 109;
yA, Xoji,ft 43c.64-43d.6; y>. ..Sanfe> 19a.9.) One should view the Onias
temple in the context of other Jewish temples outside of
Jerusalem. The very existence of these various cultic sites
raises tne question of pluralism within the Jewish cult.
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Priests 75

Rome

CII 115.* Plaque of whit© Barbie, 19 cat in height, 35 cm in

width, 3,7 cm in breadth, from the Nonteverde catacomb in the ¥ia

Portuensis*

'Ev6d6e Mtxe

2 Faudevxta
M6 *« Manor$h

t£pioa txmv

4 *Ev tpVlvii ft

6 TffC.

L« 1* read xetxai
L* 4* read

Here lies Gaudentia, priest, (aged) 24 years. In peace h®
her sleepI

On the basis of the fora of the carved letters, in partic-

ular of the miir which is nearly cursive, the inscription is

probably from the third or fourth century C.E* The inenorati and

the Torah shrine (with open doors revealing five shelves ana six

compartments) attest to the Jewishness of the inscription* Torah

shrines also occur on other Jewish inscriptions it&m the

Honteverde catacomb fcf». CII 327[4th C.I, 343, 401[3rd c.J,

460[3rd/4th C.IK Miller ani Bees suggest that the Totah shrine

may be a special symbol of Gaudentiafs priestly ancestry and- that

the Roman Jewish community, with its limited knowledge of Hebrew,

may have identified IJB&M (Torah shrine) with Aaron, The

depiction of an *MM§B would indicate descendancy from Aaron*

Since, however, this is the only one of the Monteverde inscrip-

tions embellished by a Torah shrine which., was dedicated to a

person of priestly ci.assf their suggestion is not convincing.

The forah shrine, like the other Jewish symbols which, ornament

ancient epitaphs, may simply indicate that the deceased* was

Jewish*

The name G$udenfel£ ':' also appears in another inscription

from the Nonteverde catacomb in the Via fortuensisf CII 314,

where the bearer of the name is the daughter of a man nanei

Oklatios* The male (?) form of the na»ef

(Gaudentios?), occurs in. CII 316, which is also from the

Nonteverde catacomb.
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76 Women Leaders in the Synagogue

Four, possibly five, men bear the title hiere^s in inscrip-

tions from the Honteverde catacomb: CII 346, 347 (twice), 375,

355 (?). These will be discussed below.1 1

As for the iteaning of hierisa. modern commentators follow

the pattern we have seen elsewhere. Harry J. Leon writes:

One woman, Gaudentia (315) , is styled a h&ftx.j.g&. This is
apparently the equivalent of the Hebrew c&henet and probably
designates the wife (or daughter) of a h^^^t^^. it could
hardly point to a priestly function for a woman, since no
priestesses are to be found in tne Jewish worship. Father
Frey thought that the title jaMSi; denote a feminine member of
the priestly family of A a r o n . ^

Frey himself writes, "t^piocx, literally •priestess,1 cannot, in

the present case, mean anything other than a member of the

priestly family of Aaron."

Beth She'arim

14CII 1007. Painted in red above and to the right of arcosolium

2 of Hall K in Catacomb 1, 3 8 cm in length and 26 in height, with

the height of the letters varying from 3 to 5 cm.

Scxpcx
2

xrip LepeCcxG
4 M$pa Map|etine

L. 4. read u&pcxg.

Sara, daughter of Naimia, mother of the priest, Lady
Maria, lies here.

The inscription should probably be dated to the fourth century

C.E. Schwabe and Lifshitz argue that Sara's corpse had been

brought from abroad, perhaps from Palmyra, for burial in Beth

She'arim. The specific evidence for this case, however, namely

nails and chips of wood found in her resting place, is not

particularly convincing. The title js&x&t "Lady," is not uncommon

among the Greek inscriptions of Beth She'arim. The naie of

Sara's father, Naimia. is the equivalent of the Hebrew
"I Q "I &

Note that Sara's father is not called a priest.
On the meaning of hiereia. Schwabe and Lifshitz write:

Particularly the use of the title Upetcx is most
interesting. Sarah, the mother of Miriam the priestess, was
not a priestess herself and neither was her daughter. Miriam
was a cQhenetp i.e., the wife of a jcohfiXU The relatives of
the deceased wanted to indicate in the epitaph that Sarah was
the mother of a saliva's wife. We cannot find a better proof
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of the high social status of the priests in the Jewish
community,20

Since Sara's father is not called a priest, it is- indeed unlikely
that Sara was the daughter of a priest, and therefore a priest
herself. Why Maria, however, who is called a priest, should not

af ter a i l be one, i s unclear. The meaning of jQfthejgefc (l&h£&££)
will be discussed below,

CLULJUBflJIU Prey, on the basis of a communication with Mo she
Schwabe, fives the following transcription?

2 Mai £dpa[c
N]aiuXac ycjtt . . .

4 Matpfl [etc . * . * 1 2Z

[Tomb of # • • ] , p r i e s t C?}, and of Sara,
[daughter of?I la i t i ia and of Maria . • .. .

Schwab© and Lifshitz (tefciL JBfre'arim no. 68) state that the
inscription, is set above aft arcosolium in room III of Hall E in
Catacomb 1, and is 26 cm in length and 10 cm in height, with the
letters being 3 cm high, According to then, line 1 is incised,
and lines 2-4 are pain-ted in red. Their reading iss

Kcti Zdgm, [dUY&-]
2 f

And Sara, daughter of Naimia and mother of the priest Waria.

lote that Frey has a line above the first line of Schwabe and
Lifshitz* the difference between the two transcriptions should
be sufficient evidence for tne illegibility of this one in-
scription. A najoc difficulty with the schwabe and Lifshitz
transcription and reconstruction is that it is based on the
assmtption that two women, both by the name- of Sara, both
daughters of men naned Naimia, and both mothers of priests named
Maria, were buried at appronimately the same time in the same
hall, an assumption which is rather uniifeeif# Ptae to the
uncertain, reading of this inscription, it will not be- considered
as evidence for the title

B. jBttaalttlfl, Imtei.pc.e.fca.tisai of

Tbere exist several possibilities for interpreting this
term in our inscriptionsi

Brooten, Bernadette. Women Leaders In the Ancient Synagogue.
E-book, Providence, RI: Brown Judaic Studies, 1982, https://doi.org/10.26300/bdf6-qs07.
Downloaded on behalf of 3.15.1.100


