
Priests 13

if they &t% married to sons of non-priests* The arguments are

both based on Deut 18:3* which reads:

mm® m m n n
YIWDH m m *»roT n»o oyn rmo

this shall be the priests1 due Iron the peoplef from
those offering sacrifice, whether it be ox or sleeps they
shall give to- the priest the shoulder and the two cheeks and
the- stomach.

The- arguments are:

1, Dent 18:3 speaks of "priests" (m«) and "priest* Cm.) as the

recipients of the priestly dues; according to *011a* these terms*

in contrast to the "Aaron, and his sons* of Lev 6:16* which refer

to the meal-offering and is the scriptural basis for burning the

meal-offering of jjitllfttlt (m») and letting kfljk&njftt (f#) eat their

meal~offering fsu... ,.S.̂fca 3:7)* can include women*

2* According to the School of !• Xshmael* the grammatical fender

of "priest" in Deut 18:3 implies the- exclusion of women.

3. According to the School of R. Eli'ezer ben. Jacob* the use of.

both "priests* Cm,) and "priest* (m«) in Deut 18:3* both of which

exclude- women* has the- effect that the double exclusion implies

an inclusion,

fhe-se two- strands of tradition* i.e.* that the priest line as

of a llheaeA is lasting and that it is not, must be left to stand

side by side,- There is no reason to try to harwoniie the- two.

It is not possible to discuss all of the passages in. which

kShenet appears* but even the few passages cited show that:

1, The rabbis recognized that a fc.HMiis±. had certain rights and

dutiesi 2* There were divergent iriews as to how derivative and

fragile a woman's priestliness was* so that whether she could

lose her priestly rights is not univocally answered.

There would be no difficulty in identifying hlereia/

as the Greek equivalent of j&ffjkenfefe. Such an. identifi-

cation would in no way imply congregational leadership or a

cultic function, other than the right to eat the priestly

offerings (and possibly the right to pass this right on to their

husbands)• It would also Imply the respect due to a member of

the priestly caste.

in the Inscriptions Means
i h

l p
"Priest* in. the Cultic Sense- of the fern

Some may find this hard to believe* Female cultic

functionaries do not fit our image of ancient Judaism. To be
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st«e# seventy-i ive and. eighty years ago there were those who

argued that women could have held some official position In the

ancient Israelite cult*• ' but their view gradually fell out of

scholarly favor. This is not the place for a thorough,

critical examination of the question of female priests in ancient

Israel, but it is necessary to survey briefly some of the evi-

dence cited by scholars at the turn of the century, as veil as by

several contemporary scholars who have argued that women may at

one time have served as priestesses in ancient Israel. The

relevance of the early material for the later should be clear*

Earlier practices could have lived on for centuries, and biblical

priestesses could have functioned as a model for the post-

biblical period.

Two biblical texts which have been cited as evidence for

priestesses in ancient Israel are Exod 38:8 and I Smm 2:22, Eiod

38s8 reads;

nns
tod he (Bezalel) made the laver of bronze and its base of
bronze, from the mirrors of the- ministering women (j$ajgsB.b*&t)
who ministered (gjfelftl at the door of the tent of meeting.

The root $h*, In addition to the more usual meaning of wto wage

warf
p can also mean "to serve In the cultr" as it does in Nun

4;3r23,30? 8*24, where It refers to the cultic service of

Invites,

1 San 2s22 reads?

nil yam
n

nn.s

low Eli was very old, and he heard all that his sons were
doing in Israel, and how they lay with the women who
ministered (faif§5b9ll,tl at the door of the house of meeting,3*

Whether this text refers to ritual, polyandrous sexual activity,

normally called "cultic prostitution* by modern scholars, is

unclear, If so, then we most assume that ritual sexual activity

at a YHWH cultic site (Shiloh) was at least tolerated* An

alternative explanation Is that the sexual Intercourse between

the- sons of ill and the women ministering at the tent was not

ritual in any way, and that the cultic service of these wonen

consisted of some other sort of activity*

As wight be expected, a number of modern scholars have

suggested that the '"women who ministered at the door of the tent
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of meeting11 in Ixod 38s8 and 1 Sam 2s22 were actually house-

keepers, S. !• Driver speaks of "the performance of menial

duties by the women." A, Bberharter speculates that the women

may have been the wives and daughters of the priests, who would

seen to have a special calling wto perform those tasks at the

temple which required, feminine diligence and sense of aesthet-

ics." Hans wilhelm Hertzberg writes: "The women mentioned

here (and in Exoci 38s 8) have the responsibility for seeing to it

that the entrance* which is especially important for what goes on

at the sanctuaryf is kept clean."

Tnese two textsr both of which refer to the pre-Jerusalem

temple period, must be treated very cautiously, lather than

calling them evidencef I would prefer simply to say that they

raise Questions, The probleii of over-interpretation actually

lias not in suggesting that these women may have been cultic

functionaries* but rather in knowing that they oust have per-

formed those menial duties which the modern, commentators assign

to their wives* daughters and housemaids*

It has been suggested that several biblical figures were

possibly priestesses• lipporah, for example, daughter of a

Hidianite priest and wife of Moses (Bxod 2:16, 21), performed the

ritual of circumcision on her son in order to avert the destruc~

tiveness of tne Lord (Exod 4:24-26), P. M» Cross suggests that

she was ^apparently a priestess in her own right." • One roust

note, however, that circumcising is not usually considered to be

a priestly activity* although it may have been in that period,

Benjamin Mazar suggests that Jael* the wife of Heber the

Keeite# in whose tent Sisera sought refuge (Judg 4:17-20)* could

tia¥e functioned as a priestess at tne sacred precincts related to

the terebinth of Elon-bezaanannim:

It may be concluded that Sisera fled from tne battle to the
tent of Jael not only to seek the peace which reigned between
Jabin the king of Bazor and tne family of Heber the Kenite*
but also because of the special exalted position of Jael* and
because her dwelling placer Elon Bezaannaim* was recognized
as a sanctified spot and a place of refuge where protection
was fi¥en even to an enemy. As for Sisera1s murder at a
sanctified spot* in violation of all rules of hospitality* it
may be explained only as the fulfillment of a diFint command
by a charismatic woman; tfauss "Blessed above women shall the
wife of Heber be* blessed shall she be abo¥© women in the
tent" (Juag 5:24) J9

Mazar's conclusion is based on the background of the family of
40Heber the Keniter on the religious significance of terebinths*

as well as on the ¥erse in the Song of Deborah* "In tne days of
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Shamgar, son of Anath, in the days of Jaeif caravans ceased and

travelers kept to the byways* fjtidf 5*6). This parallelization

of Shamgar and! Jael led the medieval Jewish commentator Rashi to

note, "'In the days of Shamgar the son of Anath, in the days of
1 indicates that even Jael was a judge in Israel in her days*

tin n©i» >y> HMW ID>D)

judg 5s24 readsf "Blessed above women be Jae£, the wife of

ieber the- Renite, of the women in the tent most blessed* ("pan

i-pnn >n»i o*>»3t> 3̂f?n nan tmn >?*» t^toe ). it is worth noting

that Tar gum Jonathan translates this verse as follows:

«; on nn« >y* anne mwi rtrrao
OTinn pm*?D t̂ra i»D»m mann Kins

Let the blessed one of goodly wonen? Jael the wife of Heber*
be blessedi her perfectioR is as one of the women who
minister in the houses of learning. Blessed is she!

the root Jail aeans *to minister," "to officiate," "to wait upon**

In Hebrew it is used of the high priest and. the common, priests in

reference to their You Rippur functions in. the teaple Ce»f»f

Hff Yoaa 7:5| y,e.. ,Ŷ p.:a 44b»40—42) , to the high priest's eiercisinf

the office of high priest (e*g«# h* fQili 47a)# to the functions

of the se§an# i.e«r the adjutant high priest {©•§•#

41a«3-"4) r and to other administrative functions (e*g*r

24a*24-25)« In the targums, Jteft is also used to mean priestly

activity* For example, for 1 Sa» l$3f
 wthe two sons of Eli,

Hophni, and Phineas, were priests of the Lord" pjBfi *»>v **3l **

nin*|> o**jn3 on^£>t), Targum Jonathan reads, "the two sons of

111, Hophni and Phineasf ministered before the JLord

.. Seen against the backfround of

the use of JnS. to refer to priestly activity, the *women who

minister (dll&flunSJil) to the houses of learning" of Targum

Jonathan gains added interest, whereby the "houses of learning"

remains an enigma* Doubtlessly son.© scholars will want to see

the ministry of these women as consisting of sweeping the floor

and. rearranging the mats after the pupils and their learned

teachers had finished the day's lesson, but such an. interpre-

tation would seem to be biased by a particular view of women.

Could they have been teachers in the houses of learning?

In summary, Jael's family background, the fact that she is

mentioned together with Sba»§ar CJudf 5:6) and the fact that

Sis#ra sought refuge in her tent (Jtiig 4*17-21? 5J25-2:7) point to

the possibility that Jael was a charismatic and perhaps even a

priestly figure* Targum Jonathan's use of Jai could indicate
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that even in later periods the remembrance of Jael as a priestly
figure was still alive, although what ministering in the houses
of learning could have meant is unclear.

The figure of Miriam should also be mentioned here*
Miriam, who is cailecl a "prophet" (nltbli.il* is said to have led
the Israelite women in religious dancing and singing (Exod
15:20-21)* Num 12 reports on a struggle for spiritual influence
and authority which pitted herself and Aaron against Moses* The
prophet Mi can also seems to view Miriam as a propheti "I sent
before you Moses? Aaronr and Miriam

9 CMi^ 6:4)• These and
further biblical references to Miriam (Hum 20:1? 26:59; Pent
24;§i 1 Chr 5:29) are in need of a systematic study in order to
ascertain what the exact nature of Miriam's cultic role may haire
been? whereby cultic does not necessarily imply priestly*
Further* one must answer the difficult questions of dating* and
thereby ®i original historical context land of historicity)* of

the Miriam texts, before it is possible to describe adequately
44the development of the Hiriam tradition*

One later chapter of the Miriam tradition deserves at least
brief mention. Philo of Alexandria reports on a group of women

called the Therapeutrides (fig ̂Ei.fel.̂ gjjflfcgiigl* 2) * who devoted
their li^es to the study of scripture (De ..vitai. cpn^empjL. 28).
These celibate women, (MM^MifM^.MQBkSM^• 68) li¥ed in. a type of
dual monastery together with their male colleagues, the Thera-
peytai. Philo emphasizes that they flourished in his time
C20 B*C*B*—after 40 C.I.) in. many countries* including n©n~
Greek ones (also in Palestine?), but that they were especially
numerous in the area of Alexandria fB§fc,,,gi:fcE,,,.,g,gafegiiBl> 21) •
According to Philo, the Therapeutrides and Tberapeutai closed
their sabbath Heal by singing together (lE,,:.lMi jcjffit&ffiRl* 8 7 - 8 8 ) :

T O U T O Se C66v?e£ Mat Ttad6vxe£* 6 kdyou xai i o C a c
Mat ikui&GQ uet£ov Spyov Hv, ivdoyatSvTie T€ dv6pec

O Mat Yvvatxeg, eCc Ycv6y.evot xop6c* TOOC

iap. xfSc Ttpo(prtTi6oc« To6x<p udk^ata dnst.M0Vi0det£ 6
xS dcpancuxfiSv Mat depaneuxp£6cav* uiX&oiv dvTi^itots nal
dvx u(p<&vo'i c npd£ Paptiv fixcw TSV dv6p#v 6 Ywatx&v 6&Q

(£votpuw5vtov auuxpcovCav ditOTeXeC uat

This wonderful s ight and experience (cf« Exod 14:26*-29~~the
crossing of the Red Sea)f an act transcending word and
thought and hope, so f i l l e d with ecstasy both »en and woaen
that forming a single choir they sanf hymns of thanksgiving
to €»ocl t he i r saviour f the men l e i by the prophet loses and'
the women by the prophet Hiriaoi* I t i s on t h i s model above
a l l tha t the choir of ffisrapeutai and Tberapeutride&r note in.
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response to note and voice to voice, the treble of the women.
blending with the bass of the menr create an harmonious

music in the truest sense*

Thus* the ceremonial singing of the Therapeutrides and Thera~

pewtai took as its model the singing of the Song of the Sea in.

Exod 15, in which, the women were lei by their prophet, Miriam,

and the men by their prophet* Moses, From this text it is clear

that the Miriam tradition, piajeii a role in the cultic life of the

community* "

This very cursory survey of evidence for women in. ancient

Israel having performed religious functions that may have been

priestly cannot replace the intensive philological and historical

work required to answer the question whether there were in fact

women priests in ancient Israel, The passages cited show,

howeverr that the question is not as absurd as it seems at first

sight, in spite of the overwhelmingly masculine nature of the

ancient Israelite priesthood, there are scraps of scattered

evi.de.nce which could indicate a more varied historical reality

than we are accustomed to imagine* The Israelite priesthood,

like other institutions in ancient Israel and in the Jewish

Diaspora, was not monolithic. The above texts, as well as the

three inscriptions in question, are themselves hints of a

diversity in the institution of the priesthood.

In the narrow sense of priesthood, i*e*, fulfilling cuitic

functions at a sacred site, Marin from Leontopolis in the

Heliopolitan none is the only one of the three women named in the

inscriptions who could have been a temple functionary, for she is

the only one to have lived in a city and in a tine in which a

Jewish temple existed* Cultic or priestly functions could have

included singing psalms, providing musical accompaniment,

performing priestly blessings, examining the priestly offerings

and animals and performing sacrifices, while it may see© strange

to some that a temple founded by the Jerusalem high priestly

family, the Oniads, could ever have allowed the- cultic service of

women, we must, remind ourselves how little we actually toow of

the temple of Oniasf which did, after all, endure foe nearly two

and a half centuries* Could it be that practices such as allow-

ing women to exercise cultic functions were among the reasons for

the rabbis1 hesitancy to recognize the sacrifices offered there

as valid? Could it be that the Jews of Leontopolis, living in a

country in which there were female priests, had cone, over the

course of time, to accept as natural the cultic participation, of

Jewish women who claimed to be descendants of Aaron Cor the
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successors to Miriam?)? Our knowledge of the Jewish temple at

Leontopolis is too meager to be able to give a definitive answer

to these questions*

In addition to the temple of Onias, Joseph us mentions other.

Jewish, temples in Egypt, Be quotes Onias IV as writing in a

letter to Ptolemy VI Philometor and Cleopatra II £&&&• 13*3.1

S 66) s

• •• nat TtXeiaxouc Bdphv naph T6 xadfixov
Mai 6td TOOTO 66ovouc dAAi^Xotc, a Mai y

Sick T6 uXffdoc *̂ ®v tepfiiv mat x6 nept
6uo6o||*etv • »,

. , • and I found that most of them hav# temples* contrary to
what is proper, and that for this reason they are ill-
disposed toward one another, as is also the case with the
Egyptians because of the multitude of their temples and their
varying opinions about the forms of worship • • •

Agatharchides of Cnidus find C. B*C*E*) also speaks of Jewish
47temples in the plural (h&M£M) t as do Tacitus (1st C. CUE. 1 —

^8 and Tertullian (2nd - 3rd C* CUE. 1 tempia1,4^ Whether

in Agatharchidesr Tacitus and Tertullian

Josephus) means "tenples* in the narrower sense of the tern or

simply "places of worship* is not absolutely certain*' •' Perhaps

these terms were simply the equivalent of py.psejutcfeftjy which was

the usual terra for synagogue in Egypt and also occurred else-

where. On. the other hand, the resistance to the possibility

that M:ff-i/Ml!Blii meant "temples11 in one or more of these texts

probably has its origin in the belief that the existence of the

Jerusalem temple excluded the possibility of other genuinely

Jewish temples, that isr that the centralisation of the cult was

absolutely effective, a view which has little basis in the
52evidence* •

Perhaps Marin served in one of these other Jewish

which Onias considered to- be heterodox* Or perhaps she served in

O-nias's temple itself* According to the Josephus passage, the

Jewish communities who supported these temples disagreed with

each other concerning the proper form of worship* Could the

temple service of women have been one- of the points of the

dispute-, much as today Reform, Reconstruction!st, Conservative

and Orthodoi Jews are in disagreement as to whether women should

be called up to read the Torah or should be ordained rabbis?

We cannot know precisely how Marin and her relatives and

community understood the title frierisft* The existence of the

Marin inscription should at least serve as a warning to any
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scholar who would categorically deny that a woman may have
functioned as a priest in a Jewish, temple in Leontopolis* The
mention in several ancient authors of Jewish "temples11 should
remind us just how little we know about Jewish worship in. this
period*

3* Bi, er #i^/hl P,C isP4 could denote
a synagogue function

To some, synagogue function may seen as incredible an.
interpretation as cultic function. Is it not the case that the
destruction of the Jerusalem temple in 70 €•!• ani the closing of
the Jewish temple in Leontopolis in or shortly before 73 C*B* saw
the end of priestly cultic service? Ancient sources show that
the situation, is not that simple* Me know that priests continued
to five the priestly blessing even after the destruction of the
temple* (This practice has continued until our own day*) The
priestly blessing in the synagogue is a continuation, of the
priests1 blessing of the people in the templer a practice which
is based on Hum $t22-27* Whether the priestly blessing in the

synagogue was practiced already during the time of the Second
Temple is not clear, there is evidence that the practice of
having a priest b# the firit to reai froa the Torah during the
synagogue service is an ancient one* Hft,j£jLt» S»8 re-ads?

fhese are the things which they ordained because of peace-s a
priest is the first to react (from the- for ah) and after him a
Levite* and after him a common Israelite, for the sake of
peace.

Philo of Alexandria also attests to the priests being preferred

as readers (ftypothetica 7*13):

Eat 6f|xa ouv€pxovxai. u&v- at el Mai ouve6pe6ouai» net1

dXArî Acav • ot uiv noXXot o^mn^g nkf\v eC xi fl
T O t c 4vat u v6)OM.oplvo i* Q vop, C Z exa u • TCSV t cpl«v
6 nap^v fi T # V f d k C
vduouc a6xotc

C
^uneCpcoc fixovxec Mai noX& dft np6c

6

ini.ee^ they do always assemble and sit. together, most of
then in silence except when it is the practice to add
something to signify approval of what is reaeL But some
priest who is present or one of the eiders reads the half

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 3.17.78.167


