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"The Rabbis Reconsidered: A Roundtable Discussion"

Wednesday, April 2, 4:45 PM, Arch Crest, 3601 Locust Walk, University of Pennsylvania

Sponsored by the University of Pennsylvania Jewish Studies Kutchin Faculty Seminar Series, and co-sponsored by the Center for Ancient Studies and the Religious Studies Department


The strong traditional story of Jewish recovery from the destruction of the Temple by the Romans in 70 CE has been radically altered by a recent generation of scholars. The old narrative tells us that the rabbis stepped up to lead and inspire a devastated Jewish population. They built a Torah-based Judaism to fill the void left by the loss of the Temple and priesthood. They created and ran new institutions that patrolled and defined the contours of a rabbinically-inflected Jewish identity. 

New evidence of the relationship of rabbis with non-rabbinic Jews, and with imperial governments and cultures in both Babylonia and Palestine, coupled with the revelations gleaned from material remains tell us a different story. Rabbinic Judaism was at best a marginal voice in the Roman world; and most Jews likely paid them little or no mind. To the east of the Roman empire, rabbis living and working under the Sasanian empire reveal themselves to be profoundly influenced by the legal, religious, institutional, and cultural traditions of the Zorastrians among whom they lived. 

This newer scholarship has prompted a reconsideration of the role of the rabbis in the ancient world: 

* Who in fact were the rabbis and where did they come from? 
* If the rabbis were not at the center of post 70 CE Jewish life, who or what was? 
* When and how did the rabbis ultimately move from the periphery to the center of Jewish life? 
* What should a historian do with the vast corpus of rabbinic literature? 
* How do new historical narratives change how we read these canonical texts? 

 

Introduction by Natalie Dohrmann [= ND]
For most, the study of Judaism in Antiquity would mean the study of the Rabbis.  The rabbis entered the historical stage in the centuries following the destruction of the Temple by the Romans in the first century. They were an intensely prolific and creative community, ultimately responsible for the rabbinic canon which still is the predominant voice of normative Judaism (beyond the torah of course)—creating the mishnah, talmuds, the midrashim. This vast and varied library emanated from Palestine and Babylon between the 2nd and 6th centuries and beyond – under the political aegis of pagan then Christian Rome to the west, and Sasanian Babylon to the east. In the wake of the destruction of the Second Temple and the disempowerment of the priestly aristocracy, the rabbis seemed to have moved seamlessly to the center of Jewish life where they inhabited and animated a Torah-centered Judaism that could withstand the loss of sacrificial religion.  The world regulated and depicted by the rabbis is addressed to all Jews, and seemingly covers EVERYTHING; the rabbis in their texts erect institutions, academies, courts, schools and synagogues and peopled them with rabbinic authorities, laws, and mores. 

It is more than tempting to read the rabbis’ world as descriptive, as history.  But is it? Did they in fact build and people actual institutions? Or maybe instead merely literary ones? What are the rabbis up to in their work, and how might we go about finding out? 

Beside the rabbis, what other sorts of Jews were living in the rabbis world? strolling in the agora, and sitting in the synagogues, paying taxes to Rome or Persia, and attending gladiatorial games. Dwelling apparently untroubled amid the “pagan” statues and artwork that filled the public & private spaces of the roman city? Where do we find traces of them? What did these Jews think of the rabbis?

On these questions and more, let’s ask the experts!

It is my sincere pleasure to introduce today’s panelists.  For those who do not know the work of Seth Schwartz, Yaakov Elman, and Beth Berkowitz, you are in for a treat.  What unites these scholars is their deeply learned and boldly creative scholarship, which each in its discrete ways has unmistakably altered the terrain of Judaism’s religious past:

SS = Seth Schwartz, Gerson Cohen Professor of History at Jewish Theological Seminary. Among his many publications, his book Judaism and Imperialism and Jewish Society, 200 BCE – 640 CE presents the single most influential retelling of Jewish History in the Roman period of our generation. 

YE = Yaakov Elman, Professor of Talmud and Judaic Studies at Yeshiva University. In his list of published and forthcoming works is Dina de malkhuta dina: Rabbinic and Sasanian Law in Amoraic Babylonia. Prof. Elman has opened up countless new insights into the Babylonian Talmud by combining his catholic exegetical eye with a study of the Middle Persian documents (a resource heretofore untapped by scholars of the Talmud) – proving that the rabbis of the bavli were deeply familiar with and influenced by the Sasanian world in which they lived. 

BB = Beth Berkowitz, Assistant Professor of Talmud and Rabbinics at the Jewish Theological Seminary. Her recent book Execution and Invention: Death Penalty Discourse in Early Rabbinic and Christian Cultures, brings a wonderfully sophisticated literary sensitivity to rabbinic texts, and begins to rigorously explore the ramification of new historical narratives on our most basic understandings of rabbinic literature and thought.



ND: Who were "the rabbis"? 

SS: in Palestine of 3rd-4th centuries, we don't know much about who they were, but can say a bit about what they did or did not do. They were not community officials performing religious functions. They mainly received "appointment" (minui) to make judgments in legal cases, but not in a formal civil court. Some apparently also had other occupations besides this. 
Although literate, they do not seem to have been "upper class," strictly speaking; some may have been rich enough to qualify for serving on Roman city councils, since they are warned not to accept such positions; some may have been served by slaves or by their students. They did solicit funds to support young scholars. 

YE: Jews dressed like everyone else in Sassanian Babylonia (224-450 ce); Jews along with Persians wore the same type of belt (the "kustig") that indicated identity (thus integration into that society) -- for Persians it was an important symbol of Zoroastrian identity, and it was used by them during prayer, and thus was a "religious" symbol for them, whatever it may have meant to Jews.
Furthermore, it is not clear that the Jewish community had a clearly defined political role of its own. Thus the Jewish "exilarch" was not responsible for collecting taxes, etc., but had some functions that included a court of some sort. On the other hand, that he had some sort of official recognition is indicated by the fact that the word /Reshgalutak/ exists in Middle Persian and that Persian sources (!) record that a daughter of an exilarch was married to one of the Yazdigirds. Several major rabbis are mentioned thousands of times (I deal with the “top” dozen who are mentioned at least 1000 times in the 1.8 million words of the Bavli) in the Babylonian talmud.  They were urbanites, owned slaves and land, often their wealth was inherited (not earned by virtue of being rabbis -- not a profession in that sense). Like other Jews in that context, they were "materialistic" with regard to financial status. 



ND: Why do we know so little about them? 

BB: the sources are like a hall of mirrors -- texts must be read with the "archaeological" evidence in view, and vice versa. The Mishnah does not seem to represent "law" as actually practiced, but needs to be understood in a category such as utopian vision or ideological model. But then, what can we learn from it about realities? Just as we can learn some things about reality from novels, so too here -- the material is "historical in a different way." 



ND: Then how can we use that sort of evidence? 

SS: I am prepared to believe (for the sake of argument) many of the details of rabbinic "cases," and stories in general, but I’m skeptical about their typicality: i.e. I don’t believe many Jews in the 2nd, 3d, 4th centuries actually brought their cases to rabbis, though I do not doubt that some may have done so. What role would the rabbis play in such a society governed by Roman civil law? 



YE: regarding the Mishnah, we can sometimes test it to determine what was actually happening – e.g. the extent to which the rabbis deal with the same sorts of problems treated in the Introduction to Roman law produced by Gaius around 161 ce. Similarly, in Babylonia the Persian "Book of 1000 Decisions" (probably a jurist's anthology compiled for personal use by Faroxmard i Wahraman for practical [not theoretical] use around 620 ce, which quotes precedents, court documents, government administrative  decrees, Sasanian kings, etc.) reflects similar cultural values, although there is no reason to think that people necessarily lived by the ideals presented there. The rabbis were not generally upper-class landowners, although some of them may have had inherited wealth, and their socialization was thus somewhat different. Jews had been under Persian rule for centuries, and had become very Persianized. The Persians and Jews were concerned about some similar "hot button" religious issues such as theodicy (problem of suffering, role of "fate"), purity, and bodily resurrection (perhaps in response to Manichaean ideas). 



ND: What was the function of the Bible in these materials? 

BB: the rabbinic literature often interprets older materials, both biblical and tannaitic. But such interpretations can sometimes become an obstacle to undersanding the historical realities since they may reflect older exegetical traditions or methods that are not necessarily based in the existing situations. It all needs careful sifting. 



ND: We haven't explored such things as the role of the synagogue, continuities and discontinuities with the past, and the presence of non-rabbinic Jews, but it is time to invite questions from the audience. 



Q. Within what sort of "institutional base" did the rabbis operate?  

SS: in the Palestinian materials, the "Patriarch" (Nasi) has a role in making some appointments, and there is a consciousness of some representation from "our rabbis" as authorities in the troubled and fracturing Roman society of the late 3rd century, which soon also saw the rise of Christianity to political prominence. 



Q. How did rabbis exert authority after 70 ce? 

SS: between the two revolts (70, 135), they may have tried to operate within the Roman legal system as local allies, mediators, legal advisors. After the 2nd revolt, few Jews were left in Palestine to serve or be served. 



Q. Who is the audience for the rabbinical materials? 

YE: all the material has gone through stages of redaction, with the redactors writing for their own group. With reference to specific problems such as theodicy, there may have been a larger audience with general interest. Also, some of the composition (most of the Bavli was not actually written down until the middle of the 8^th  century, and was not generally available in written form until almost the end of the Gaonic period in the 11^th  century) was doubtless done with awareness of the donors. 



Q. Aphrahat in the 4th century attributes some strange things to Jews; how does that fit? 

YE: Probably he had no real knowledge of real Jews, but operated within a relatively frozen polemic tradition. 



Q. Goodenough's work on Jewish Symbols suggested that few Jews (maybe 10%) were actually involved in the rabbinic approach; why hasn't this been explored further since then? 

SS: Actually, Neusner took up that challenge and at least outside of Israel, his work tended to discourage further attempts at drawing history from these materials. There is a current revival of interest, taking into account the problems raised by Goodenough and Neusner. 

YE: Neusner was not adequately trained to deal with the Babylonian context, and still has not recognized or acknowledged the close relationship between Babylonian Jewry and Persian life and culture. 

BB: there are interesting parallels here to the study of early Christian history, where historical skepticism has given way to new approaches searching for reliable historical results. The “revisionist” picture of the Rabbis as relatively lacking in authority or influence and the tendency to push off their institutionalization to a late date has parallels in scholarship on the history of early Christianity, where the ascendancy and even existence of an Orthodox Christianity has been similarly pushed later. The broader interest within the academy in power and authority has made its impact on the study of the Rabbis.  


Q. Where did people find their "spiritual orientation" if not from the rabbis? 

SS: From themselves? Who were the leaders of Jewish communities? There were various roles, and guidance did not necessarily come from rabbis. One interesting piece of evidence comes from the situation of Jews in 5th century Minorca (western Mediterranean, and island off North Africa), where their leader is described as learned and rich, a supporter of the community and synagogue. 



Q. What do we know of how the law was taught in the Palestine Beit Midrash? 

SS: the evidence is sparce. Rabbinic literature refers to a person who teaches the "book" (scripture?) and mishnah. One relevant piece of archaeological evidence tells us little. The texts refer to rabbis lecturing, on occasion. 

YE: there is a term (/MAQREI DARDEQEI/) for the elementary teacher who teaches youths to read. At later levels, probably apprenticeship to a teacher was the system. Rabbinic groups seem to have been relatively small, with little centralization until the period of redaction (late 6^th  century or so). 



Q. What effect did official recognition of Christianity by the Roman empire have on rabbinic Judaism? 
SS: In this connection, "Jewish clergy" (not necessarily all rabbis) were granted similar rights to orthodox (but not "heretical") Christian leaders in the late 4th century. Thus Jewish legal identity was affirmed in a world that already had a Christian plurality. 



END [summary based on notes taken by R. A. Kraft, edited by the participants]



