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CHAPTER I

WOMEN AS HEADS OF SYNAGOGUES

gigBfgdg pf

In three Greek inscriptions women bear the title

ftg.Chtflynftggg.Q8/archi,8Ynil[9Cfgi»ga* The fornation is a rather
curious one. whereas, for example, MK^kiM..OBUftfi? ,Ay.gfelgg.Piatepsf
archifrybgrfiffrfg consist of .,a.£gfe.l~ plus the nane of the off ice,
archipyf|#gp:gQg/n,g.||,|syna gggissa cones from &££h~" plus an element
formed from the institution orer which the officer stands# in
this case #yfpgPgi> Afch i,tJE.jLfcXli|,ai (from .trlclinliim—a dining
room, with thr#e co-iaches), iieanijig "head waiter," would be a
parallel* Although the- title siso occurs occasionally in
paganism, it is most often Jewish* and it is probabit that the
pagan examples represent a borrowing fron Judaism, rather than
vice versa.

Srafrna, Ionia

Cll 74JU IGR IV 145.2. Marble plaque (36 x 26 x 2 cm) i horizontal
lines beneath each row of letters (probably 2nd C»)#

* Po-u<pc Iva * Iou6aCa
d KaxeoHcua-

a6piov xote due-
4 A,eud£poi.£ Mat

unSevdg dXou l
6 xovxoc ddi|iai Ttvd. et Si xtc xoX-

ufc?£ t-, 6c&ae i T ^ t epa>xdx({) Ta-
B iJteCĉ  (diivdpia) *dup xat x$ fidvet, xfiv *Iou~

6aCCOM (dr^vdpta) *&". TaiSxiic
10 x5 dvx^YPewpov anoxetxat

etc x6 dpx&tov.

L»5s read

Rufinar a Jewessr head of the synagoguer
built this tomb for her freed slaves and the
slaves raised in her hou.se. No- one else has
the right to bury anyone (here)* If some-one
should dare to dof he or she will pay 1500
denars to the sacred treasury and 1000 denars to
the Jewish people, 1 copy of this inscription,
has bean placed in the (public) archives.
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Women Leaders, in the Synagogue

The history of the interpretation of the title
in this inscription can serve as an. exemplification of

the way in which scholars have dealt, with all of the following
inscriptions. Salomon leinach, who first published the

inscription*, solves the dilemma of a woman ^t^MlS^M^MSM^M- in a
novel way. Be first reviews how Em11 Schurer deals with the
problem of mothers of the synagogue, namely by declaring both
mothers and fathers of the synagogue to be honorary office
holders.. What can be done now that a woman head of the
synagogue has been discovered? he asks* for this goes against
Schureras establishment of the title arcfa.4synagflgos as
functional, Reinach solves the crass contradiction between
genuine function and woman by positing two stages in the
development of the title. Since we know that at the early stage
heads of the synagogue had a genuine function, we cannot, he
reasons, depart from the accepted understanding. Laterr however*
4rjcM.̂ yp̂ gj?.g.QjS became a purely honorific title, one which passed
fron father to son. It took on a sense which was "more vague
and more general*" analogous to the title father or mother of the
synagogue. Thus it is in the category of head of the synagogue
honoris,,, ca,tj:g.a that Ruf ina is to be seen,

Hm Weinbergfs solution to the dilemma is that Rufina was
the wife of an. i,..t,gfe.i.§y.natlgl?...i..Q..:gf "for women have never held an
office in a Jewish community* and certainly not a synagogue
office." Bmil Schurerfs is simple: "Rufina herself bears the
title &pxicrvvdY<i>YO£* which in the case of a woman is* of course*
just a title." Jean, juster* after describing how difficult it.
was to fill the office of ar.chisyn̂ ,gjg,gpsf what authority and
knowledge were required* notes in closing that *the title of
.ar.chl.sy.iiaĝ gos could also- be accorded honor if ically* even to
women and children." Samuel Irauss adopts the wife solutions
"Concerning the women, it can certainly not mean that they were
bestowed with the dignity of a head of the synagogue* for the
synagogue did not allow women such honors; it is rather the wives
of heads of the synagogue who are meant** " Salo wittstayer Baron
writes* wfne aforementioned wonan archisynagogus of Smyrna* if
not merely the wife of an official, was very likely a lady whom
the congregation wished to honor* but to whom it could hardly

g

have entrusted, the actual charge of an office** Jean-Baptist©
Prey* querying whether the title could be honorific or whether
lufina was simply the wife of a head of the synagogue* notes* "It
seems difficult to admit that she actually exercised the
functions of a head of the synagogue.*Brooten, Bernadette. Women Leaders In the Ancient Synagogue.
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Heads of Synagogues 7

It does seen difficult for these scholars to admit that a

woman could have exercised an. official function in the ancient

synagogue• Are- there any who can imagine it? The epigraphist

kouis Robert is a notable exception in the history of the

interpretation of this inscription. In the context of discussing

a Jewish woman who bears the title a,r,$fr)|gig-slaf which will be

discussed below# Robert notes, "in Jewish communities women bo ire

titles," and lists the Eufina inscription and others.. ' Robert

does not make any further attempts to define the titles or to

discuss the functions associated with them, but he does see all

of these examples as part of the sane phenomenon and not as

something exceptional.. More recently, A, Thomas Kraabel, Dorothy

Irvin and Shaye Cohen have also suggested that the title- MXSkJL'*

fyiTOigQg in this inscription denotes an actual function. ;

Ire the- arguments of those who consider the title honorific

convincing? As to the view that Rufina was merely the wife of an

l,£.gMsi»gPfQg, it is striking that in the legal matter at handf
namely that of guaranteeing a burial place for her freed slaves

and the exposed infants raised in her household, she acts in her

own name. Thus we do- not even know whether she was narried or

not, The suggestion that the- title i.fCjh.isy,nagggo.g was honorific

in the later period will be discussed below. The primary

argumentr howeverf is that a womanr Stt& woman# could not have

held such a post, this will be discussed after all of the

evidence has been surveyed.

Excursus: what is an Honorific Title?

In. order to ascertain whether the titles diseuss-ed in this

thesis were or were not honorific titles, the- meaning of the tern

"honorific title" must first be clarified, The sense in which

this term has been used by scholars dealing with the Jewish

inscriptions in question is that a title which normally desig-

nates a function (e,g*f ar,,chi.ay.nftg.ggps) is here merely meant to

honor a person. In the- case of patex/intf.1 synagpgae* one-

decided that the title itself implies no functionf but is per se

an honorific title*

this is by no means the way in which "honorific title* is

normally used. For example, Priedrich Preisigke devotes a

section to lh.rjj.nt;itel in his dictionary of the papyri* ' ' The

honorific titles listed fall into two categories? adjectives,

often in the superlative (e.g.* fflarigsimus. lampE.otatoa)* and

nouns, often corresponding to a titular adjective (e.g.,

JUjppr.otSfl) * A man of senatorial rank, for example.
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S Women Leaders in the Synagogue

could bear the title vjr.,. c.laris.,sinns (abbreviated £jJE«l'' his
wife- being glMlfMfia Iemina (abbreviated jijJU)-* ' While the
title does not necessarily pass en to the children, there are
examples of cJLarissjinig .... j.qy.enls CCjjU) for a young manr and

17 18
) and gXar ifl SJBffiigl̂ er i £ B ) ' for ayoung girl and boy respectively* Thus* a "distinguished*

Cg 1 aj;I,s.gjijus/a 1 person was not simply any distinguished person,
but rather a person of senatorial rank* The senatorial rank
certainly implied curtain duties and functions* bat these were
not expressed with this title* anil filar is .sjnas/a can proper If be
termed an "honorific title," Quite unlike the title MKSk&r
gynaggctota» glar.I§ g jimf/a never die-noted an official function! it
was per se honorific* Hote also that while a wife «So-es receive
the title of her husband* it is not the case that his title was
functional while hers was purely honorific. The titles of both
were honorific. Finally* while the wife did receive the title
fi!ax 1 SB.lua femina through her husband* she apparently could

continue to bear it even if no longer married.to the jie
19c.lftr.Assimî s» but to another not of senatorial rank* * This* then.

is the standard use of "honorific title*" and it will become
clear that our case has little to do with it*

What of the wife of a religious functionary receiving his
title? Could this not be seen as an honorific title? Foe
example* tie wife of a flige.fi dialis is called HajBsA,Q.jcaf "
this was not simply a title* for a HjmlnMa had certain cultic
functions ani appeared at her husband's side wearing official
cultic garb* Like her husband, the f jftpiinica wore priestly garb;
on her head she wore the red veil* the flammeum* and a purple
scarf * the xlSAt to which was attached the pomegranate branch*
the frrbor. felix. Her mantle was also purple in color and her
tunic was made of wool. She wore shoes made of the leather of an
animal which had been slaughtered* but not of an animal which had
died a natural death. Like her husband, she was not allowed to
touch a corpse, nor did she ba^e to swear oaths. Further* the
flaftinica had the duty to offer sacrifice. According to

22Plutarch* she was the priestess of Juno* but this nay be
incorrect information on Plutarch's part. Certain f,laii,lR.lg.i.,g
were assigned to the cult of deceased women of the imperial
family*23 thus it is clear that having attained a title through
marriage did not necessarily imply that no- duties accompanied,
that title or that it was not an official one.

The %%mmple of the f,laR,inlca is not meant to be a parallel
to the Jewish materials* Indeed* the £tapi,nicae anct f JLmnines
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leads of Sfnaf09u.es 9

bear little resemblance to the Jewish, functionaries, and most of

the Jewish materials are later* The point of this example is not

to compare the two groups, bat rather to call into question the

widespread and. otherwise unsubstantiated notion that if a wife

bore the title of her husband, then this meant that her title was

purely honorific. fherefore, even if one were to conclude that

the Jewish women bearing titles were in fact simply the wives of

synagogue officials, this would not in itself prove that they had

no function*

Before spealcinf of the honorific nature of these women's

titles, one must first establish that honorific titles even

existed in the ancient synagogue* The assumption is that titles

normally functional were honorific when bestowed upon, women,

which is similar to suggesting the existence of a church with

functioning male bishops and honorary female bishops. The-re is

no internal reason to asst»e that any of the titles o-f synagogue

organization were honorific*

One often, cites the child office-holders as a parallel to

the women (e.g., CII 120: axcjifn ngpiofl? 402?

thereby overlooking that a grown woman has little in common with

a two year old boy. lather than attesting to- the existence- of

honorific titles, such inscriptions can be seen either as

evidence for the hereditary nature of some offices in certain

synagogues or for the role of family ties in the selection

process. Judging by the word, a mellarcfrffn became a functioning
24

archln upon reaching adulthood* Such a case in no way paral-

lels adult women, bearing titles.

Is it nevertheless possible, and even probable, that the

women title-bearers received the titles on account of their

husbands? A major difficulty with this hypothesis is that in ail

of the inscriptions in which women bear titles, husbands are

mentioned only twice {CII 166, 619d)« Even if it were to have

been the case that the women in. these two inscriptions acquired

their titles on account of their husbands, which is not a

necessary consequence {why should two Jewish, leaders not be

»arrie-d to each other?), it does not follow that no fonctions

were attached to the title* Nor does it follow that all of the

other women acquired their titles in this way, 1?he Jewish

women's titles have been compared to German women being addressed

as "Fran Dr." when, their husbands hold a doctorate, but even

this custom does not prove the honorific nature of the titles.

Many German women are called *Prau Dr." because they have written

a doctoral dissertation. Further, if it had been a. common customBrooten, Bernadette. Women Leaders In the Ancient Synagogue.
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10 Women Leaders in the Synagogue

for Jewish women, to assume the titles of their husbandsr why ioes

this not find e-ipression in the inscriptions? numerous inscrip-

tions mention male title—bearers and their wives, but with the

two exceptions noted abover the wives are not honored with titles

(CII 22, 216, 247, 265, 333, 391, 416, 457, 511, 532, 553,- 681,

?33b, 739, 770, 788, 949, 1145, 1531, etc.) and the situation is

the same with the daughters of male title-bearers (CII 102, 106,

147, 172, 291, 510, 535f 537, 568, 610, 645, 1202, etc.)*

In sum, we do not have evidence that the custom of wives

taking on their husbands1 titles even existed in ancient Judaism,

but even if it did exist, and even if one or two of oar-

inscriptions were to reflect that custom, this would not prove-

that the wives in question had. no functions attached to their

titles, nor would it prove that all Jewish women acfuirei their

titles in this way. Further, there is no indication in the

ancient sources that any of the titles of synagogue leadership

were honorific at any perioi.

Fr©» the Rufina inscription it is clear that Ruflna was a

wealthy woman who possessed the funds to build a special tomb for

her freed slaves and fcferjgppa.fea. C" &atin alumni) f i.e., those
children who had been exposed as infants by their parents and

taken by her to be raised either as slaves or as adoptive

children. Since this is a tomb for the freed slaves, to whom

Rufina would have been a patron, and not for other members of her

family, it is likely that the .frhgemma.fra. mentioned here were

slaves and not adoptive children* This grave, the persons to be

buried in it, the Barbie plaque with its official legalistic

language, and the high fine to be imposed ail point to the wealth

and influence- of this woman. We- know nothing about her marital

status, but it is noteworthy that no husband is mentioned! she

has drawn up the deed in her own naji#.

This type of inscription, that is, a document stating for

whom a particular tomb is meant, forbidding others to bury &my@ne

in it and imposing a fine, usually to he paid to a public

institution, is quite typical for Jewish, as well as for

non-Jewish; inscriptions from Asia Minor, The "sacred treasury"

l:hl,̂ Bfê teE.r::tgilg:.lgll) is Host likely the inperial treasury, the

fia,c;r_:um,,aer,a.gj.um> the fines insure that Jewish and Roman
officials maintain their interest in protecting the tomb*

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 3.22.250.142



Heads of Synagogues 11

What do we know about the Jewish community in which Rufina

was active? There are only two other Jewish inscriptions from

Smyrna which mention office holders* CII 739 is a donative

inscription made bj one Irenopoios, who was an elder and father

of the tribe, and the son of an elder; CXI 74§ is a further

donative inscription, probably from the same synagogue*'

Another inscription, not included in the CII names a Roman

citizen, Lucius tollins Justus* who was a scribe of the Jewish

coim.uii.itf in Smyrna., Further inscriptions from Smyrna include

a. magical amulet (CII 743}, and a 45-line inscription fron the

time of Hadrian (117-138), listing donations to the city,- one

line of which refers to former Judeans who had. donated 10#000

otractoas. Of the titles in these inscriptions, elder and

scribe are fairly common elsewhere, and father of the tribe seems

to be analogous to fattier of the synagogue* That both father and

son bear the title elder in CII 73§ could mean that in Smyrna

titles could pass from father to son, whether automatically or

not is another question..

The picture of Rufina the Jewess which emerges from this

and related inscriptions is that of a wealthy, independent woman

looking after her business affairs according to the customs of

the tine. Her Roman name and her wealth could indicate that slue

was a member of a leading family of Smyrna. There is no indica-

tion that she was married* She bore the title

which, if her name had been Rufinus, would have entitled her to

being listed in modern secondary literature as a leader of the

Jewish community in ancient Smyrna,

Kastelli Kissamou, Crete

£XXJOl£U34 White marble sepulchral plaque (45 x 30 x 2*8 cm?

height of letters: 1.5-3.0 cm; distance- between lines:

0*5->l*5cm; 4th/5tfa C ) .

p
2 a, npeofk>x£pa

x

L, 3: read nai*
L. 5: read
L, 6: read

Sophia of Gortyn.# elder and head of the synagogue of Kisamos
(lies) here* The memory of the righteous one for ever*
Amen#
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12 Women Leaders in the Synagogue

A, C* Bandy dated the inscription to the first or second
century* Jeanne and Louis Robert* however, are of the opinion
that it is from the fourth or fifth century. Given the script,

especially the rounded sigma and the nearly cursive j»£g& sni ail,
the later date seems much more plausible*

Unlike the Rufina inscription, this on© fives us no hints
as to the background of Sophia. Here, again, no husband is
mentioned* so one cannot assume that she- was married.

This is the only Jewish inscription frora Kasteiii lissaaou
and one of only three from Crete, The other two Cretan
inscriptions do not supply us with any information which could
help us to reconstruct the organizational structure of Cretan
synagogues*

It is noteworthy that Sophia of Gortyn was both elder and
head of the synagogue. She bears the feminine forms of both
titles (presjbyjfcera, and axfifaJJlgflagSg,is.pa.). In Greek, both Jb£

as in the previous inscription, and M &L£hX~
are possible. ; The title will be discussed below in

the context of other women elders.
As this inscription was first published in 1963, the older

authors cited in connection with Rufina did not express their
opinion as to the- meaning of arcfrisyjp,i.-g§g.l,i..g,#» A* C, Bandy,
however, did carry forward the tradition by suggesting that, "The
tern rcpeo&uTgpa implies that the deceased either was the wife of
a Ttpeo&tiTepoc or she received this as an honorary title* since it
was often bestowed on women* The word dpxioovaYc&Yiooa implies
either that her husband wasf in addition, an 6pxicruvdYcaYoc or
that she received this as a second honorary title* since this
also was given to women* ' Jeanne and Louis Robert do not
suggest such a thing* lather they compare the title with other
Jewish women's titles? axchBgisaa, M^Af,f f .a£chiBynacg5goJsP and

Anyone reading the inscription can see that there is no
reason for believing that Sophia of Gortyn received the

titles through her husband. If her husband was the source of her
titlesr why is she not called Sophiar the wife of X? The image
of Sophia of Gortyn emerging from the- inscription, albeit in much
more va§ue outlines than that of Rufinar is of a very important
figure in the Jewish community of Kisamos* She was not only an

elder, but also head of the synagogue. There is no evidence that
she was married*
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Heads of SfEafOfii.es 13

Myndos, Cacia

gill..,...7.5.6.> Donative inscription, on. chancel screen post of white
marble Cca. 1 m x 21 cm x 19 cm) t decorative grooves on the
inscription side, forming a sort of "i",# topped by a multi-tiered,
pedestal (at least 4th/5th C ) .

['And
2

oO

L« 2? read. Mat.

[From Th]eopempte, head of
the synagogue, and her son iusebios.

Charles Diehl, whom Theodore Reinach consulted as to the

date of the inscription, was inclined towards a sixth~century
41

dating, which Reinach accepted. The main reason for the late

dating is tne use of the siglum r for ou, which in the rounded

form of our inscription points to a late date. The rounded tiAi

and epsjlon. would farther substantiate a later dating, but a

century or two earlier than, the sixth century would also be

possible.

The inscription is carved into the top of a white marble'

quadrangular post. Reinach was not certain, whether the inscrip-

tion was a funerary or donative inscription, Noticing the groove

on. the left side of the post, fte suggested that it night be for a

tenon leading into a lattice-work, which would in turn lead to

another post like this one, this being a. donative inscription for

the structure."**' Recently discovered parallels confirm that this

is close to correct* Our post is most likely the support for a
43synagogue chancel screen, such as those found in Tell Refcov and

Ihirbet Stisiya in Israel, Zeev Yeivin's inscription no, 19

from Khirbet Susiya is a chancel screen post with a donative

inscription in exactly the same- place as the Theopempte inscrip-

tion, that is, at the top of the quadrangular portion of the

post* The screens, which fitted in between two posts, were flat

marble slabs decorated with geometric, floral, and/or Jewish

motifs, some of then also containing an inscription.

This arrangement of post* screen, post, screen was placed

as a divider at the front of a. basilica separating what in

Christian churches would be the altar from the nave. In this

way, the apse could be set off from the rest of the prayer hall.

What we should imagine, then, is a chancel screen, post which

would have been placed at. the front of the synagogue prayer hall.
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14 Wonen Leaders in the Synagogue

The inscription names the head of the sy»a§0gu#f fheopeitpter and

her son* Eusebios* as donors of the post, and perhaps also of the

screen which would have fitted into it.

Of Theopempte* one can at least say that she possessed

sufficient funds to wake this donation together with her sonf
whose age we do not know* Again, no husband is mentioned* but

the presence of the son indicates that she was or had been

married* Her son bears no title* which shows that if his father

had a title* it did not automatically pass on to the son.

Since this is the only known Jewish inscription from

Myndos* we can say nothing about the organization of the Jewish

community there.

The scholarly ©pinion as to what axgfeAsyn&ggglli could mean

here is quite the same- as for Rufina* Theodore Eeinactif the

brother of Salomon Reinach* who had published the Rufina inscrip-

tion eighteen years earlier* adopted his brother's theory that

the title arehlsyjiAgggos in this period had co»@ to have a

"•purely honorific sense** The tteopeitpte inscription* to the

extent that it was known, was also meant in the evaluations

listed above for the Rufina inscription. The interpretation of

one scholar should* however, be especially noted, Erwin

Goodenough translates the inscription in a peculiar ways

. • • of Theopemptes* archisynagogus*
a n d o f h i s C s i c ) s o n b i *

How Goodenough could translate "of Theopemptes** when the

genitive form is already f...!Ph,l:ell|»Mptl..sf and especially how he
could translate aMJfclg as *his* is not easy to comprehend* but
then this is not the first time in the history of scholarship
that a woman has been transformed into a nan,

Theopempte* then* was a donor to the synagogue which

recognized her as a head of the synagogue* She was the mother of

a son. Judging by the inscription* the funds for the donation

were either hersf if the son was still a child* or tiers and her

son'Sf if he was an adult. The donation* the formulation of the

inscription and the title betray not a hint of dependency. The

figure which emerges is an independent, at least moderately

well-to-do* leader of the synagogue in Myndos—a woman.

In order to ascertain the- exact functions of these women

synagogue heads, a survey of the literary and inscriptional

evidence for their male counterparts is necessary.
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leads of Synagogues 15

!• ,lfe§..,Meiiiipf pj[ "fjead,, of the..

1. Literary References to the Title

In comparison with other titles of synagogue office,, we
have at our disposal considerable literary evidence for the title
head of the synagogue* The sources* Jewish,. Christian ancl pagan*

Aft

include references to both Palestinian and Diaspora synagogues*-
Por the first century* sone of the best, evidence is found

in the New Testament* Mark 5:22*35*36*38 and the parallel Lufce
8s4i mention an ajgclhIgynagSgo-s* Jairos by nanef whose daughter is
healed by Jesus, interesting for our question is the parallel to
Mark 5:22* Luke 8:41* where instead of &E^hi&M^g§9®s* Luke
writes a^chon, tBA gyfijgggi s. That Luke considers the two to be
synonymous is shown by M s use of Al.gM,§l,Bigl.f̂ .l in 8:49. In
Matt 9:18*23 we read neither MESMMM^MM^MMM^M^^ n0K aro^IgynA-
g§gas. but rather simply axchan. Does this wean that all three
titles are synonymous?

Mention should be made here of a textual variant to Acts
14$2 found in the Western text {D* partially supported by syrhli^
and cop067)m instead of* "The unbelieving Jews stirred up and
poisoned the minds of the Gentiles against the brothers" (i«e«*
Paul and Barnabas) the Western text has, "fhe heads of the
synagogue of the Jews and the archons of the synagogue (syt^m^
.omits "of the synagogue** which would five the general meaning of
"rulers*" possibly identifying them as the rulers of Xconium)

.49
stirred tip for themselves persecution against the righteous* '
Important here is the distinction between "beads of the

w and "archons of the synagogue." One should keep in mind*
however* that this is a later textual variant* which cannot be
used as first~century evidence of this distinction, further,
this textual addition was made by a Christian* who may have had
very little knowledge of a Jewish distinction between heads of
the synagogue and archons9 which, would leave us to explain the
seeming identification of head of the synagogue* archon of the
synagogue and arcfao-n found in a synoptic comparison of the Jairos
story* as well as within Luke himself fOc. 8:41 vs. 8:49) • One
could assume that either the identification found in. the Jairos
story or the distinction made in the Acts textual variant
reflects actual Jewish practice or one could assume- that the
authors in question were not particuiarif familiar with Jewish
synagogue organization and used the titles loosely* This could
well be the case with. Luke and the author of the textual addition
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16 Women Leaders in the Synagogue

to Acts 14s2* It is difficult, however, to asstnie- that Matthew,

who was writing for Jewish-Christians, would have been unfamiliar

with the organisational structure of the- synagogue* Perhaps

the problem can only be solved by assuming that titular practice

varied as to geography and time, ht any rate, since two Italian

inscriptions (CII 2§5 fro® Homes Stafulus, ftrehflgi and

CII 553 from Capuai Alflus *Judaf
52

five further attestation of a distinction between the

two offices, it is probably safe to assome they were usually

distinct.

A second question raised by the- Jairos passage is whether

there was aore than one synagogue head in each synagogue {lark

5s 22? "one of the heads of the synagoguer Jairos by name"), but

the meaning could simply be- that Jairos was one of the class of

heads of the synagogue rather than that several synagogue heads

served in one synagogue*

Luke 13$10-17 is more instructive as to one of the func-

tions of head of the synagogue* When Jesus healed a woman at the

synagogue on the sabbath, the head of the synagogue, "indignant

because Jesus had healed on the sabbath, said to the people,

•^here are six days in which work ought to be donei cone on those

days and be- healed, and not on the sabbath day1" (Luke 13s14)*

From this passage it would seem that the head of the synagogue

was responsible for keeping the congregation faithful to the

The Acts of the Apostles attests to the office of head of

the synagogue in first-century Diaspora Judaism. When Paul and

Barnabas cone to Antioch of Pisidia and attend the synagogue

service on the sabbath, the heads of the synagogue invite then to

give a word of exhortation to the people immediately following

the reading of the- law and the prophets {Acts 13si5).. The plural

"heads of the synagogue11 is not insignificant here,- for the only

reasonable interpretation is that this synagogue- possessed not

just one head of the synagogue, but several. Further, their

inviting Paul ani Barnabas to give the sermon indicates a

leadership- role in the planning and organising of the service, as

well as the- role of representative- of the congregation vis-It-vis

the visitors from abroad.

In Acts 18$1-17, which describes Paul's missionary activity

in Corinth, we also find more than one head of the synagogue

(Acts 18$i$ Crispus, who bacl become a believer in Jesus? Acts

18s17$ Sosthenes, who- had not) in a single community, although

from the passage it is not clear that they served in the same
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Heads of Synagogues 17

synagogue* It seems probable that Sosthenes, who in Acts 18?17
is said, to have been beaten by the crowd before the judgment seat
of GalliOr is the leader of the group of Jews who had attacked
Paul and dragged him before the proconsul Gallio with the
complaint that Paul was "persuading people to worship God
contrary to the law" (Acts 18:13), If Sosthenes was indeed the
leader of this delegationf this would point to a function of
leadership similar to the one- we saw in hukm 13:10-17, where the
head of the synagogue warned against transgressing the Torah by
breaking the sabbath, Sosthenes1 involvement indicates a sense
of responsibility for keeping his people faithful to the law, as
interpreted by him* as well as a representative role over against
the Roman proconsul,

hs for rabbinic sources on the first century, one most
consider a llsbnaie passage, Xom& 7:1 (parallels: fluJ&Pfca
7:7,8). the context is the reading from the Torah on Tom Kippur
Cin gu, igojfca the septennial Sukkot reading of the Torah):

m m nso >oi3 no;nn fin

The sexton of the synagogue takes the Torah scroll and giwes
it to the head of the- synagogue (or: of the ass@ii.bly), and
the head of the synagogue fives it to the adjutant high
priest, and the adjutant high priest fives it to the high
priest. The high priest stands and receives and reads it
standing,5*

Due to the etymological similarity between r̂ s&.. hakfefr
and ar c~h i,gyms§MStM,r the identification between the two is

Since it is unclear what would be the purpose of a
synagogue on the temple mount, and since Josephus and the
Hishnaic tractate Middot do not mention such a synagogue in their
descriptions of the temple, Frowald Buttenmeister5* and others- go
against the older interpretation by doubting that such a syna-
gogue existed, Sydney ioenig translates r?.O| haMifitigA as "head
of the assembly* and fca&%la a s B ^ ^ s e e r of the assembly," Be
believes that they were "Pharisaic leaders o-f the Ansh£ Maamad
who were stationed in the temple as the lay participants
alongside the Sadducean officiants." If such were to be the
case, this would be a rather different meaning of head of the
synagogue than is attested elsewhere, i,e,, the synagogue head as
leader of an individual synagogue. An alternative proposal which
would not presuppose the existence of a synagogue on the temple
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18 Women Leaders in. the Synagogue

mount, would be that the |an|n and the r* .5§ hafckjjn, e.g#ft mentioned

here were synagogue functionaries in one of the many synagogues

of Jerusalem and were selected for the special honor of passing

the fo-rah scroll, to the high priest in. the Yom Kippur land

Suiclcot) services, the number of persons in the chain of passing

certainly seems more than absolutely necessary and must therefore

have something to do with honor. According to this inter**

ptetation^ the fra2Sjjga,n and the r* 5s, hak.Mfl.gsej: would be the two

representatives of synagogue officials Cor of the laity* as
Hoenig suggests) in the festival service,

the only r* ,8s. bft hakfcjagf.eft known to us by name from
rabbinic literature is Shagbion f,lgi2lf.iP variant Shavion, H ^ m ) f
who was .£,*gp. frgft haMfeiejEeJk (note the alternative form of the

t i t l e ) in Akhssiv in t h e t ime of Rabban Gamliel ( I I ) f i , e . r in
59

the second half of the first, century.

The later rabbinic evidence is no less scattered than, the

material discussed thus far. One is once again reminded of how

much the rabbinic authorities differed from their Christian

neighborsr the latter producing numerous and complex church

orders, while the former displayed little interest in. defining

the duties of the respective synagogue officers,. After the

Mishnaic passages discussed above* the earliest rabbinic evidence

is found in ft. Ifg. 4.21 (luck, 227): "The head of the synagogue

should not read (from the scripture) until others have told him

that there is no one." Could, this imply that the hea«l of the

synagogue was responsible for asking others to read,- but did not

read himself for herself)? This would fit in well with Acts

13115r wtiere the heads of the synagogue ask Paul and Barnabas to

preach (rather than preaching themselves).

In k. JBfcg&b *9b (top) a list has been put together for the

young man seeking a wife. It forms- a sort of catalogue of highly

respected positions in. Judaisms

ro K2fD ny .onn T»»>n m warn

m

Out rabbis taught: Let a ©an always sell all he has and
marry the daughter of a scholar, If toe does not find the
daughter of a scholar, let him marry the daughter of [one of]
the great mmn of the generatio-n. If he ioes not find the
daughter of [one of) the great men of the. generation, let him
marry the daughter of a head of synagogues. If tie ioes not
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leads of Synagogues it

find the daughter of a head of synagoguesr let him ©aery the
daughter of a charity treasurer.. If he does not find the
daughter of a charity treasurer, let him marry the daughter
of an elementary school teacher, but let him not marry the
daughter of an .'....am har-aretz because they are detestable and
their wives are vermin, and of their daughters it is saidf
"Cursed be he that lieth with any manner of beast" {Dent
27:21).*2

This passage shows which positions the rabbis considered to be

the highest? head of the synagogue is listed third, after scholar

and great men of the generation (probably a title of civic

leadership) and before charity treasurer and children's teacher.

This view is from a particular perspective, and it is therefore

easy to understand why scholar would rank highest. One must be

cautious about using this list as an objective presentation of

how all Jews would have ranked professions and offices* Given

this particular perspective, slot number three in the list may

well imply that the head of the synagogue was normally a person

of some learning* The whole thrust of the advice given here is

not to marry the daughter of an ,f ,mJ,,fanr̂ ax.e.tz* i»e*r the contrast

is between ignorance of the law and knowledge- of it. This

confirms the image of the head of the synagogue which has be-en

emerging from the literary passages referred to thus far,

h further sign of the honor in which the rabbis held the

head of the synagogue is the directive in a baraitha to drink a

glass of wine in honor of the head of the synagogue at a funeral

ceremony fy> Ber« 6a#28-29) ,^
3

Several fourth-century laws preserved in the Theodosian

Code further attest that the head of the synagogue was cine of the

main synagogue officials. CQA>. fffeej&j. 16*8*4 reads:

Idem A* hiereis et archisynagogis et patribus synago-
garurn et ceteris* qui in modern loco deserviunt* Biereos et
archisynagogos et patres synagogarum et ceteros, qui syna-
gogis deserviunt, ab owni corporali munere liberos esse
praecipimus* Dat* leal, dec. Constant(ino)p(oli) Basso et
Ablavio conss***

The same Augustus to the priests, heads of the
synagogues, fathers of the synagogues, and all others who
serve in the said place.

We command that priests, heads of the synagogues,
fathers of the synagogues, and all others who serve the
synagogues shall be free from every compulsory public service
of a corporal nature.

Given on the kalends of December at Constantinople in
the year of the consulship of Bassus and Ablavius {December
1, 331* 330) ̂ S
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20 Women Leaders in the Synagogue

The legal assumption is that since these officials are
already fulfilling a &u&U&r they should be liberated iron the

public ffiHQ:g,i;.a;;,,<g.Qrg:jpgi;;Bl:l:l*'
; J&oJU, SkisoJI« 16*8.13 frost the year 357

reaffirms certain privileges for synagogue heads and other Jewish
officials* among which are the exemption from tiie forced public
service of decurions and the right to live according to their own
laws.

Idem AA* Caesario p(raefecto) p(raetori)o« Iudaei sint
obstricti caariraoniis suis: nos interea in conservandis eorum
prlvilegiis v€ter#s imitenurr quorum sanctionibus definitum
estr ut privilegia his, qui inlustriunt patriarcharum dicioni
subiecti stint r archisynagofis patriarchisque ac presbyteris
ceterisquer qui in eius religionis sacramento versantur, nutu
nostri numinis perseverent ear quae venerandae Christiana©
legis primis clericis sanctimonia deferuntur* let eniro et divi
principes Constantiaus et Constant!us, Valentinianus et Valens
divine arbitrio deereverunt* Sint igitur etiam a. curialibus
muneribus alieni pareantque legibus suis* Dat. kal* ivl.
Caesario et Attic© ^^

The same Augustuses to Caesarius, Praetorian Prefect.
Jews shall be bound by their own ritual. Meanwhile, in
preserving their privileges, We shall imitate the ancients by
whose sanctions it has been determined that privileges shall
be preserved for those who are subject to the rule of the
Illustrious Patriarchs, for the heads of the synagogues, the
patriarchs, and the elders, and all the rest who are occupied
in the ceremonial of that religion, namely those privileges
according to the consent of Our Imperial Divinity, which by
virtue of tneir holy office are conferred on the chief clergy
of the venerable Christian religion. The foregoing, indeed,
was decreed by the divine imperial authority of the sainted
Emperors Constantine and Constantius, Valentinian and Valens.
Such Jews shall therefore be exempt from the compulsory public
services of decurions and shall obey their own laws.

Given on tne kalends of July in the year of the consul-
ship of Caesarius and Atticus (July l f 3 9 7 ) • ^

While these- two laws io not five us actual details of any of
the concrete functions oi sjnafogue heads, CCMJL. sfoepd. 16.8*14
fro© the year 3§i t under the ©nperor Honorius? does:

Idea hhm Hessalae p(raefecto) p(raetori)o« Super-
stitionis indignae e-stf ut arehisfnagofi give presbyteri
Iudaeorun vel quos ipsi apostolos vocant r qai ad exigendun
aurum aique argentusi a patriarchs c#rto. teapore dirigantorf a
sinful is synagogis exacta somaan adcuie susceptam a<i eundem
ceportent* CJwa de re omuef quidquid considerata temperis
ration.© conf idinus esse collectunif fideliter ad nostrwii
dirigatur aerarium: de cetero autem nihil praedicto
decernimus ease mittendum. Noverint igitur popoii ludae-orum
re»ovisse n-os depraedationis huiusmodi functioned« duoi si
qui ab illo depopulatore Xudaeorum ad hoc officiura exactionis
fuerint directly iudicibus Qfferantnr f ita ut tangtiam in legim
nostrarum violatores sententia proferatur. Dat, iii id*
april. MeiCiolano} Theodoro v. d* ^^

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 3.22.250.142



Heads of Synagogues 21

The same Augustuses to Messala, Praetorian Prefect* It
is characteristic of an unworthy superstition, that the heads
of the synagogues ox the elders o-f the Jews or those whom they
themselves call apostles, who are dispatched by the patriarch
at a certain time to collect gold and sil¥erf should bring
back to the patriarch the sum which has been exacted and
collected from each of the synagogues. Wherefore, everything
that We ate confident has been collected, talcing into
consideration the period of time, shall be faithfully
dispatched, to Our treasury. For the future, moreover, We
decree- that nothing shall be seat to the aforesaid patriarch,
The people of the Jews shall know, therefore, that We have
abolished the practice of such depredation. But if any
persons should be sent on such a mission of collection by that
despoiler of the- Jews, they shall be brought before the
judges,- in order that a sentence may be pronounced against
then as violators of Our laws.

Given on the third day before the ide-s of April at Milan
in the year of the consulship of the Most Noble Theodorus
(April 11, 399).70

The practice- presupposed here- is a continuation of the ancient
practice of each male Jew annually contributing a half-shekel to
support the temple in Jerusalem* After the destruction of the

temple, a similar practice grew in its steadf with the money going
to support the patriarch in Palestine. From this description, one
could assume that the synagogue heads and presbyters collect money
in their individual synagogues and then turn it over to the
apostles who have been sent by the patriarch to collect the money
and to bring it back to him. One could also interpret the passage
to mean that some of the money was brought directly by synagogue
he-ads and eldersr while some of it was brought by the apostles
sent out for this purpose*

The value of these three- laws is that they give an
outsider's ¥ie-w# i.e,r that of the lawgiverr of the internal
le-ade-rship structure of the synagogue-. In the eye of the law-
giver r the head of the synagogue was one of the main, if not the
main* synagogue functionaries.

Several patristic sources make reference to synagogue heads*
in Dialoguejjtjth ..fgyp̂ g 137, Justin Martyr (died ca. 165-)- delivers
the following exhortation to Jews:

£ou<pdu£vot o6v \d\ XotSopflxc tnl xbv utdv TOO deoO, \sx\6t
#api0aCot£ n^iB6u€voi 5i6a0xdXot.£ T6 £
f\X tuiOK&tyr\T& TIOTC, dnota 6i6doKouoiv at

f|V TtpOOSUXiW

Do not agree to abuse the Son of Sod, nor follow the Pharisees
as teachers in jesting at the King of Israel, as your
synagogue hea«3s teach you, according to the prayer.
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22 ffonen Leaders in the Synagogue

While the polemical nature of this- passage- must serve as a. warning

not to accept it at face value, the image of bead of the synagogue

as spiritual and intellectual leader in no way contradicts what we

have seen up to this point? it rather confirms it,

Bpiphanius of Salamis Cca, 315-403), in. his discussion of

the Jewish-Christian Ebionites, writes:

v £ i # uai
v£oi>£, i| £TUTpoitffc dfdev T&V itap

ou£ YAP ofixot £xouot Mat dpx louvaY&YOUc
dfe OSTOL naXowi xAv e&oTcSv £nKAr)o£av, Mai
C i$ XpiaxcJ 6fe 6 6 $ C

Their young nen f having attained the marriageable age, are
given to marriage under coercion, on account of a decision of
their teachers, for they have elders and synagogue heads, and
they call their church a synagogue and not a church and honor
Christ in name only.7 3

It seems that the Jewish-Christians described here naintainei the

traditional synagogue organizational structure. While we do not

know to what extent Epiphanius actually had direct contact with

Jewlsh-ChristianSr there seems no reason to doubt that Jewish^

Christians would ha^e maintained Jewish ©rfaniiational structures*

If this bit of information is not a reflection of the fourth

century, then it may have come down to ipiphanius from his. sources

and reflect an earlier period. What is interesting hmzm is that

synagogue heads and elders are classified as teachers.

PalladiuSf in his jfi.i.jiJL.Ojgi.lli.'S- PM Jafee. jk.&.te. o_|! jLQlin Sb^yjiQ.jSfe.CTf

probably written' around 408 in Syene in Egypt, states that the

Incorrupt and falsely named") patriarch of the Jaws changes

yearly, as do the synagogue heads, in order to gain wealth,- for

the buying and selling of the priesthood is a Jewish (and

Egyptian) custom. ; The context of this stateaent is a discussion

of six bishops who were- accused of having attained their office by

the payment of money, whereby the Christian rejection of the

practice is contrasted with the Jewish tolerance of it. Given

this polemical purpose, one should be more sceptical of taking

this remark at face value than is Jean Juster, who notes, "fhis

text proves that the archisynagogue was nominated for a tentu"

Palladius hinself does not state that he is personally familiar

with, this Jewish practice* but rather employs the vague intro-

ductory fo-rmula wit is said* (glULSi) •

Several further Christian sources do not see» reliable

enough to warrant a detailed discussion. The Hgjfeg of Mil.$&£t

which nentions heads of the synagogue throughout, seens to have-

drawn upon a sort of catalogue of known Jewish titles (synagogue
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heads, Levites, elders, priests, high, priests) and combined then
at random to create scenes in. whivh Jewish leaders debated and
deliberated in council meetings* further, the passages in
Ambrose and Jerome cited by Juster to support his theory that
synagogue heads had to have a knowledge of medicine, do not seen.
particularly convincing to me*

Pagan authors were also familiar with the title* In Flavins
Vopiscws1 L̂ ftft :of SitPCMllIftf B, SgllpfcQf.li llitoglif: |y&gnft&a_e
3,398-399 is preserved a letter from the emperor iadrian (117-138)
to his brother-in-law Servianus* Among the various negative
comments about Egypt we reads

Illic qui Serapem. colunt Christian! sunt, et devoti sunt
Serapi qui se Christi episcopos dicunt. Nemo illic archi-
synagogos Zudaeorum, nemo Samacites, nemo Christianorum
presbyter tton matnematicus, non haruspex, non aliptes*

those who worship Serapis are in fact Christians, and those
who call themselves bishops of Christ are, in fact, devotees
of Serapis, there is no head of the Jewish synagogue, no
Samaritan, no- Christian elder, who is not an astrologer, a
soothsayer, or an anointer*?^

Of interest here is the parallelization between Christian bishop,
AA

Christian, elder and Jewish synagogue head. This is a. further
attestation that tne title was well known•

The «peroc Mexan.der Severus (222-235) was called the
81

"Syrian arejfrlgynagogus.m by his opponents. Host likely because he
was friendly to the Jewish people* This simply serves to under-
score that •'head of tne synagogue* was the official Jewish title
most widely known in the ancient world,

2.. Xnscriptional leferences to the Title
Well over thirty Greek and l*atin inscriptions »akin§ mention

ot synagogue heads are toown to modern scholarship. Of these,
three make reference to women synagogue heads, the geographical

fl*k ft A ft *t ft I*

spread is large % Italy, ''Greece,; Macedonia,• • Moesia,'' Asia
Hinor,87 Cyprus,88 Syria,89 Palestine-,90 and Africa.91 The
chronological span is also considerable* ranging from before the

§2destruction of the Second ftuple in 70 C,i. until well into the
Byzantine period*

What can we learn front these inscriptions abo-ut the function
of the synagogue head? Taking note of tne fact that a number of
synagogue heads are Mentioned as donating portions of the syna-
gogue or of restoring the synagogue,* • it is tempting to conclude
that the head of tne synagogue was in charge of maintaining the

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 3.22.250.142



24 Women Leaders in the Synagogue

physical plant of the synagogue* Unfortunately* this argument

falls in the face of the fact that bearers of other titles, as

well as bearers of no titles* are also listed, as donors in numerous

inscriptions. Furthermore, the very natii.ee of epigraphical

material is such that we must expect building activity to be

mentioned fairly frequently* One- memorialized donations in

inscriptions. Bookkeeping, organizing the religious service,

administering the guest house and ritual bath, exhorting the

congregation to- follow the commandments or any of the other

functions which must have been performed by synagogue officials

did not merit public inscriptions. Mention of these is mo-re

likely to occur in literature, if at ail.

If the inscriptions cannot help us to define accurately the

functions of the head of the synagogue, they can nevertheless

provide us with useful information. For example, on the basis of

inscriptions! evidence, one most conclude that the head of the

synagogue was distinct from the archon. In C1I 265 ani 553,

one person holds both titles, indicating that they cannot be

synonymous* Further, CII 766 lists a head of the synagogue*

for-life, a head of the synagogue and. an archon, as if these were

different offices.

Of special interest is the- Theodotos inscription (CII 1404;
97Lifshits* B9n,ajE£u.f,Sf no, 79) which was found on Mount Ophel in

Jerusalem and dates froa before the destruction of the- templet

6[eJ66oxoc OC>ei:Tî voy# lepers not I
2 & [ p ] x uauvdY«YOC, u tb^ 6*0%. 1 ayv

t 6 d E l &
4
o[iv] v6uou Hat els. [6)t6axi^]v fevxoX$vr Mai

6 T ( 6 ] V |ev<5vaf xaCt x41 66uaTa mat x4 xpTi"
o[x]rtpta xfiSv 65dx<0V eCg MaTdAuiMi xot-

8 c [xlp^Couatv and xfiQ £€(v]nc# nv i^eiie-
A[ta)joav ot naxip&£ {alCixoO Mat ol Ttpe-

10 a[$JuT€pQt itai Z1 |J63V 1116nc.

TheodotoSf son of Vettenosr priest and head of the synagogue,
son of a heai of the synagogue, grandson of a head of the '
synagogue# built the synagogue for the reacting of the- law and
the teaching of the commandments# and the hostel and the side-
rooros and the- water facilities, as lodging for those from
abroad who need fit). His fathers and the elders and
Simonides founded it (i.e.* the- synagogue)*

From this we get a iriiricl picture of the types of activities

occurring in a synagogue couples!. In addition to the reading of

scripture and the study of the commandmentsr we read of a guest

house for visitors froa abroad, which was probably especially

necessary in Jerusalemr as well as water facilities* most likely
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for ritual purposes. Each of these items required administration,

and while the active participation of the congregation must be

presupposed, it is nevertheless reasonable to assume that

synagogue officers had a special responsibility in the adminis-

tration of all these aspects of synagogue life, Tne officers

mentioned in this inscription are synagogue heads and elders,

This does not mean that this congregation- had no- other officers,

but it does imply a sort of council which formed the founding

body.98

It is tempting to conclude from the fact that fh@odot.os1

father and grandfather were also synagogue heads that the office

was hereditary* CII 587, which speaks of the child synagogue

head Kallistos* who died at the age of three years and three

months, would serve to strengthen this hypothesis, as would CII

5g4#*00 which speaks of Joseph, head of the synagogue, son of

Joseph, head of tne synagogue. It may be that the office was

hereditary in the cases mentioned, but if we assume that it was

Hereditary everywhere, then there is no way of explaining the

phrase "head-for-life of the synagogue* (ho_.,dj.a ;.bJQU jrchl-

synacggos)* which occurs in CII 744101 and 766,102 for that

implies that not every head of the synagogue- was one for life*
1 0 4 -

Also of importance is Lifshitz* DQ_nAteur.a no* 85 * which,

according to Lifshitz's reconstruction, mentions a person whô  bad-

been head of tne synagogue five times* which obviously implies

temporary terms of office. If most synagogue heads served for a

term only, then they must have been elected or appointed, for a

title bestowed by inheritance would surely be for life* A further

factor which makes it unlikely that the title archiaynagg.go,g was

generally an inherited one is that the title which the son bore

was not always that of his father. In CII 504, for example, the

son is a gerusiarch, while the father is an &££Miymg§sa&'Here the office of axchlBy nAgSgos could not have been hereditary*

At aiost o-ne could imagine that we are dealing with the custom of

honoring the son of an office-bearer by appointing or electing him

to an office, be it that of his father or another.

Fart of the general difficulty in evaluating these hints

that the office may haw been hereditary, as well as the literary

evidence for the patriarch's having appointed the synagogue heads

annually, which was discussed above, is the temptation to take

one piece of evidence as applying to all places and for the

entire period in question, lather than taking the fheodotos

inscription (CII 1404) and the two inscriptions from Venosa
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(CII 584 and BB1) as proof that the office- of synagogue head was

hereditary, it seems more reasonable to assume that these

indicate the special honor in which the son of a synagogue head

was held, this honor being expressed in his being (automati-

cally?) appointed or elected to an office, sometimes the same as

his father and sometimes not. this reverence could even extend

to- infants (e*g*, CII 587); the boy received the title of the

office he would fill when he came of age*

CII 681,1§1 766108 and 804109 provide us with a further

warning not to assume that the only way to attain the title of

synagogue head was by inheritance. In each of these inscriptions

the son is a head of the synagogue #• and the father bears no

title* Thus we see that, although the- Modern scholar would like-

very much to have a clear answer as to how a synagogue head was

selected* there is no one solution which fits all the literary

and epigraphical evidence. It is best to assume that there was

no unified practice in this regard. Probably soaie were appointed

by a council or an individual, some were elected, and some

inherited the office. Some persons seen to have been synagogue

heads for life and others for a period of time*

One inscription deserves special mention because of the

constellation of office holders it presents to us. CII 803

(kifshitz, ppnateura SSJ11^ is dated to the year 3fl and was

foundr along with many other mosaic inscriptions,, in the floor of

a synagogue ruin in Upaitea in Syria. It reads:

'Butt xMv xtut<oxdx<diy x [ J
2 yew E6ae$too not I Neu£ou Hat #tv£ou

nat SeoScapou ycpouGtdpxou Hat "ccSv
4 xtutoxdxcav upeo&ox&paw Elo-milou

xat £ao6Xou Mai Xotufty, 'XXdatoc, px
6 Y#YO£ 'Avxtox&DV, imoiriaev xf&v taoBov TO©

t|in<ptoo u6 (6ac) p v ' r

hm 4 : read
L« 6s read

At the time of the most illustrious heads of the synagogue
Busebiosr Nemios ani fhineosf ani under the gerusiarch
Theodoros, ani the most illustrious elders lisakios and
Saulos and the others, xiasios, he-ai of the synagogue of the
AntiocheneSf made the entrance of the- mosaic, 150 feet? in
the year 703# in the seventh month of Audyneos« Blessing on
all./

Three offices are ii@ntion.eis head of the synagogue* gerusiarch

ani elder* If the order of offices implies order of importance,

then head of the synagogue was the highest office in this

synagogue* The fact that i«sebiosf Nenios and Phineos were all
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serving as heads of the synagogue in the year 391 is an important

piece of evidence for the debate as to whether more than one

ar .chlsynagS-fQS could serve simultaneously* " : Probably Theodoros

the gerusiarch presided over the council of the elders* who

seen to be too numerous to mention*

How ilasios fits into this picture is unclear, His title*

.ar.chlgynaggg.og of the Antiocbenes* surely cannot imply that he-

was the sole synagogue head in. Ant lock* as Jean-Baptiste Fray
imagines* in. such a large city as Antloch* which had a
considerable Jewish population there nust certainly have been
many synagogue heads* ferhaps Ilasios served as synagogue
head for a group of people from Antioch who had: »ovei to Apamea
and become part of the community there,

3. leconstruction of the Office of
Head of the Synagogue

The reader with a sensitivity for chronology, geography*
genre and religious tradition will doubtlessly be overwhelmed by
the variety of material cited* and cited side by side, as if
loesia were Jerusalem and the first century were the fifth* This
colorful mixture of quotations of the friends and enemies of the
ancient synagogue heads should at the very least remind us of how
little we know of the office they held. The d r e w of every
historian of religion is to trace a development, to differen-
tiate! to set the late foo.rth-centu.ry Apanean synagogue head in
sharp relief against the first-century Eoman one* it is not. for
lack of desire that this will not be done. It is for lack of
evidence.

If there is not enough evidence to trace a development*
there is also not so little evidence as to evoJce general despair
of knowing anything* The evidence clearly permits us to say* for
example* that •head of the synagogue" was one of the best* if not
the best, known titles of synagogue office* One could call
Alexander Severus the "Syrian jrcMsypagogus* and the meaning was
clear• I would propose the following reconstruction of what
seeits to have been the leading office in the ancient synagogue.

Mas.. ...there more... thanQf
head |neach

the evidence (Mark 5s22; Acts 13*15; CII 766* 803; possibly

Acts 18$8*17) suggests that more than, one synagogue head could

serve in a synagogue at a time* No ancient source limits the

number to one*
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E)Q|g,,:;|f||8 .,a, h e a d jQf, , ̂ feg

There seens to have been more than one method of selection.
The two inscriptions mentioning synagogue heads who were sons of
synagogue heads (CII 584* 1404) and the one mentioning an infant
head, of the synagogue (CII 587) suggest that the office was
hereditary. The two inscriptions mentioning a head-for~life of
the synagogue (CII 766* 744), as well as the one which possibly
speaks of a person having been, bead of the synagogue five times
(Lifshitz* ppnateuES no. 85) * suggest that not all held the
office for life and that some ware- selected in a way other than.
by inheritance. Although election, is no*t mentioned in connection
with synagogue heads, it should not be eicinded as a possibility.
If there is a kernel of truth to the note in Palladius

on tfr̂  hMM &f-• st«... :«j[Q.tifi Qirysostpm 15} about the patriarch
1 s

appointing synagogue heads, then this could be seen in connection
with Cod,. Theod* 16.8*15 with its mention of "persons who© the
patriarchs have placed, in. authority over others." This would
mean that among those officials whom the patriarch appointed were
included some heads of the synagogue.

What, ifere fefee. f tugfriong,,. of %M^-
hfiftJJLDIJI. fcfajB s y na goffiigt ?

If the synagogue was for "the reading of the law and the
teaching ©£ the conitamdwents1* {CII 1404}, then it is logical to
assume that the synagogue head was responsible in a special way
for seeing that this was done. Our sources confirm this, Gi^ea
the thrust of the baraitha in b1# B̂ ŝ Jt 49b, it seems that the
head of the synagogue was a person learned in the law* It
follows that a major function of the head of the synagogue was
the exhortation and spiritual direction of the- congregation
(Lit 13J10-17I possibly Acts 18:12-17), which included teaching
CJustin Martyrr Q4§l,o:gt|i:;,J Mi.tb:i::f|typhg 137i Epiphanius# f m ^ c M a
30.11,2)# It was the synagogue heads who invited members of the
congregation to preach (Acts 13:15); apparently they did not
themselves read from scripture unless no one else was able

(t,>,,,fft.9« 4.21) • H« Q̂fta 7:1 and Bj>:,.,Sp.fra 7:7-8 report on a
special liturgical function accorded to one synagogue {ot
assembly?) head during a holiday service. The synagogue heaisf
together with, the elders* collected aoney fron their congr#§a-
tions to be sent to the patriarch (£o&h_Bl£fld* 16*8«14r17)#

While responsibility for erecting new synagogues and restoring
old ones was not limited to the head of toe synagogue* synagogue
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heads were among those who felt especially responsible for the
building and restoration of synagogues, drawing upon their own
funds when necessary (CII 722, 744, 756, 7€§, 803, 804f 1404,
etc,**^) • It is possible that synagogue heads were often members
of leading families who were financially able to perform this
service*

Using the analogy of Diaspora Jewish leaders today, the
ancient Diaspora head of tne synagogue was probably both a leader
for the congregation and representative of the congregation
vis-&-vis non-Jewish neighbors and Roman authorities, {Possibly
Acts 18s12-17 is to be seen in this light.) As in tne Jewish
Diaspora today, the ci^ic and religious functions ware probably
seldom sharply distinguished.

Bha twas - ,ther el a %4Qn§|| ipp
head of:,,the synagogue ancl other.
synagogue..'of fLifii,al||?

The head! of the synagogue seems to have been the leading
functionary in the ancient synagogue. In inscriptions, wherever
synagogue heads are mentioned, they are mentioned first in the
list (CII 766, 803). In the Theodosian Code the order varies
(cf. CQ4#,,,,flfeei>.d. 16#8 #4,13,14) • In m.«,, Yoaa 7:1 and i- go,t.a ?s7-8

the head of the synagogue occurs before the sexton and after the
high priest and the adjutant high priesti in other words, here
too, the- bead of the synagogue is the first of the synagogue
officials named, fif the reference is to a gypajngM-g official! .
In the baraitha in b» gejgafr. 4§t> the head of the synagogue does
not occur first in the list, but rather after scholar and great
ones of the generation and before charity treasurer and. teacher
of children, but then this is not a. list of synagogue officials.

That the head of the synagogue was the main synagogue
functionary is further supported by the fact that the title is
the one chosen by Alexander Severus's enemies to mock his
friendship with the Jews and is the one used in Hadrian's letter
to Servianus to single out the typical Jewish official for
mockery•

l the ,heacl of the synagogue
identical with the arghon?

It seems that in most cases arjgfojjgyn,$cjf$gos must be dis-

tinguished from ^ghPn. (CII 265, 553, 766? the Western text of

Acts 14:2}• The identification between the two implicit in the

synoptic comparison of the Jairos story (Matt 9:18,23; lark

5:22,35,36,38; Luke 8:41,49) could be a loose use of terminology,
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a reflection of a time or place in which toe two terms were

interchangeable* or a mistake.

4, The Role of Wonen Synagogue leads

Siven ttie evidence for women heads of the synagogue* and

using the proposed reconstruction of the office of synagogue head

as a base* what can one say about the role these women might have

bait Or did they even have a role? Perhaps the title was purely

honorific after all?

The two arguments adduced in favor of the title's being

honorific ares

!• The women received the title iron their husbands

(M. Weinberg* S, Krauss. S, W. Baronr J«~B* Freyf
A. €• Sandy)i

2, In the later period the title was honorific for both

women and men (S* Reinach* Yfu ieinach)f

3* In the case of wo«enr the title must be honorific

(B. Schirerf
117 J. Juster).

Irwin Goodenough's translation, which makes Theopempte a man,

will not be discussed here*

Concerning the wife thesis* one searches in vain for the

husbands in question* In the three inscriptions with women

synagogue heads, no husbands are mentioned* Further* Rufina and

Theopeiipte five the impression of a certain autonomy {control of

onefs own. funds* household and business affairs)> if they were

married* the marriage seems to have allowed for a certain incite-

pendence on the part of the whiten* Hie fact that Theopempte's

son iusebios does not bear a title shows that* if his father had

onef he did not inherit it. This* of course, does not preclude

the possibility that Theopempte could have received the title

from her husband* but it does call into question the connection

between women1s titles and children's titles made by modern

scholars, the implication being that the foraer are the wives of*

the latter the sons of* synagogue officials. Finally* in the

three inscriptions where wives of synagogue heads are named (€11

265, 553, 744)* they do not in fact bear the title of their

husbands* in other words* there is no case where both husband

and wife are called synagogue heads. Where women are called

synagogue heads, we have no evidence that they were even married

at the time of the inscription.

Ho less questionable is the thesis of the brothers leinach

that in tne later perio-d the title was honorific for both women

and nen* froa the survey of the evidence for synagogue he-ads it
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is evident that no ancient sources allude to this possibility*

Indeed* as discussed above* we cannot assume that such honorific

titles even existed in. the ancient synagogue* Further* it is

rather unclear what is meant by "late,"' Since Salomon Reinach

dates the Eufina inscription to not before the third century* one

wonders how he would deal* for example, with the fourth-century

references in the Theodosian Code to heads of tne synagogue

(16.8.4 [331J; 16*8.13 [397] i 16,8.14 [399]) or with €11 803 fron

Apamea in Syria dated to 391 and mentioning synagogue, heads,

fbese can certainly not be said- to be honorific titles, and yet

they probably post-date the Rufina inscription. One has the

suspicion that the- theory of the later development into an

honorific title was created expressly for the purpose of

interpreting the Hufina inscription and then cane in quite handy

for the Theopempte inscription when it was discovered some years

later. In any case* there is no support for this theory in the

literary and inscriptional evidence surveyed*

As for the argument that the titles must be honorific by

virtue of the femininity of the holders* it is difficult to

discuss this in a few sentences. In a sense it is much more

honest than the two theories just presented, for the author

states his basic assumption clearly and without embellishment.

It forces the discussion to where it should be#- namely at tne

question of whether it is inconceivable that a woman was a leader

iu the ancient synagogue* We are in possession of three ancient

inscriptions in which women bear the title head of the- synagogue,

it is our task to interpret these in the context of other ancient

references to women officers of the synagogue* if the presup-

position is that a woman was not capable- of fulfilling the office

of synagogue head or that the ancient synagogue considered all

women,. <gjia women* incapable or unfit* then one must produce a

plausible explanation for the existence of these three inscrip-

tions. They themselves call into question certain presupposi-

tions about the history of Jewish women*

It is true that there are certain indications that women's

lives were restricted in a number of ways in ancient Judaism* but

a word of caution is in order here. Modern scholarship does not

possess the Jewish literature which woulci be the proper companion

to our inscriptions* namely Graeco-Jewish literature from the

early Byzantine period from Asia Hinor or Crete or even any

Graeco-Jewish literature from this period or even any Jewish

literature from Asia Minor or Crete*
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Rather than trying to fit these inscriptions into our

pre-conceived notions of what women, were (and are) and of what

Judaism was* would it not be note reasonable to take th#se-

inscriptions as a challenge to our pre-conceptions, as traces of

a J«.daisa of which we know very little? It is, of course, not.

sufficient simply to aake counter-assertions to the statement

that i,g:ghiiinaglĝ .i was a purely honorific title when borne by

women, it is necessary to produce a counter-reconstruction which

is more convincing than the view that these women did nothing*

I propose the following reconstruction. Women synagogue

headsr like their male- counterparts, were active in. administra-

tion and exhortation* They nay have worked especially with

womenr although we should not assume that they worked only with

women* Perhaps they looked after the financial affairs of the

synagogue, administering it as Rufina administered her large

household; perhaps they exhorted their congregations, reminding

them to kmmp the sabbath as had* the synagogue head in take 13s 14

before them* We must assime that they had a knowledge of the

Torah in order to be able to teach ami exhort others in it.

Rufina, Sophia and Theopempte could have worked in a team

of two or three synagogue heads, for we have seen, that the number

was not necessarily restricted, to one* Or perhaps they served

alone, A community like Myndos could well have- selected

Theopempte, a woman who had donated to the synagogue, possibly a

widow at this time, as its sole :il;.gM.5yn&g5,g.llfi> And perhaps the

Jewish congregation in Smyrna considered itself fortunate to have

such an able administrato-r as Ruf ina as its sole synagogue head.

Whether they served alone or with others we cannot sayi either is

possible*

low did these women coat to this high office? Rufina, for

example, was wealthy. Perhaps she came from a leading and

learned Jewish family, and the congregation honored her with this

office much as they would have honored her brother. Or possibly

she was the daughter of a leading Roman family, as the name

suggests, and the congregation wished to honor a high-born

newcomer to Judaism with a responsibility worthy of her descent,

fheopeiipte also had certain funds at her disposal. lad she shown

such an active interest in seeing the new synagogue built that

the congregation rewarded her with this office? Sophia of

6ortynr both elder and head of the synagogue, must have been very

actively involved in the affairs of the synagogue* Was it her

long years of work that convinced even the most skeptical that a

woman was capable of filling that office? Family ties, long
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years of active Involvement, largesse---these hmwe often, played a

role in attaining various offices and seem as likely in the case

of women as of men. Whether they were appointed ox elected we do

not know,.

The final key to the interpretation, of these three

inscriptions* as veil as of those which follow, lies in accepting

this reconstruction as historically plausible* or in. refuting it

as historically impossible*
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CHAPTER I I

WOMAN AS LEADER

ag. ...Ledger

One of the ©ore recent additions to our knowledge of women
leaders in ancient Judaism is the Peristeria inscription, first
published in 1937r from the area of Thebes in Phthiotis in.
Thessaly.

Thebes in Phthiotis (Thessaly)

gj,l 6|€b. h MMMisk@M (also called cpjLiflftellflt a small column*
flat on top and without a capital, used as a gravestone ) with the
symbol of the seven~branched menorah*

Mvffuux
2

dpxn-
4

LI. 3-4? read &p%miomQ (genitive of

of Peristeria, leader.

6# Scjtirouf who discovered the inscription, took pex.±steri.a to be
a conaon. aoun (cf» .,pg.i.l.i.ttl..af "pigeon,* "dove*), and Ag.gblgl,gj..a to
be the name of the deceased. Louis Mobert suggested the
interpretation fiven above, on the basis that a common noun
.pe,,rjyBt̂ erJLa is inexplicable here. Bobert explains the proper name

as one of the Greek personal names formed fro© the
names of animals, comparing it to j?e,,r,lfifee_r,|t (from

The t i t l e .sxshMuiMMM he explains as the feminine equivalent of the
term. irctiMfog which occi
Jewish Miiseua in London*

term, .ayrcfafgog which occurs on. a Jewish gold medallion now a t the

CII

L« 2 s read

In accordance with a ¥ow o£ Jacob, president, the setter of
pearls.
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Robert points out tha t although a&iSkfgflfi i s not a t t e s t ed elsewhere
as a Jewish title, the Latin principal, I, sf which occurs in an
inscription from Moesia, could be a parallel:

loses arcisna
2 at principales

f11ins Haximini
4 Pannoni sibi et

Qyrlae coiucji
6 sui vivo suo me-

moria dedica-*
vit.

L* 1: r ead .arcl syna.gQf..us
L. 2: read prjncJ. palls*
L* 5 s read coiitiigj..
L l . 6-7 s reai g iia,e;....%%%&L<S&

losesf head of the synagogue and leader, son of Maxlminus
Pannonus# dedicated this monument# while still aliver for his
wife and himself.

Thus, Robert considers the title axchSgiasa to be the female
equivalent of gfg||fgfegf which occurs only once in. the Jewish
inscriptions! but has its Latin equivalent in. pi,,iag,igal,is» Robert
is in no way disturbed by an ancient Jewish woman bearing an
official title; on the contrary* he refers to other Jewish women
bearing titles in inscriptions,.

Robert's suggestion that .£gf,l,s.̂ g,£.,ia is a proper noun and
a title is convincing. In order to interpret
in the context of ancient Judais»# a study of possible

meanings is required. Since .archlq.is.s,a isr to my know ledge # a
hapax legomencn» the search for its meaning must concentrate on
iiXSihlflUg (»• and f.)r the word from which it was derived*

The only other Jewish inscription found on this site, Cll
696a, a stele with a seven-branched menorah, a lulav and a dove,
does not provide further information about the organisational
structure of the congregation:

Mvffpa
2 A. Mai xf|c a6xoO

*

The tomb of Saul and his wife Anna.

B.
anfl Ins, cr jpfc Igut

appears both as an adjective, meaning "beginning,1

"originating,* "primary," "leading," "chief," and as a noun#
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meaning "founder11' fas of a family)* **ancestral heroine*tt "prince**
Q

mchietf
n "first cause*" "originator* or "originating power..11 An

archlgo.s could be- a deity* and thus Plato reports that the

Egyptians said that Neith was the founder of Sais in, Egypt* while
g

the Greeks said it was Athena* and the daughters of Ascopas

(Salamis* Aeginar Thebe, Sinope* etc*) were considered to be the

ancestral heroines of cities, Ar.chfgp..g could also be the human

ancestor of a tribe or family* ' The word can also mean "leader*"

and it is in this sense that Eusebius calls his opponent Narcellus

"leader of the godless heretics*" ' and an inscription fro© Dijon*

France refers to a man named ghyndonax as archjSgos of the priests

(CIG 6758).

In the LXX* ar.cfaggp.,s translates a number of Hebrew words*

but most often xJLBfir in the sense of military* political or clan,

leader (Exod 6:14; Num 13:3; 14:4; 25:4; Dettt 33:21; Judg 9:44?

1 Chr 5s24; 8:28; 12:21; Neh 7:70-71; 11:16-17; Lam 2:10).

as a translation of qa$ln. "chief** "ruler" (Judg 11:6*ill Isa 3:6,7) and. Jy&ju "prince," "official** "governor" (Judg
5*15; 1 Chr 26*26; Neh 2:9; Isa 30:4) is also relatively frequent*
Josephus uses ar,ch€go.g five times* three tines in the sense
"•originator,1* "author" (of crimes: M » 7*9*35207; of trouble:
& & • 20.6.3S136; of legal violations: A9«- &fi« 1.270)* and twice in
the sense of "ancestor,* "founder of our race* f:&gt::::i:::&p. 1*71*130)*
Philo uses archers in the meaning "leader*" "chief* (Leg* alle.g.
3.175 [Mum 14:4; Hebrews fill]I De ,somn* 1*89 [Num 25;4? Hebrew;
.r.̂ gg fil^gmj) i much more common in Philonic usage is the related

which refers to Ada© as the founder of the human race
(f?e, ppjflc.. 79*136*142)* Seth* "the head of our race" fit

42)* Qoi, as the originator of the universe (Deebriefc. 42)r the
twelve sons of Jacob (1^ ,.f..u#a 73) * e t c

In the IT Christ i s the iictifcrpsf i*e«* originator of l i f e
CAots 3s l5) r of salvat ion (ieb 2:10)r and of fa i th (Heb 12:2), as
well as arcl|.lg:o_§ %&.i s$tfixf i*e** leader and sa¥ior (Acts 5*31)*

This survey has yielded three basic meanings of
1* ancestral hero or heroine* founderi
2* originator;
3. leader, chief*

C* fftte. Mga.ilii.g:. pf

for the two arcĥ g.jgg§./§gc||fgos inscriptions (CII

731g)i the second meaning cannot apply* for one must be the

originator of son©thing, and in. neither inscription is there- a
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38 Women Leaders in. the Synagogue

genitive to indicate- that something* The third meaning» "leader,"

"chief Is a plausible one, although it is not possible to define

it more accurately in relation to other Jewish- offices* If# as

lobert has suggestedr arjgJMSggs is the- equivalent of

(€11* 181) f then ughlgfif is not a substitute for

because the loses of CII 681 bears both titles: a.jrc|sj.nafg,Qgu,s),

|:I,.g:> However, since Jewish titles differed from

locality to locality, ar.gfefgi.§.,gg/g,g,gfelĝ :.e may in fact have been.
the equivalent of MK^hi§y:]^0l!i^XBM^3^chXByns^gfiqp^ in Peristeria's
CCII 696b) or in Jacob's (CII 731g) community* Since there is no

further indication, either in the inscriptions themselves or in.

Jewish literature-, one cannot decide definitively whether

l̂ .g:higlj,.,s:g/..afghlgo.p means leader of the Jewish civic community or

of the worship congregation, but this distinction would apply only

in areas where these two were not the same* Ft-rhaps the Jewish

community in Thebes in Phthiotis was so small that this distinc-

tion is irrelevant,

Given, the background of the term r̂xfafgos* however, another

meaning also presents itself. We have seen that ,a.lghlgQ.S in the

sense of "ancestor,11 "founder" was widespread among both Jews and

non-Jews, whereby the reference was nearly always to an ancestral

figure or to a deity* Could it be that afcfelfigsa/archfigas meant

"founder of the Jewish conniinity" in a particular city? One must

admit that this would be a. somewhat new meaning for this term., a

further development of the- meaning "ancestral founder11 of a city#
a clan, a race, but in a time in which Judaism was still a mis-

sionary religion, it is possible- that the founder of a community

could have been a revered figure, and by this title, have been

compared to the ancestral founders of cities, families, etc. In

the writings of the Jewish-Christian Paul, one finds traces of the

reverence in which he-, as the founder of a. Christian community or

as the one who had baptized a particular individual, was held or

expected to- be held (e.g.r 1 fhess 2*9-12; 4:1-2; Phlm 10),
14

While the idea that a woman night have founded a Jewish

community might seen absurd at first glance, seen in the light of

ancient Jewish proselytism, it is not implausible* Scholars have-

recognized for some time that women proselyte-s are mentioned,

relatively frequently in ancient sources• If numbers of women

were converting to Judaism, it is not impossible to imagine that

one woman could have been the first in her community to convert

and could have been active in persuading others to do- so as well.

Proselytizing activity by women, if it indeed existed, would have

been similar to the work of such Jewish-Christian women as
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Priscilla and Junia, both of who© seem to have been active

missionaries* Priscilla, : • who together with her husband Aquila

a house church. (Ron 16:5; 1 Cor 16:19)? was a teacher in the

early church C&cts 18s26--notice the synagogue context) and an.

important co-worker of Paul (Acts 18s2-3,18; Rom 16:3-5; 1 Cor

16:19; see also- 2 Tim 4:19)• The Jewish-Christian woman Junia

(Rom 16:7) bore the title .apoatolflfl, which implied active
18

missionary work, (See esp* 1 Cor 9#) Another important

parallel, although non-Jewish, would, be Thekla, probably the most
19

well known of early Christian women missionaries*
If axcfrfgigsa were to have meant "founder," then we would

haire to imagine the sane type of leadership in Peristeria that w#

encounter in. Priscilla or Junia* Thekla would be a parallel case

as to proselytising activity, although she is described as being

aore counters-cultural than a Jewish ar_chjjgissa may hme been.

In sum, while it is impossible to ascertain more accurately

what functions the title ar|:̂ lllgl,§:gii,i.l;:Slllgm implied, other

passages in which the term occurs indicate that "leader" is an

accurate translation* "Pounder," which emerged as a. second

possible meaning is an intriguing possibility which, must remain

uncertain.
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CHAPTER 111

WOMEN AS ELDilS

A. The Jnsg£.I:ptifoiia,l ...Evidence
for,

Six ancient Greek inscriptions have been found in which
women bear the title "elder"
preabyteriagfl.I• In addition to these, there exists -one Greek
inscription in which a woman la called BRESB.YTN.S (aic) # nost
likely gojygte&jjg*

Kastelli Riaaamour Crete

CII .731c.1 White narble sepulchral plaque (45 x 30 x 2.8 c m
height of letterss 1.5-3 cut; distance between lines? .5-1.5 cm;
4th/5th <:•)•

BocpCo. ropxuvC-
2 a, Ttpeo&uxdpa

4 yiaocL Ktoduou 6v-

L* 3s read Mat.
L. 5; reai Binalag*
h* 6s read etc ai»va.

Sophia of Gortyn, elder and head of the 8ynagogue of
(lies) here. The memory of the righteous one for ever

This inscription was discuaaed above in the context of heads
of the synagogue,' Important for the interpretation of the title
presbyter a is its parallel ization with ar chisyimgSg j§.p# f which.
makes it unlikely that p̂ fstoŷ er..i is simply a. term neant to dis~
tinguish Sophia the elder iron a Sophia the younger.

Bizye, fhrace

QJJJ&3Z* Grey marble stele {widths .23 ro; bro-ken off below the
lettering; height of letters: 2,5 cm.; ao earlier than 4th/5th
C.)i above the inscription a seven branched menorah and an ethrog*

Ethcog

Mvf|(u-)
2 a (

Tffc xipea-
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42 Women Leaders in the Synagogue

4 $ux£pac T-

6

L, Is ligature between Jf* Mr and H«
L, 3s ligature between JI and t.
L« 5: ligature between, 5 and J§.
LI* 5-is read KeHotunii^vnc (The u for ot is one reason

for the late dating,)

Tomb of Rebeka* the elder, who has fallen asleep.

Whereas the original editors of the inscription* !• N.

Dawkins and F• W« Hasluck* set a connection between

here ani lie cjyjjy nagggpg in the Rufina inscription from Smyrna

(CII 741)* 3ean~Baptiste Frey argues that "elder" here either

simply distinguishes this Rebeka from another* younger Rebeka or

that it designates the wife of an- elder, that is* of a member of

the local g.e..ro:ti.sig> Samuel Krauss also suggests that the- title

"elder" when applied to women cotiii mean that the woman was the

wife- of an elder, ; Jean Juster believes that m%Metm when

applied to- women was probably a •simple title* accorded to women

who were "pious and venerated in the- community," We have seen

this kind of argumentation in the context of the other titles

borne- by women. It is- therefore not necessary to quote further

secondary authors on this point; the line of argumentation is

nearly always the- same.

this is the only Jewish inscription from Bizye* so one can

say nothing about the Jewish cowiunity there or its fora of

organisation. As the inscription itself gives no further infor-

mation about lebekaf nothing of her background or status can be

known,.

Venosa, Apulia

Three Greek inscriptions found in a Jewish cataconb in

Venosa (ancient Venusia) in Apulia^ whieh. is in southern Italy*

mention women elders* They probably date from the third to the

sixth centuries,

CII 581f. CIL IX i22.i7.

2 Bepcovixe**

4 peg ex
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LI. 3-4? r$ad:
L. 4? ©•*£ $tXta «* Latin efe £.411.§ (should b€

8

fomb of Beronikene* elder and daughter of loses.

Hote that Beronikene's father bears no title and- that she
Is described as the daughter of tier father rather than as the
wife of a given man*

CiI. 5,9,0.\ gxif II §230^. Painted in red letters on the stucco
covering of the wall of the grave.

TdcpUC

2 M&vvivec ws>z,o~
$ix£pec TtYtiTep Aov-

4 t^vt. nax£pi£ Cvydviv
9CIOOT t V l» ftCIT^P I €

6 l*c [col v X n f .

L« Is read Tdupoc*
L« 2 : r e a d Mavvivrig.
Ll# 2-3s read fipeopuxipac duydxiip,
Ll« 3-4: ilovYt,vt » Latin hQMUJMi (gen* of Jtoflgiiiafi.) -
L* 4? rea^ itt^vtov.

foab of Mawiine, elier# daughter of Longinus* fatherr
granddaughter of Faustinus# father# (o>ge<i.) 38 years,

Nannine was 38 fears old at her death; she is the only
wonan elier whose age we know.. The title n&£l£f borne by the
father and the grandfatherr is known frost other Venosan
inscriptions (CII 599r €11 twice, 612r 613 twicer 619cr 619d).1

The constellation of Mannine* pg.ftgbytgx§f Longinusr .patl.r, and
Pau8tinu8r BiMJLf makes it unlikely that Mannine's title simply
means "agei woman" (which would also be- precluded by her age at
death) or is meant to distinguish her from a younger Kannine*
Perhaps Mannings appointment or election was not unrelated to
her family background. The inscription, shows* however* that her
father's title had not passed iown automatically to her* for her
title is not the sane as her father's,

e n S97y.ciL.i3j; 620§*12 Fainted in red letters on the stucco
covering of the wall of the grave,

TdUpoc Oa-
2 ocmvec

LI. 1-3$ read QOOOTIVIK npeo$uT€pa£«

Tomb of Faustina*
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44 Women Leaders in the Synagogue

This name, sometimes spelled slightly differently, is quite
common at ¥enosa (CII 569, S78f 590r 591, 593, §§8r 599, i00r

601, 611 three times, 612, 613 twice, 619d), and a good number of
these patso-ns are title-bearers (CII 590, 599, €O0f 611 twice,
612, 613 twicer 619d)« Perhaps Faustina's title was not unre-
lated to her family background*

It is striking that three of the five extant
inscriptions are from ¥enosa, CII 606 (Alexsanra, pateres.sal and
CII 619d (Faustina, JB&£&£)# which are discussed below, are also
from Venosaf giving a total of five women title-bearers from one
town. Although the total number of Venosan inscriptions is
considerable (CII 569-619* 619a-619e), and although the number
five is certainly not high enough to- speak of "equal access11 for

women ani men, the concentration of these five inscriptions in
one catacomb is striking enough to suggest that the Venosan
community may have had a tradition of granting women official
functions,

The itasculine pr^esbyteros occurs only once at Venosa (CII
5§5)• " The inscription is a strange mixture of Hebrew and Greek
written in Hebrew characters, and the elder in question bears the
Latin name Secundinus* The elder's wife, Materina, bears no
title,

0ea, Tr ipol itani a

ffgfi 2211977j n,o,_ft 119.1. Inscription on a loculus in a Jewish
catacombi text lined up in three columns, above which is a
menorah and a lulav and between which are two palm branches
(4th/5th C« C.E., possibly later),

I II III

Lulav

2 n xfic
MoKopCa

I t
I I ,

I I ,
III,
III,

1.
1 .
1 1 .
1 .
1 .
11 .

3 ;
1:
2-3:
4 :
1 :
2-4:

o

N

read
read
read
read
read
read

Ma£au£oA.a
2 np€O&&x£" e

pnoa SCnae Jn
4 eauxou x S

c
Iffm

2

« 4
6aCcov M u T®

Maxaptas (or: uaxapdac)*
Ma^au^aXac,
npea&ux^pioaac;.
feviauxoOs (?);"
dvdnauoic»
6 0e6c uexd xcav 6a£«v na l uexd
Ta>v 61 ua i c5v.

fo»b of Makaria Con the blessed) Mazausala, elder. She-
lived |» # •) fears. Rest* Qo4 is with- the holy and the
righteous ones.
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Elders 45

This inscription was found in Libya in a Jewish catacomb

which was destroyed during World War II, the primary difficulty

of interpretation is found in II* 1. 4r the meaning of which must

remain uncertain; the connection between IIf 1» 4 and III* !• 1

is also rather unclear* Mazauzala is probably a Libyan name*

this need not imply that the woman was a convert* for Jews in

antiquity bore a wide variety of names. The title ggesbe..ter.fs,a "

is similar in fora to a,rg|iism.gl.gl..i:Sa in Cli 731c* '" Three

other inscriptions are known from the sane catacomb* but they aid
18

little to our knowledge of the Jewish community there*

lone

CII 4M> Marble plaque, broken in two pieces. Letters

engraved and painted in red. found in the Monteverde catacomb

(1st C. B#C,E, - 3rd C. €•!•)

Evd(d)6e
2
pa

4

L. 1. text has EN6AAE.
!•• 2t read KCITOU* 20
L. %i Nfiller suggests oOpoa.
LI. 3*4s text has OPESBYTMSr probably npeop^tig {£•)

but could also be upeofMxnc (m, or f.)«

iere lies Sara. Oraf elder (or aged woman).

21The male presbys can be used, much like prtgbyt;erQsf and

perhaps the female form used here also means more than simply

"aged woman.11 A possible parallel could be the Christian orier
22

of presby.tides.* which was forbidden by the Council of Laodicea.-'

These six, possibly seven* inscriptions form the evidence

fox Jewish woii#ri elders. The geographical spread is greater than

for women heads or mothers of the synagogue* with one inscrip-

tion from Cretef one from Thrace, one from the province of

Tripolitania in north Africaf one from Rome* and three from

southern Italy. The inscriptions themselves teach us little

about the women themselves ani nothing about the title

Cor pg.egbYtlfl) * The only age given (38

for Mannine) would seem to preclude the meaning "aged woman."

The parallelization of pjteg,bytgjc,a. ani aygbl,.s.yp.agBg|ssa in CII

731c is further support for ,gg.fifelî £.a being an official title,

The inscriptions themselves give no indication that these women

were the wives of elders* for no husbands are mentioned.
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If the title pg,ggjayfee;j^/pj^pbyt e rfs sa implied a function,
what coulci that function have been? As with the other titlesf an
analysis of the functions of male elders can shed light on the
duties and rights of. female elders.

B. Tfeg, jgafllnf of, U^i

1* Literary References to the Title

Of the various titles occurring in ancient inscriptionsf
•elder* is one of the most difficult to define precisely* for in

the course of its long history the title took on rather different

meanings,' "Elder*- could denote a political function* as in the

"elders of Israel" (Rum 11*16-30; 2 Sait 3sl?i 5s3» 17*4r etc.).

It sometimes included judicial functions, as in the "elders of

the city" (Deut 19:12; 21s2-9*19-20; 22:15-21; 25:7-9). Philo

fin. P_l&c,::c« 74*76*80; Leg; >.. ad^Gajnip 229) and Joseph us ULJU 7.10.1

S412) speak of the .qerpusla of Alexandria* a body which would
have had representative political Cand religious?) functions; it
is not certain* however* that the members of this gerousia were

24called pr.esbyter..o,i* • ' The lew Testament regularly refers to
members of a group in the Sanhedrin as "elders" (Matt 16:21; lark
8:31; 11:27; Luke 9:22* etc.). Hccordinf to a saying in the
Talmud* "elder means nothing other than scholar* (h* Qidd>. 32b).
The Theodosian Code (16.8.2*13*14) speaks of "elders" as if they
were synafogue officials,, k further complication arises from the
possibility that pr.eafryttrpi is equal in meaning to such terms as
senipjc^g~' or MSJLSiXM&*' ' It is this spectrum of meanings and
possible synonyms which makes it very difficult to utilize
ancient literature to help define the title

as it occurs in out inscriptions, for the following* those

parallels are preferred which, are closest chronologically*

geographically ani linguistically to the pr̂ sj>y|Lerra/pr,(gsbytereg.Bj|

inscriptions. The following passages do not all necessarily

refer only to aale eldersf women could be included in some of

them.

The oldest jggegjyytgr.Qf. inscription is Cil 1404 (the
27

Theodotos inscription )* a pre~70 Palestinian inscription

written in Greek. We have seen that the geographical range of

the title was considerable* ancl that the chronological entension

was well into the Byzantine era. Thus# New Testament references

would be goite appropriate as parallels* Luke 7s3-5 is of

special interest* for it could well be a close parallel to the

Theodotos inscriptions
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nzpl TOCJ *ITI0OO &Tt£oreiAev itpdc a6x6v
Ttpeo&ux€pooc T®V *Iou6a£<ov fcp«T«v a0x6v 6 c fe
x6v SoQ^av aOxoO. ot 6t napayevdusvcH np6c x6v #Inoo0v
itapeKdXouv aOxdv 0TOii6a£c#£ X^hrovtec 6xt, d£io£ taxtv $
nap€En. xoOxo* dyan^t ydp xd fidvoc fjpwv xat xftv

C d $KOd6uuioev ftT

When he Cthe centurion) heard of Jesus f he sent to him elders
of the Jews, asking hi© to come and heal his s lave. And when
they came to Jesus f they besought him earnest ly , saying , "He
i s worthy to have you do th i s for him* for he loves our
nation* and be bu i l t us our synagogue,*

As in the fheoclotos inscr ip t ion , "elders* occurs in the p lu r a l .
The e lders ' reference to the centur ion 's having b u i l t the
synagoguef as well as the fact that the centurion chose then to
go to speak to Jesus , unices i t l ike ly that the centurion
considered tne- elders to be the of f ic ia l representat ives of the
Jewish community and tha t h i s negotiat ions for the building of
tne synagogue had been, with them* A signif icant difference, of
course, i s tha t these e lde r s , being in the provincial town of
Capharnaum (Luke 7*1), could well have served as tne Jewish
elders of the c i t y , while the elders who founded the synagogue of
fheoiotos could hardly have been tne elders of the c i ty of
Jerusalem.

The New testament references to Christian elders are
s t r ik ing in that they occur especial ly , although not exclusively,
in a Jewish-Christian context (Acts 11:30? 15:2,4,6,22-23? 16:4;
21:18; Jas 5:14? e t c . ) . These elders usually appear in the
plural as a decision-making body of the church. Apparently
Jewish-Christians continued to organize themselves on a presby-
te ra l const i tut ion for some time, for Epiphanius (died 403) says
tha t the Ebionites had. teachers who© they called p,£,,ggfey..ke.r;Q,:i and
ft.c.Clii.gy.njftgQ.g.QjL and who made such decisions as whom the young men

2 8
would marry fPanar.lQn 3©•18.2). The many other lew Testament

references to elders* especially to elders as members of the

Sanhedrin, are not likely to- be useful parallels to our in-

scriptions.

Another major source of information on Jewish eiders is the

Tbeodtosian and Justinian Codes, for the term pLfeSteyLfesrus occurs

several tines in. texts found therein."''"'' A law from the

fheodosian Code (16.8.2), from Hovember 2f« 330, reads:

Idea A* ad. Ablavium p(raefectum) p(raetori)o. Qui
devotion© tota synagogis ludaeorua patriarchis vel
presbyteris se dederunt et in. menorata secta degentes leg!
ipsi praesident, inmunes ab omnibus tarn personal!bus quam
civilibus muneribus perseverent, ita ut illi# qui iam
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40 Women Leaders in the Synagogue

forsitan decuriones stint* nequaguam ad prosecutiones aiiquas
destinentur* CUB oporteat istiwsaocii boain.es a locis in
quibus sunt nulls conpelli ration© iiseeciere, li autem* qui
minim© curiales suntr ptrpetua decurionatus immunitate
potiantur* Pat, iii kal, decesib* Constant(ino)p(oil)
Gallicano et Symmacho conss«30

The sane Augustus to Ablavius* Praetorian Prefect. If
^ny persons with complete devotion should dedicate themselves
to the synagogues of the Jens as patriarchs ani elders and
should live in the aforementioned sect and preside over the
administration o-f their law* they shall continue to be- exempt
from all compulsory public services that are incumbent on
persons, as well as those that are due to the municipalities*
Likewise* such persons who are now perchance decurions shall
not be assigned to any duties as official escorts* since such
people shall not be compelled for any reason to depart from
those places in which they are, Moreover, such persons who
are not iecurions shall enjoy perpetual exemption from the
dlecwr ionate*.

Given on the third clay before the leal ends of December
at Constantinople in tne year of the consulship of Gallicanus
and Symmachus (November 29* 330).31

Mite <&&» ^#Qd> 16.8*4 (December 1, 331)32 this law

exempts certain Jewish officials from compulsory public services

ani from the bttrctensowe decttrionate. Whereas :Cofd»rr.TITK*£OJ4«

16*8*4 frees "priests* heads of the synagogues* fathers of the

synagogues and all others who serve tne synagogues" from

compulsory public service* our law speaks of "patriarchs and

elders.* Tne two laws together form* with the exception of

"patriarchs*m a l i s t of several of the note common t i t l es of

synagogue leadership* this law states that tne patriarchs and

the elders "preside ©¥er the administration of their law*" thus

informing us of at least one function of tne elders* the

"adtainistration of their law11 could be a continuation of certain

decision-making functions assigned to elders in the- bible (on

blood redemptions Deut If% 11-131 expiation for an unknown

murderer's crimes Dent 21s2-9; the stubborn, and rebellious sons

Deut 21:18-21; ie-fanation of a virgins Dent 22:13-21; 1 evirates

Deut 25s5-10),

CocLi.,.:13teod. 16*8,13 CJttly 1* 397) reads:

Idem AA« Caesario p(raefecto) p(raetori)o* luclaei sint
obstricti caerimo-niis suiss nos interea in conserwnciis
e or urn privilegiis v#ter#s imitemur* cpor» sanctionibus
clefiniton est* ut privilegia his* qui inlustrium
patriarcharum dicioni subiecti sunt* archisynagogis
patriarchisque ac presbyter is ceterisque* ^ni in eitis
religionis Sacramento wersanttir r nutu nostri numinis
perseverent ea* quae venerandae Christianae legis primis
clericis sanctiaonia deferuntur* Id enim et dlvi principes
Constantinus et Constantius* Valentinianus et Valens divino
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Elders 49

arbitrio decreverunt* Slut igitur etiam a curialibus
munetibas alien! pateantque lefibiis sui8« Dat* kal. iul*
Caesario et Attica conss.3*

the sane Augustuses to Caesarittsf Praetorian Prefect,
Jews shall be bound by their own ritual. Meanwhile, in
preserving their privileges* We shall imitate the ancients by
whose sanctions it has been, determined that privileges shall
be preserved for those who are subject to the rule of the
Illustrious Patriarchs, for the heads of the synagogues, the
patriarchs, and the elders, and all the rest who are occupied
in the ceremonial of that religion, namely those privileges
according to the consent of Our Imperial Divinity, which by
virtue of their holy office are conferred on. the chief clergy
of the venerable Christian religion. The foregoing, indeed,
was decreed by the divine imperial authority of the sainted
Emperors Constant!ne and Constant!us, Valentin!an and Valens*
Such jews shall therefore be exempt from the compulsory
public services of decurions and shall ohmj their own laws,

Given on tne kalends of July in the fear of the
consulship of Caesarius and Atticus*35

Of importance for. our question is the parallelization of

Christian clerics with "those who are subject to the Illustrious

PatriarchSr » • • tne li.ea.as of tne synagogues, the patriarchs*

and the elders*" As in gojj*. lfee.oJ!» 16*8*2* the concern he-re is

clearly with, official synagogue functionaries, and not with,

bearers of honorific titles, fhe context further makes clear

that the functions are specifically :|r#|l.gMas onesr both through

the comparison with Christian clerics* and by the phrase "all the

rest who are occupied in the ceremonial of that religion*"

Cacu Eheod. 16*8*14* given on April 11* 399* discussed

above in the context of heads of the synagogue* says that i t is

cp.stoii.ary "that heads of the synagogue or the eiders of the Jews

or those whom they themselves call apostles, who are dispatched

by the patriarch at a certain time to collect gold and silver*

should bring back to the patriarch the sum whicn has been exacted
and collected from each of the synagogues11 Cut archisynagog! sive
presbyteri ludaeorum vel quos ipsi apostolos vocant* qui ad

exigendum aurum adcfue argentum a patriarcha certo tempore

diriguntur* a sinful is synafogis exactam summam actafue susceptam
ad eundem re-portent) * and continues by saying that this custom is
now abolished* This text fives us one- of the official functions

of elders in this perio-clf given this function* i t is not un-
reasonable to posit that elders normally had some responsibility
for the finances in tne synagogue. This text makes clear that

money was collected through, the synagogues* and not, indepen-

dently of them* from the Jewish community at large. This

particular constellation, heads of the synagogues and elders, '

reminds one of Epiphanius9s reference to the Jewish-Christian
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eiders (,prestayt&£gj,i anil heads of the synagogue (arch iaynagSgo j.> ,

a roughly contemporary attestation of the same synagogal

organization,

fbese three fourth-century laws are especially valuable due

to tne specificity of the information they give, All three place

the elders in the context of religious activities! 16*8*2*
mpreside ô rec the administration of their law?" 16.8*13% •, . .

and the eiders, and for all the rest who are occupied to the

ceremonial of that religion?" 16.8.14s "* # . tne elders of the

Jews * # . should bring back to the patriarch the sun. which has

been exacted and collected from each of the sfnafoftt.es," This

does not exclude the possibility that elders also had civic,

representative functions, but in the eyes of the Ronan lawgiver,

it seens that the religious ones were considered primary*

Two further laws should be briefly considered in this

context* Cod. lust;- 1*9*15, dates from the year 418 and reads:

Si qua inter Christianos et ludaeos sit contentio, non a
senioribus Iudaeorum, sed ab ordinariis iudicibus
dirimatur.33

When any dispute arises between Christians and *lewsf it shall
not be decided by the elders of the Jews, but by the ordinary
judges*3'

Tne Latin ptHJgf,.g;i here is most likely the equivalent of the

Greek presbyterpi of our inscriptions and of the three laws just

cited. This text is a further attestation to the judicial

functions of Jewish elders*

Cpppua laris Civ 11 isf Ipy§22a..f 146*1, from the year 553,

forbids pericope masters, elders and teachers (ax cMgfaerekitai

• • . gg.fifcy.fcsfol . . . dldaakalpA) to hinder the reading of the

Greek bible in the synagogue by weans of excommunications

. this is a further attestation of the

synagogal, religious functions of the elders.

In rabbinic literature there are- a number of references to

elders (MMMMM) t although it is not certain that the rabbinical

authorities meant the sane thing with jeftEfntm as our inscriptions

meant with prjeabytgjrqj. B, ftjii* 32b, in a baraitha (i*e*,

Tannaitic, that is# pre-22i), de-fines elderi *an elder is

nothing other than a scholar" (Dun »>B IP? 7*»K)» According to

a saying attributed to E. Jose the Galilean (b,f Q,M§* 32b), who

flourished around 110, "an elder is one who has acquired wisdom*

(norm nipw **% n*?n ipt p » ) , which is a play on the letters of }pti

lp (HT) • This definition complements what we have
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learned from, the Greek and Latin texts discussed thus far. The

references to judicial activity (CQ,4t fhspd- 16*8*2; C P A I.ns.fe.
13.15) , although these texts are much later, f i t in well with
the definition of elder as scholar.

The Manual of Discipline from Quroran makes reference to a
special seating place for elders (1QS 6:8-9) • wTtie priests
should s i t first, and the elders second and then all of the rest
of the people; each should s i t in his proper place* 111®*1 O"omi)n
•mam «pK lit?** DVH >i^ "iKiffi n*>3®n D^pim n3i.fi>),1*2 The
Tosefta also speaks of elders having a special seating place (JL*

. 4.21 [Zuck* 227])t "How did the elders sit? With their

faces towards the people and their backs towards the sanctuary*
(amp *»B>D Dm-nmo oyn >&>:> Drros ip^wp wpzT r»n "nro) * The

difficulty with, this text is that it probably does not refer to a
synagogue service. It doesf in any case, refer to elders seated
together in a group at a worship gathering. Two possible
non-literary corroborations of a separate seating place for
elders, are the semi-circular steps in the apse of tne Sardis

44synagogue, for they could have served as seats for the elders,

and an inscription (CII 663? Lifshitz, SQM&MBKM no. 101;
45probably 4th C. ) from a synagogue in Blche, Spain, for the

inscription could indicate that the archons and elders were to

sit in that portion of the synagogue in which the inscription was

found. The geographical and chronological spread represented by

these two literary and two possible archaeological attestations

of a. special seating place for Jewish elders during the worship

service or other public gathering make it likely that the

practice was more widespread than these few pieces of evidence

would Hake us think* This is not to imply, however, that "elder*

meant the same in each place, The Qumran elders probably had

rather different functions from the elders mentioned in the

Tosefta passage and front those in. the Blche inscription^ in

spite of these, possible differences, two elements are constant

and. confirm what other sources have told ust the context is a

religious one and elders are mentioned in tne plural, as if they

formed a council.

It is not possible to discuss the many further rabbinic

passages referring to z£st£x&Mr but it is also questionable, on

the basis of geography and chronology, whether they are appro-

priate parallels to our inscriptions. For #xa»plef according to

certain rabbinic passages, the ordination, of elders was limited
47

to the Holy Land, which would aean. that all Diaspora inscrip-

tions with the t i t le *• elder* refer to unordained elders.. It isBrooten, Bernadette. Women Leaders In the Ancient Synagogue.
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52 Women Leaders in the Syriagogue

methodologically questionable, howeverr to take rabbinic state-

ments concerning the Diaspora as objective, unbiased reports of ,

actual Diaspora practice. Perhaps ordinations in fact occurred

in. Rome or in Asia Minor, but were not recognized*--or not known—

by the rabbis, which would not necessarily mean, that these

ordinations were not recognized in the communities in which they

occurred* Since evidence for the ordination of elders in the

Diaspora is lacking, however, we should probably assume that the

question is irrelevant for our inscriptions {excepting C1I §31:

Jaffa; 1277s Jerusalem; 1404; Jerusalem)•

2« Inscriptional References to the Title

The title presbytejrps. occurs in over twenty ancient Jewish

inscriptions, they cone fron as far west as Elche, Spain. (CI1

663) and as far east as Dura Europos, Syria (CII 829). The

chronological range is also considerable* The Theodotos

inscription {CII 1404) found in Jerusalem is from the Second

Temple period., and ĵ eĵ yjbexpjB inscriptions from later centuries

attest that the title remained in use for some tine.

Most of the inscriptions mentioning pr.gsfryfc.e,KPi tell us
A ft

little or nothing about the office• Several inscriptions
49

mention elders as donors. Since we ha¥e seen donors bearing

each of the titles discussed thus far, as well as no title at

all* it would be incautious to assume that eiders were

responsible in a special way for the upkeep of the synagogue*

CII 803 ' is the most informative of the donative inscriptions,

the plural "elders11 indicates a council of eldersf the number of

which is larger than three; only lisakios and Saulos are

mentioned here by name. Possibly the gerusiarch Theodoros is a

sort of president of the council of elders. The relationship

between the heads of the synagogue and the gerusiarch and the

elders is not clear, but the inscription fiwes the impression

that these are the three main titles of leadership in. the

synagogue in question*

That store than one elder functioned at a time is also clear

from CII 731f, an. inscription which, is difficult to recon-

struct, but which clearly has hoi presbytegoj in the first
.52legible line* CII €63 * • also speaks of elders in the plural,

CII 800 records the son of an elderf who is himself a

scribe and president of the ancients (Jj|oJL43ftX&t0jL) • Should one

assume two councils, one of elders and one of ancients? This

seems unlikely* Given the lack of evidence, one cannot cone to a
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more exact understanding of the organizational structures of that

community*

In CII 140454 Tbeodotos1 forefathers are listed together

with the elders and Simonictes as the founders of his synagogue*

The plural •'elders*1* as in CII 663, 731f and 803, makes one think

of a council of elders. Simonides, who bears no title at all,

should remind us that synagogue leadership was not land is not

today) limited to title-bearers. The activities and instal-

lations of the synagogue listed in the inscription ("the reading

of the Law and the teaching of the commandments, the hostel and

the side rooms, and the- water facilities, as lodging for those

from abroad who need it1*) give us mm idea of what the elders and

other synagogue leaders had to administer•

In summary, these inscriptions teach us that the title

"elder* was geographically widespread and known from at least the

first century C*.i» onwards. Four inscriptions (CII 663, 731f,

803# 1404) have pr.fgfeytf roj, in. the plural, indicating a sort of

council of eiders. CII 800, which mentions both a presby.ter.fts

and âl,.i..lei:J.» raises the question of the diversity of synagogal

constitutions.

3, Reconstruction of the Office of Elder

The comprehensive survey of the title jPX,egfeY.fce,,r,Q.g in Jewish

inscriptions and the selective survey of literary references to

Jewish elders has yielded a certain outline, albeit shadowy,

which can help in defining the functions of the elders of our

inscriptions* It is clear, of course, that "elder* implied

different functions in different periods and probably also varied

regionally. The following reconstruction is not meant as an

ahistorical blurring of differences, but should rather be seen as

representing the range of possible functions in the early-

centuries of the Common Era*

xatfoex 11tbaa,,mliglg, tlitis*

Four inscriptions refer to elders in the plural (CII 663,

731f, 803, 1404), and a number of New Testament references to

Jewish and Jewish~Christian elders (Luke 7:3-5; Acts 11;30?

15s2f4r6f22-23; 16:4; 21:18; Jas 5sl4) presuppose a council of

elders. The evidence for a special seating place for elders

* 4.21 [Zuck. 227J; 1 QS 6:8-9; possibly CII 6§3 and the

benches in the Sardis synagogue-) also points to a council of

elders,55
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54 tfenen Leaders in the Synagogue

J .appear .often.,in. a .specif ic&J. A Y
religious . conjte3Lt«

The Roman lawgiver appears to have viewed Jewish eiders
primarily as religious functionaries9 as a Jewish counterpart to

Christian clerics (go<j,» ftifocL 16*8*13)* In addition to

functions relating specifically to the worship service t£&E^.
I,u.r7. i:€jg« r JKix* 146*1) r the collecting of money in the synagogue
to be sent t o the patriarch f^i#i:i:[lhe,ftj» 16*8*14) must a l s o be
seen, as a religious function. Judicial functions (.Cad* ftieocl,
16*8*2? CQd»,,,,|;.ufl.t. 1*9*15) could be viewed as secular activity,
but to the extent that for Jews to live by their own law is a
religious issue* this, toof must be seen as religious* Special
seating arrangements during the worship service (%::*: tjgg. 4*21*
etc) also point to a religious context for the elders1 activi-
ties* The rabbinic definition of an elder as a. scholar (fr.ffidd.
32b)t if this was shared by Greek-speaking Diaspora Jews* is
further support for a religions locus of their activity* Given
the title's background as a political, civic term* it should not
be excluded that elders also had political, representative
functions, but the texts cited show that one could not argue that
they had mils civic functions and not religious ones.

the ;r elders of oar.: inscr.ipti.Qna
or riofe ,.cannjot̂ _, be; : jcncpm«

. There is no positive evidence that they were, and rabbinic
sources (e*g*? y^JBtiM• 65d*ll-15j fe.iftmiaii.i:nli.. 14a) claim that
ordination was limited to the Holy Land,

4, The Role of Women Elders

It should not be necessary to discuss once- again the
question of whether pjc_e,s|by_fê,jca was an honorific title or not,
The line of argumentation is the sane as for the other titles
borne by women* The person fully convinced that women couici not
have had official functions in the ancient synagogue is likely to
remain unconvinced by all evidence to the contrary* and will
argue that these women elders were wives of elders or older woaea
fin spite of Mannine's age of thirty-eight in €11 590 and of the
parallel is a ti on of presfoyfre,ra. and ar ch i gy nagjCfg JMMM in CII 731c,
and in spite of the fact that no husbands appear in the inscrip-
tions) or simply honorific elders... A* 1. iarvey, for example,
writing in 1974, notes, •* • • there are several Jewish
tombstones in Italy and Asia Minor bearing the word Kpeo$6Tepoc,
but some of them must be purely honorific (four are in the
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femininei)• • • ." To those willing to accept the possibility

that the six, possibly seven* inscriptions in which women bear

the title "elder11 are evidence that ancient Jewish women could

fulfill certain, official functions, the following reconstruction

is suggested.

Jewish women elders were most likely members of a council

of elders. This council nay have had some oversight of synagogue

finances; until 399 elders annually collected money in the

synagogue to be sent to the patriarchs. We should imagine that

wonen elders were as involved in. these financial natters as their

male counterparts. If the women elders of our inscriptions were

members of synagogues in which the elders sat in the front facing

the people, then we should assune that these women, sat among

their colleagues facing the people. Although some may find it

difficult to imagine that women could have been full members of a

judicial council, the existence of the presbyfeejrjjt inscriptions at

least raises this guestion. Could Jewish women actually ha^e

been scholars? Could they have had some say about the reading of

the bible- in the synagogue? Againr the technical terminology of

our inscriptions raises these possibilities* fhose maintaining

their impossibility should at least, consider how limited our

knowledge of Jewish women in ancient Cretef Thracer Italy and

Libya actually is*
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CiAPflB IV

WOMEN AS MOflESS Of M B SYNAGOGUE

A# 3!hi6LJ^SdtfeliyS^. f Q* Mtet|ihgg:s.:[i: :gfcf fclie,. ..gyflftgg.gM^-

1, The Xnscriptional Evidence

There exist two Greek inscriptions in which the title
fly11atgB9g.fi occurs (reconstructed) r one Greek inscription in. which
a woman bears the title inSi&Cf two Latin inscriptions in which
the title pajier. synago.ga.fi occurs* and one Latin inscription in
which a woman bears the unusual title ..patgressa. All six of the
inscriptions are from Italy,- three being from Rome* two from
Venosa in Apulia and. one from Venetia in Brescia. They range in
date from around the second century C.B, until perhaps as late as
the sixth century*

Rome

gf I. 523 f> QlhMX. 21?:.Sii:. Sarcophagus fragment decorated by a.
shofar, a iula¥ and a seven-branched menorah; known since the
late sixteenth century, but no longer extant• Date unknown* The
manuscripts differ on points of spelling; for the variants see
Cllr ,jj:,,2&S» The text, of Leon is?

Beturia JPau-
2 lla P domi

heterne quos-
4 tituta que bi~

xit anfnos) LXXXVI meses VI
6 proselyta an (norurn) WI

nonine Sara mater
8 synacjogarum Campi

et Bolumni
10 en irenae ai cymysis

autis.

L. 3: read ae,terna,e
L, 4: read

LI. 10-11: read £v etpr^vn (M not\ix\oiQ

Veturia Paulla F(?) r consigned to her e ternal hoaef who l ived
86 years, 6 months, a proselyte of 16 fea rs , named' Sara,
mother of the synagogues of Canpus and' Volumnius, In. peace
her sleep,2
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Veturia Paulia, a proselyte to Judaism at the age of

seventy? had talcen on the name Sara, most likely as a sign of her

conversion* C?ftm.pj|jg probably iteans gsggfij J!fllE.fci..ttgr a plain of
around six hundred acres on the left bank of the fiber. CII 88

ani 319 refer to fathers of the synagogue of the Campesians,

which may be the same congregation* These three inscriptions

are the only evidence for the synagogue of the Campesians*. While

it would be quite dangerous to generalize on the basis of three

inscriptions, it is striking that of the four title-bearers

stentioneclf three bear the title mother/father of the synagogue,

which raises the question whether this might have been a central

title in that congre§ation. hs to the infant archon, which must

indicate archon-to-be, it seems reasonable to assume that the boy

was given his title because of his father's active leadership in

the congregation. (This inscription is thus indirect support for

the view that the title mother/father of the synagogue was

functional, rather than honorific* a point which will be dis-

cussed below.)

Our knowledge of the synagogue of the Volumnesians is based

on four inscriptions (CII 343f
7 402f

8 417#* 523), Leon locates

it among the Transtiberine group of congregations* CII 343r 402

and 417 were found in the Honteverde catacombr which according to

Leon, was the earliest of the Roman Jewish catacombs, perhaps

going back to the first century B*C*6* and remaining in. use until

at least the end of the third century* '' With the exception of

CII 523, the title mother/father of the synagogue does not occur-

in connection with the synagogue of the Volumnesians* The titles

which do occur are archon (jil..fffe.lip CII 343) * arch on-to-be

* CII 402) and (archon?)-for-1 ife

CII 4171•

Veturia Paulla, then* was the mother of two synagogues, one

in which the title mother/father of the synagogue may well have

been a key term of leadership ani one in which archon may have

been a major function, ler functioning as mother of two

synagogues is not unparalleled, for CII 508 , also from Rome,

mentions a father of synagogues* There is no difficulty in

imagining that a person cowli be actively involved in two

synagogues, Mote that no husband is mentioned in the inscrip-

tion. If Veturia Paulla did not become Jewish until the age of

70, then, considering the life expectancy•of that period, her

husband was Host likely already dead when she converted, if

indeed she had been Harried. In any case, the inscription gives
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us no reason to assume that she received her title through her

husband*

CXI,n#M« Sarcophagus fragment* Pound in-, the Via Aniciar »ay

have come- from the Monteverde catacomb fist C* B*C*E* - 3rd €•

C.E.).13

[*Ev6d]6e Mette
2 [Map? *louX?3ta

IXa yfy)xr\p ouva-
4 lYCtfYfisl A6YOuaxri

[ o i a w . MlvrjadiJ
6 [ , , , , £ ] v

8- txfllc/

I*. Is cead neCxat.

lies (Maria? Julia?) Marcella? mother of the synagogue
of the Augustesians* Hay [• • • •] be remembered (?)• In
peace her sleep.

The form of the letters would indicate a second- or

possibly third—century C*B* dating. That Markella was a woman is

indicated by the fragmentary -\i& before jjaxjcel- and by the final

MStti. for ajgl.fcHj. "Mother of the synagogue" is also partially

reconstructed: alt̂ lr .sypafggggsj, f but seems to be quite a

plausible reconstruction.

Six inscriptions bear witness to the Synagogue of the

Augustesians fCH 284,14 301,15 338f
16 368r

17 41€r
18 496)* The

other titles mentioned are scribe (gx,ag*ma_fc,e,us) and arebon-to-be

z CII 284) , gerusiarch (ger..ousjj._

CII 301, 368), section (farjefeen* CII 338), (acchon?)-for-life

The synagogue could! have been named for the emperor

Augustus (27 B.C.E. to 14 C*E*)f who was in fact friendly toward

the Jews, He may have been a patron of the community* If the

synagogue was founded during the reign of Augustus* it would be

one of the oldest in lone.

As in CII 523, no husband is mentioned in our inscription,

so we should not assume that Mareella received her title because

of her husband. Unfortunately, the brief inscription does not

yield any further information about Marcella's life, aft at death

or title.

21
CI,3LJL§6. ' Marble fragment; more fragmentary today than when

first discovered. Found in the Ippia catacomb fist - 3rd C,

C.E.) ?2
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*B\»0d6e ME Cure St.uit[XiKia y^Tiripi* a u - ]
2 v a w r r f i c * < p £ A a v 6 p o c [ . . . . • „ „ . „ . . . * • * I

C i

L« is read

Here l ies Si»piiciaf motber (?) of the synagogue* wbo loved
her husband. [Husband's nane and office] of the synagogue
set op (this stone) to his own. wife.

form of the letters would indicate a second- or
possibly third-century €•!• dating, The jjifLfcfJt By).na.ggg.S,s is
admittedly conjectural, but the gender of the- deceased is
established by the ̂ tj.^nd^os and by the ,t|| ,,M,1,§ sl..pifail|]»
Further* the title mother of the synagogue* known from elsewhere r

is a plausible reconstruction for the lacuna, preceding ~QAfl&S£*
especially since synjiggggs. occurs in the following line.

In. contrast to the two inscriptions just discussed* the
name of the synagogue is lacking here* so that one cannot discuss
comparative materials from the sane synagogue. A further
contrast is that a husband is mentioned here* and he seems to
have been an office-holder* He may have borne the- title p&feBx
gynagggfg or perhaps another title. As the titles of both wife
and husband are missing* it is impossible to say whether they
bore tne same title, but since it seems quite possible that, she-
was a mother of the synagogue and he a father of the synagogue r

then the question of how she attained her title gains added

Venetia* irescia.

Cll 6ji|.C|L V 4411>23 first quoted by Peliciani in 1463,2*
Date unknown*

25Coeliae Faternae
matri synagogae
Brixianorum*

To Coe-lia Paterna* Bother of the- synagogue of the Brescians*

Unfortunately* the only other Jewish inscription from
irescia (CXI 638) reads [• • • •] xtouva/y<ffYoE. Jr certainly
ar.chlsynagggosf but hardly enough to give us significant
information about the Jewish community in Irescia.
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Hothers of the Synagogue 61

Venosa* Apulia

In. 1853i a Jewish catacomb in Venosa (the ancient Venusia)
was discovered,26 the inscriptions (CII 569-619* 619a-619e) are
of two types: §igijitAr painted in red on the stucco covering of
the walls, ani gragf|tlr scratched onto the walls, whereby most
of the latter have disappeared* Two of the Venosan inscriptions
ate of interest for the question at hand*

£1X iiil Cl,L II 6g_3JU27 Letters traced by finger into the wet
2 8stucco* later painted in red (3rd - 6th C. ) •

Hie reque$c~
2 et Alexsanra

pater.essa qui v-
4 it anoro plus itf. * • • ]*

29LI* 1-2: read regulftselfc (1* 1 Lenormant; xeflttlfi
De Rossii^^Aiexsanfa* (Ligature on the x
possibly indicates.de*)

Ll* 3-41 read quag y.jxjfe annprua piu,s mipus.
Here lies Alexsanra# "fatheress1* (taĴ rjBjSJfift) # who
approximately [• • • J. Peace I

The title pa,te,r,e,gsa is simply the feminine of SMi^x** The
name could be Alexsandra (as the reported ligature may indicatelf
but then the present spelling ©ay simply be a variation thereof.
Since a husband is not mentioned* there is no reason to make
assumptions aboot his possible titles or office; perhaps she was
not married or perhaps she was a widow. There-fore^ it would be
rather incautious to agree with Barry Leon when he writes?

There is on© example (606) of a pa,,fefeC.ejL6̂  Alexandra (spelled
Alexsanra). It seems more likely that this title was given
to the wife of a ;,gi.tef. than that it was an independent title
like that of ma.fcfer. .gyna,g.Q.g.a,,e. at Rome and elsewhere*^

While there is certainly a linguistic difference between
MMMM. and !B̂ fcjuL,-ciy.najg[.Q,gaJgP there is nothing in this difference to
indicate that the one is an independent title while the other is
derived from the husband's title* Indeed, one could as easily
have argued the opposite* namely that the pajkft&feg&a was a genuine
office-holdsrf for tier title indicates that she was a female
gater.,* while the ffia.tr,.ejB syn,&g&gLa,e were just that* mothers and not
fathers* Such an argument would be as arbitrary as that given by
Leon, there is in fact no reason to consider pjajfcj&rjggiui as either
more or less official than mater synagogae» whereby the question
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§2 Women headers in the Synagogue

of whether patexessa implied a synagogue function or a civic onef
must remain ©pan.

Pound in the hypogeum (3rd - 6th € * ) , 3 2

2 Qaucxeiva
, Y

4 vfj. A6ga-
vCou na-

6 TP6C nat
ndxpovoc

8
Ii.» Is read netxai*
LI* 4-5s Prenkel, Lifshits: AOgavtou; Bognetti: A$oav£oo;

J* and L* Robert* AuootvCou*

Here lies Faustina, mother, wife of Auxanios, father and
patron of the city.

fife* The epitaph of the husband, Auxanioss

''Ode xetxe Aftgdveioc naxfip
2 ital ndxpoyv xflc

Bere lies Auxaneios, fsther an.5 patron of the city*

This inscription again raises the fuestioo whether women bearing
the title nother received it through their husbands. Onlike Cli
lii (Simplicia) discussed aisove, this inscription is not frag~
nentary. It is thus clear that both wife and husband bad the
sane title, which could indicate that the offices of both
Faustina and Auxanios implied active leadership or it could wean
that Auxanios alone was a leader, while his wife Faustina simply
bore an honorific title. It is possible that Faustina received
her title because of her family connections, but this io-es not
necessarily imply that it was honorific*

A further question raisei by this inscription is the nature
of the title aStlr/patSr, when it stands alone, without the
additional "of the synagogue*m For example, was Auxanios father
of the synagogue and patron of the city or was tie also a father
of the city? The Question raised by the term p^tar^ftgff which
also stands alone, takes on new interest in light of tie *of the
city* in connection with "patron." A definitive solution is
impossible, but the pa.trBn,, fila poIeBs makes a cl^ic function for
the title gatfr/ng.fcii, seem wore likely than a synagogue function.
It is probable that in the Diaspora the line separating synagogue
leadership from civic leadership was rather fluid. The parallel
use of mML and mM3M in this inscription, as well as in 53
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Mothers of the Synagogue 63

and €3Jc# should caution us from making too quick an identifi-
cation between father/mother and patron,

Father/ito-ther is one of the more common titles amon9 the
Jewish venosan inscriptions, Ĵ fefjc/paiftr occurs nine times
outside of our inscription,34 while mJUJLc. and pa.feei; easa occur one
time each. Of the ten paferes mentioned among the Venosan
inscriptions, sê ren are named Faustinus, and the mother in CII
619d is named Paustina, This may indicate that they w«re all
from the same family (see especially CII 611 and 613 for the
passing down of names) and that the name Paustinus/a was as
important a factor in attaining this title as any individual
leadership skills a person might possess. In £act, Paustina may
eiren have been named mother on the basis of the family into which,
she was born, most likely tne sane basis for success as that of
the men named Paustinus in arriving at their office, rather than
the family into which she married.

The twelve occurrences of the- title- pg±gr/pa.tgj:/mg.tfirZ
ga.feeres.aa indicate that it played a central role in the Jewish
community at venosa* Unfortunately, the inscriptions do not give
us any indication of the actual function involved. Leon posits.
•It is not improbable, therefore [because the title was common at

35
Venosa], that the Venusian jgaJsSX was a board member** This
seems plausible-,. One would only want to add that it is also not
improbable that Alexsanra, pateressa (CII 6 0 6 ) , and Faustina^
mother (CII 619d) were also ©embers of the board.

2. The Literary Evidence

Biere is one literary reference to Jewish ©others of the
synagogue* It occurs in a Christian anti-Jewish polemic entitled
lls M.fcejcfi4fejj.Q||4| fc,cleaiag,,,e,t,,jSyiijigo,ga.e. The work is a dialogue
between two matrons, jSynagojga and jgggj,eiglar in. which a number of
controversial points are discussed. In the context of a discus-
sion of circumcision in which Church argues that circumcision
cannot be the sign of salvation, because if this wer-e the case,
women, who do- no-t receive circumcision, could not be saved, we
reads *• * • what will your virgins do, what your widk>wsf what
e^en your mothers of the synagogue, if you bear witness that the
sign of circumcision has helped the people to eternal life?*
(quid facient virgines tuae, quid facient viduae* quid matres
etiam syiiagogae)» The argument is that not only will normal
Jewish women be excluded from eternal life if ciretucisio-n is the
sign of eternal life f but that even the most outstanding women of
the Jewish community, the ©others o-f the synagogue, will h%
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64 Women Leaders in the Synagogue

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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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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••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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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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Mothers of the Synagogue 71

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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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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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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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

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 3.22.250.142



friests 7?

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
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:I.|.e.i;fll/|ilg:[i:li.g.g,,a i s simply the
Greek equivalent of j t j
C Aramaics i

K.Stif,nt.fe i s not a b ib l i ca l but a rabbinic term* Although
l i n g u i s t i c a l l y MiH,g,te..fc i s the feminine of J&bfia (Aramaics
tafcfofl*) > i t i s wot exactly pa ra l l e l in meaning t o JkfflbSa* A. nan
becomes a JsJQtifio in one way* by b i r t h . JKSfeBa can therefore foe

defined as "son of a MIM£t£kfm who must* of course f be married to a
Jewish woman. •"• h woman, becomes a .|pM§.Bl..fe in two ways* by b i r th
and by marriage* HUitllgJt can., therefore be defined as "daughter
of a MMa* (t^JLJUObla) or as "wife of a JLfibSn" (IfiAfiLLJUbla) •

25flie- p r i e s t ' s daughter * hail ce r ta in p r i e s t l y r ights* such
as the r ight to eat from the p r i e s t l y dues, a r ight which i s l a id
down in t i e Bible (Lev 22;12-131?

if a priest's daughter is married to an outsider she shall
not eat of the offering of the holy things* lut if a
priest's daughter is a widow or divorced* and 'has no child*
ani returns to tier father's ho«sef as in her youth* she may
eat of M r father's food; jet no outsider shall eat of it*

The presupposition here is that the priest's daughter, while a

child* nay eat of the priestly offerings* Unlike her brother*

however* the daughter of a priest can lose her rif lit to eat of

the priestly offerings by narryinf a cannon Israelite; if he

narries a common Israeliter he may continue to eat the priestly

d»esf but if she does sor she relinquishes that right* if she

marries a priest, however, she may continue to eat of the

priestly offering* but this right is a derived one* i.e.* due to

her priestly husband and not to her own priestly descendance

falsa a derivation* of course)•

The Holiness Code in Leviticus places the sexual activity

of priests1 daughters and wi^es in the context of the holiness of

the male priests. Lev 21j9 readst

>nn >D fr

And the daughter of any priest* if she profanes herself by
playing the harlot* profanes her father; she shall be burned
with fire.
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the holiness of the priest can be damaged by trie sexual

activity of his daughter; his holiness is to be preserved by

executing the daughter whose sexual activity is not within, the

bounds of patriarchalIf-sanctioned marriage*

Similarly, the prospective wife of a priest must reflect

his holiness CJuev 21t7):

The (priests) shall not marry a harlot or a woman who has-
been defiled; neither shall they marry a woman divorced from
her husbandi for the priest is holy to his God.

The priest must marry a widow or a virgin to preserve his own

holiness* A prostitute* a rape victim or a divorced woman would

endanger his holiness. Ezekiel warns priests to marry only

Israelite virgins* but allows then priests1 widows {Ez%k 44:22).

The high priest is allowed to take only *a virgin of his own

people* that he may not profane his children among his people*

{Lev 21:14)* The issue in these laws is the holiness of the

priestly semen* which should not be allowed to enter a "vessel*

previously profaned by pre- or extra-marital sexual intercourse*

whether the intercourse had been forced or not. The distinction

between tne divorced woman and the priest*s widow is not immedi-

ately cleari perhaps the divorced woman was considered more

likely to engage in prostitution, or other non-marital sexual

intercourse than a widow* a view common in patriarchal societies*

The questions raised in these biblical laws* namely* the

right to eat of the priestly dues and the profanation of the

priest through his wife or daughter, fora the background of much

of the rabbinic discussion on the jjlhenet, further marriage

limitations* i*e** limitations on- who could become a

through marriage* are also spelled out* For example* a

(a childless widow whose brother-in*law refused to marry her

according to the duty of 1evirate marriage? see Dent 25*5~10) may
26

be forbidden to a priest (m^ Yejbam» 2:4; cf* Is4s the School of

Shaitmai forbids it; the School of Hillel allows it)* as may a

wonan taken in lev irate marriage fn#T, ,ft feaju 1:4: the School of

Shaamai allows it; the School of Hillel forbids it) • A |gh.ene.t

who by accident (through a mix-up) had had intercourse- with the

wrong husband was also forbidden to marry a priest (m,» ŷ fram.

3s10) •

Lev 22t13 had already established that the daughter of a

priest could lose her priestliness by marrying a non-priest* TheBrooten, Bernadette. Women Leaders In the Ancient Synagogue.
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ffishnah (XctbAB* 7;4-6) lists a number of further causes for which
a feafc, W h g n can lose her right to eat of the priestly heave—
offering (tj|rftm&) or by which she nay not attain it in the first
place. For example* the brother-in-law whose duty it is to marry
the widowed* childless tot MEfefn. (B*. Jtteg* 7 s 4) is a hindrance
for hen since she is bonnet to him* she cannot return to her
father's house and. eat the- heave—offering* hs we saw above* if
her brother-in-law refuses to marry her* she becomes a fcj&.fca.a' and
priests are forbidden to narry heri thus* she also loses the
possibility of regaining the- right to eat heave-offer ing by
marrying a priest,

A central text on the Jiiliffifefc is aû JSEfifca 3*7*

rmruo *tro> n«»3» >Ki«n to
roroi ;nsn»j
.n>3»3 nnmo

f nroo ?roro>
,n»nno runs ?
HKDDD n3PD

A daughter of an Israelite who is wed to a MHiIas her
meal-offering is burnedi and a kob^net (i«e«* a daughter of a
priest) who is wecl to a common Israelites, her m^al-offering
is eaten*

In what manner ioes a feS-jifn differ from a JcShejneJk?
meal-offering of a kllhene-t i s eaten* and the meal-offering of
a J&SbfiH is not eaten; a kfihene.t may forfeit her priestly
rights* but a Xfjhgn does not forfeit his priestly rights; a
JtS.hfi|ie± nay becone defiled because of the dead* but a .fogjiln
must not contract defilement because of the deaii a JUShfia nay
eat of the most holy sacrifices* but a ,|gt|f-ne,t may not eat of
the most holy sacrifices.

This text is specifically concerned with pointing out that the
priestliness of a i&kenet implies less than the priestliness of a
K&feliu Thysf the commandment to burn the meal-offering of a
priest (Lev 6:16* •Every Heal-offering of a priest must be a
whole~offering; it is not to be eaten,") is taken to refer to the
son of a priest* but not to the daughter of a priest. The
lygfeeiiej; who marries a non-priestly Israelite is to eat the

meal-offering as if she had not been born into the priestly
class* In contrastf the non-priestly Israelite- woman who is
married to a priest is considered to be of priestly class* and
her meal-offering is burned.

Similarly* a daughter of a priest may lose her right to eat
the heave-offering (tjjr,Qmj) by having sexual intercourse with a
man. forbidden to her. Such a sexual connection also implies that
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she may never marry a priest, The son of a priest, however, who
marries a woman forbidden to him, such as a prostitute or a.
divorced woman (see Lev 21s7), loses his priestly rights only for
the periocl during which he is married to her, if he divorces her
or if she dies, he may once- again claim his priestly rights*
Thus, while a daughter of a priest can "profane herself"
permanently, a son of a priest cannot* the Babylonian Talmud
(£&&& 23b) fives Lev 21:15 ("that he may not profane his seed
among his people") as scriptural proof for the permanency of a
Hale priest*s priestliness: a priest can profane his M M but
not himself* i*e.f the children of such a union are not of the

priestly class, but he himself remains a priest (cf* iu jfaju 2a;

A»_JBf&» 7.7) •
Further, a j&gjfeeiiet, unlike a ]&b&&, is allowed to touch a

corpse. The BabfIonian Talmud (£&£& 23b) gives Lev 21:1 as
scriptural proof for this distinction between Mlbift and kPfrenfct*
"Speak to the priests, the sons of Aaron ( • . • that none of
then shall defile himself for the dead among his people)," is
taken to mean "the MQM& of Aaron" and not "the flftuglitftys of
Aaron*n

Finally, a Mills may eat of the Host holy sacrifices, while
a JsOfofenjet is not allowed to do so. The scriptural proof adduced
by the Babylonian Talmud (JSfitA 23b) is Lev 6 s 11: "All male
descendants of Aaron may eat ( .. • • of the offerings made by
fire . . . ) . "

f|. Sq%:% 3il makes- clear that at least one rabbinic view was
that the priest!iness of a woman was much nor© fragile and open
to profanation than that of a man. There was no circumstance
under which a man could lose his priest!iness; the priest!iness
of a woman, however, could be forfeited forever by one act of
sexual intercourse, whether desired or forced. Further, according
to this view, the priestliness of a woman did not imply the sane
degree of sanctity as the man's priestliness. Thus, the
prohibition of touching a corpse and the right to eat of the most
holy sacrifices did not apply to the Mllffiefe. Nevertheless,
there is a recognition that the .fogfeenfet* be she a priest's
daughter or a priest's wife, has the right to eat of the heave-
offering* Her eating of the heave-offering is surrounded by
purity regulations, such, as that she not eat of it during her
iienstrual period (it.., IU* 1*7) •

In light of this background, one is rather surprised to
read the following passage (b« fill* 131b-132a):
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oino
.am son 70

31

fIJlIa used to give the priestly dues to the ,il.fesi:f]fe« lava
raisei the following objection to *Ulla« We have learnedt
wfh# meal-offering of a !:lfaene,t Is- eaten, and the meal-
offering of a JiUfalfi is not taten* Cm,, ,gô a 3*7). low if you
say that lilMa includes a kshenet t©or is it not writtenff
mAiii every m#al-off€jcinf of a priest must bm a whole-
offerings it is not to be eaten" (hew 6:16)? Be repiieif
"Master,! borrew your owe argument, for in that passage are
expressly lientionei. Aar^n and his sons,*

The School of !•- Ishaael taughtt *Onto the jyMa" (Dent
!Sf3}r but not. unto the |pl|fnetf for we may infer what is not
explicitly stated from what is explicitly stated.

The School of !• Bli'exer ben Jacob taught s "Onto the
(Deut 1S:3), and even unto the j&frefleJ:, for we have her# a
limitation following a limitation, and the purpose of a
double limitation is to extend the law,

R. lahana used to eat (the priestly dues) on account of his
wife. R* 3Papa used to eat them on account of his wife* R*
Yemar used to eat them on account of his wife, R* Idi bar
Avin used to eat them on account of his wife.

Eairina said, Meremar told me • • • that the halakha is in
accoriance with 9uilavs i * ^

fhe issue here is whether the MfefQgfe (priest's daughter)

who has married a non-priest is allowed to eat the priestly iues

(Deut 18*3-4)• According to- the passages discussed thus far, the

answer seeas to be a clear no, h priestly woman who has married

a non-priestly »an forfeits her priestly rights, let this text

reports on. a tradition according to which priests1 daughters who

bad "profanei themselves11 (cf* pu go|a 3s7) were in fact allowed

to continue to eat the priestly iuas. Even acre surprising is

the tradition that a number of non-priestly rabbis '' ate the

priestly iues op, ftccc-%njk fif. thair priestly wives, which means

that not only did these women, not forfeit their priestly rights

upon marriafe to a non-priest, but that they were even able to

pass thefe rights on to their husbanis. Two scriptural arguments

are made for giving priests1 daughters the priestly dues even
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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
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laws to the© and expounds then point by point till about the
late- afternoon, when they depart having gained both expert
knowledge of the holy laws and considerable advance in piety*

According to this description of a sabbath service at the tine of

Philo, which is presumably a reflection of Alexandrian practice,

a priest or elder reads a scriptural passage ani then delivers a

sermon on it* In this passage, Philo is referring to general

Jewish practice and not to one of the Jewish sects. The practice

presupposed here is different from the rabbinic ideal expressed

in g|ft::,Si,|» 5*8* According to Philo, one person reads the entire

passage, whereas p.. Gi|» 5s8 ordains that more than one person

should read* Fhilo does not state that the priest has preference

over the elder, but the priest is mentioned first. Perhaps a

priest, if present, was given preference, and otherwise one of the

elders read and preached*

In addition to the ancient evidence for these two priestly

practices in the synagogue, i«e», the priestly blessing and the

preference for priestly readers, the Theodoslan Code contains a

rather surprising reference to priests as synagogue function-

aries. The word "priest" fin the plurals ftitrelgf used as a

foreign word in the Latin text) occurs only once in reference to

Jews in the- Theodosian Code fl§#8,4, given on December 1, 331)?

Idem A* hiereis et archisynagogis et patribus synagogarum et
ceteris, qui in eodem loco deserviunt* Hiereos et archi-
synagogos et patres synagogarum et ceteros, qui synafOfis
deserviunt, ab ooini corporal! munere liberos esse
praecipimus.*^

The same Augustus to the priests, heads of the synagogues,
fathers of the synagogues, and all those who serve in the
said place. We command that priests, heads of the syna-
gogues, fathers of the synagogues, and all others who serve
the synagogues shall be free from every compulsory service of
a corporal nature.^

This law has been discussed above in the context of mothers/

fathers of the synagogues and of heads of the synagogue. ''

Important for the present context is the inclusion of fal.fr/elg

among others who- serve in the synagogue, including heads of the

synagogues and fathers of the synagogue. There are two possible

explanations for the Roman lawgiver vs having included foj.ere.is in

this laws

1. Christians, in writing the law, wsei the general

Christian, ani pagan term for official religious functionary,

not realising that Jewish priests were, not synagogue

functionaries.
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12 Women Leaders in the Synagogue

2* The authors of the law were well-informed of the inner
workings of the synagogue, ani this law is therefore an
attestation of the Jewish priest's having been a synagogue
functionary in this period.

In support of the first possibility, the increasing use of
)iier,.euj| for Christian office-holders should be mentioned. In a
period in which Christians had come to use the specifically

cultic title falflfji-g to refer to deacons, presbyters and
bishops, M.flta.g could have taken on the general meaning of
"religious functionary•* Thus, fojLerels may reflect Christian,
and not Jewish, usage* A modern parallel would be the use of
"Islamic priest" t© describe a mjî lali* which reflects the
religious background of Western journalists, rather than Islamic
usage* The position of M;,f:rejsf i*e*, first in the list, could
support this interpretation? the authors first employ the term
which they consider to be the general term for "religious func-
tionary, " and then proceed to the specific titles of synagogue
office known to then.

In support of the second explanation, one must note that
the Christian authors had a deep ©non§h knowledge of synagogue
organization to employ two terms not in use in the Christian
church: j,r.cfijsynagogi and gftfcE&g..,,,,gyaagnflî Mlir although
s.ynagf5fQ,B would have been known to them from the Mew Testament* ' ;

Further, the imperial court writexs would certainly not have had
an interest in liberating more persons than necessary from the
corporal duties. Their interest would rather have been, to limit
the liberation to those persons who were clearly synagogue
functionaries.

It is difficult to decide which is the batter eipla.na.tioR,
particularly in the light of the fact that the term M-g£gi-S* as-
applied to- Jews, occurs only once in the- Theodosian Code*
Although the second explanation is probably more convincing, it
seems more prudent simply to let the two explanations both stand
as goocl possibilities*

ivicteitce for special recognition of priests in non-temple
worship services can be found at Qumran, where priests, together
with the elders or the Levites and the elders, are commanded to
sit in front (1 OS 6s8i 101 13:1). One must note, however, that
the people of Ouaran probably viewed their worship service as a
substitute- temple service, while it is not clear that synagogue
congregants did* further, according to the Manual of Discipline,
there are to be three priests in the Council of the Cotaunitj
(1 QS 8si)* The Damascus Document ordains that of the ten judges
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of the communityr four must be from the tribe of Levi and Aaron

CCB 10*4-5) • ^

This scattered evidence for priests ha.¥in§ roles in the

synagogue or worship service as synagogue functionaries should

not be misunderstood as evidence for priests as synagogue

functionaries, but Philo, from the period before the- destruction,

of the temple, the rabbinic references to the priestly blessing

and the first forah reader's being a priest, which can be dated

back to at least the redaction of the Mishnah in the early third

centurjf and the fourth-century Theodosian Code reference to

Jewish priests in the context of synagogue officials (which may

not be reliablef however) do show that several streams within

Judaism seem to have given priests certain rights and roles

within the non-tenple worship service*

Does any of this mean that Jewish women of priestly caste

had special roles in the worship service? This is by no means

i tuned lately obvious • Our starting point was the three

inscriptions. If male priests could, by virtue of their

priesthoodf exercise certain roles in the non-temple worship

service, is it possible that female priests could likewise have

performed certain functions in the worship service? fhere are

certain hindrances to an. acceptance of this proposition* for

example, the male, i*e*, eiclusi¥tf language of Hum 6:23 (."Say to

Aaron and his sons11! T*;n->*n pimr*>K *m* LXX: AdXnoov Aopuv

Hal totg utoQc a6xoO), was probably understood by all later

exegetes to mean that men—but not women--of priestly caste are

to recite the priestly blessing. The rabbis usually take

exclusive biblical language to mean that women are in fact

excluded* This tradition of interpretation should be taken

iiuch ©ore seriously by those of today who- argue that "sons"

really includes "daughters9 and "man* really includes "woman.*

Against the background of the exclusion of women where the bible

uses male terminology, it is surprising to find a. rabbinic

example of the exact opposite: taking the biblical "son* (Jh£&}

in Dent 25:5 to »e.an "'son or daughter," The content is the woman

whose husband dies without a son and whose brother-in-law is

therefore required to marry her in order "that his (i,e«, the

ieai husband's) nan© not be blotted out of Israel* CP@ut 25:6)•

The rabbis ruled that if the deceased husband bad a daughter,

then the brother"-in-law was not required to marry the woman

fb.B.,BaJ:« 109a)• Perhaps this inclusive tradition is an old

oner for the LXX has spgraa for ££&, and M^fftMlSP for b,aj?bgjk$,r:
(Deut 25*5-6}• In sum, it is likely that Host streams of Judaism
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would have taken Hum 6s23 ("sons of Aaron") to mean that only

male priests should recite the priestly blessing, but the

extension of "sons* to include "daughters" would not be a total

anomaly in the history of Jewish exegesis*

Is it possible that priestly women could have been pre-

ferred readers of the Torah? Again, to most scholars of Judaism,

this proposition sounds absurcl# largely because of the general

view that women were not allowed to read the Torah in the ancient

synagogue at all. Can. ancient sources shed any light on this

question? An important passage, is !;.%;:illIgjg» 4,11 Cluck, 226):

Everyone can be counted in the minyan of the seven fwho read
the Toe ah in. the worship service) , even a woman, even a
minor, but one does not bring a woman up to reai to the
congregation*

The Babylonian Talmud (M&M* 23a) has;

miro.

Our rabbis taught: Everyone can be counted in. the minyan of
the seven, ewen a minor, even a womani but the sages said: A
voaan does not read from the Torah due to the honor of the
congregation*

It is clear that these texts forbii women, from reading the Torah

to the congregation* The enigma is that if they are clearly

forbidden, to read, why are women, included in the quotum of the

seven in the first place? »inorsf who are also included, are in

fact allowei to read (see a%,t jfeg* 4:6), a practice which later

receded with the rise of the bar-mitzvah* Why are women included

here at all? Ismar Elbogen suggests that women were originally

allowed to reaif but that by the Tannaitic period, they were

already excluded* This would mean that the rabbinic inclusion

of wo»en in the quorum of the seven attests to a more ancient

tradition, later suppressed, according to which women were

allowed to read from the Torah in. public*

Why the Babylonian Talmud fives the "honor of the congre-

gation" as a reason for not allowing women to read is unclear* A

possible parallel case could be a wo«anf a slave- or a minor

reading the Egyptian Ballel CFss 113-118) to a man who is not

able to reacl or to recite it from memory himself. The Mishnah

ordains that such a nan should repeat, it after the woman.
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the slave QX the minor reading it* but curses be upon, him
(m.,..,,gufck. 3110)! The shame of having a ©ember of one of these
groups read to an illiterate* Jewish* adult male was apparently
great in the eyes of the rabbis* What m».. :Spjc.k. 3 s 10 does show
is that it was not unknown in the rabbinic period foe women to be
capable of reading scripture aloud.

Neither fc,-,:.:i.ig;,g« 4.11 nor m.̂ ,,,gpkjk» 3? 10 can be dated more
specifically than to the Tannaitic period, which closed around
the first quarter of the third century, they are not parallel
passagesf of coarse• for ,fe« ifej> refers to women reading the
Tor ah in public and forbids it, while m,:«,.,S.ukk. 3 s 10 refers to
women reading the Ballel in private and grudgingly allows it.
The enigma of the inclusion of women in the minyan of the seven
cannot be definitively solved with the few hints available to us
in our sources* but their inclusion does make it impossible to
state that under no circumstances did women publicly read from
the- Torah in the ancient synagogue* We must simply admit that we
do not know if women die! or did not read, - If we do not know
what the situation in Palestine and Babylonia wasf how much less
do we know of synagogue worship in Egypt or in l€»ef where Mar in
and Gaudentia worshiped.

In conclusion, although the recitation by priestly women of
the priestly blessing seems unlikely in light of the explicit
•Aaron and his sons" in Num 6:22* it is not impossible that
certain communities could have interpreted this to mean *Aaron
and his children*1 and have asked both the priestly women and the
priestly men present to- bless then. Further# although there is
no solid evidence for women having read the Tor ah publicly in the
synafOfiie service, it cannot be eicltidedf particularly foe the
Greek-speaking congregations {about, which we know next to
nothing), that they did. Therefore, it cannot be excluded that
one or note of the- three women of our inscriptions were remem~
bered with the title "priest" bacau.se their priestly descent
entitled them to certain rights and honors in the synagogue
service duri»§ their lifetime*

C. ,Egf-M,,gH,gf:M feft.. .Ha,I,f, Frfftsts in
Ifigcg jpfclQn.8',

Before attempting to come to a decision as to the likeli-
hood of the three possible interpretations of Mfg.fti%ZM$Kisaa* a
brief survey of Mfî etifi in Jewish inscriptions ani papyri is
necessary* froa Eome there are four Mgrens ins-criptie-jnsf all
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§§ Women Leaders in the Synagogue

from the Monteverde catacomb, which !##©» dates from the first

century !•€•!•f throufh the end of the third century C.I,

CII 346» * Marble- plaque*

#lvM5e Htxe
2 *Xou6ac* lepe-

It. Is react xetxai.
ML 1-3? read &epe6c»

Here lies Judas,

CII 347* Marble plaque

*Ev3d5e
2 Ketvxat

*Ioo5ac nat
4 *

6 Mat tepetc
Kat ddeX<pat,

Here lie Judas and Joses, archons ani priests and brothers•

CII 3S5» fhree marble fragments.

['Evd]&6£ HLxe '![...]
2 [...]o£ tepeuls .... 3

[....]Hav v̂ [••••]
4 [ ]tnv.68

L* !• read neixat.

Here 1ies J[***»)r priest [••••]•

CII 375. Marble plaque engrairei on. both sides; broken into six

fragments*

'Evddde netxe
2 Motpia fi xoO te-

i

Ii. 1. read xetxat,

ier# lies Maria the (wife? daughter?) of the priest.

It is striking that all oi the toman h%$z.eX.&/hLex&iB iascriptions

are from the Monteverde catacomb* • Unfortunately^ no informa-

tion about the actual role of the priest can be gleaned from

these inscriptions. CII 375 is ©specially important for the

question, of whether M.gi|:eia/.bl.gil.gii simply neans "wife for

claufhter) of a priest.* The Maria, here* who- jLg the witm or

daughter of a priest, is not called hî jEeja or hierissa* but
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rather fef. tou hlereBs. this does not neap, that falff finkierissa

in the three inscriptions in question could under no circum-

stances nmmm. "wife Cor daughter) of a priest,11 but it does show

that th#r# was a way in Greek to express such a relationship

without this title, which a Greek speaker would have understood

as meaning "female cultic functionary,* Perhaps the "of the

priest* is to distinguish her front another Maria in the community

©r perhaps it was meant to indicate that she was a non~Aaronide

wife of a priest and therefore not a falerJUga herself.

There are three occurrences of Me^fHi at Beth She'arims

CII 1001 (Schwabe and Li fsh i tz , If.tfa fffreVarim 2. no, 49) .

Of the priests. Priests,

Schwabe and* Lifshitz, §eth ffhelarln 2» no, ISO Cpart one)

BA
tepe6[c3
[ * * d ]

The priest, Eabbi

Schwabe and Lifshitz, jteth. ghe|.ari» 2, no. 181,

priest.

In addition to these, there are two further inscriptions of

relevance:

CII 1002 (Schvabe ani Lifshitz, getfr.Shft'arim 2«2M%71

n?n oip-on

This place belongs to priests.

Schwabe and Lifshitz, If-th; s}ie'.a,ila 2. no, 148,

Buptxtoc*

A priest from Beirut.

CII 1001 is carved on the ceiling above arcosolium 1 of Hall I in

Catacomb 1. The "Of the priests. Priests,* must mean that

arcosolium 1 was set aside for the graves of priests, CII 1002
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in. Mali I of Catacomb 1 also indicates a separate burial place

for priestsi Sctwa.be and Lifshits art of the opinion that alaStt

her© must mean *arcosolitim," so that this inscription would be a

further attestation of burying people of priestly descent

separately. It is worthy of note- that in none of the Greek

inscriptions in arcosolium 1 of CII 1001 does the term Spriest*

occur (Schwabe ami Lifshitz, Ijsjkfa ffeglajclm 2* nos« 50-53),

Perhaps the single inscription CII 1001 was viewed as sufficient

emphasis of t&e priestly ancestry of those buried in that

arcosoliu»f making the use of iy..ê i|,i|/hjLê ,gla on each individual

epitaph unnecessary, this practice of the separate burial of

priestly women and men indicates a strong concern for the

priesthood even in the third and fourth centuries C.E»

Little can be said about the other inscriptions. In

Schwabe and Lif shits, f&th :S$k$ * axifl 2, no, 148, £hfi£a is the

Greek transliteration of £ & £ & •

At Leontopoiis in leliopoiis, the site of Cll 1514, the

Marin inscription, no Jewish MiSKMMS. inscriptions have been

found. In. fact, other than the Roman and Beth She1aria

inscriptions* few Jewish inscriptions with kJejcjBus. have been

found at all to date,7 In light of this rattier striking

distribution--a number of "priest* inscriptions from the

Monteverde catacomb in Rome and from the necropolis at Beth

She'arim and few elsewhere--it is reasonable to assume that

priestly descent was especially emphasized in the communities
74

which buried their dead on these two sites. Whether this

special emphasis on the priesthood also implies that priestly

women and men in these communities had special roles cannot be

said*

the term hityffts also occurs several times in Egyptian

Jewish papyri CCPJ 120, 121, 139 [twice]), but since each

occurrence consists only of a name- followed by "priestf" they are

of little help to us in identifying any priestly functions.

As unsatisfying as i t may be, i t must be admitted that i t

is impossible to know precisely wtiat. fiierej,a/M:ejrfssa in the

three ancient Jewish inscriptions means* Were this tern to be

the equivalent of the rabbinic Jcjj|^petf no problems of orthodoxy

would present themselves, for kfftiej|e:t does not signify a cultic

or administrative religious functionary, If, on the other hand,

i t were to imply certain functions in the synagogue or tempi©

worship service, the accepted image of ancient Jewish worship
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would have to bm altered considerably. In. contrast to the

synagogue functionaries discussed thus far* the Jewish priesthood

has biblical roots and was attached to the temple servicef both

of which itake the question of Jewish male and female priests

highly complex.

For all of these difficulties* it must also be emphasised

that if the three inscriptions hail cone from another Graeco~Roman

religion* no scholar would have thought of arguing that "priest*

does not really mean "priest." The composers of these inscrip-

tions must have been aware that they were employing a term which

normally implied a cultic function* Further* as the above survey

has shown* it is not as far-fetched to imagine that a woman could

have had a cultic function, for example* at the Jewish temple in

Leontopolis* or that a woman could have had a synagogue function*

such as reading from the Torah* as it might seen at first blush*

Ontil further evidence is found to support one or the other of

the interpretations* it seems most prudent to keep the various

options open. In light of the evidence surveyed, an absolute

statement such as that of Jean Juster* "• • • women were not

allowed to be priestesses among the Jews** ' does not see*

prudent*
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PART TWO

BACKGRODHD QUBSTXOMS
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