Rabbis and Donors:
The Logics of Giving in the Ancient Mediterranean

Krista N. Dalton

Submitted in partial fulfillment of the
requirements for the degree of
Doctor of Philosophy
in the Graduate School of Arts and Sciences

Columbia University

2019



© 2019

Krista N. Dalton
All rights reserved



Abstract

Rabbis and Donors:
The Logics of Giving in the Ancient Mediterranean
Krista N. Dalton

This dissertation analyzes the performance of rabbinic expertise in the cultivation of donor and
social networks in late antiquity. Through analysis of narrative depictions of rabbis and donors in
Palestinian Rabbinic literature, I illustrate the social relationships created and maintained through
gift-giving. I argue that the rabbis used social networks to cultivate the legitimacy of the rabbinic
project, facilitated by the authorizing power of donations. I demonstrate how donations to rabbis
served as a means of legitimizing the rabbinic office as they formed into a self-conscious guild

whose authority rested on the performance of expertise.

These donations were not so simply received, however, as the rabbis disdained reciprocal forms of
patronage associated with the broader Roman empire. Therefore, I demonstrate how the rabbis
drew from systems of donation in the biblical text in order to assuage the association of their donors
with formal patronage. In drawing from the biblical system and applying to their own historical
times, the rabbis blended the gift types of tithes, charity, benefaction, and patronage through
exegetical tactics. In this way, narrative accounts of tithes, charity, and informal gifts to rabbis can be
read for the dynamics of reciprocal expectations sometimes encoded in the narrative account. With
careful attention to rabbinic exegetical strategies, I trace the reception of biblical ideas about giving

to their manifestation within the particular context of Roman Syria Palaestina.
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Chapter One

Tales of Rabbis and Donors: An Introduction

Everything passes to and fro as if there were a constant exchange of a spiritual matter,

including things and men, between clans and individuals, distributed between social ranks,

the sexes, and the generations. Marcel Mauss, The Gift, 18.

Rabbi Yose ben Kisma was once traveling abroad when he encountered a man with an
enticing offer. From afar the man glimpsed R. Yose, probably spotting his particular cloak which
signified that he was a scholar, and rushed to greet him." The man inquired, “Rabbi, where do you
come from?” With pride R. Yose described his urban home. “I come from a great city of sages and
scribes,” R. Yose boasted.” The man, observing that R. Yose must be a scholar of vast knowledge to
come from such a city, pounced on the opportunity produced by this chance encounter. “Rabbi,” he
exclaimed, “would you wish to dwell with us in our place? I will give you a million golden dinars and
precious stones and pearls.” Such an offer would surely coax R. Yose to leave his scholarly guild and

teach in this region. Yet R. Yose’s expertise could not be bought. He insisted, “My son, if you gave

! See Sifre Deut 343:11 for description of the sages’ particular dress. On the social markers of rabbinic appearance, see
Catherine Hezser, Rabbinic Body Langnage: Non-verbal Communication in Palestinian Rabbinic Literature of Late Antiguity (Leiden:
Brill, 2017), 24-68.

2 Shmuel Safrai suggests that this great city was Tiberias, which held a rabbinic academy. “The Jewish Cultural Nature of
Galilee in the First Century,” Immannel 24, no. 25 (1990): 160. While this association is a theory at best, R. Yose is said to
have spent time in Tiberias according to a tradition in Tanhuma, wa-yishalah 8.



me all the silver and gold and precious stones and peatls in the world, I would not dwell anywhere
except in a place of Torah.”

This scene of a Torah scholar forsaking an offer of sponsorship speaks to a recurring idyllic
motif. Elsewhere in Mishnah Avot we learn that Hillel, one of the earliest rabbinic sages and
founder of a legendary dynasty of scholars, taught that the Torah should not be used as a means for
income.” “He who makes worldly use of the crown shall perish,” he says, to which the editotial voice
explains, “From this you learn: He who uses words of Torah for his own benefit removes his life
from the world.”> When Maimonides, the famed 12" century rabbi and rabbinic commentator,
analyzed this passage from Avot, he took the words at face value. He insisted that nowhere in

rabbinic literature do we find rabbis requesting money from people or collecting on behalf of

3208 QPR RN 927 0 AR 019w 17 NI ,017W Y I3 TR OTR Y2 VADY 772 7901 9N AR OYD (RA0P 12 0P Y27 N
O°33RY 2777 1T 099K AR T2 INR YIRY 12IPR2 1AV NTOW TR 27 9 IR IR 021910 HWI 007 DW 39172 1Y 19 TNInR
770 272 RPK 7 01K ,07W2W N1PRAIM MR 2°1aR1 271 03 9359 1011 A0K OX 712 12 PNONK .NPYAIn M. M. Avot 6:9.

The “place of Torah” is presumably the beit midrash where rabbis taught each other. See Lennart Lehmhaus, ““Were not
understanding and knowledge given to you from Heavenr’ Minimal Judaism and the Unlearned ‘Other’ in Seder Eliyahu
Zuta,” Jewish Studies Quarterly 19, no. 3 (2012): 239-240 for analysis of this story’s appearance in Seder Eliyahu Zuta.

# Scholars have assumed that Avot is a later addition to the Mishnah. Jacob Neusner even goes so far as to state that
“Avot does not recognize a single topic that occurs in the Mishnah.” Canon and Connection: Intertextuality in Judaism
(Lanham, MD: University Press of America, 1987), 138. However, recently some scholars have pushed for an eatlier
dating. Amram Tropper has argued that tractate Avot emerged in the early third century as a means for Rabbi Yehudah
ha-Nasi to “ground and support the Mishnah.” Wisdom, Politics, and Historiography: Tractate Avot in the Context of the Graeco-
Roman Near East, Oxford Oriental Monographs (New York: Oxford University Press, 2004), 188. Daniel Bernard argues
that the tractate “blur the boundaries between wisdom and Mishnah” as reflective of Greco-Roman schools in the mid
third century. “Listing and enlisting: the rhetoric and social meaning of Tractate Avot” (PhD diss., Concordia University,
2008), 110. Jack Lightstone suggests a similar dating in “Textual Study and Social Formation: The Case of

Mishnah,” Szudies in Judaism, Humanities, and the Social Sciences 1, no. 1 (2018). While an earlier dating is compelling, none of
these studies have yet to take seriously the habit of statements from Avot appearing in the Bavli without introductory
formulas and the content of Avot that better reflects the rabbinic ethos found in the texts of the later amoraic period.

> M. Avot 4:5, quoting Hillel from M. Avot 1:13.
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rabbinic academies.’ To request money was “a desecration of [God's] name in the eyes of the masses
because they would think that Torah is a profession from the professions through which a person
lives and it will become disgraced in their eyes.””

Talmudic texts composed by the Palestinian amoraim, rabbinic sages residing in and around
Galilee circa 200-400 CE, held up the ideal of teacher and judge as pro gratis in tension with the
increasing expectations of a funded rabbinic guild. In the Mishnah, rabbis who served as judges
could have their rulings voided if they took a salary, yet the Palestinian Talmud suggests that fees
could be collected in exchange for the judge’s time.® In the Mishnah, those who taught rabbinic
teachings did not receive payment.” Moses is repeatedly upheld as a model Torah scholar who taught
the Israelites 01°12 or free of charge. But later rabbinic texts ease the expectations: “The verse says
[Moses taught] ‘laws and rules.” You have to teach ‘laws and rules’ for free; you do not have to teach
Bible and translations for free.”'’ The text continues with a further extension of the policy from R.

Yudan the son of R. Ishmael who explains that those who taught early rabbinic traditions could

6 Maimonides suggests that those rabbis who were poor were occupied in supplemental labor, such as Yochanan ben
Zakkai who chopped wood, in order to sustain their livelihood.

7 Many later commenters disagreed with Maimonides. See Simeon ben Zemah Duran (Shut Tashbetz 1:142, 14 century)
who insists Jews have always supported Torah scholars and Solomon Luria (Yam Shel Shlomo Chullin 3:9, 16 century)
who argued that not taking money could cause bitu/ Torah (the cessation of Torah).

8 M. Bekh 4:6, T. Bekh 3:8-9. See Y. Sanh 1:1, 18b.

9 M. Ned 4:3. The text states that one may teach midrash, halakhah, and aggadah to one who is under a vow not to
receive benefit from an associate, the logic being that this is not a case of a “freebie” learning session since those topics
never receive payment.

10 Deuteronomy 4:5 invoked as a proof text in y. Ned 4:3, 38c. See also bNed 36b-37b; bBekh 29a; bKet 105a; Deut
Rabbah 4:5.

ITPIAR 19201 ROPPANA AN 191 .41M RIPR 0102 1777 ONXR XY L0102 02791 QDR 205w 2PN .0M0OWwm D1 b TInhn
TR0 T 19702 TDW HRYAY? 92792 1717 020 R



charge fees because “they take payment for lost time.” By redirecting fees as an exchange for time
rather than expertise, the rabbis blurred the implication of their habits of collecting payment.'

Funding was, on the one hand, a reality for a trade whose ideal required men to occupy their
time with Torah. While there are accounts of rabbis engaged in side occupations, though none in the
Mishnah," the rabbinic exemplar was a man who devoted himself entirely to study, even to the
extent of delaying martiage or leaving his family for the study house for decades at a time."” On the
other hand, sources of support, whether through fees, donations, employers, or patrons, were an
essential part of scholastic guilds in antiquity because served to legitimize the expertise of those
supported. Not only did funding ensure study, text production, and related building projects, they
signified that the recipients were worth giving to.

These relationships, however, introduced specific tensions related to reciprocal
expectations.'* In one account, Theudas of Rome had led the Jews therein to celebrate Passover by
roasting a young animal whole (1°09171), arranging its hooves and entrails on its head in the manner
of the sacrifices of the now destroyed Temple. This practice enraged the sages in Syria Palaestina

who wrote to him saying, “Were you not Theudas we would excommunicate you!”" This threat

11 For analysis of the ways rabbis conceived time, see Sarit Kattan Gribetz, “A Matter of Time: Writing Jewish Memory
into Roman History,” AJS Review 40, no. 1 (2016): 57-86 and Lynn Kaye, Time in the Babylonian Talmnd: Natural and
Imagined Times in Jewish Law and Narrative (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2018).

12 For a lengthy list of examples, see Catherine Hezser, The Social Structure of the Rabbinic Movement in Roman Palestine, Texte
Und Studien Zum Antiken Judentum 66 (TUbingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1997), 257-264.

13 See Daniel Boyarin, Carnal Israel: Reading Sex in Talmudic Culture (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1993), 134-
166 and Eliezer Diamond, Holy Men and Hunger Artists: Fasting and Asceticism in Rabbinic Culture (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2003).

14T use the term “donations” in the vaguest sense so as to avoid the specific connotations of patron and benefactor.
Donor and donation are intended to be neutral terms, in as much as they can be, so that each gift-type can be explored
on its own terms.

15 Also found in B. Pesachim 53a. B. Berakhot 19a states that Simeon b. Shetah sent the warning.



lacked much substance though, for Theudas had sent donations (137110179) to the very same rabbis.
As a donor Theudas enjoyed special dispensation for encouraging the Jews to roast their festive
meats like the sacred Temple sacrifices, an act that violated rabbinic halakhic standards.'

These conflicting depictions—one of a Torah scholar forsaking sponsorship and the other
of donation-funded rabbis dealing with the constraints of donor relations—represent two
concurrent positions within rabbinic literature. On the one hand, to meld the sacred act of study
with the grubby glint of coin can ring with profanity. But in the ancient world, scholastic work drew
from the social connections and capital of both donors and devotees even if certain ideals resisted
the implications of those relationships.

Scholastic expertise in the ancient world depended on donor networks."” First in the
Hellenistic and then later Roman context, scholastic elites formed collective associations
endeavoring to uphold the principles of paideia, ot the education of members of the po/is."® These
guilds of scholastic experts competed for influence. Scholatly guilds ideologically distinguished
themselves both from the unknowing public and from other experts and sought relationships with
wealthy elites in order to both fund knowledge-ordering projects and to reinforce the legitimacy of
the guild. Patronage not only funded this specialist work but it cultivated an aura of legitimacy,

drawing the attentions of those who valued a particular scholat’s exclusive claim upon knowledge."

16Y, Pesachim 7:1, 34a and Y. Mo’ed Qatan 3:1, 81d.

17 On the application of social network theory to the Roman ancient world, see Anna Collar, Religions Networks in the
Roman Empire: the spread of new ideas (Cambridge University Press, 2013).

18 John S. Kloppenborg and Stephen G. Wilson, eds., 1oluntary Associations in the Graeco-Roman World (London; New
York: Routledge, 1996).

19 For personal patronage, see Richard P. Saller, Personal Patronage Under the Early Empire (Cambtidge: Cambridge
University Press, 1982)44—63; Andrew Wallace-Hadrill, Patronage in Ancient Society London; New York: Routledge, 1990).



In order to effectively compete, ancient scholars strove to project an aura of "expertise" through
tactics of legitimation. Anthropologist Jeremy Boissevain framed these types of relationships as
situational, whereby patrons and clients defined their social roles through continual performance.”
Expertise, therefore, was not self-evident; it had to be performed and required validation from
others.

Yet while highly desired, these relationships introduced specific tensions. Once gifts and favors were
exchanged, donors felt entitled to the scholastic work. This threat to scholarly autonomy—the
projection of which went hand in hand with claims to exclusive knowledge—required careful
negotiation. As the recent work of Kendra Eshleman has shown, scholastic experts asserted their
expert authority over donors through rhetorical tactics so as to mask their reliance on donor
support.”!

The rabbis of Syria Palaestina participated in these habits of the ancient Mediterranean
scholastic culture.”” Torah study was a trade unto itself that competed with other forms of labor that
an ancient Jewish man might undertake.” Yet theirs was a guild inflected with the traditions of a
Second Temple past and drew its principles from the lines of Torah.* Just as they competed

amongst other social elites in the broader Roman realm of donors, they were also informed by a

20 Jeremy Boissevain, Friends of Friends: Networks, Manipulators and Coalitions (St. Martin's Press, 1974).

2l See for example Kendra Eshleman’s work with second sophistic philosophers and Christian bishops. The Social World
of Intellectuals in the Roman Empire: Sophists, Philosophers, and Christians (Cambridge University Press, 2012).

22 See for example, Marc Hirshman, The stabilization of rabbinic culture, 100 CE-350 CE: texts on education and their
late antique context (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009); Jenny R. Labendz, Socratic Torah: Non-Jews in Rabbinic
Intellectual Culture (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013).

2 “Torah study is constructed as the masculine activity par excellence.” Michael Satlow, ““Tty to Be A Man’ The
Rabbinic Construction of Masculinity,” Harvard Theological Review 89, no. 1 (1996): 27.

24 See Steve Mason, “Philosophiai: Graecco-Roman, Judean and Christian” in Voluntary Associations in the Graeco-Roman
World (London; New York: Routledge, 1996) for analysis of Josephus’ depiction of Judaism as a philosophical school.



unique tradition whose ideals particularized their relationships with donors and other Jews. As the
recent work by Seth Schwartz demonstrates, the Palestinian rabbis were quite hostile to Roman
culture and resisted the relationships of debt produced by Roman systems of patronage on biblically-
informed ideological grounds.” This dissonance appears throughout rabbinic texts; while in some
places explicitly wary of the Roman patronal system,* other accounts attest to the expanding
rabbinic social network and incorporation of donors. In addition to the tensions associated with
donor expectations and scholarly autonomy, rabbinic tensions with donations included the added
valence of Torah and rabbinic ideals, which often resisted reciprocal relationships in pursuit of an
egalitatian ethic.”’ Thus, identifying donor relationships in rabbinic literature is complicated by the
fact that the rabbis themselves often worked to thwart associations with reciprocal donor
expectations for their own ideological reasons.

This project attends to the dissonance within rabbinic narratives about donors and their
social networks by demonstrating how the rabbis worked to assuage associations of donations and
fees with patronage and mere trade. One tactic in particular involved drawing from the biblical text
and its systems of giving and applying those categories to their own historical contexts. In doing so,
rabbinic narratives about donors often blended the gift types of tithes, charity, benefaction, and
patronage. This dissertation develops a method for analyzing categories of gifts, which looks first to
the narrative’s actors and their expectations without assuming how the gift should work according to

its categorical label. In this way, narrative accounts of tithes, charity, and informal gifts to rabbis can

% “T'he rabbis proclaimed their alienation from normative Roman culture in every line they wrote.” Seth Schwartz, Were
the Jews a Mediterranean Society?: reciprocity and solidarity in ancient Judaism (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2009),
114.

20Y. Berakhot 9:1, 13a for example.

27 See Seth Schwartz, Were the Jews a Mediterranean Society?: reciprocity and solidarity in ancient Judaism (Princeton, NJ: Princeton
University Press, 2009).



be read for the dynamics of reciprocal expectations sometimes encoded in the narrative account,
often in surprising places.

Analyzing stories of donations offers a lens into the institutionalizing of rabbinic legitimacy.
One way this legitimacy could be tangibly acknowledged was through the gifts bestowed upon
individual rabbis. While the tension between active engagement with donors and the potential
problems posed by compensating Torah experts is present in the rabbinic tradition, as the opening
examples of R. Yose and Theudas illustrate, it is precisely these tensions that can reveal the cultural
assumptions, expectations, and traditions informing interactions between rabbis and donors within

their late ancient Mediterranean context.

1.1 The Project of Analyzing Rabbinic Donors

This project analyzes tales of rabbinic donations in Palestinian rabbinic literature, reading the
stories as literary productions and paying attention to their intertextual links. Through these stories I
aim to do two things: 1) analyze the relationship between biblical and rabbinic categories of giving
and their deployment as hermeneutical tactics within a Roman imperial context 2) demonstrate the
rabbinic cultivation of expertise through the interaction with social and donor networks. The scope
of this project focuses primarily on Palestinian amoraic texts in order to make an argument about
the relationship between rabbinic expertise and donor networks within the third through fifth

centuries C.E..

1.1.1 The First Aim of this Project

The first aim of this project addresses the matter of categorizing gift-types both on the part
of modern scholars and the texts themselves. The field of Ancient Judaism has long focused on

reconstructing a unique Jewish giving system based on the gifts depicted in the Hebrew Bible and
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legislated in rabbinic literature. Early scholarly accounts of these gifts were animated by an
apologetic fervor, exhorting that the rabbis expertly refined moral insights from the Bible into a
religious system of giving that rivaled their Roman counterparts.”® Ancient Jews did not need Roman
patrons, this perspective insists, when they belonged to the charitable Jewish community.” In recent
decades, this romantic portrait of rabbinic morals has been complicated; rather than view rabbinic
systems of giving in a cultural vacuum, scholars now contend that the rabbis grappled with
negotiating biblical ideals amidst the conditions and constraints of their imperial context.

With a kind of “category-mania,” scholars of this critical turn have tried to classify examples
of giving according to how “Roman” or how “Jewish” they appeared to be. According to this
methodological schema, Roman giving, typified by patronage and benefaction,” represented
“secular” networks of donations that facilitated reciprocal exchange; Jewish giving, typified by
tithing and charity, sought to enact a “religious” ethic of egalitarian gifts given without strings
attached. Recent monographs on the topic use this methodological frame in order to discern the

influence of Roman systems of giving upon Jewish and/or rabbinic models. " While each work

28 Ephraim E. Urbach, “Political and Social Tendencies in Talmudic Concepts of Charity,” Zion 16 (1951): 1-27
[Hebrew]. Gildas Hamel, Poverty and Charity in Roman Palestine, First Three Centuries C.IE., Near Eastern Studies 23
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1990).

2 Maimonides makes this exact claim in his analysis of Avot.

30 Patronage was a system of asymmetrical relationships forming an extended, and often long-term, system of
transactions exchanged between two unequal parties. Richard P. Saller, Personal Patronage Under the Early Empire
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982). Benefaction (or exergetism) was a specific kind of patronage that
expected civic leaders to personally finance the building of monuments, city centers, and festivals in exchange for their
privileged positions. Paul Veyne, Bread and Circuses: Historical Sociology and Political Pluralism, trans. by Brian Pearce
(London: Penguin Press, 1990).

31 See for example Seth Schwartz, Were the Jews a Mediterranean Society?: reciprocity and solidarity in ancient Judaism (Princeton,
NJ: Princeton University Press, 2009); Susan Sorek, Remembered for Good: A Jewish Benefaction System in Ancient Palestine
(Sheffield Phoenix Press Limited, 2010); Yael Wiltand, Poverty, Charity and the Image of the Poor in Rabbinic Texts from the
Land of Israel (Sheffield Phoenix Press Limited, 2014); Gregg Gardner, The Origins of Organized Charity in Rabbinic [udaism
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 2015). For discussion of these works, see section 1.4.2.



differs in terms of how the pie is sliced, they all employ a cultural binary with which to filter the
source material. Yet this categorical opposition ends up obscuring the reality that one could be both
Roman and Jewish at the same time. Gift givers could expect reciprocity (i.e., the “Roman” or
“secular” mode) while couching their gift in the language of solidarity (i.e., the “Jewish” mode)
regardless of their personal identities. Thus, the method of defining categories cannot account for
the diversity of lived experience represented in rabbinic storytelling.

Boundaries are never so cleanly cut in practice. While this point is on the surface an obvious
one, gifts, in particular, activate a whole realm of expectations that are hard to quantify. When gift
transactions occut, the participants are never activating a single notion of how the gift should work.
When ancient Jews gave donations, they could at once invoke personal affect, notions of solidarity,
religious precepts, in addition to expectations of personal gain, reciprocity, or desired outcomes. The
gift category (i.e. patronage or charity) does not determine which expectations occur but the
“contingent performance” of the gift, to use Alan Smart’s language, endows the gift with particular
meaning.”> As anthropologist Mark Osteen contends, “Gifts at once express freedom and create
binding obligations, and may be motivated by generosity or calculation, or both.”> Thus, Roman
patronage is not inherently calculating just as Jewish charity is not inherently generous. To
understand the habits of giving in antiquity, one must employ a theoretical model that takes into
account these myriad sites of meaning. A methodology classifying examples of giving into different
categories—secular or religious, Roman or Jewish, egalitarian or reciprocal—compresses the elastic

dynamics of the gift into compartments far too neat.

32 Alan Smart, “Gifts, bribes, and guanxi: A reconsideration of Bourdieu’s social capital,” Cultural anthropology 8, no. 3
(1993): 405.

33 Mark Osteen, “Introduction: questions of the gift,” in The Question of the Gift (Routledge, 2013), 14.
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My project reads against the grain of categorization, analyzing the expectations of the givers
and recipients rather than the taxonomy of the gifts. I draw from recent anthropological and
economic research that contends that a “gift economy,” or a pre-modern economic system of
exchange as defined by Bronislaw Malinowski and Marcel Mauss, does not formally exist.”* Rather,
gift transactions must be understood as embedded in their social and cultural contexts and
coexisting (even overlapping) with other types of exchange, such as commerce, barter, and theft.
Gifts do not simply follow rules; they depend on fluid and fragile subjectivities that consistently
exceed categorical gifting ideals. My method analyzes first the dynamics of the social actors
described in rabbinic stories rather than the categorical gift so as not to allow assumptions about the
gift-type to cloud the logics encoded in the exchange. The rabbis were neither entirely consistent
with their own categories nor with their ideals. As a result, we have to read rabbinic accounts of gifts
without assuming donations are operating according to our notions of how they should work
according to rabbinic or biblical models. Take for example a text explored in chapter two that
features a wealthy matron bringing a gift to a certain rabbi. In this account the gift is called a tithe (a
ma’aser), yet I demonstrate how the dynamics of the story reflect the gift as a patron’s donation
rather than a classical tithe. By resisting categorical rigidity, I am able to bring hitherto neglected
descriptions of ancient Jewish giving to the analytical table.

Rather than view ancient Jewish gifts as a static typology of pious practices inherited from
the biblical past, this project plunges the gift back into its cultural milieu. In this dissertation I argue
that not only did ancient Jews draw from an overlapping pool of cultural logics that blended the gift

types of tithes, charity, patronage, and benefaction, necessarily complicating these categories, but

3 See for example the recent collection of essays: Filippo Carla and Maja Goti, Gt Giving and the ‘Embedded’ Economy in
the Ancient World (Universititsverlag Winter, 2014).
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rabbis used these logics to bolster the rabbinic project whilst competing with other social elites for
influence. While both rabbis and scholars might want to understand donations in religiously neutral
terms or as free gifts embodying essential corporate solidarity, donations never operate according to
strict institutional categories. By shifting analysis to the values of the givers rather than the taxonomy
of the gifts, I offer a method for analyzing the multivalent dynamics informing gift-giving. This
approach allows for surprises in the source material that may complicate notions of how gifts

worked in antiquity.

1.1.2 The Second Aim of this Project

My second aim addresses the historical question of the place and role of the rabbis in Roman
provincial life. With the advent of the Neusnerian turn,” scholars have increasingly argued that the
early rabbis were not the de facto religious leaders of the Jewish community.” Such a notion disrupted
older methods of reading rabbinic literature as raw historical data, most notably characterized by the

wortk of Gedalyah Alon.” Rabbinic stories had been used as eye-witness accounts of the religious life

% Jacob Neusner approached rabbinic texts with historical skepticism, arguing that they only served to create a rabbinic
fiction rather than a historical reflection of late antique life. He saw the rabbis both as marginal and deeply Hellenized.
His method of reading for ideology fundamentally changed the way many future scholars, especially the American
school, read rabbinic literature. See for example, Jacob Neusner, “Jewish use of pagan symbols after 70 CE,” The Journal
of Religion 43, no. 4 (1963): 285-294; Jacob Neusner, “Judaism in the History of Religions,” History and Theory 8 (1968): 31-
45.

36 For a review of this scholarship, see Seth Schwartz, “The Political Geography of Rabbinic Texts,” The Canbridge
Companion to the Talmud and Rabbinic Literature (2007): 75-96.

37 Gedaliah Alon, Jews, Judaism and the Classical World: Studies in Jewish History in the Times of the Second Temple and Talmnd
(Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 1977), 269-313; Gedaliah Alon and Gershon Levi, The Jews in their Land in the Talmudic Age (70-
640 CE) (Hatrvard University Press, 1980).
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of ancient Jews, including attesting to life prior to the Temple’s destruction in 70 CE.” But Jacob
Neusner argued that rabbinic literature had to be read as literature, pushing scholars to take into
account rabbinic textual redaction rather than relying on the chronology of individual rabbis cited as
dateable evidence.” Thinking of texts as the products of an editorial hand shifted the kinds of
evidence scholars could hope to glean. Neusner demonstrated that rabbinic literature reflected
rabbinic ‘deals not rabbinic history and must be read accordingly.

As a result of this analytical turn, scholars have increasingly viewed the rabbis with less
influence and authority over the Jewish community than previously thought.* This interpretive shift
was fully realized in Seth Schwartz’s Imperialism and Jewish Society, in which he approached rabbinic
sources with the assumption that they were products of wider social wotlds.*" Schwartz argued that
the rabbinic amoraic texts provide evidence of gradual rabbinic claims upon Jewish communal life,
including among synagogues and civic administrative positions, yet their legislation was in no ways
binding upon all Jews. Rabbinic literature, he insisted, reflects the ideals of rabbis who sought to put

forth a utopian vision that might offer ancient Jews a way of maintaining a commitment to the

38 Most notably, Shmuel Safrai, Pilgrimage at the Time of the Second Temple (Tel Aviv: Am Hassefer Publishers Ltd., 1965);
Shmuel Safrai, “The Temple and the Divine Service,” in The World History of the Jewish People: The Herodian Period, ed. M.
Avi-Yonah (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 1975), 284-338.

% Jacob Neusner, Development of a Legend: Studies on the Traditions Concerning Yohanan Ben Zakkai, (Leiden: Brill, 1970).

40 See for example Catherine Hezser, The Social Structure; Schwartz, Imperialisnm and Jewish Society; Shaye Cohen, “The Rabbi
in Second Century Jewish Society” in The Cambridge History of Judaism, vol. 4, ed. Steven Katz (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2006), 922-990; Hayim Lapin, Rabbis as Romans: The Rabbinic Movement in Palestine, 100400 CE (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2012). For a more maximalist vision of rabbis having communal authority, see Stuart Miller,
Sages and Commoners in Late Antique Eretz Israel: A Philological Inquiry into Local Traditions in Talmnd Yerushalmi (Ttibingen:
Mohr Siebeck, 2005).

4 “Thus, a positive statement in an ancient Jewish literary text cannot be taken without further argumentation as
evidence for what “the Jews” thought or did. Rather, it is a nugget of ideology, telling us what some limited (perhaps
more or less elite) group of Jews considered worth committing to writing at a specific time, which is in itself nothing to
sneeze at.”’ Schwartz, Imperialism and Jewish Society, 2.
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ancestral law of Moses in the midst of an imperial world saturated with conflicting values.* Schwartz
suggests that the conditions of the third and fourth centuries, especially the Christianization of the
Roman empire, generated a shift in rabbinic rigorism to a more palatable accommodationist position
the rabbis hoped would take hold in the larger Jewish community.

Continuing Schwartz’ work, recent scholarship has sought to examine the rabbis in light of their
imperial context” and with a focus upon rabbinic aspirations for influence.* This project builds
upon these insights and seeks to define the kind of authority we argue rabbis claimed, as well as the
methods they might have undertaken to establish said authority. By examining the stakes of being a
scholastic elite in late antiquity and the tactics of legitimation through donor networks, we can begin
to define rabbinic authority in concrete terms.

In this project I purposefully situate the rabbis’ solicitation of donations amongst the
broader late antique competition for funds so as to demonstrate the variety of fundraising tactics at
the disposal of scholastic elites in the Ancient Mediterranean. By thinking about rabbis as part of a
landscape of social elites, I do not aim to collapse their particularity in the process. The rabbis were
not philosophers or sophists because they were unique in their dependency upon the words of
Torah. As Schwartz has argued, the ideals in the Torah in many ways contradicted the culture of the
Greco-Roman city, requiring the rabbis to filter their inherited ideologies with the ideologies of their

imperial life. But I contend there is still much to gain by seeing how the rabbis engaged in the larger

42 Schwartz, Imperialism and Jewish Society, 178. “But rabbinic literature was utopian in that it was directed at a nation that
no longer existed, and whose former members had no reason to recognize the laws’ authority over them.

4 See for example, Hayim Lapin, Rabbis as Romans. Nathan S. Schumer, The Memory of the Temple in Palestinian Rabbinic
Literature, Columbia University, 2017.

# See for example, Moshe Simon-Shoshan, Stories of the Law: Narrative Discourse and the Construction of Authority in the
Mishnab (Oxford University Press USA, 2012). Naftali S. Cohn, The Memuory of the Temple and the Making of the Rabbis,
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2013). Gardner, Origins of Organized Charity.
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habits of scholastic expertise. Expertise was a meaningful site for endorsement through the
attentions of donors in late antiquity.

Rabbinic donors have hitherto remained an anecdote in the historical reconstruction of the
rabbinic movement. Scholars, such as Lee Levine, have acknowledged that “Wealthy patrons
provided an important source of funds,”* but have not theorized the implications of these donor
relationships for the rabbinic movement. That rabbinic law eventually defines a default “Jewish” way
of life for many does not mean such a path was always the default trajectory. The gift becomes the
site whereby we can compare broadly the kinds of expectations and interests fueling donor relations
in late antiquity in order to isolate the particular cultural dynamics involved when a rabbi seeks,
receives, or bestows a donation. This project analyzes stories describing interactions between rabbis
and donors not as direct historical accounts but as texts that encode gift transactions with
assumptions that reflect historical social concerns. While rabbinic texts may reflect ideals, those
ideals themselves are a historical artifact. Reading for these ideals and the ways these ideals might
break down reveals an important set of data for constructing a historical narrative of the rabbinic

movement’s institutionalizing.

1.1.3 The Scope of the Project

I focus on narratives about donations to rabbis in Palestinian amoraic literature. This is an
era long after the Roman empire conquered Jerusalem and its surrounding territories, renaming the
land to Syria Palaestina and its capital to Aelia Capitolina. By this time Jews had become accustomed

to the constraints of life under imperial rule—their Temple was long destroyed and they had adapted

% Lee 1. Levine, The Rabbinic Class of Roman Palestine in Late Antiquity (Yad Izhak Ben-Zvi, 1989), 70.
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their lifestyles to the infusion of Roman cultural norms. It is also the era that the rabbis appear to
have taken an interest in Jewish communal affairs.* This setting helps contextualize the amoraic
rabbinic accounts of soliciting and receiving donations.

I look primarily at classic Palestinian rabbinic texts, including the Mishnah and the Tosefta
but primarily Palestinian Midrashim and Talmud (Yerushalmi), in order to suss out the scope of this
literature’s depiction of late antique Jewish donations.*” For the purposes of this project, I do not
look extensively at the Babylonian Talmud (Bavli). The Bavli’s late and complex redaction®® makes
the task of uncovering earlier Palestinian material difficult, though not impossible as Alyssa Gray,
Christine Hayes, and Richard Kalmin have shown.* More text-critical work should be done to
analyze the relationship between the Yerushalmi and Bavli’s depiction of late antique donations,
particularly because many of the same traditions occur in different forms in each compilation.

I intentionally restrict my focus to the context of Roman Syria Palaestina because I am in
part making an argument about the rabbis of this region. The stories I analyze reflect the aspirations
of the rabbinic movement as rabbis sought donor networks in order to enrich their guild, both

tangibly and socially, under the conditions of Roman Palestine. This context provided a unique set

4 Schwartz, Imperialisns; Hezser, The Social Structure; Levine, The Rabbinic Ruling Class.

47 Hebrew text follows Talmud Yerushalmi according to Ms. Or. 4720 of the Leiden University Library with restorations
and corrections (ed. Yaacov Sussman; Jerusalem: Academy of the Hebrew Language, 2001); Mishnah Codex Kaufmann,

Hungarian Academy of Sciences, Budapest, MS. A 50 from the library of Prof. D. Kaufmann, facsimile edition published
by Dr. George Beer (Jerusalem reprint, 1967); Midrash Wayyikra Rabbah, ed. Mordecai Margulies,

2 parts (Jerusalem: Wahrmann, 1972.

8 See David Weiss Halivni, The Formation of the Babylonian Talmnd (Oxford University Press, 2013) and Jeffrey
L. Rubenstein, The Culture of the Babylonian Talmud (JHU Press, 2005).

4 Alyssa M. Gray, A Talmud in Exile: the Influence of Yerushalmi Avodalh Zarah on the Formation of Bavli Avodah Zarah (Brown
Judaic Studies, 2005). Christine Hayes, Between the Babylonian and Palestinian Talmuds: Accounting for Halakbic Difference in
Selected Sugyot from Tractate Avodabh Zarah (Oxford University Press, 1997). Richard Kalmin, Jewish Babylonia between Persia
and Roman Palestine (Oxtord University Press, 2000).
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of cultural values and constraints that informed the provincial landscape. The texts I choose to

analyze are connected by their shared depictions of rabbis and donations.

1.2 Rabbinic Scholastic Elites in their Roman Context

To say that the rabbis are scholastic elites within a Roman imperial world is to make a certain
set of assumptions about the rabbinic movement, including what it means to be elite, the status
literacy provides, the class of the rabbis, and the social power they might have. In the following
section I will review the prominent scholarship of the rise of the rabbinic movement and its
suggested shift toward Jewish communal institutions and incorporation of poor rabbis in order to

theorize about the role of donor networks.

1.2.1 Rabbis, their Wealth and their Guild

With the failure of the Bar Kohkba rebellion (132-135 CE) came the centralization of Judaea
and its surrounding regions into the Roman province of Syria Palaestina, a punishing territorial name
change upon the now fully conquered Judeans.” Where precisely the rabbis came from in the midst
of this imperial transition is a matter of some debate. Maximalists have suggested that the early
rabbis were the remnant of the non-Temple-centered Pharisees who emerged to replace the defunct

priestly class following the destruction of the Temple in 70 CE.”" Their facility in religious and

50 Werner Eck, “The Bar Kokhba Revolt: The Roman Point of View,” The Journal of Roman Studies 89 (1999): 76-89.
Werner Eck, “Hadrian, the Bar Kokhba Revolt, and the Epigraphic Transmission.,” Bar Kokbba Reconsidered: New
Perspectives on the Second Jewish Revolt Against Rome, Tiibingen (2003): 153-170.

St Alon, Judaisn and the Classical World, Adolf Buchler, The Political and the Social Leaders of the Jewish Community of Sepphoris: In
the Second and Third Centuries, no. 1. (London: H. Hart at the University Press, 1909); Ephraim E. Urbach, “Class-status
and Leadership in the World of the Palestinian Sages,” Proceedings of the Israel Academy of Sciences and Humanities 2 (1966):
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judicial knowledge made for a smooth transition into positions of Jewish authority. This position has
been recently refined by Stuart Miller and Adiel Schremer who contend that while the rabbis may
not have had formal authority, they had tremendous influence because they were the embodiment of
the Jews’ Second Temple past.”

A more minimalist, and to my mind persuasive, narrative posits that the rabbis did not
emerge as a force of Jewish leadership until the mid-third century at the earliest.” Rather than the
surviving members of the Pharisaic sect, the early rabbis constituted the remnant of “the Judaean
clerisy,” that is the judges and scribes who comprised the administrative force of the lower
priesthood and Levitical ministers.”* The early rabbis were thus members of a professional class of
Torah experts who over time formed a corporate personality embodied by the production of the
Mishnah in 200 CE.” Of the first generation of rabbis over half are identified as wealthy priests,*
and the rest likely came from the ranks of a Palestinian sub-elite who attained some Hebrew literacy

and could spare sufficient time to maintain a place in rabbinic circles.

38-74; Hebrew]. On the tenuous link between Pharisees and Rabbis see Shaye Cohen, “The Significance
of Yavneh: Pharisees, Rabbis, and the End of Jewish Sectatianism,” Hebrew Union College Annnal 55 (1984): 27-53.

52 Stuart Miller, Sages and Commoners in Late Antigue Eretz, Israel: A Philological Inguiry into Local Traditions in Talmud
Yerushalmi, (Tubingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2005). Adiel Schremer, Brothers Estranged: Heresy, Christianity, and Jewish Identity in
Late Antiguity (Oxford; New York: Oxford University Press, 2010).

53 Martin Goodman, State and Society in Roman Galilee, A.D. 132-212 (Totowa, NJ: Rowman & Allanheld, 1983); Jacob
Neusner, [udaism in Society: The Evidence of the Y erushalmi (University of Chicago Press, 1983); Schwartz, Imperialism; Cohen,
“The Significance of Yavneh”; Hezser, The Social Structure, Lapin, Rabbis as Romans.

5 Schwartz, Were the Ancient Jews.

55 Hezser, The Social Structure. Hayim Lapin, Econonzy, Geography, and Provincial History in Later Roman Palestine (Tibingen:
Mohr Siebeck, 2001).

5 Saul Lieberman, Toseffa ki-Feshutah, Order Nashim, Part VIII (New York: Jewish Theological Seminary, 1973), 761-62,
lines 44-64. Hezser, The Social Structure, 260.
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Thus, the early rabbis were elite in the sense that their cohort drew from wealthy landowners
or rabbis of other profitable connections. Only children of wealthy families could afford to formally
study Torah,”” as Roman historian Paul Veyne dryly remarked, “Wealth enables a man to dispose of
more time.””® Shaye Cohen argues that the rabbis’ elite status “depended as much, if not more, upon
their wealth and birth as upon their intellectual and pietistic achievements.” A rabbi’s inferior
background could be a greater determiner of status than his specialized knowledge, Catherine
Hezser similarly argues.”’ Similarly, Alyssa Gray suggests widespread rabbinic wealth and status
explains why tannaitic texts are sympathetic to the plight of the formerly-wealthy poor. She argues
the rabbis advocated charitable assistance for persons with status who have slipped into poverty, a
fate they could easily experience, rather than for the chronically destitute.”

Of their interest in becoming Jewish religious authorities, Cohen insists that the early rabbis
were uninterested in claiming broader Jewish leadership and lacked any real power to enforce
decisions. He observes that tannaitic literature takes no interest in developing mechanisms to teach

Torah to non-rabbinic Jews.®” Hayim Lapin relatedly argues that the Mishnah’s regulations are

directed primarily at a landowning class “whose wealth is sufficiently great that they need not engage

57 Hezser, The Social Structure, 102.

8 Veyne, Bread and Circuses, 45.

5 Shaye JD Cohen, “The Place of the Rabbi in Jewish Society of the Second Century,” The Galilee in Late Antiquity
(1992):173.

60 Hezser, The Social Structure, 258

61 Alyssa M. Gray, "The Formerly Wealthy Poor: From Empathy to Ambivalence in Rabbinic Literature of Late
Antiquity" AJS Review 33, no. 1 (2009): 101-33.

2 Cohen, "The Place of the Rabbi,” 168. This point is challenged by the conclusions of Paul Mandel, The Origins of
Midrash: from teaching to text (Brill, 2017).
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256

in the labor of production themselves. 3 The rabbis are depicted as having their own organizations,
dress, way of life that distinguished them from the rest of society. Only after the institutionalizing
actions of R. Yehudah ha Nasi did the rabbinic movement urbanize, expand, and begin to devise
ways to teach other Jews and include poorer rabbis in their number.**

The authors of amoraic literature appear to have comprised a more diverse socio-economic
group of members, leading some scholars to suggest that at least some rabbis “were as needy as the
poot.”” Yael Wilfand insists that both tannaitic and amoraic texts indicate the presence of poor
rabbis, suggesting that since poverty was so common in Roman Palestine, some of the rabbis and
their students must have been poor: “living in poverty was a situational reality for some rabbis.”*
Lee Levine’s The Rabbinic Ruling Class takes a similarly midline approach, arguing that it is likely most
rabbis were neither totally rich nor utterly poor.” Much of the evidence for this assumption comes
from the textual description of Patriarchal patronage, fundraising among the sages, and tithes
available to the rabbis. Because these funding mechanisms are described textually, this logic assumes

that rabbis must have been dependent upon them for support and their dependence reflects real

poverty. But this sort of analysis is by itself an insufficient explanation for the stories depicting

63 Hayim Lapin, Early Rabbinic Civil Law and the Social History of Roman Galilee: A Study of Mishnah Tractate Baba
‘mesi‘a (Scholars Press, 1995), 233.

64 Cohen, "The Place of the Rabbi,” 173. Simultaneously, the rabbis are coming into more contact with non-rabbinic
Jews, and the rise of the rabbinic preacher is well described in our literature. Rachel Anisfeld suggests that the creation of
a Torah commentary in the form of midrash was one way the later rabbis bridged their scholarship to the broader Jewish
wortld. Sustain Me with Raisin-Cakes: Pesikta deRav Kahana and the Popularization of Rabbinic Judaism, Vol. 133 (Brill, 2009),
158.

65 Hezser, The Social Structure, 265

6 Wilfand, Poverty, Charity, and the Image of the Poor, 89-90. Also, “In the Land of Israel, I suggest that the very fact that
involuntary poverty existed alongside affluence within a group of Torah scholars may have influenced rabbinic attitude
toward this phenomenon and its explanations” (118).

67 Levine, The Rabbinic Class, 69.
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rabbinic fundraising. As I demonstrate in chapter four, these accounts do not explicitly say the
donations are for destitute rabbis and to read them self-evidently in those terms is to flatten the
power dynamics at work within the texts.

For example, Leviticus Rabbah 34:16 recounts the tale of R. Tarphon and R. Akiva. R.
Tarphon gave to R. Akiva 6 silver centarii to purchase property so that they might “earn a living
from it and [be free to] labor in Torah.” R. Tarphon is elsewhere said to come from a wealthy
priestly family and R. Akiva was said to be supported in Torah study by his wealthy wife, but in this
story they articulate a wish to “earn a living.” ®® However, the text states Akiva took the money and
distributed it to other teachers of Mishnah and students of Torah. Burt Visotzky highlights that in
defense of his actions, Akiva cites Ps. 112:9, which states “He who gives freely to the poor, his
righteousness last forever.” Visotzky uses this prooftext to argue that the recipients of the money are
“the most poorly paid members of the rabbinic educational establishment, the elementary
teachers.”” However, in this text R. Akiva gives the money to those who labor in Torah, 17
XN™R2, which is the same language describing the activities of R. Akiva and R. Tarphon, which
were to be funded through the purchased property’s income. Akiva invokes the proof text of giving
to the poor as a description of his act, which extends a recurring amoraic logic that rabbis are worthy
recipients of charity. While Visotzky may be correct that these lesser teachers were in fact poorer
than R. Akiva and R. Tarphon, it is less easy to extrapolate a historical argument about the presence
of destitute rabbis and resulting rabbinic theologies about providing for the poor. It is within the

realm of possibility that the prooftext does not describe the real economic status of the students but

% Some later traditions do depict R. Akiva as initially poor who only attains wealth through Torah study. Avot d” Rabbi
Natan A 6. See Azzan Yadin-Israel, Seripture and Tradition: Rabbi Akiva and the Triumph of Midrash (University of
Pennsylvania Press, 2014).

% Burton Visotzky, Golden Bells and Pomegranates: Studies in Midrash Levitiens Rabbah (Ttubingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2003), 126.
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demonstrates a rabbinic rhetorical tactic to support Akiva’s actions, actions others should similarly
emulate.

The relationship of rabbis to charitable donations has been a theme in recent scholarship.
Visotzky contends that the rabbis in Leviticus Rabbah did not oversee charitable donations as a
means to harness power because they were in fact powerless: “I would suggest that the rabbis’
general powerlessness relieved them of any such political burden.”” Michael Satlow, who suggested
that the rabbis intentionally sought control over charity in order to expand their influence, argued
the reverse: “By controlling charitable distribution, the rabbis could increase their own power and
prestige. By using the money to support their own poot, the rabbis could support themselves and
potentially attract new adherents.””" Gregg Gardner reasonably concludes that at least some of the
rabbis were likely poor, and this economic position must have influenced rabbinic perspectives on
institutionalized charity.”” In these approaches, stories about rabbinic charitable donations are read
as donations directed toward rabbis with self-evident “financial need.””

Yet as much as I am sympathetic with the logic that some later rabbis were likely poor, I am
suspicious of the inclination to suggest that these rabbis #ust have been poor in order to receive
charity. Hayim Lapin pushes back on the common assumption that some of the texts, such as those

about rabbis engaged in poor trades, are cases of actual poverty.” He argues that the themes of

70 Visotsky, Golden Bells, 124.

71 Michael Satlow, “Fruit and the Fruit of Fruit: Charity and Piety among Jews in Late Antique Palestine,” The Jewish
Quarterly Review 100, no. 2 (2010): 273.

72 Gardner, The Origins of Charity, 191.
73 Wilfand, Poverty, Charity, and the Image of the Poor, 105.

74 Lapin, Rabbis as Romans, T1.
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wealth and economic security are doing a number of things in the texts, including valorizing mythic
sacrifice of wealth for Torah, critiquing the Patriarch’s insufficient patronage, and theorizing the
tensions within a growing rabbinic collective. Lapin frames the tension as “the internal struggle of a
nonhomogenous but largely propertied group to define itself in the context of a world in which true
poverty was ubiquitous, in which Torah ought in principle to belong to all of Israel, but in which, in
practice, Torah was accessible only through some combination of wealth, patronage, and sacrifice.””
Thinking practically about rabbinic recruitment, Lapin ultimately contends that their pool of
candidates would have been relatively narrow and restricted to a provincial subelite with access to
formal education of some kind. With this background in mind, accounts of rabbinic poverty cannot
be taken at face value as evidence of poverty amongst later rabbis.

While it may be true that poorer rabbis entered the rabbinic ranks, I see a kind of circular logic
that assumes that because rabbis are said to begin collecting donations and receiving charity, some
of them must have been poor. But why must they be poor? First, because if rabbis were receiving
charity without being categorically poor, then these rabbis are invoking the biblical ethos of care for
the poor for their own institutional gains. In that case donations look less like charitable Jewish gifts
and more like payment and patronage. Such a reading runs counter to our expectations about how
charity ought to have worked in the ancient Jewish community.

Part of the problem, I argue, is the very category of charity. As Gregg Gardner has recently
argued, readers bring modern assumptions about what charity means and group sources describing
various kinds of support for the poor under that singular categorical canopy.’® I contend there is an

additional layer of difficulty stemming from the modern assumption of how charitable gifts should

5 Lapin, Rabbis as Romans, 73.

76 Gardner, The Origins of Charity, 31.
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work. Because the gift is called charity, readers assume that the category of charity dictates how we
should read the exchange. But if we situate the gift amidst the broader phenomena of gifting in the
Ancient Mediterranean culture, some of those instances of “charity” begin to resemble other gift
types, such as donations or patronage. This blurring of categorical boundaries should confound how

we assume gifts are working in our sources.

1.2.2 Reading Rabbinic Categories of Giving as Social Networks

This project proposes to set aside the question of rabbinic wealth, or lack thereof, so as to
examine how charitable gifts to rabbis are operating alongside other gift-types that rabbis receive.
Looking structurally to the broader phenomena of rabbis receiving gifts allows this project to
examine why rabbis immersed themselves in donor networks, beyond a literal reading of rabbinic
poverty. Such a shift in emphasis requires setting aside the category named in rabbinic texts (such as
charity, tithing, and patronage) and looking to the dynamics of power and ideology informing the
described transaction.

Social network theory has recently made its way into the study of the ancient world. From
data-analysis and geo-mapping, scholars are expanding upon the notion of the interconnectivity of
the ancient Mediterranean. They employ a methodology that insists that to make sense of a range of
ancient actors and activities, one must analyze their social networks, composed of nodes of
individuals or groups and the ties between them. Participation in a network creates meaning; thus,
networks themselves participate in the construction of individual and group self-definitions.

I would like to suggest that this mode of analysis is particularly useful for analyzing the
growth and consolidation of the rabbinic movement in late antiquity. To be an intellectual in this
climate was to perform a contingent set of ideals and through this performance enact a culture of

expertise. It was not self-evident that a scholar’s privileged access to knowledge should be regarded
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as legitimate or worthy of support—whether through tangible donations or through the recognition
of their authority. Scholastic identity was continually rehearsed. Through the cultivation of the aura
of learned sages, rabbis could garner the respect of the public, as Lee Levine suggests, “the extent of
rabbinic influence was directly dependent upon the majority of the people’s acceptance of their
authority.””” Thus, while scholars from different guilds operated with their own contextual
motivations and concerns, the precarity of continually projecting legitimate expertise fueled
scholastic culture across the Roman empire.

The focus of reading narratives about donations changes when the narrative is read as part
of a broader discourse of late antique scholastic expertise. We can ask: what are the expectations of
the donor? What are the expectations of the rabbi? What is the gift category and how is it operating
narratively in surprising ways? What are the hermeneutical tactics employed to assuage any
ideological tensions associated with the gift? What benefits do the giver and receiver gain? By closely
analyzing the narrative depiction of donations as part of a broader discourse, donations become a
lens through which to analyze the dynamics of rabbinic social networks, and by extension rabbinic

institutionalizing.

1.3. Theories of Gifts and Exchange

This study of rabbinic donors engages anthropological theories about gift exchange. In this
section I will first construct a genealogy of theorists who have shaped the questions and traditional
models of gift exchange. Then I introduce the strategies some scholars are using to break down the

distinction between gift and market economies.

77 Levine, The Rabbinic Class, 131.
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1.3.1. Mauss and the Gift Economy

Theories of “the gift” begin in Marcel Mauss’ seminal work, “Essai sur le don.”” A French
sociologist at the turn of the 20" century and nephew of Emile Durkheim, Mauss was preoccupied
with understanding the social relationships generated through gifts. In these essays, Mauss contends
that gifts are never free. When given gifts activate an entire social system comprising of “religious,
legal, moral, and economic” expectations, which inherently place constraints upon it. Fundamental
to the gift is a system of exchange, Mauss insisted, requiring that each gift be reciprocated. Some
gifts are returned in kind, others must exceed the gift’s value, and still some will fail to ever fully
reciprocate the initial gift. Society is built, Mauss argued, upon these transfers of gifts. Givers and
the recipients of gifts enter into a continual relationship of masked obligatory actions encoded with
social meaning. Thus, one never simply gives a gift, but rather enters into a culturally inflected
relationship animated by the particular conditions of the giving.

The ceremonial gift of the Pacific Northwest pot/ach was, for Mauss, a classic example of a
gift economy in action. The potlach was a ceremonial feast where gifts were given and possessions
destroyed in a display of wealth. Guests of the feast understood that they must reciprocate the gifts

they received in full or face communal shame.” Thus, the act of giving invoked an unstated cultural

8 For commentaries on Mauss’ work, see Claude Lévi-Strauss, Introduction to the Work of Marcel Mauss (London: Routlege
& Kegan Paul, 1987); Marshall David Sahlins, S#ne Age Economics (London ; New York: Routledge, 2004), 149-83;
Raymond Firth, Symbols: Public and Private (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1975), 368-402; Jonathan Parry, “The
Gift, the Indian Gift and the ‘Indian Gift,”” Man 21, no. 3 (19806): 453-73; Pierre Bourdieu, The Logic of Practice (Stanford
University Press, 1990), 98-111; Jacques Derrida, Given Time. 1, Counterfeit Money (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1992); Annette B. Weiner, Inalienable Possessions: The Paradox of Keeping-while-giving (Berkeley: University of California Press),
1992; James G. Cattier, Gifts and Commodities: Exchange and Western Capitalism since 1700 (London; New York: Routledge,
1995).

7 Dorothy O. Johansen, Ewmpire of the Columbia: A History of the Pacific Northwest, 2nd ed., New York: Harper & Row,
1967), 7-8.
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matrix of expectations. The gift simultaneously augmented the social status of the participants,
created a social debt on the part of the recipient, and cemented alliances between tribes all the while
wrapped up in the guise of an extemporaneous gift. Mauss called these gifts “total prestations,”
which “are in theory voluntary, disinterested and spontaneous, but are in fact obligatory and
interested.”®

Mauss’ musings on the gift were in part prompted by the 1922 publication of Bronislaw
Malinowski’s Argonants of the Western Pacific. Here Malinowski described the giving and barter
practices of the Trobriand Islanders. Elite tribe members traveled vast distances in order to gift
decorative ornaments through highly ritualized £#/a ceremonies before engaging in trade and barter,
or givali. The decorative kula gifts had no innate value, rather the value came from the social prestige
generated through the act of gifting. Malinowksi argued that the £#/z was not then a form of money,
for it was “never used as medium of exchange or as measure of value, which are the two most
important functions of currency or money.”” Instead, £#/a was a gift system representing a
civilization sustained not by capital but by an ethic of generosity, which was the highest social good
to be exchanged. The ritualized giving cemented relationships between high-ranking individuals

(including women as Annette Weiner has shown)™ and coaxed continual reciprocity.

80 Matcel Mauss, The Gift: The Form and Reason for Exchange in Archaic Societies (Routledge, 2002), 1.

81 Borinslaw Malinowski, Argonauts of the Western Pacific: An acconnt of native enterprises and adventure in the archipelagoes of
Melanesian New Guinea (Routledge, 2002), 273. He argued that the £#/a valuables were indeed a form of money. Money,
for Mauss, did not depend on an item’s self-evident worth, but rather in the social value of its idea. The &#/a, therefore,
was a form of money because “one has an interest in giving them away so as to be able to possess yet other objects.”
Mauss, The Gift, 94.

82 Weiner critiqued Malinowski for neglecting to study the giving practices among women, especially since Trobriand
Island society is matrilineal. Inalienable Possessions: The Paradox of Keeping-while-giving (Berkeley: University of California
Press, 1992).
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Yet Mauss was highly critical of Malinowski’s typology of gifts. Malinowski famously
catalogued the different individual motives of gift givers among the Trobriand Islanders, along with
the £ula. He created a spectrum: on one side lie “pure gifts,” or freely given gifts without
expectations. Malinowski thought these pure gifts manifested within husband/wife and parent/child
relationships. On the other side was “trade, pure and simple,” which cultivated self-interest and
expectations of reciprocity. Mauss criticized Malinowski for reproducing the false ideological
opposition between freely given gifts and interested gifts. A gift cannot ever be free (or pure)
because gifts are never uncontaminated by the institutions they represent. Malinowski relied too
narrowly on individual givers without acknowledging the way these individual gifts were socially
embedded. In Malinowski’s own example of freely given gifts between husband and wives, Mauss
showed how the husband held a familial expectation that he was “paying” for sexual services
rendered.”’ The Trobriand Islanders had an implicit cultural understanding informing their gift
exchange, yet Mauss argued, “this notion is neither that of the free, purely gratuitous rendering of
total services, nor that of production and exchange purely interested in what is useful. It is a sort of
hybrid that flourished.”® Thinking in terms of hybridity accounted for the overlapping motives and
interests informing all types of gift exchange.

One thing Mauss never does, howevet, is provide a definition of a gift. On one level the
definition might be obvious. A gift is something given willingly without payment. But by connecting
gifts to systems of exchange, using the two terms at times interchangeably, Mauss departs from the
binding ink of the dictionary. The act of giving, he insists, accompanies expectation. Picture a child

following a celebratory birthday party sitting mournfully at a table surrounded not by presents but by

85 Mauss, The Gift, 94.

8 Mauss, The Gift, 93.
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a pile of thank you notes. Not only are the givers expecting gratitude and thanks, but they expect
their own children to receive gifts at future parties. The birthday gift is not “free” but exists within a
cycle of expectation much bigger than an individual gift object. Mauss developed a theory for
mapping gift expectations that necessarily complicates a simple definition.

Some critics argue that Mauss’ logic essentially does away with the gift entirely.*”” If exchange
is a gift and gift an exchange, wherein lies the separation? I suggest that while Mauss is known for
theorizing the gif, it would be better to say Mauss theorizes giving, that is the act of transferring
tangible objects—either of innate value or symbolic value—, human beings, and abstract ideas
between people. By shifting from the gift to the giver the focus lies not on the object’s essential

qualities, but on the giver’s social structure, ot habitus to invoke Bourdieu.*

The giver and recipient
are at once embodying feelings, tastes, moral intuitions, cultural traditions, and habits that make each
transaction unique. While the gift may be wrapped in the garb of a specific economic category—this
toy is a present, this coin is charity, this money is a loan—overlapping interests and expectations can
blur the lines. The giver may understand their gift in conflicting terms (i.e. this is a free gift of charity
but I also expect the recipient to attend church), or society may understand the gift differently (i.e.
this is a gift but still taxable income), and the recipient may understand the unspoken motives of the
giver (i.e. this is a non-interest bearing loan but also “giftlike” since it comes from a family member
that I do not need to hurry to repay). Gifts then are the canopy under which many types of

transactional exchange occur, necessarily defying attempts to catalogue them. Mauss himself

contended that “The terms that we have used—present and gift—are not themselves entirely

85 Alain Testart argues, “if we embrace the theses of its author, we can no longer see what a gift is.” “Critique of Mauss”
in Marcel Mauss: A Centenary Tribute, Methodology and History in Anthropology, vol. 1. (New York: Berghahn Books,
1998), 97-110.

8 Pietre Bourdieu, Outline of a Theory of Practice. Cambridge Studies in Social Anthropology (Cambridge University Press, 1977).
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%" and Mark Osteen frames the difficulty nicely: “The Question of the gift is thus a question

exact,
of categories, and we fail to account for them adequately if our classification remain rigid.”*

Using tribal gift economies as his reference point, Mauss developed a theory of exchange
that attempted to map the unspoken assumptions between people who give and receive. This study
of rabbinic donors is indebted to Mauss, like all such studies of gifts, for his insight into the many
obligations evoked through gift giving. Gifts are difficult to qualify because they necessarily involve
a sleight of hand—a masking of the web of institutions, expectations, and desires reverberating
around the gift—so that it appears “free”. Yet by shifting our gaze from the gift’s category to the
giver and recipient’s social world, we release ourselves from the glamour of the gift’s categorical

presupposed essences and begin the unmasking that will reveal the social currents at play. The object

itself matters less for this project than the postures of the givers themselves.

1.3.2 Gift vs Market Economy

The undercurrent of Mauss’ project was an intense antipathy toward modern markets.” His
last essay in the volume attempted, albeit insufficiently, to apply his theory of gift economies to
modern social democracy. Mauss argued that tribal societies did not separate gift and exchange into
distinct categories, which would severe the relationship between “morality and economy,” as does

market capitalism. With the rise of the market, Mauss believed people were separated from things

87 Mauss, The Gift, 124.
8 Osteen, “Introduction,” 23.

8 In his reading of Mauss, Jonathan Parry suggests that Mauss longs wistfully for the past, believing that “Gift-
exchange—in which persons and things, interest and disinterest are merged—has been fractured, leaving gifts opposed
to exchange, persons opposed to things and interest to disinterest.” Parry, “The Gift, the Indian Gift and the ‘Indian
Gift,”” 458.

30



and an impersonality emerged. While gift economies had social constraints, a commodity economy
embraced “the individual pursuit of utility.” Individual utility was, for Mauss, antithetical to the
solidarity generated by the gift’s social systems: “The brutish pursuit of individual ends is harmful to
the ends and the peace of all, to the rhythm of their work and joys—and rebounds on the individual
himself.””! Yet in the interest of critiquing utility, Mauss set the gift up as a beacon of morality.
Mauss saw in gift economies an antidote to the increasingly utilitarian mode of financial
capitalists. While Andrew Carnegie decried the “universal squalor” shared by tribal members and
chief alike, a universality that Carnegie hoped capitalism would disrupt with aggressive
entrepreneurship, Mauss saw a fundamental solidarity. ” Mauss insisted that the force of the
obligation to give and reciprocate indebted individuals to the larger communal whole.” This force,
akin to Durkheim’s collective effervescence, was for Mauss, “both mystical and practical, one that
ties clans together and at the same time divides them, that divides their labour, and at the same time
constrains them to carty out exchange.”” For Mauss, gift economies provided an elegant means of
negotiating conflict without resorting to violence and war. As a kind of “spiritual bond,”” the force

of the gift’s reciprocal expectations provided a non-violent social means of coercion. “To trade, the

%0 Mauss, The Gift, 98
91 Mauss, The Gift, 124.
92 Andrew Carnegie, “The Gospel of Wealth,” The Gospel of Wealth and other Timely Essays (Century, 1901).

93 James Laidlaw has argued that the dan practices of Jain renouncers does demonstrate the existence of a truly free gift
without obligation. “A free gift makes no friends” in The Question of the Gift, ed. Mark Osteen (Routledge, 2013), 45-66.
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first condition was to be able to lay aside the spear,” Mauss writes.”

It is hard not to hear the “noble savage” myths in Mauss’ work, attributing the “more
humane” practice of gift exchange to tribal societies. He extolled the way these gift economies
combined mutual interest and mutual satisfaction simultaneously with self-interest. When gift
economies facilitated individual self-interest, Mauss insisted that they did so in a publicly scrutinized
fashion that served as a check upon its power.” Further, Mauss argued that gift economies did not
just exchange property and wealth, but they exchanged “acts of politeness,” that is “banquets,
festivals, military services, women, children, dances, festivals, and fairs” that belonged to a sector
larger than mere economic functionalism, though how the exchange of women and children can be
“polite” is a question left for another time. *®

Mauss was following the historians of economic systems who trace the transition from gift

to market with the gradual disembedding of the economy from society—Mauss decried the way

b

1.’ Jonathan Parry in his assessment of Mauss

Western society made man into an “economic anima
work argues that this point was foundational to Mauss’ thinking about the gift. Mauss, Parry argues,
was not saying that free gifts could never exist, but rather that the idea that they should could not

exist before capitalism. Modern market economies position exchange as the gift’s opposite. As a

result, capitalism’s ideological insistence on the autonomy of the market facilitated the rise of

% Mauss, The Gift, 130.

97 Here Mauss’ argument resonates with Foucault’s work in Discipline and Punish. Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish:
The Birth of the Prison New York: Vintage Books, 1979).

% Mauss, The Gift, 6-7.
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3510

philanthropy to “assume the responsibilities it denies.”'” Parry insists,

Mauss's real purpose here is not to suggest that there is no such thing as a pute gift in any

society, but rather to show that for many the issue simply cannot arise since they do not

make the kinds of distinctions that we make. So, while Mauss is generally represented as

telling us how in fact the gift is never free, what I think he is really telling us is how we have

acquired a theory that it should be."!
Parry offers a compelling reading of Mauss’ social commentary that helps explain his artificial
opposition between market and gift economies. Mauss reduced market and gift to the ideologically
loaded antipode of competition vs solidarity because he felt that capitalism resisted any impulse to
pursue unprofitable social good.'”” Philanthropy was merely the band-aid upon an economic system
of social ills.

Yet while Mauss’ distinction between market and gift economies stemmed from a deeper
social commentary, it endured as a theoretical model. Marshall Sahlins’s Stone Age Economics (1973)
took the distinction to the extreme when he claimed hunter-gatherer societies actually lived healthier
lives. Lacking possessions did not make them poor, Sahlins contends, because poverty is a social
status not a certain amount of goods. In his estimation, primitive people desired little and so had
their needs met with less than modern societies would require. Sahlins echoed Mauss’ idealism by
seeing in the gift economy an alternative to war: “The gift is the primitive way of achieving the peace
93103

that in civil society is secured by the State.

The Hungarian sociologist Karl Polanyi took up Mauss and Malinowski’s work in a

100 Parry, “The Gift, the Indian Gift and the ‘Indian Gift,”” 469.
101 Parry, “The Gift, the Indian Gift and the ‘Indian Gift,”” 458.

102 Nobel laureate Muhammad Yunus argues that the future for social good under capitalism is to incentivize businesses
to incorporate social projects in their business model. Building Social Business: The New Kind of Capitalism That Serves
Humanity's Most Pressing Needs New York: PublicAffairs, 2010).
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systematic mapping of The Great Transformation of market-based societies in Europe.'” He argued
that moderns idealized “rational” decisions, which led to the disentangling of economic choice from
social groups and institutions.'” A good illustration of this type of disentangling is the rise of the
Dollar General in rural America. In an era when retail is considered to be dying, the Dollar General
has been opening new stores, in part because of the success of marketing to the poor.' Stocked
with bargain-priced dry goods and limited perishable products, such as dairy and eggs, their low
prices increasingly attract customers. Yet with the shift of consumer attention comes the decline in
the customer base for traditional grocery stores, who are struggling to stay open. As grocery stores
close—and with them the access to fresh fruits and vegetables—communities are left with only

7 The individual rational choice

Dollar General’s affordable prices but limited and less healthy stock.
to seek out lower prices is ignoring the larger social good grocery stores provide.

For Polanyi, the rise of industrialized labor and production within the modern market
represented a fundamental shift in human nature. By looking at the ways economy and society were
linked in pre-market societies, Polanyi argued that he could trace their disentangling. He developed a

“substantivist” approach to economic exchanges that emphasized the role of non-economic forces.

“The inclusion of the non-economic is vital,” he wrote, “For religion or government may be as

104 Katl Polanyi, The Great Transformation, 1st Beacon Paperback ed. (Boston: Beacon Press, 1957).

105 Mark Granovetter, “Economic Action and Social Structure: The Problem of Embeddedness,” Awmerican Journal of
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Journal of Cultural Studies 19, no. 4 (2016): 373-390.
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important for the structure and functioning of the economy as monetary institutions or the
availability of tools and machines themselves that lighten the labor.”'” This distinction saw in non-
modern societies an essential blending of the economic and non-economic. Polanyi insisted that the
modern market economy was unsustainable because it neglects the very non-economic elements that
make us human.

Polanyi’s substantivist distinction between pre-market and market economies greatly
influenced the study of Roman antiquity. Renowned historian Moses Finley was a student of
Polanyi’s and portrayed the ancient Greek and Roman economies in opposition to modern markets.
Finley declared that “ancient society did not have an economic system which was an enormous
conglomeration of interdependent markets.”'"” Instead, social status and civic ideology dictated the
allocation of resources and trade, representing a different economy from that of the modern market
where everyone was, in theory, free to participate.'"” Max Weber similarly suggested such a
perspective in 1891 when he insisted that the Greco-Roman economy is better analyzed through
ideas of social status, which facilitated the circulation and exchange of goods.'" Like Polanyi, Finley
insisted that the ancient world did not know markets and thus economic theory could not be applied
to ancient life. The elite, Finley argued, could not have entered into modern economic rationality,

even if they had the wealth and labor force to do so, because they were inhibited by cultural values.

108 Karl Polanyi, “The Economy as Instituted Process,” in Economic Anthropology, eds. Edward E. LeClair, Harold K.
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Social networks rather than personal success dictated an “aristocratic ethos.” Land, for example, was
not simply possessed as a repository for potential investment and profit but was itself the cultural
capital insuring one’s place in the social hierarchy.

Finley’s model, while softened by his successor Keith Hopkins,'” has been widely critiqued
for over-determining the role of social values and norms to the neglect of market forces. Roman
elites did care about investments and commerce, Konraad Verboven argues: “Epigraphical evidence
confirms the existence of a particular ethos characterized by a thirst for wealth and a spirit of
initiative.”"”” John D’Arms similatly demonstrates how Roman elites engaged in trade and finance,
but they did so under the influence of the aristocratic ethos, which allowed “a man of dignitas to
exploit fresh opportunities for gain without compromise of his respectability.”""* Thus, rather than
flatten Roman antiquity into pre-market vs market economic structures, this critique contends
scholars should analyze the ways social ethos inflected market impulses with particular constraints
and conditions.

Recent scholarship on ancient Mediterranean economic history emphasizes the role of social

institutions upon human economic decisions, an analytic turn called New Institutional Economics

(NIE)."™ Scholars of this persuasion argue that economic rationality is not just a modern concept,

112 Keith Hopkins, “Taxes and Trade in the Roman Empire (200 B.C.-A.D. 400),” The Journal of Roman Studies 70 (1980):
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rather rationality is always influenced in some capacity by institutions.'"

Nobel laureate Douglass
North helped pioneer this perspective, seeking to understand the “structure” and “performance” of
economies through time without relying upon a primitive to modern scale."” In contrast to
neoclassical “rational choice theory,” North described a “bounded rationality,” seeing all human
behavior as a kind of rationality constrained by a given social environment.""® Thus, the behavior of
more ancient or primitive people that appeared “irrational” or economically “unwise” to modern
anthropologists might actually be rational according to their own set of cultural conditions. North
contended that “Much of what passes for rational choice is not so much individual cognition as the
embeddedness of the thought process in the larger social and institutional context.”""” In this
respect, Finley was not wrong to say social status conditioned the economic relationships of elites in
Roman antiquity, but NIE would say that such conditioning did not erase individual utilitarian
impulses we might associate with more modern market capitalism.

Emblematic of NIE is Peter Temin’s 2013 publication The Roman Market Economy, which

120 For a scholar who had

argued that modern economic theory has a place in the classical world.
spent most of his career writing about modern and eatrly-modern markets, a shift to antiquity was

unexpected. Temin argued emphatically that Rome had a market economy. No, this economy did
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not resemble the modern industrial state, but the basics of market theory could be detected just the
same. From analyzing prices and currency to markets and GDP, Temin made the case that the
ancient world could be analyzed from an economist’s perspective—challenging the artificial division
between pre-market and market economies. It is hard to account for the differences observed in the
past when they are refracted through the lens of the present. Yet as NIE has demonstrated, the
division between gift/primitive/tribal/ancient economies and modern markets is artificial. Non-
capitalist economies are neither idyllic as Mauss might contend nor entirely adverse to

entrepreneurship.

1.3.3 Breaking Down the Gift Economy

It is now fairly obvious to many scholars that the ancient world is different from
modernity—its cultural values are temporally and geographically contingent—while also not so
different that it should be regarded as a time without modern economic-like aspects. What is not so
obvious is how the perceptions of market and pre-market economies endures. For Mauss to
strengthen his social commentary, he contrasted the tribal gift economies explored by
anthropologists with that of the modern commodity market. Such a division had the effect of
producing an enduring dichotomy between gift and commodity that became its own self-reifying
distinction. The heart of Mauss and Polanyi’s distinction was the assumption that market structures
represent something inherently bad. Commodities became the villains in contrast to the morality of
gifts. This language of morality has seeped into the theoretical models of gift giving, which treats

gifts and exchange as two self-evident moral opposites.
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For example, Christopher Gregory's Gifts and Commodities (1982) systematically reproduced
Mauss’ dichotomy.'* He argued that commodity-exchange represented an independent relationship
between parties who meet for the exchange transaction and go their separate ways. Gift-exchange,
Gregory argued, created relationships between givers and receivers that made them reciprocally
dependent. Transactions could thus be mapped along an axis of impersonality and sociability. On
one extreme, commodity-exchange occurs between strangers with no lingering feelings of obligation
or guilt. On the other, gift-exchange is entirely about forming or maintaining relationships.

However, this dichotomy is an insufficient explanation for all transactions. A loaf of bread
for sale at a supermarket, Gregory would argue, elicits no obligation other than the clerk to hand
over bread and the buyer to present the amount due. The transaction does not build the obligation
that one would buy a loaf of bread at that particular market again because commodities are
supposed to be, according to Gregory’s schema, devoid of symbolic value. No obligation exists
between a buyer and a seller other than to fulfill the terms of the exchange. Yet, what if that loaf
were a particular brand of bread the consumer had grown to love? What if that particular market
provided points for the purchase of particular brands at their store? What if the consumer loved
shopping at that precise location? Suddenly the transaction is colored by the affect and symbolism of
brand or store loyalty. In this case, to classify the purchase of a loaf of bread as an impersonal
transaction devoid of symbolic value is to erase the cultural forces informing the purchase—cultural
forces marketers pay big bucks to analyze.

Marcel Hénaff took Mauss’ dichotomy even further and tried to disentangle the gift from the
economic sphere altogether. He argued that Malinowski is clear that the &u/a gift ceremony and giwali

trade system are entirely separate. Ku/a needs giwali, “Trobriand islanders cannot live on gifts only

121 Christopher A. Gregory, Gifts and Commodities (London ; New York: Academic Press, 1982).
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any more than we do,” but the “nature of £#/a exchange is not economic.”'*” But one wonders what
is at stake in insisting ceremonial gift exchange is not economic? For Hénaff it is the market’s
supposed erasure of the social bonds of traditional societies that must distinguish the gift from
commodity. Hénaff echoes the social critique of Mauss, lamenting that “the modern economy—
what is now a global production machine—might be the last and most radical way to eliminate the
gods, to do away with gift-giving and debt.”'* Hénaff insists that ceremonial gift exchange exists
solely in societies who lack a central state. Gift-exchange is the glue that binds everyone together in
traditional societies, while in modernity the nation state structures social identity, an echo of
Benedict Anderson’s Imagined Communities.**

Jacques Godbout and Alain Caillé (1992) tried to subvert Mauss’ division between modern
and traditional society by contending that the gift still constitutes the foundation of modern social
relations. They argue that the gift is actually a social connection that exists even within the
constraints of the market, though in subtle forms. Because gifts are strictly social, nourished in
particular by the family, generations are linked through the performance of gift rituals, such as
weddings, baby showers, bar/bat mitzvahs, and even organ donation for times of death and illness.
Defined in this way, the gift plays a minimal role in modern society in comparison to the market

because, they argue, the gift is seen as a cure for the ills of market self-interest. The gift is “burdened

122 Marcel Hénaff, “Ceremonial Gift-Giving: The Lessons of Anthropology from Mauss and Beyond,” in The Gift in
Abntiquity (Hoboken, NJ: John Wiley & Sons, 2013), 18.

125 Marcel Hénaff, The Price of Truth: Gift, Money, and Philosophy (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2010), 20.

124 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism (L.ondon ; New York: Verso
Books, 2000).
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with the impossible task of embodying absent hope and the lost soul in a soulless world.”'* Yet
their analysis is still another manifestation of the market/gift dichotomy that restricts the gift’s social
territory. In arguing that the gift has endured despite the market, the gift / commodity dichotomy is
again reinforced.

When used as ideal types, gift and commodity serve as short hand for a number of
associations:

Gifts: moral, affective, obligatory, non-market, disintetested, primitive/traditional,

Commodities: seculat, rational, profit-making, market, interested, modern
But these distinctions ate hard to sustain.'” Parry and Bloch argue that the radical opposition
between the two forms derives “from the fact that our ideology of the gift has been constructed in
antithesis to market exchange,” which as I have demonstrated goes back all the way to Mauss."”’
This antithesis, I contend, derives from the modern social critique at the heart of theories of the gift.
Theorists see a form of kinship in their conception of traditional societies that they long for in a
climate of fierce competitive capital and never-ending war. Yet the gift is then burdened with
bearing all of humanity’s virtues somehow lost to the pages of the past.

Closer to the purview of this project, Charles Hinnant used the patriarchal narratives of

Genesis to push back on the idea that tribal gifts were reflections of harmoniously linked kin groups.

125 Jacques Godbout and Alain Caillé, The World of the Giff, trans. Donald Winkler (Montreal ; Ithaca: McGill-Queen's
University Press, 1998), 165.

126 Pierre Bourdieu, for example, observed that the main difference between gift and barter was the element of time.
Gifts are a form of exchange that require delayed reciprocity. Time constitutes the defining attribute of gifts rather than
any inherent morality or sociability. Bourdieu “To restore to practice its practical truth we must therefore reintroduce
time into the theoretical representation of a practice which, being temporally structured, is intrinsically defined by its
tempo.” Outline of a Theory of Practice, vol. 16 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1977), c:8.

127 Jonathan Parry and Maurice Bloch, “Introduction,” Money and the Morality of Exchange, eds. Jonathan Parry and
Maurice Bloch (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), 10.
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The family, he argues, is actually the source for ethnic conflict in the Torah’s etiological narratives,
which transforms gifts into commodity-like transactions. The episode of Jacob and Laban haggling
over the acquisition of Rachel as Jacob’s bride (Gen 29:18-19) represents for Hinnant a hybrid
transaction. Jacob offers to work without compensation for seven years in order to receive Rachel,
an offer reflecting the ethos of kinship alliance, yet Laban protests that he should have a wage
(maskureteka). Laban capitulates to Jacob’s offer, responding that “it is better that I give her to you
than anyone else.” Hinnant contends that Jacob’s indifference to compensation masks the tensions
of the exchange, a tactic anthropologists associate with non-kin commodity relationships; thus, the
arrangement transforms kin relations into a kind of commodified transaction, still using the language
of a “free gift.”'* The patriarchal natratives “represent a world in which the categories of gift and
commodity exchange are acknowledged to be porous and unstable rather than fixed and rigid.”"*

The differences observed in gift types translate into the reifying reception of distinct
categories. When these categories are searched for within the subject source material, they inevitably
reinforce their own forms and thus have traveled far from the initial differences observed. By
breaking down the distinction between gift and market, we are not doing away with categories of
gifts and commodities but recognizing that transactions are reflect broader social concerns that

might blur the distinctions of the gift’s category.

128 Charles H. Hinnant, “The Patriarchal Narratives of Genesis and the Ethos of Gift Exchange,” in The Question of the
Gift, ed. Mark Osteen (Routledge, 2013), 113.

129 Hinnant, “The Patriarchal Narratives of Genesis,” 116.
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1.4 Religious Giving

By identifying the historical threads informing theories of the gift, which perceive a rigid dichotomy
between gift and market exchange as a result of a modern social critiques of capitalism, we are
equipped to examine how such theories have reinforced a distinction between religious and secular
giving. In the following section, I will address this division and identify how it has been applied to

patronage, benefaction, and charity in rabbinic literature.

1.4.1 Religious vs Secular Giving

Exposing the enduring dichotomy between gift and commodity helps illuminate the ways the
two categories have been split along lines of perceived morality. Gifts, often perceived through the
lens of potential purity, are treated differently than commodities, which are tied to a competitive
marketplace. Parry and Bloch contend that one strand of Western discourse sees an inherent threat
in money—money standing in for all aspects of modern capitalist enterprise.” The logic contends
that while exchange is a fundamental aspect of human society, when exchange crosses into profit,
such as lending with interest or elevated prices, it becomes something immoral. Karl Marx, for
example, longed for a time when production’s goal was the elevation of society rather than market
exchange. Markets transform objects into commodities, a process which he argues inherently
dissolves social bonds.”" As we saw in the social analysis of gift-giving societies, the gift’s potential

for social solidarity is cast in opposition to the individual utility of commodity driven transactions.

130 But whether of good or for evil, Patry and Bloch contend, “money acts as an incredibly powerful agent of profound
social and cultural transformations.” Parry and Bloch, “Introduction,” 3-4.

131 Karl Marx, Pre-capitalist Economic Formations (1964), 96. Compare with Adam Smith who contends that the pursuit of
self-interested gain allows society to prosper. Adam Smith, Wealth of Nations (Hoboken, N.J. : Boulder,
Colo.: NetLibrary), 1990.
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The idea that the free gift is self-evidently pure is part a distinct religious perspective that
valorizes charity. Peter Brown convincingly claimed that early Christianity invented the category of
the poor through its institutional systems of charity."”” Brown meant that, as Paul Veyne
demonstrated, the Roman Empire lacked structures of institutional charity. Instead, Roman
patronage and benefaction facilitated the politically beneficial displays of wealth through monument
construction and patronage but did little to alleviate the plight of the poor. Once Christianity
entered the scene, churches implemented systems of poor relief derived from the ethics of the
Hebrew Bible that fundamentally shifted how people viewed poverty—by framing the poor as a
distinct category. Through the contrasting of institutional religious forms of charity with the civic
institutions of Rome, alms were valorized as superior forms of giving. Alms represented gifts
without expectation of return, which Mauss calls “the ancient morality of the gift, which has become
a principle of justice.”” In this way, charity was contrasted with civic giving and elevated for its
religious virtues. Gary Anderson is quite reflective of this kind of reading when he argues,
“Almsgiving became such a prominent feature of Second Temple Judaism because it not only
fulfilled a religious obligation to help the needy but provided a means of declaring one’s belief in
God.”"*

However, while Christianity introduced a conceptual shift in the way people approached
institutional giving and its new category of the poor, it did not represent an absolute rupture with
the habits of giving in the pre-Christian Roman context. As Irene San Pietro has recently argued,

The invention of these institutions fostered an awareness, even an exaggeration of a social
reality that had previously been differently categorized in the social consciousness. This does

132 Brown, Eye of a Needle.

133 Mauss, The Gift, 22.

134 Gary A. Anderson, Charity: the Place of the Poor in the Biblical Tradition (Yale University Press, 2013), 35.
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not mean that pagans or Jews were uncharitable or that there was objectively more poverty
in late antiquity, though there may have been, but that poverty was seen differently; was seen
as such.'”

This process of shifting social consciousness occurred as part of a larger process whereby distinctly
religious institutional forms were emerging and being defined in contrast to Roman civic
institutions.” In this process ancient authors carve out for themselves distinctly “religious” spaces
and argued for superior “morality.” Augustine in his Sermon on the Mount, for example, extolled
Christians to give to the poor rather than the base forms of Roman entertainment:

Let us transfer [our possessions| to a place where we shall not lose them. The poor to whom
we give alms! (60.8)

Lazy members of our churches are to be challenged to action, seeing that they barely break a
single loaf of bread to feed the starving Christ [in the poor], while those who lavish wealth
on the theater [spend so heavily that they] leave hardly a loaf of bread for their own sons.

Driven crazy by this and puffed up with pride...they even wish to lose their fortunes by
giving—giving to actresses, giving to cabaret artists, giving to wild-beast hunters, giving to
charioteers. They pour forth not only their inherited fortunes, but their very souls. Yet they
draw back with disgust from the poor, because the People do not shout for the poor to
receive largesse. But the People roar for the venator [the matador] to have his prize.

A similar appeal is found in rabbinic literature, though the religious virtue at stake is Torah study:

One who goes to the stadia and circuses and sees the sorcerers and the enchanters, bokzon,
mokion, molion, sagilarion, sagilaria—behold this is the company of the insolent, as it is said,
“|Happy is the man who has] joined the company of the insolent, rather, the teaching of the
Lord is his delight” (Psalms 1:1-2). Behold you learn that they bring a person to neglect the
study of Torah."’

135 Trene SanPietro, Money, Power, Respect: Charity and the Creation of the Church (Columbia University, 2014), 284-285.

136 On this process see Boyarin, Border Lines.

137 Tosefta Avodah Zarah 2:5-7. On this text see Beth A. Berkowitz, Defining Jewish Difference: From Antiguity to the Present
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012), 92-96.
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The Romans became for both ancient Christians and Jews—even if also imperially Roman
themselves—a foil of secular and immoral lifestyles. The valorization of alms stems from a long
process of rhetorically distinguishing religious morality from civic secularity.

As a result, scholarship of ancient Jewish gifts has replicated a dichotomy between the
secular and religious. Secular giving reflects the ills of commodification Mauss was keen to identify
while the religious giving is equated with the ideals of solidarity. But Roman giving is not
categorically different because it is inherently secular; a distinction between the secular and the
religious was absent in Roman culture. In the following section, I will show how this dichotomy has

prevailed in the scholarship of rabbinic institutions of giving.

1.4.2 Charity and Patronage in Rabbinic Literature

The rabbis were the heirs of a biblical tradition that emphasized relationships of solidarity
under the banner of the Mosaic covenant, animated by an egalitarian ethos at odds with the broader
Mediterranean reality of weak central governments and their networks of social dependency between
local elites and subordinates.'” This ideological difference manifested in the ways these two cultural
systems approached gifts. On the one hand Greco-Roman patronage and benefaction cultivated
public recognition and reciprocity, while on the other hand the biblical tithe and agricultural support
for the poor resisted relationships of debt and gratitude.

Patronage is a system of asymmetrical relationships between donors and the recipients of

those donations."” These relationships are sustained by reciprocal exchange, meaning the donor

138 Schwartz, Were the Jews, 64.

139 Saller, Personal Patronage.
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bestows influence and goods in exchange for the recipient’s loyalty and services. These relationships
are inherently asymmetrical because the donor—who is often of a superior social position—controls
the purse strings and so holds power over the recipient of their attentions. Thus, the recipient is
perpetually in the donot’s debt. These relationships took a variety of forms in the Roman imperial
world, including between land owners and tenants, wealthy elites and scholars, and even between the
emperor and the citizen body. Donations could come in the form of benefaction (exergetismz), which
expected civic leaders to personally finance the building of monuments, city centers, and festivals in
exchange for their privileged social position. Or donations could take the form of individual
personal gifts or political favor. But the point is that the logic of reciprocity was a constant social
understanding.

Yet this very logic of reciprocal giving, with its systems of social dependency and debt, posed
a challenge to the biblical egalitarian ideal of a utopian Israel, an ideal that the rabbis hoped to
replicate. In the Torah, the Israelites were supposed to avoid relationships of reciprocity and debt
because they were, in theory, all equal before God. So rather than a solidarity based on exchange, as
in the Roman context, the Torah envisioned a solidarity based on covenantal ideals. All Israelites
were expected to support their fellows by leaving parts of their harvest for the poor, sharing
agricultural goods with priests and Levites, and perpetually remembering their collective identity
through tithing rituals.'’

The question for four recent monographs has been: how did the rabbis resolve the tension
between these two cultural systems? Susan Sorek’s 2009 publication Remenbered for Good argues that

the rabbis adapted biblical “besedism,” or God’s covenantal (i.e. benefactive) relationship with Israel,

140 On collective memory and identity formation, see Jan Assmann and John Czaplicka, “Collective memory and cultural
identity,” New German Critique 65 (1995): 125-133.
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into a distinctly Jewish benefaction system in the first century CE.""!

This system of “hesedism,” as
Sorek labels it, includes the wide range of giving activities available to the Jewish community
through the institution of the synagogue—including charity, the communal soup kitchen, and the
construction of buildings and mosaics. Yet, she insists, hesedism is its own system and not related to
Roman benefaction: “the Jewish benefaction system has little in common with euergetism, apart
from the most obvious element of recording benefactions on stone. The motivation is entirely
different, unlike euergetism, dependence upon a benefactor is not an essential part of the system,
except that God is seen as the ultimate benefactor.”"* According to Sorek, this motivation invited
every member of the community to participate in the Jewish benefaction system with no thought of
personal gain:'* “All members of a community, rich or not so rich, could, in theoty, be benefactors,
and the benefactions could be material or spiritual.””***

Schwartz in his 2010 publication Were the Jews a Mediterranean Society? takes a different
approach. Instead of tracing just the reception of biblical ideals, he sees biblical and Roman
ideological systems at constant play. He takes seriously the fact that rabbis—and other Jews—were

Roman provincial subjects. The rabbis, he contends had “no real alternative” but to “carve out for

themselves and for the Jews a comfortable and tenable space 7nside the system.”'® Part of this

141 Sorek, Remembered for Good, 255. In Sorek’s estimation, the piously driven rabbis recognized that changing social and
economic factors required a new ideology, and “the new ideology required rules and organization.”

142 Sorek, Remembered for Good, 208. Hesedism hete is Sorek’s label for the entire rabbinic benefaction system, which
encompasses besed, rabam, and tZedakab.

143 “What was unique about the Jewish system, compared to the rest of the ancient world, was that it offered a
mechanism by which less well-off members of society could be admitted into the benefaction system, and this included
the very poor, something that euergetism did not encompass.” Sorek, Remembered for Good, 4.

144 Sorek, Remembered for Good, 157. This perspective fails to account for the very real disparity between access to
benefaction “in theory” and in practice. Or to state plainly, what good is access if a person lacks the funds to participate?

145 Schwartz, Were the Jews, 165.

48



process was grappling with imperial ideologies and negotiating their influence. Schwartz argues that
Rome did in fact affect Jewish and rabbinic culture,'* and in particular “late antique Jewish charity

came to acquire euergetistic features.”'’

Jewish benefactors to synagogues, for example, often
implied that their wealth was a gift from God, rather than inscribing praise for their actions.'* Yet,
at the same time Schwartz discerns that rabbis sometimes used the logic and function of benefaction
in the service of the mitzpah of chatity."” For example, Schwartz notes the striking overlap with
Greco-Roman norms—R. Hiyya bar Ba appoints archontes, or municipal euergetists, as parnasin, or
Jewish charity collectors; R. Yosi promises his interlocutors that their memory would be preserved
by their charitable deeds." In all the texts Schwartz surveyed, he found that the rabbis “all remain
conscious of the tension between mitzvah and reciprocity, while sometimes merging the two.”"!
The ideological opposition between Roman and Jewish values has been further employed to
demonstrate just how unlike Roman patronage Jewish charity was. Yael Wilfand’s 2014 Poverty,

Charity, and the Poor in Rabbinic Texts and Gregg Gardner’s 2015 The Origins of Organized Charity in

Rabbinic Judaism both tried to delineate the rabbinic institutional forms of rabbinic charity. Wilfand

146 Schwartz, Were the Jews, 164. Seth Schwartz describes this tension best: “At the moment that the rabbis were striving
to extricate themselves from the Roman system, to provide for the Jews a coherent and apparently radical alternative,
they were also demonstrating their commitment to some [of] its core values.”

47 Schwartz, Were the Jews, 131. “But the Talmud is well aware of the fact that the rabbis’ own cities, Tiberias, Sepphoris,
Casesarea, and Lydda, relied on euergetistic practices for their existence, and supposes that the mass of the inhabitants of
such places, most of whom were Jews, had now adopted the Roman’s norms as their own. In such cases the rabbis were
willing to meet nonrabbinic Jews halfway, especially if the performance of a mitzvah was involved. But they also
expressed their disapproval of those elements of euergetistic practice that were beginning to be adopted by Jewish
religious communities in the third and fourth centuries” (130). I am less convinced that we can chart a path of influence
whereby Jewish giving acquires “euergetistic features.”
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takes many cues from Sorek and insists that rabbinic charity is distinct and separate from Roman
patronage.'” She argues that “the Yerushalmi not only avoids describing rabbis as patrons of the
poort, but fundamentally criticizes patronage as a system for dispensing charity.”'> Wilfand suggests
that Jewish communities “differed meaningfully from pagan communities since core biblical values
continued to influence their practices, norms and thinking.”"** In Wilfand’s estimation, rabbinic
charity is a rabbinic alternative to other systems of competition and status. While Greco-Roman
norms of benefaction and methods of raising money may have infiltrated the Jewish community,
Wilfand insists that the rabbis overwhelmingly condemn such practices.'”

Gardner focuses on tracing the origins of organized charity to tannaitic rabbinic texts.
Charity, Gardner insists, is not Roman benefaction because charity focused solely on the material
relief of the poor, not the aspirations of prestige identified with Roman giving. Thus, the rabbis
understood charity to be part of their moral code: “Whereas charity lies in the moral realm, exergetism
was a mechanism for the benefactor to capture honor and status.”® Gardner suggests that the eatly
rabbis tried to institutionalize charity not in order to assert socioreligious authority, but because they
want to alleviate the need to beg. Drawing on the work of Schwartz, Gardner suggests the Tosefta

“Is sensitive to and participated in the evolution of Greco-Roman urban culture.””” Yet Gardner

152 “My study demonstrates that some of Sorek’s conclusions about the values indicated in synagogue inscriptions mirror
almsgiving as described in rabbinic texts.” Wilfand, Poverty, Charity, and the Image of the Poor, 17

153 Wilfand, Poverty, Charity, and the Image of the Poor, 234.

154 Wilfand, Poverty, Charity, and the Image of the Poor, 276. Wilfand concludes that the evidence we have “implies that
during this period—the first to the fifth century CE—the biblical tradition regarding poverty and charity was alive and
influential.”

155 Wiltand, Poverty, Charity, and the Image of the Poor, 265-2606.
156 Gardner, The Origins of Charity, 15.

157 Gardner, The Origins of Charity, 150. For Gardner, the famchui represents a rabbinic response to urbanization because it
responds to the basic biological needs of the poor. The guppah on the other hand addresses the poor’s social needs.
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argues that the rabbis took these traditions of poverty relief and “brought all of this together into a
single, coherent vision of what organized charity ought to look like—a vision whose
comprehensiveness was unprecedented in Jewish traditions.”"® Gardner suggests it was only later
amoraim who sought to capitalize on systems of charitable giving,

The aforementioned monographs focus intently on the object of the gift in order to parse
the distinctly Jewish or Roman elements within rabbinic giving systems. They have each articulated
meaningful differences between rabbinic, Roman, broader Jewish giving habits and ideologies, and
these differences complicate careful attempts to disentangle specific gift-types in our source material.
Yet each of these authors acknowledge that they are dealing with a binary that does not quite match
perfectly upon the source material. This binary produces a series of oppositions associated with the
categories charity and patronage: Charity is religious, egalitarian, and disinterested, while patronage is
secular, competitive, and reciprocal. Yet just as J.Z. Smith urged scholars to resist “the temptation to
reduce phenomena to ‘essences,”” attempts to disentangle culturally-informed giving systems
inevitably reproduces reductive giving categories."”

It is this very category problem, enduring not just in rabbinic literature but in studies of the
gift broadly, that I propose to address. These questions about the substance of gift types have
animated the anthropological study of gift-exchange and reproduced numerous oppositions of

similar kinds, from Mauss all the way to recent scholarship on rabbinic literature. So, instead of

Gardner notes that unlike the famchui, the quppah preserves markers of status, similar to Greco-Roman giving. “The
quppa, however, is more complex, as eligibility is based on both material holdings and residence. Therefore, it retains the
vestiges of civic-minded Greco-Roman giving and foreshadows the economic approach predominant in later Judaism
and Christianity” (149).

158 Gardner, The Origins of Charity, 21.

159 Jonathan Z. Smith, Imagining religion: fron Babylon to Jonestown (University of Chicago Press, 1982), 8.
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asking how Jewish gift categories are operating in respect to Roman gift categories, I propose a
different set of questions: how is the gift operating in each particular source? What idioms and
expectations are encoded in the transaction? Which gift-types might be informing the narrative?
These questions seek to avoid categorizing the transaction while closely reading the narrative
composition. Recognizing the latent assumptions informing theoretical models of gift-giving, I shift
the focus from identifying biblical, rabbinic, and Roman models in the textual sources. Instead, I
hold their ideals alongside each example, asking in what ways the source complicates its own textual
categories.

Scholars of religion versed in the study of “lived religion,” a field pioneered by David Hall
and Robert Orsi, understand that the “everyday thinking” of our subjects far exceeds the categories
imposed by institutions.'" Individual actions do not operate in isolation but exist within what Geertz

11 and thus the meanings of a giving practice may in fact be manifold

calls a “web of significances,
and inconsistent. As Orsi so aptly stated:
A particular practice in fact may be caught in the tension between conscious and
unconscious motivations and desire, or between now and then, here and there, hopes and
memories. Religion is always religion-in-action, religion- in-relationships between people,
between the ways the world is and the way people imagine or want it to be.'®

While the distinction between gift and commerce neatly organizes chronological, social, economic,

and political borders, it necessarily struggles to account for the hybridity inherent to giving—the

160 David D. Hall, Lived Religion in America: Toward a History of Practice (Princeton, N.].: Princeton University Press, 1997);
Robert A. Otsi, The Madonna of 115th Street: Faith and Community in Italian Harlem, 1880-1950 (New Haven, Conn. ;
London: Yale University Press, 2010).

161 Clifford Geertz, The Interpretation of Cultures: Selected Essays (New York: Basic Books, 1973).

162 Robert A. Orsi, “Is the Study of Lived Religion Irrelevant to the World We Live In? Special Presidential Plenary
Address, Society for the Scientific Study of Religion, Salt Lake City, November 2, 2002,” Journal for the Scientific Study of
Religion 42, no. 2 (2003): 169-74.
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pitfall to all such categorical schema. As Mark Osteen argues, “Gifts expose the truth that human
behavior and the stories with which we dramatize it are more flexible than the rational theories with
which we attempt to account for it.”'” Allowing the gift-type to be flexible gets us closer to the
historical social forces that might have been evoked through the gift itself.

This dissertation builds upon Schwartz’ initial insights by offering a way of thinking about
why the rabbis, who at times disdain benefaction and patronage, in other places deploy biblical
categories of charity and tithes in benefactive and patronage-like ways. I avoid associating giving
systems to particular social groups—for in fact, “pagans” gave alms, Jews honored benefactors in
the very least through oral memorialization, and patrons continued even after the Christianization of
the Roman empire. Instead I examine the contextually specific impulses of reciprocity and solidarity
that inform donations in narrative stories. While I do observe the ways the biblical tradition provides
a language for distinctly late antique Jewish giving, I am less interested in the tension between
Roman and Jewish ideals, and more interested in examining the tensions and assumptions informing
the dynamics between donors and Rabbis. Donations, in all their varied forms (gifts, patronage,
benefaction, charity, etc.), activate vast networks of expectations and ideals that encode the object

with symbolic meaning,

1.5 Chapter Overview

Ch 2: The Performance of Expertise and Rabbinic Donor Networks
I begin with an examination of the function of aristocratic donations funding scholastic

expertise. By locating rabbinic fundraising efforts within the larger practice of scholastic donations, 1

163 Osteen, “Introduction,” 16.
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argue that rabbis employed tactics of persuasion so as to cultivate a culture of giving that would
mediate the tension of donor relationships. On the one hand, ancient literary elites held specialized
knowledge inaccessible to the public; patrons, on the other hand, had donations and social influence.
The power of the donor threatened to destabilize the scholars’ presumed authority. This chapter
demonstrates how rabbis cultivated social networks and eased the power imbalance those networks
brought. Rabbis crafted stories of givers receiving miraculous rewards for their donations and of
rabbis bestowing Torah learning upon donors who supported their trade. Through these stories and
their invocation of biblical ideals, the rabbis developed their own response to the demands of

aristocratic patronage, which cultivated a larger spiritual need on the part of their donor.

Ch 3: Priestly Tithes, Support for the Poor, and Gifts for Rabbis: Their Shared
Conceptual Framework

This chapter departs from the rabbinic period and turns to the biblical systems of giving that
the rabbis inherited. The rabbis derived from the Torah a model of giving grounded in the biblical
tithing system. The Torah prescribes that the Israelites should leave a portion of their agricultural
produce to their cultic leaders and the poor. While the biblical texts are vague on the methods and
substance of these tithes, they became the basis for models of giving in the Second Temple and
rabbinic periods. In this chapter, I construct the textual tradition the rabbis inherit by tracing the
formation of biblical donations in the gift-types of charity and tithes. I explain how these traditions
formed a conceptual framework that the rabbis used to solicit donations to their own guild—by
claiming the tithe for priests and using the language of gifts for the poor to describe donations to

their cause.
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Ch 4: Tithing for Rabbinic Expertise

This chapter exposes the rabbinic cooption of the priestly tithe as a kind of aristocratic
donation for rabbinic scholars. I examine the tactics rabbis employed to persuade donors to give
tithes to their cause and the resulting constraints this new financial relationship placed upon their
trade. I demonstrate how the rabbinic claim upon tithe funds inflected the practice of tithing with
reciprocal expectations. A wealthy woman revoked her tithe, for example, when a stodgy rabbi
refused her request for Torah knowledge. In another case, a landowner petitioned his tithe-funded
rabbi to bend agricultural laws in his favor. With the dynamics of late antique aristocratic patronage
in mind, I analyze accounts in which tithes were used to fund rabbis in order to reveal the kinds of

constraints these relationships might have placed on the enterprise of Torah study.

Ch 5: Benefaction, Charity, and their Idioms in Rabbinic Literature

I next turn to patronage’s kin: benefaction. Benefaction refers to the funding of building
construction (of monuments, synagogues, churches) and public expenses (of festivals, games, and
public subsistence). Rather than seeing benefaction as the polar opposite of ancient Jewish
communal support, this chapter examines rabbinic stories that portray the two as highly entangled—
indeed, as not categorically separated at all. In particular, I examine the Jewish communal charity
collector position: the parnas. I demonstrate how stories about the parnas depict a self-funded
position that not only self-interestedly benefitted the broader Jewish community, but also the
parnasim themselves. I identify the ways ancient Jews participated in and negotiated with the
ideological expectations of civic benefaction in their own particular forms of communal giving,
These forms of benefaction provide the backdrop to the rabbinic use of charitable language to

describe donations to their cause.
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Ch 6: Conclusion

In this chapter, I argue that the rabbinic use of the idioms of patronage, benefaction, and
charity made compelling sense because it drew from the conceptual relationship of tithes in the
Torah. If, as I discussed in chapter three, some rabbis received priestly tithes on account of their
Torah study and not their priestly descent, the dynamic of the tithe relationship would have looked
to many like a typical patronage relationship. Even if the rabbis framed this relationship in different
terms, so as to create a cognitive dissonance between themselves and the donor relationship as I
discussed in chapter four, the idiom of patronage could still inform the expectations of the donors.
Yet tithes for priests were not the only part of this conceptual equation. Priests and the poor were
paired in the tithing schema as recipients of equivalent entitlement to communal support, as I
demonstrate in chapter five. The laws for the dispensing of tithes understand the priest and the poor
as parallel designees. When the rabbinic guild sought to articulate itself within a conception of an

ideal Israel, they aligned themselves with these designees as persons chosen by God for support.
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Chapter Two

The Performance of Expertise and Rabbinic Donor Networks

Yose b. Yoezer said: Let your house be a meeting place for Sages, and sit amid the dust of their feet,
and drink in their words with thirst (M. Avot 1:4).
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This mishnaic exhortation to entertain rabbinic sages—quenching the thirst of ighorance
upon hearing their expert words—is part of a larger discourse of rabbis cultivating their social
networks. Rabbinic texts encourage people to donate to the rabbinic guild, whether through
hospitality, gifts of money or food, or benefactions for building projects, by crafting an aura of
expertise to provide in exchange. Donors were a vital force in the ancient Roman world, funding
everything from monuments and festivals, to books and the scholars who studied them. These gifts
were never neutral. Within a landscape wrought with choice, donors were solicited with ideological
rhetoric reflecting a profound interplay of religious, economic, and social concerns. The rabbis in
Roman Syria Palaestina competed within this landscape by employing specific hermeneutical tactics
to encourage support.

Beyond the expected utility of funding expertise, donations played a particular role in the
legitimation of scholars and religious professionals in antiquity. As the recent work of Kendra
Eshleman has shown, labels of expertise—whether philosopher, sophist, or Christian bishops and
theologians—were not incontrovertible: “The right to either label could not be established once for

all but had to be continually defended through assiduous self-presentation that in turn advanced
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implicit definitions of one’s own field(s) and its rivals.”'** Expertise was performed both in public
spaces through rhetorical speeches and teaching and at private dinner parties and personal
instruction, validated through the attentions of wealthy elites.'” Patrons in particular served to
affirm and define the reputation of scholars even when those scholars might want to claim
autonomy from such influence.

Similarly, the title of rabbi evolved slowly from a handful of literate sub-elites to the formal
office of Jewish legal authority.'® There was no immediate apparatus for the rabbi within the Jewish
community of antiquity. Ancient Jews took to Roman courts for civic rulings and to synagogues for
communal needs, the later serving as meeting spaces for public recitation of Torah, purity rituals,
market transactions, and even lodging for travelers. Urban centers were run by local councilors and
synagogues by priestly descendants and the archisynagogos.'”” The office of rabbi, as the self-
proclaimed preserver of ancient Jewish traditions, did not have automatic institutional place in the
Post-Temple Jewish landscape.

Somewhere in the early third century CE, individuals associated with rabbinic study circles
began to consolidate their interests along ideological, political, and social lines forming what scholars
now term “the rabbinic movement.” Around 200 C.E. the Mishnah was codified, and texts from the
Palestinian Talmud depict rabbis becoming more involved in local Jewish affairs, a move generally

characterized as attempts to exert religious authority over other Jews. But before we can speak of

164 Kendra Eshleman, The Social World of Intellectnals in the Roman Empire: Sophists, Philosophers, and Christians (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2012).

165 For the performance of identity among freelance experts, see Heidi Wendt, Az zhe Temple Gates: The Religion of Freelance
Experts in the Roman Empire (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016).

166 JTames Donaldson, "The Title Rabbi in the Gospels: Some Reflections on the Evidence of the Synoptics," The Jewish
Quarterly Review 63, no. 4 (1973): 287-291.

167 Lee 1. Levine, The Ancient Synagogue: The First Thousand Years (Yale University Press, 2000).
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rabbinic authority, we have to examine the performance of rabbinic expertise. In the midst of
forming a self-conscious group, rabbis worked to validate their role as experts by cultivating social
networks with other Jews and Roman officials. They set themselves up as judges and teachers while
deploying the saturated symbols of Torah and the Second Temple past in order to solicit investment
in their position. This investment could take the form of patronage, gifts of food, or tithes, as well as
the cultural capital gained from the acknowledgement of their expertise. Donations went hand in
hand with social recognition as a means for legitimizing the expert roles rabbis sought to both create
and fill.

In this chapter, I situate stories of rabbis and their social networks within the context of
scholastic expertise in late antiquity. My argument is two-fold: first, I contend that the rabbinic
movement came to self-consciousness through the projection of expertise, employing tactics similar
to those of other scholarly guilds yet inflected by the traditions of the Torah and the conditions of
Roman provincial life. Second, this expertise was legitimated through the attentions of donors and
wealthy elites who invested in the rabbinic enterprise. I demonstrate how aristocratic patronage and
gifts provided a means for rabbis to construct their social position through their projection of
knowledge and through the acknowledgement that their knowledge was valuable.

Further, I examine the power dynamics between donors and rabbis in order to complicate
assumptions about the relationships these gifts facilitated. Powerful elites financed the work of
scholars, who in turn became dependent on their donors’ support. This support posed a unique
problem to the enterprises of philosophers, bishops, and rabbis alike—while these scholastic elites
sought donors to acknowledge their expertise through gifts, their very power was threatened by the
dynamics of reciprocal giving. Donations fueled obligations of debt. There was no support without
the strings of reciprocal expectation attached. Scholars had to weigh their economic and social

dependency against the cultural prestige of their expertise through specific methods of negotiation. 1
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purposefully situate the rabbis’ solicitation of donations amongst the broader late antique
competition for funds so as to demonstrate the variety of fundraising tactics at the disposal of
scholastic elites in the Ancient Mediterranean. By locating rabbinic fundraising efforts within the
larger practice of scholastic donations, I observe the strategies rabbis used to cultivate a culture of

giving,

2.1 Expertise in Antiquity

Scholastic elites in the Roman Imperial period participated in the broad project of ordering
knowledge.'® This could include literary invention and the creation of wholly new texts, such as with
the ancient novel or apocalypse genres which invoked the myths of the past in order to articulate
certain ideological agendas.'” Or, as is the case with the vast majority of Imperial literature, authors
compiled and rewrote existing knowledge. This particular posture of knowledge accumulation was
highly regarded in the ancient world, as Koénig and Whitmarsh suggest, “in ways that may look
unwieldy or purely functional to modern eyes, but which in the ancient world clearly had a much
higher prestige than modern criticism has allowed them.”" Through methods of anthology, ancient
scholars demonstrated mastery over authoritative corpora of knowledge. To possess the skills of

literacy and the prowess to reproduce and arrange texts into new collections defined the expertise of

168 See the edited volume devoted to this topic: Jason Konig and Tim Whitmarsh, eds, Ordering Knowledge in the Roman
Empire (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007).

169 The difficulties with defining a formal gente of ancient fiction have been long acknowledged. On the function of
ancient Hellenistic fiction, see Tim Whitmarsh, Beyond the Second Sophistic: Adventures in Greek Postclassicism (University of
California Press, 2013). For an example of the limits and potential for analyzing ancient Jewish fiction, see Sara Raup
Johnson, Historical Fictions and Hellenistic Jewish Identity: Third Maccabees in its Cultural Context (University of California Press,
2005).

170 K6nig, “Ordering Knowledge” in Ordering Knowledge in the Roman Empire (Cambridge University Press, 2007), 3.
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the scholastic elite. Both the ordering of and commenting on the writings of others formed the
basis of ancient intellectual work.

The rabbis participated in these habits of anthology and knowledge production. The
Mishnah, codified circa 200 C.E, anthologizes Torah codes while incorporating explanation and
historical memory.'”" The Mishnah was intended to be memorized and recited, providing the basis
for the oral performance of rabbinic culture.'” This ordering of knowledge in a rabbinized form was
not immediately intended for those outside of their small circle of experts. Rabbis relayed to
students both the words of Torah and the growing body of rabbinic traditions in performative study

circles, a transmission featuring a blend of written and oral forms.'” This interplay between rabbinic

171 On the Mishnah’s ideological work for the rabbinic movement, see Lapin, Hayim. Early Rabbinic Civil Law and the
Social History of Roman Galilee: A Study of Mishnab Tractate Baba Metziah no. 307 (Scholars Press, 1995). Naftali S. Cohn, The
Memory of the Temple and the Making of the Rabbis (University of Pennsylvania Press, 2013). Moshe Simon-Shoshan, Stories of
the Law: Narrative Discourse and the Construction of Authority in the Mishnah (OUP USA, 2012). Beth A. Berkowitz, Defining
Jewish Difference: From Antiquity to the Present (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012). On the Mishnah’s use of
historical memory, see Nathan S. Schumer, The Memory of the Temple in Palestinian Rabbinic Literature, Columbia University,
2017.

172 Here I am inclined to agree with Martin Jaffee’s suggestion that written texts served as the foundation for rabbinic
orality. Martin S. Jaffee, "How Much 'Orality' in Oral Torah?: New Perspectives on the Composition and Transmission
of Early Rabbinic Tradition," Shofar: An Interdisciplinary Journal of Jewish Studies 10, no. 2 (1992): 53-72.

On the orality of the Mishnah: Hermann L. Strack & Gunter Stemberger, Einleitung in Talmnd und Midrasch, Tth edition
(Munich: C. H. Back, 1982), 31. Elizabeth Shanks. Alexander, Transmitting Mishnah: The Shaping Influence of Oral Tradition
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 20006). Carol Bakhos, "Orality and writing," in The Oxford Handbook of Jewish
Daily Life in Roman Palestine. 2010. Avraham Walfish, "Shitat Ha'arikhah Hasifrutit Bamishnah al-pi Massekhet Ro'sh
Hashanah," (PhD diss., Hebrew University of Jerusalem, 2001); Moshe Simon-Shoshan, "Halakhah lema'aseh: Narrative
and Legal Discoutse in the Mishnah" (PhD diss., University of Pennsylvania, 2005); Martin S Jaffee, Torah in the Mouth:
Writing and Oral Tradition in Palestinian Judaism, 200 BCE-400 CE (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001); Shmuel Saftai,
ed., "Oral Tora," in The Literature of the Sages. First Part: Oral Tora, Halakhah, Mishna, Tosefta, Talmnd, Extemal Tractates
(Assen/Maasrecht: Van Gotrcum and Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1987), pp. 35-119. Jacob Neusnet, "Oral Torah and
Oral Tradition: Defining the Problematic," Journal for the Study of Judaism 3 (1972), reprinted in Method and Meaning in
Apncient Judaism (Chico: Scholars Press, 1979).

173 As Strack and Stemberger explain, “In rabbinic Judaism the close interweaving of orality and written culture must
always be taken into account.” Strack and Stemberger, Ednleitung in Talmnd, 38. Steven D. Fraade, "Literary Composition
and Oral Performance in Early Midrashim," Oral Tradition 14, no. 1 (1999): 33-51. Martin S. Jaffee, "The Oral-Cultural
Context of the Talmud Yerushalmi: Greco-Roman Rhetorical Paideia, Discipleship, and the Concept of Oral Torah," in
Transmitting Jewish Traditions: Orality, Textuality, and Cultural Diffusion, eds. Yaakov Elman and Israel Gershoni (Yale
University Press, 2000).
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sage and received tradition represented the exclusivity of rabbinic knowledge, as Martin Jaffee
argues, “For Torah to be present the Sage must be present as its unmediated source and
embodiment in word and deed.”"™ The cultural performance of oral delivery—whether through
lessons, sermons, or recitation—setrved to define what it meant to know Torah of which the rabbi
was its master. They at once created and fulfilled their own definition of Torah scholar.

While the Mishnah is often described as a law code, I use the category of anthology
intentionally.” The Mishnah is a collection of existing traditions from both the Torah and rabbinic
study circles."” It systemized the teachings of rabbis and their personal circles by creating an
authoritative body of material, whose composition Hayim Lapin frames as “a struggle over the
institutionalization of knowledge.”"”” Through the compilation and sorting of received traditions,
supplemented with editorial commentary, the early rabbis actively filtered the ancestral law of Moses
through the rabbinic gaze and produced a body of knowledge dependent on their office. By
integrating the Temple’s laws with their perception of everyday practice the Mishnah’s compilers

created an access point to the inaccessible Second Temple past. As Steven Fraade asserts, "Though

174 Jaffee, “Oral-Cultural Context of the Yerushalmi,” 55. Jaffee extends his point to argue that the Amoraic insistence
upon the oral nature of rabbinic tradition refers to a rhetorical performance of Torah rather than a reliance on only oral
transmission.

175 T do not suggest the Mishnah is zerely an anthology, rather, that thinking with the posture of ordering knowledge
reveals something about the character of the eatly rabbinic movement. For a summary of whether the Mishnah should
be seen as anthology or law code, see Herman L. Strack and Gunter Stemberger, Introduction to the Talmud and Midrash,
trans. Marcus Bockmuehl (Augsbutg: Fortress Press, 1992), 151-54 and Yaakov Elman, "Order, Sequence, and Selection:
The Mishnah's Anthological Choices," in The anthology in Jewish literature, ed. David Stern (Oxford University Press on
Demand, 2004).

176 Albeck and Epstein disagreed on whether Rabbi Yehudah ha-Nasi’s altered his sources: Epstein argued he did while
Albeck argued he didn’t. Jacob Nahum Epstein and Ezra Zion Melamed, Mevo'ot le-sifrut ha-Tanaim: mishnab, tosefta u-
midrashei-halakha (Magnes, 1957). Chanoch Albeck, Untersuchungen iiber die Redaktion der Mischna, vol. 2 (CA Schwetschke,
1923).

177 Hayim Lapin, Rabbis as Romans: The Rabbinic Movement in Palestine, 100400 CE (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2012), 59.
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these legal practices are often performatively inoperable in the historical context of mishnaic times,
through their narrativization they become perpetually present and accessible via the portals of

mishnaic study,""”

portals for which rabbinic expertise provided access. The Palestinian Talmud
emerged as an expansion of the Mishnah and the Tosefta, along with midrashic commentaries of
biblical books, as an anthology of rabbinic knowledge.

The codification of the Mishnah was an important step in the process of rabbis gaining
momentum as a self-conscious group recognized for their legal authority amongst Jewish
communities in late antiquity. By distinguishing themselves as experts in Jewish law, the rabbis
defined their office. They were not priests, even though many were priestly descendants, and they
were not formal civic leaders, even though some would later take up communal positions. The
rabbinic office was defined by expertise in Torah and this expertise was performative. Part of this

performance involved the deployment of specialized speech.'”

Hayim Lapin has argued that the
rabbis emerged as “champions of a ‘discursive practice,”” which was “a specialized way of speaking
about certain topics (discourse) that is closely tied to the appropriation or manipulation of power on
the level of government, institution, and through a specialized way of controlling behavior, the body

itself.”"® T suggest that when Rabbis engaged with other non-rabbinic Jews and wealthy elites, they

used specialized speech in order to perform rabbinic culture and legitimize their office.'

178 Steven Fraade, "Nomos and Narrative before Nomos and Narrative," Yale Journal of Law and the Humanities 17 (2005):
94.

179 Michel Foucault, Archaeology of Knowledge (Routledge, 2013).

180 Hayim Lapin, Early Rabbinic Civil Law and the Social History of Roman Galilee: A Study of Mishnah Tractate Baba Metziah
(Scholars Press, 1995), 33.

181 As Richard Kalmin has shown, Palestinian rabbis are often depicted interacting with non-rabbinic Jews and wealthy
elites, more so than their Babylonian counterparts. The Sage in Jewish Society of Late Antignity (Routledge, 2002). The notion
that Babylonian rabbis were insular, however, has been critiqued by Simcha M. Gross, "Irano-Talmudica and Beyond:
Next Steps in the Contextualization of the Babylonian Talmud," Jewish Quarterly Review 106, no. 2 (2016): 248-255.
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Rabbinic literature is at once distinct from and yet very much a product of the late Roman
urban east. On the one hand, for such a large body of texts produced under imperial Rome, it
resembles the classical literary tradition quite little."™ The rabbis wrote their texts in Hebrew and
Aramaic rather than Greek, even though they would have known the Greek language.' Much of
their texts actively resist Roman norms, as Seth Schwartz emphatically insists, “The rabbis

proclaimed their alienation from normative Roman culture in every line they wrote.”'**

Joshua
Levinson attributes this distinctiveness to the subordinate provincial position of Roman Syria
Palaestina: “Undoubtedly, as a subordinate minority, the Judaism of Late Antiquity had to struggle
to forge its own narrative space, to tell its own tale, which differed radically from those told around
and about it.”" Yet for as much as rabbinic textuality retains an alienation from Greco-Roman
literature, it also participates in the broader cultural habits of cultivating expertise through literary
production.

This section will examine the overlapping techniques of scholastic expertise shared between

rabbis and other experts. I will demonstrate how donations played an important role in the

legitimation of expertise, but also created ideological tensions between donors and scholars.

182 Seth Schwartz has made this point in Were the Jews a Mediterranean society?: reciprocity and solidarity in ancient Judaism
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2009). See also Saul Lieberman, "How Much Greek in Jewish Palestine?,"
Texts and Studies New York: Ktav, 1974), 222.

183 Douglas R. Edwards, “The Socio-Economic and Cultural Ethos of the Lower Galilee in the First Century:
Implications for the Nascent Jesus Movement," in The Galilee in Late Antiquity (1992): 62,71. On teaching Jewish children
Greek, see Y. Peah 1:1, 15¢; Sotah 9:16, 23b; Avodah Zarah 2:2, 41a.

184 Schwartz, Were the Jews, 114.

185 Joshua Levinson, "The Tragedy of Romance: A Case of Literary Exile," Harvard Theological Review 89, no. 3 (1996):
229.
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2.1.2 Scholastic Experts and Social Networks

The consolidation of rabbinic interests into an institutional guild resembles the habits of

other intellectuals who formed “organized voluntary associations.”"'®

Voluntary associations
represented a primary form of kinship centered on specific types of skills, whether of scholarship,
labor, and/or cultic practice. Some, like the Pythagoreans, attracted atistocratic men to their ranks
through appeals to an elevated lifestyle (such as embracing simplicity in the face of elite luxury) and
communal bonds of fellowship. Other guilds drew on shared memories of a distinct cultural past
(such as Second Sophistic or rabbinic scholars) or mutual skillsets (such as laborers, carpenters,
musicians) to attract members to an organized group ethos.'®” Although classical Greek associations
and clubs are attested, the Roman imperial period ethnic, scholastic, cultic, and artistic associations
flourished as alternative social organizations within the po/is."® Representing such a vast assortment
of organizations under the banner “voluntary associations” should not suggest that they were part
and parcel the same; rather, as Richard Ascough contends, “they should be seen as differing

manifestations of the same phenomenon.”"

186 For a sutvey of voluntary associations in the Roman world, see Richard S. Ascough, "Greco-Roman Philosophic,
Religious, and Voluntary Associations," Commmunity Formation in the Early Church and in the Church Today (2002): 3-19.

187 Philip A. Hatland, Associations, Synagogues, and Congregations: Claiming a Place in Ancient Mediterranean Society (Fortress Press,
2003), 28-53.

188 On associations in classical Athens, see Nicholas F. Jones, The Associations of Classical Athens: the Response to Democracy
(New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999).

189 Ascough, "Greco-Roman Philosophic, Religious, and Voluntary Associations," 18. Though Ascough haphazardly
separates “philosophical” schools from “religious” groups by virtue of their perceived inherent difference (i.e.
philosophy as opposed to worship).
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The Greco-Roman voluntary association is a useful analogy for the rabbinic guild.”” The
early rabbis organized themselves into what Jeffrey Rubenstein calls “disciple-circles.”"" Rabbinic
masters transmitted traditions to their students, often orally, and these students devoted themselves
to careful memorization and interpretation.'”? The education of rabbis extended beyond the
classroom. They sought to embody the very habits of their teachers through close emulation, as
Rubenstein describes, “students served their master as apprentices, observing his daily conduct and
emulating his religious practice as he passed through a market, journeyed to various villages,
performed his personal hygiene, or ate his meals.”"” After reaching a level of proficiency, the
students would set out and solicit students of their own. Rabbis operated through these private
study circles rather than on an institutional scale.'*

Catherine Hezser has convincingly argued, “The rabbinic movement may best be described

as an informal network of relationships which constituted a personal alliance system.”"> Rabbinic

study houses offered an alternative form of kinship, and often competed with wives and children for

190 On Jewish voluntaty associations, see David Instone-Brewer and Philip A. Hatland, "Jewish Associations in Roman
Palestine: Evidence from the Mishnah," JGRCH] 5 (2008): 200-221. Isaac Mendelsohn, "Guilds in Ancient Palestine,"
Bulletin of the American Schools of Oriental Research 80 (1940), pp. 17- 21; Shimon Applebaum, "The Organization of the
Jewish Communities in the Diaspora," in The Jewish Pegple in the First Century: Historical Geography, Political History, Social,
Cultural and Religions Life and Institutions, vol. 1, eds. S. Safrai and M. Stern, (Assen: Uitgeverij Van Gorcum, 1974), 464-
503. For it’s application to early Christian churches see Richard S. Ascough, "Translocal relationships among voluntary
associations and eatly Christianity," Journal of Early Christian Studies 5, no. 2 (1997): 223-241.

191 Jeffrey Rubenstein, "Social and Institutional Settings of Rabbinic Literature," The Cambridge Companion to the Talmnd and
Rabbinic Literature (2007): 59.

192 However, I do not think it is necessarily the case that the oral nature of tannaitic education suggests “there was no
need for books or libraties either.” Rubenstein, "Social and Institutional Settings of Rabbinic Literature," 59. See Martin

S. Jaffee, "A Rabbinic Ontology of the Written and Spoken Word: On Discipleship, Transformative Knowledge, and the
Living Texts of Oral Torah," Journal of the American Academy of Religion 65, no. 3 (1997): 525-549.

193 Rubenstein, "Social and Institutional Settings of Rabbinic Literature," 59.
194 Hezser, Rabbinic Movement, 492.

195 Catherine Hezser, The Social Structure of the Rabbinic Movement in Roman Palestine (Tibingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1997), 493.
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the attentions of scholars, with Torah serving as the “other Woman” to use Daniel Boyarin’s
words."” Friendship ties with colleagues and their contacts formed the basis of a rabbinic social
network.

The rabbis are depicted in rabbinic literature with their own organizations, dress, and way of
life that distinguished them from the rest of Jewish society. These class markers served to
communicate that they, the rabbis, were a separate scholarly guild with the authority for resolving
questions and disputes about distinctly Jewish life. The rabbinic movement propagated a class of
religious expertise, and Schwartz believes that they “were probably convinced that they had a right
to exercise legal authority over the Jews by virtue of belonging to the class of scribes/Torah experts
(furthermore, some of them were priests), a class empowered by the Torah itself.”"”

This performance of rabbinic culture resembles the habits of scholars from other guilds.
Kendra Eshleman, in her analysis of Second Sophistic pepaidenmenoi (philosophers) for example,
describes the qualifications of the sophist’s performance, including “public declamation, lectures for
students, fluent (and fresh) extemporization, flawless mastery of classicizing language and style,”
which must be practiced both in public and in private.'” Tim Whitmarsh similarly argues that this
performance of expertise went beyond the spectacle of oration to the Sophist’s very bodily habits,
which absorbed their projected identity:

Socially empowering rhetorical expertise—publicised in its most extravagant form in the

display speeches of sophists in front of huge-audiences—was not only about intellectual
agility, although there are certainly numerous handbooks on matters of style, grammar and

19 Daniel Boyatin, Carnal Israel: Reading Sex in Talmudic Culture (University of California Press, 1993), 134. Boyarin does
distinguish between the Babylonian and Palestinian academies and suggests that leaving one’s wife for extended periods
of time was heavily stigmatized in the Palestinian context. In this case, rabbis married late after an extended petiod of
time studying Torah (165).

197 Seth Schwartz, Imperialism and Jewish Society, 200 B.C.E. to 640 C.E. Jews, Christians, and Muslims from the Ancient to the
Modern World (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2001), 104.

198 Eshleman, The Social World, 8.
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rhetoric surviving from the period; it was also embodied, displayed through posture and

gesture and style of voice as much as through words, absorbed and learned and constantly

reperformed within the encounters of everyday interaction and repetitive training.'”
Both oration and bodily habits cultivated the image of sophists as experts of Greek knowledge. By
buying into the habits of scholastic culture, sophists, like other scholastic elites, shared in the
collective identity of legitimacy that would garner the support of donors and recognition of the
public.

In order to effectively compete in the knowledge marketplace, ancient scholars strove to
project an aura of expertise through tactics of legitimation. * Far from the formal accreditation
process of modern academia—granting Ph.D.’s to the diligent few—intellectuals in the Roman

wotld lacked institutional structures that would guarantee expertise.”"

Knowledge was claimed
through rhetorical group definition, often through the construction of a lineage back to the scholars
of the past, and the public persuasion of their exclusive expertise. We can see an example of this sort
of genealogy of expertise in the beginning to Mishnah Avot, which constructs a mythic transmission
of Torah from Moses to Hillel and Shammai, early rabbinic sages whose schools formed the
foundation of rabbinic interpretation. Similarly, the platonists and neoplatonists considered

themselves as part of a “golden chain” of intellectuals.?®?

199 Ké6nig, “Ordering Knowledge,” 22

200 George R. Boys-Stones, "Post-Hellenistic Philosopy: A Study of its Development from the Stoics to Origen," (2001).
201 Konig and Whitmarsh, eds., Ordering Knowledge.

202 John M. Dillon, “The Academy in the Middle Platonic period,” Dionysius 3 (1979): 77; The Golden Chain : Studies in the

Development of Platonism and Christianity. Collected Studies; CS333 (Aldershot, Hampshire, Great Britain ; Brookfield, Vt.,
USA: Variorum ; Gower, 1990).
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Once knowledge was claimed, the need for such knowledge had to be projected. This
involved specific technologies of authorization and identity formation.*” Experts had to convince
others that their knowledge was valuable. Heidi Wendt in her recent study of religious “freelance”
experts in the Roman imperial period contends that these men “deliberately contrasted their
specialized knowledge and the benefits they purveyed with more ordinary forms of religion” so as to
generate the need for their expertise.”” In the context of Roman philosophers, Kénig and
Whitmarsh contend that while sophisticated in their knowledge, they struggled to generate influence
within the early Imperial period. The early empire’s ideological separation of philosophy, a Greek
discipline, from the superior work of Roman bureaucratic management, unsettled the philosophers’
idyllic aspirations for social influence.”” Philosophy had to be positioned as a desired discipline in
order for its experts to have legitimacy.

Rabbinized Torah knowledge similarly had to be packaged as necessary for ancient Judean
life. The Mishnah recounts, for example, that the people of Jericho clashed with the sages over their
process of observing agricultural laws. The sages protested that these people reaped their crops
during the Oer, the days between Passover and Shavuot, and piled them into heaps against rabbinic
regulation. ** In another text, these same people of Jericho are accused of eating fruit that had

dropped to the ground on the Sabbath, which the sages considered a violation of the Sabbath, and

they would leave vegetable crops for the poor, which the sages had ruled did not propetly constitute

203 Foucault, Archaeology of Knowledge.
204 Wendt, Az the Temple Gates, 222.

205 Fergus Millar, “The Greek East and Roman Law: The Dossier of M. Cn. Licinius Rufinus” in Journal of Roman
Studies 89 (1999), 105.

206 M. Menachot 10:8
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peah” Strikingly, the Tosefta recounts that the son of a farmer set aside the corner of his vegetable
field and the poor came to collect these agricultural leavings. The father upon seeing this violation of
rabbinic teaching cries, “My children, shall we not consider the opinion of the sages?!” The father
gives double from his first fruits tithe allocated for the poor and prevents the unrabbinized
collection of peah.”” Of this example, Shaye Cohen states that, “In religious matters the rabbis
certainly could rely only upon their powers of persuasion.”*”

The story of the father and son demonstrates how the rabbinic authors hoped their expertise
would be regarded, in contrast to the apparent disregard of the people of Jericho. Writing of the
regulations from Christian bishops, Irene San Pietro argues, “Without the enforcement of normative
practice by experts—that is, without the use of correct behavior as an index of correct belief—there
can be no inequality between clergy and laity, who otherwise share a common fallen condition.”*"
San Pietro argues that normative practice as defined by experts served to define the difference
between the culture of the clerisy. Similarly, the insistence upon rabbinic normative practice created

the institution of rabbi as distinct from the Judean populace. In this sense, rabbinic culture was a

projection of of expertise.

207 M. Pesachim 4:8; T. Pesachim 3.19-20 Cf. Shamma Friedman, Tosefta Atigta Pesah Rishon (Ramat-Gan: Bar-Tlan
University Press, 2002), 380—404.

208 Adiel Schremer reads this story as historical evidence for the “Torah-orientation” of Jews in the second century. "The
Religious Orientation of Non-Rabbis in Second-Century Palestine," in "Follow the Wise": Studies in Jewish History and
Culture in Honor of Lee 1. Levine (2010): 324.

209 Shaye Cohen, “The Rabbi in Second Century Jewish Society” in The Cambridge History of Judaism, vol. 4, ed. Steven
Katz (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 970.

210 SanPietro, “Money, Power, Respect,” 289.
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2.1.3 Sophists and Funding

Part of the projection of expertise involved using social networks to garner patrons and
favors from the wealthy elite. I would like to take a brief excursus to consider specifically the
scholars of the Second Sophistic, who are useful for thinking with the rabbis. The “second
sophistic” is a term for the phenomenon of elite men throughout the Roman empire gathering to
hear orations on Greek culture from the first through third centuries CE. These orators
reintroduced the rhetorical methods of the first sophists of Greece, expounding on poetry and
public speaking but less often on politics due to the constraints of Roman imperialism. These
sophists drew from the classical Greek past in order to generate a culture of literary sophistication,
both performed by the exceptional few and desired by the greater public. Appearing primarily in
Ephesus, Smyrna, and Athens, their presence served to stimulate civic benefactions and the
revitalization of wealth as a result of the interest they garnered throughout the empire. *!'

Part of the rise of these sophists was due in part to the sponsorship of wealthy patrons.*"
The elite of the Empire had a special love of rhetoric, and Sophists vowed to make the leaders of the
city wise for a fee.”"” Skilled orators attracted a public following and sponsors to support their
schools. Wealthy elites often sent gifts as a way of creating a reciprocal relationship that would
incorporate the sophist into their client network.

Yet sophists’ relationship with donors and employers had been a subject of some derision all

the way back to their earliest appearance. Plato notoriously resented the sophists’s success in money-

211 See Whitmarsh, The Second Sophistic.

212 Richard Leo Enos, "The effects of imperial patronage on the rhetorical tradition of the Athenian second
sophistic," Communication Quarterly 25, no. 2 (1977): 3-10.

213 Plato, Republic 493a-d.
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making. E. L. Harrison has shown that 31 references in Plato allude to the Sophists’ acceptance of
money for instruction.”’* For example, in the dialogue Hippias Major, Socrates states that Gorgias
from Leontini spoke well in public and taught the young men of the city, receiving a great sum of
money in return. Prodicus too, Socrates says, arrived in an official capacity from Ceos and received
great reputation (nVdoxipnoev) speaking before the Council (Boul)) and earned a “matvelous sum of
money” (yonpota Elafev bowpaotd don) from educating young men. Socrates then ironically
suggests that the scholars of the past would never think to exact payment or display their knowledge
in a public spectacle, who were “so unconscious of the fact that money is of the greatest value.”*"
Xenophon in Aristotle’s the Cynegeticus (13.8-9) similarly insists that “The sophists speak to deceive
and write for their own profit (xépdet), and they never benefit anyone in any way.” He contrasts the
sophists to other philosophers:

The sophists hunt young and wealthy men (mhovoioug xoi véoug Onpdvrar), while the

philosophers are common (xowot) to and friends with all; they neither honor nor dishonor

the fortunes of men.

The Athenian sophist Isocrates, famous for composing stirring speeches and molding skilled
orators from his students, took pains to reframe the association of sophistry with money. Isocrates
asserts that initially there was no distinction between sophist and philosopher, but the sputious
methods of teaching for profit became the trademark of a sophist. While Isocrates does not deny
teaching for pay, he took pains to reframe his fees and patron’s gifts as motivated by gratitude. Yun

Lee Too argues that Isocrates characterizes his writing as a “gift” in its own right; thus, payment is in

reciprocity for the gift he initially bestowed. Isocrates frames the teacher-student relationship in the

214 E. 1. Harrison, “Was Gorgias a Sophist?,” Phoenix 18 (1964): 191 and n44.

215 Hippias Major, 282b-d.
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216

terms of friendship (philia) or a guest-host relationship (xenia).”® Hakan Tell explains that “Isocrates

skillfully resists seeming to commodify his sophia and simultaneously ensures that his practices
appear decorous and safely situated within the social practices of the elite.”*"

Those of the Second sophistic inherited this association of sophists with payment. The
fourth-century CE philosopher Themistius echoes Plato’s derision:

But this is what I say: we shall consider receiving wages from the young men (véwv) for any

instruction (8¢’ &t 81 padnpat), whether it be setious or frivolous, as sophistical

(cogrotindv), if we are to follow the argument [of Plato] (23.290)

In this negative portrait the sophists stand-in as a foil. Themistius decries the association of teaching
for gain in order to assert his own superiority as a scholar, even though scholars regularly accepted
patrons, payment, and gifts. These accusations represent a long tradition in Greek and Roman
literature that associates teaching for wages as a negative act, suggesting that the connotations of
these transaction were fraught and required delicate language.

Part of the tension with teaching for pay stemmed from the power dynamics of the
relationships formed. The sophists projected an identity of insider paideutic expertise in contrast to
the unsophisticated public. Membership in their guild was defined by their own standards of
competence and their expertise defined their claims of disciplinary autonomy—why they were
sophists and not ordinary literate men. This autonomy defined the authority of the sophists. They
insisted that the honors and gifts generated by their reputations did not influence their work,
minimizing the role of the public in the sophists’ understanding of himself.

Yet at the same time gifts given to sophists were never free. They came with the

expectations of patronal interest which would affect their orations and poetry, and thus the

216 Yun Lee Too, The Rhetoric in Isocrates: Text, Power, Pedagogy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 161-164.

217 Hakan Tell, Plato's Counterfeit Sophists, (Harvard University Press, 2011), 50.
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substance of the sophist’s identity. The attentions of a powerful elite, often the emperor himself,
could directly affect the success or failure of a sophist’s career. Eshelman framed the tension in
these terms:

Allocation of these resources puts the critical judgments of patrons into action, enabling

them to actualize their understanding of the categories “philosopher” or “sophist,” at least in

the small scale. To acknowledge the authority of outsiders in this way, however, threatens to

undermine academic autonomy and the ideal hierarchy of performer and consumer, and to

blur the distinction between insider and outsider.”™
Thus, the sophist had to balance two poles of power. On the one hand, ancient literary elites held
specialized knowledge; on the other hand, wealthy elites had social connections and money. Andrew
Wallace-Hadrill emphasizes that patrons viewed those who received their attentions as part of their
identity, “the Roman noble felt himself almost naked without an entourage of dependants, which he
expanded to the best of his ability, and who acted as the visible symbol of his social standing.”*"”
This kind of expectation posed a challenge to the autonomy of scholastic elites.

Eshelman argued that these sophists managed this tension by engaging in a “cognitive
dissonance” with their donors. They were aware that their success depended on the support of
patrons and salaries, as well as their loyal following. In order to massage the strain of this
dependency, the sophists mobilized a discourse that projected a fundamental asymmetry with their
donors. Aristides, Eshelman uses as an example, downplayed the influence of outsiders by claiming

loyalty to his ultimate divine patron, Asclepius.” In his formulation, the mortal patrons were only

working in the interests of Asclepius. This discourse of cognitive dissonance projected a particular

218 Eshleman, The Social World, 78.

219 Andrew Wallace-Hadrill, Patronage in Ancient Society (London ; New York: Routledge, 1990), 65.

220 Eshleman, The Social World, 88.
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form of expertise that was defined in the scholar’s terms and independent from the interests of their
patrons, rivals, students, and public. This feigned insularity enabled the scholar to assert power.

Similar dynamics appear in rabbinic texts. In Mishnah Avot we read that Hillel, one of the
carliest rabbinic sages and founder of a legendary dynasty of scholars, taught that the Torah should
not be used as a means for income. “He who makes worldly use of the crown shall perish,” he says,
to which the editorial voice explains, “From this you learn: He who uses words of Torah for his own
benefit removes his life from the world.”**' In the Sifre to Deuteronomy, the study of Torah is
framed as a pious act in opposition to wealth and status:

“To love the Lord your God”: Lest you say: I studied Torah to be rich, to be called Rabbi,

to receive reward— it is, therefore, written "to love the Lord your God." All that you do
should be out of love (Sifre Devarim 41).

D2PRW 272w ,°27 RIPRY 272w, 7100V IR 222w 770 2NTNY 977, INRN RN .23°9K 11NN 72K
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This posture of resisting wealth and social status from the study of Torah is illustrated in an
evocative Talmudic account depicting R. Tarfon in the act of consuming Sabbatical year figs on
someone else’s property.”” The watchmen of the city begin to whip him for this act, presumably
quite viciously for he tells them to alert “T'arfon’s house to have his burial shrouds ready.” Upon
hearing his name, the guards immediately prostrated themselves before him and begged forgiveness.

The passage ends with a quotation attributed to R. Abbahu in the name of R. Hanina b. Gamliel that

21 M. Avot 4:5, quoting Hillel from M. Avot 1:13.
O 1A 12T DU 70 0277 A3 90 :NTAR R LA90 XAN2 WANWRTY (IR 99 0 )

222'Y. Shevi'it 4:2, 35b. This act of consumption followed the teaching of the house of Shammai.
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states R. Tarfon repented for the rest of his life that he “used the Crown of the Torah.” The text
assumes that Tarfon was widely known, not just as a wealthy elite but as a famous Torah scholar.

In his analysis of the early sages Urbach suggested that they engaged with the civic polis
taking on administrative roles and political functions, “without buttressing their scholarship with the
influence of riches or family connections.”” Urbach is averse to seeing the work of Torah expertise
as enmeshed in systems of competitive giving. But just as scholars decried the Sophists for the
acceptance of fees and gifts while engaging in networks of patron relations themselves, rabbinic
texts disassociating Torah from wealth served a rhetorical function that should not deflect from the
ways rabbis relied on social networks, involving the exchange of wealth, power, and social capital.
Friendship ties were essential to forming a network of colleagues and patrons, and these networks
were maintained through the exchange of gifts and favors.

In the Mekhilta d’ Rabbi Ishmael, Simeon b. Yohai says explicitly that only those who are
communally supported are able to study Torah.

Only to those who have manna to eat is it given to study the Torah. Like them are those

who eat Terumah.***

AN Y9IR B0 I 1A 990IRD ROR WINTY 7707 7103 KD
Here the priests’ tithing portion is explicitly compared with the kind of communal support
envisioned for rabbinic Torah scholars. Here the rabbis drew upon the logic of tithing for priests to

assert their own claims to support. Tithes represented God’s portion of the agricultural bounty

designated for the professional clerisy and the poor. The text assumes that produce of this kind,

223 Ephraim E. Urbach, “Class-status and Leadership in the World of the Palestinian Sages,” Proceedings of the Israel
Academy of Sciences and Humanities 2 (19606): 38-74, 41.

224 Mekilta Besallah, Mekbilta de-Rabbi Ishmael. B. Shabbat 33b-34a recounts that this same rabbi was sustained
miraculously through a carob tree so that he and his son could remain in a cave for years studying Torah.
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cultivated through no effort of the scholar, is essential to Torah study. Yet, tithe donations could in
practice invoke the dynamics of patronage and reciprocal expectations. By framing the gifts as tithes,
the rabbis cultivate a logic for their own receipt of gifts while creating a rhetorical distance from the
association of those gifts serving as patronage.

The relationship between scholars, the public, and wealthy donors involved a complex
network of power relations. There was a knowledge-ordering culture in the Roman imperial world,
wherein different scholastic associations were forming and asserting various levels of social control.
The knowledge marketplace became a ground of competition—ideologically through each guild’s
self-representation from the “others” and financially through the solicitation of donors both to fund
knowledge-ordering projects and by extension reinforce the prestige of the scholar’s expertise. There
is no simple division of power between these relationships; rather, dynamics of class, cultural
identity, and gift exchange infused these social networks with points of contention requiring
constant negotiation.

These scholars, intellectuals, philosophers, and religious professionals operated in a similar
position of status—those with access to knowledge controlled the distribution of that knowledge’s
power within different communities. Part of this control involved distancing the learned experts
from the “inferior others.” Through the self-representation of intellectual expertise within a
collective identity, these schools necessarily preserved in their texts the alternative perspectives
through which their own identity was formed. Thus, the inherently unstable expertise required the

inferior other to support its own claims to superiority.

2.2 Performing Rabbinic Expertise

The anecdotal accounts of rabbis becoming more engaged in the larger Jewish community
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reflect the performative nature of rabbinic expertise, envisioned in rabbinic literature through
depictions of rabbis traveling to rural Jewish communities, engaging in teaching and judicial
positions, and socializing with wealthy elites. These relationships would have helped establish the
legitimacy of rabbinic expertise even if they brought with them a certain set of tensions. In this
section I would like to think about the projection of rabbinic expertise and the resulting tensions
depicted in their accounts of interactions with potential donors. This section will first examine ways
in which rabbis appear to be performing their expertise. Then I will analyze a final example, in which
I will argue the rabbinic authors are engaging in a cognitive dissonance between their conceptions of

how rabbis should be seen by outsiders and the challenges to that perception.

2.2.1 Rabbis Engaging in Social Institutions

The Romans typically organized their imperial provinces by concentrating administrative
control in the hands of aristocratic elites. In the case of Syria Palaestina, aristocratic families stepped
into the role of civic nobility and handled the daily administration of the newly created municipal
establishment. In some ways, this transition reflected similar structures of Jewish society in the
Second Temple period. Aristocratic households, comprised largely of priestly families, controlled
political and religious authority. Yet the distinct methods of Roman imperial control brought with it
new avenues and constraints for local elite power. Influential Jewish families rose to positions of
prominence, exerting influence on the urban institutions and provincial governors.

By the late third-fourth centuries CE, a highly bureaucratic imperial aristocracy was charged

with the authority to administer the provinces on the emperor’s behalf. The family of the Jewish
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Patriarch became part of the growing Jewish involvement in this imperial project.” A kind of
patriarchal apparatus emerged as the chief representative of Palestinian Jewry recognized by the
government. The Patriarch drew from his immediate social networks of family, friends, and clients,
distributing support to those who backed his initiatives.”® Some rabbis were beneficiaries of his
patronage and received privileged appointments as judges.*”’

The rabbis operated within these networks of power, some functioning as an extension of
the Patriarch’s influence but others working to acquire influence independent from the Patriarch’s
patronage. In order to garner their own support, both financially and culturally, the rabbis had to
cultivate an aura of expertise as gatekeepers of Torah knowledge. They set up informal “courts,”
voluntary in nature, in order to deploy their expert Torah knowledge in the form of legal advice.
However, these early rabbis lacked any real judicial authority as the Roman provincial system had
established its own legally-binding court system.” Schwartz contends that “by failing to recognize
their jurisdiction, they [Rome] made them effectively powerless to compete with the Roman courts
and the arbitration of Jewish city councilors and landowners for most purposes.”” The kind of
expertise they could offer focused on the implementation of Torah for those interested in their

opinion.

225 Alexei Sivertsev, Private Households and Public Politics in 3rd-5th century Jewish Palestine (Tibingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2002),
257.

226 On the relationship of the Patriarch and the rabbis, see Schwartz, Imperialism, 104-128.

227 On the jockeying of rabbis for the Patriarch’s favor, see Y. Shabbat 6:9, 8c; Y. Yoma 8:5, 45b; Y. Horayot 3:2, 47a; Y.
Sanhedrin 2:1, 19d-20a.

228 Schwartz, Inmperialisn, 104.

229 Schwartz, Imperialism, 111.
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1 23(

One avenue available for cultivating a public image was trave ' Tn this dissertation’s

opening text from Mishnah Avot, Rabbi Yose ben Kisma was traveling abroad when a man

recognized he was an esteemed scholar. Even though the moral of the story is that R. Yose rejected

the gifts of a wealthy sponsor, the tale demonstrates the rabbinic assumption, idyllic or otherwise,

that rabbis would be recognized and desired for their Torah expertise while traveling far from their

study houses.”"
In another account, the Patriarch sent three rabbis on a tour of provincial cities so as to

inspect and appoint teachers of Bible and tannaitic traditions:

R. Simeon b. Yochai stated: When you see towns torn from their place in the Land of Israel,
know that they did not contribute to the wages of Bible and Mishnah teachers. What is the
reason? Why is the land ruined, torn down like an uninhabited wilderness? The LORD said, becanse they
abandoned My Torah (Jer 9:11-12). R. Yudan ha-Nasi sent R. Hiyya, R. Assi, and R. Immi to
tour the towns of the Land of Israel in order to appoint teachers of Bible and tannaitic
tradition. They came to one place where they found neither teachers of Bible nor tannaitic
tradition. They said to them, “bring us the watchmen of the town.” They brought them the
watchmen of the town. They told them, “these are not the watchmen of the town, they are
the destroyers of the town.” They asked them, “who would be the watchmen of the town?
They told them, “The teachers of Bible and tannaitic tradition.” That is what is written, If e
LORD did not build the house, etc (Ps. 127:1) (Y. Hagigah 1:7, 76¢).**

77 .D°3WMY 221910 MW PN ROW VT DRI PN 1aNRn WHNIW MY DR AR S0 12 WA 7010
991 7°°0 77 [2W ROWI 7Y A 7NN DR DAY DY 00 AR LAWY 0921 12710 ANX1 PIRT 772K 00 2y 2oy
990 RY PITOWR KDY IR T2 192V .1°17100 1190 19 RIpNN? DRIWIT RYIRT RNP2 128722 1K 7191 0K
N9 RN 01 NIR PR MY PONR KNP VIO TP PINR KNP O0I TP PNOR DD PANR LPINN RN
M OR” 129027 RO KT .KO12INM RXPI90 19 PR LRDIP N0 PR RN 2 PAAK LRDIP 2170 ROX PR

"3 1120 R

20Y. Shevt’it 6:1, 36¢; y. Yev 12:2, 13a; Gen Rab 81:2. On rabbinic rituals of travel, see Sarit Kattan Gribetz, “Lead Me

Forth in Peace,” in Journeys in the Roman East: Imagined and Real (Tbingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2017), 297-327. On the

potential perils of travel, see Catherine Hezser, “Strangers on the Road,” in Journeys in the Roman East: Imagined and Real

(Tabingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2017), 239-253.
231 M. Avot 6:9

232'Y Hag 1:7, 76¢, PRK 120b: “this passage can be viewed as giving narrative expression to one of the strategies
available to rabbis for gaining influence in rural settlements: organizing a series of personal visits.” Hayim Lapin,

Economy, Geography, and Provincial History in Later Roman Palestine (Tibingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2001), 187. All Yerushalmi

texts follow the Sussmann edition.
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The text begins with an explicit warning that the failure to provide wages for Torah teachers will
result in devastation for the town. Not only is this devastation assured, it is divinely sanctioned
through the invocation of the prooftext from Jeremiah where God cautions that the ruined land is a
direct result of the Israelites abandonment of Torah. The resulting account is not so much an
illustration of R. Simeon ben Yochai’s warning but an extension of it—three commissioned rabbis
carry the warning with them from town to town as they appoint Torah teachers to communally
funded positions.

Upon arrival to this particular place, they call for the >0 or watchmen. The root 701 is the
Aramaic equivalent of the root IW. This root, while associated with literal guarding, can also
describe the “guarding” or observance of the Torah commandments.*” The psalm at the conclusion
of the story mirrors this root’s association with observance of God’s commands as a final punchline.
When read in full, the psalm states: “If the Lord did not build the house, they labor in vain who
build it; If the Lord did not guard (AnW”) the city, the watchman (W) wake in vain” (Psalm 127:1).
When the visiting rabbis request the watchmen, the town’s representatives bring the literal >1010 or
town watchmen.”* These village guard positions were pootly paid and communally appointed in

rural areas of Roman provinces.”” The rabbis pounce on this literal interpretation of their request

233 See Lev 22:31

234 Sokoloff defines >0 as watchmen but Saul Lieberman atgues represents the Latin sa/fuarius, or agricultural estate
managers. Sokoloff, 384. Tosefta Ki-Fshutah: Negigin (Theological Seminary of America, 1955), 365 and n. 47.

235 On the role of city watchmen in Roman provinces, see Roger S. Bagnall, "Army and Police in Roman Upper
Egypt" Journal of the American research Center in Egypt 14 (1977): 67-86.
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and use the opportunity to introduce the significance of communally appointed teachers of Torah,
whose very presence will ensure the divine guard of the town.

The story is exhortative, meant to encourage cities in Syria Palaestina to allocate resources
for rabbinically appointed Torah teachers when presumably they were resistant to the extra expense.
It envisions a tour of rabbis with the power (through an extension of the Patriarch’s authority) to
make communal appointments in towns where they do not reside. The rabbis in this story end up
teaching the representatives of the town what role ™11 / "watchmen” should have in their civic
hierarchy. This text imagines the rabbis with the authority to appoint and instruct the towns of Syria
Palaestina.

Other ways rabbis could use their expertise within the Jewish community was through public
sermons at local synagogues and through the creation of schools. However, Y. Megillah 4:4, 75b
describes the kinds of problems that could emerge when Torah teachers were funded through
communal funds, presumably provided by certain wealthy benefactors in the town.

The people of his town told R. Simeon, the teacher of Terbenth: “cut the sentences which

our sons are reading.” He [R. Simeon] went and asked R. Hanina, who told him “do not

listen to them even if they cut off your head.” He did not listen to them and they dismissed
him from his teaching position.
79 AR A1 9 HRW RNK ]33 PINPT RO YO NP 212 9 IR NIATYT RIDD P 0
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The elders of the town try to control R. Simeon’s pedagogical methods, insisting that he split the
verses of Torah into smaller parts, presumably so that they are easier to memorize. Yet the rabbis

236

insist that these verses must be treated as complete sentences.”” The pedagogical methods of the

rabbis are directly challenged, and the offending rabbi is dismissed. Later in the passage R. Zeira

236 Anxiety about separating Torah is also found in B. Gittin 60a where the rabbis debate whether Torah can be divided
into separate scrolls.
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hears this story and praises the actions of R. Simeon, but the potential problems from benefactors
who might decide to interfere in rabbinic methods hangs uneasily in the air. The consolation of this
praise among rabbinic circles does not lessen the sting of potential dismissal when the one’s

providing funding for the teaching position interferes.

2.2.2 Rabbinic Expertise at the Dinner Table

Rabbis may have been experts in Torah but that expertise required continual performance.
Their relationships with other urban elites offered them access to important resources: social
connections, financial support, and the symbolic recognition that their expertise was valued. To
forge and maintain these relationships, however, required work.

One example of the kind of interactions rabbis might have with other elites is found in an
illustration in Leviticus Rabbah.

It happened that R. Yannai was walking along the road and met a lavishly dressed person,
and said to him: “Would my master wish to dine with us?” The man replied: “If it pleases
you.” He (Yannai) brought him to his house [fed him and gave him something to drink|. He
(Yannai) examined him in Bible and found him wanting, in Mishnah and found him wanting,
in Talmud and found him wanting, in Aggadah and found him wanting. He then said to him:
“Recite the blessing (over the food).” He (the guest) replied: “Let Yannai bless in his own
home.” Whereupon he (Yannai) said: “Can you repeat what I say?” The man replied, “Yes.”
He (Yannai) said, “Say, a dog has eaten Yannai’s bread.” He (the guest) arose [and grabbed
him] saying: “What is this? My inheritance is in your possession, which you are withholding
from me!” He (Yannai) replied: [“And what is your inheritance that I have?” He said: One
time I was passing by a school and I heard the voices of children reciting,] children recite,
‘The Torah that Moses commanded us is the inheritance of the Congregation of Jacob’
(Deut. 33:4). It is not written ‘of the congregation of Yannai,” but rather ‘of the congregation
of Jacob’.” When they had appeased one another, Yannai asked: “By what right did you
merit eating at my table?” The man replied: “I never heard nor repeated an evil report, nor
have I ever seen two people fighting without making peace between them.” He (Yannai) said
to him: “You have such derech eretz, and I called you a dog!” (Lev Rabbah 9:3).
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R. Yannai was a first generation amora in the eatly third century CE residing in Upper Galilee.
Rabbinic legend suggests that he was extremely wealthy, founding a school in ‘Akbarah and
possessing an extensive estate.”*' In this account, R. Yannai happens upon a fellow elite, “lavishly
dressed” as a signifier of the man’s wealth and status, and seizes upon the opportunity to invite him
into his home.*” This invitation is remarkable—are we to understand that R. Yannai had a habit of

inviting strangers home for dinner?** To invite a guest for a meal was a contractural mode of

hospitality that fueled social relationships in antiquity.** They were often formal occasions with rich

237 Included in Sefer Rabbor Constantinople 1512 manuscript most likely to qualify what it meant to invite someone to
their home.

238 Included in Sefer Rabbot Constantinople 1512, Munich 117, London 169, and Oxford, Bodleian Opp. Add. fol. 51
manuscripts as a description of rising in anger.

239 Included in Sefer Rabbot Constantinople 1512 manuscript as an explanatory statement.

240 M. Margulies, Midrash Wayyikra Rabbah: A Critical Edition Based on Manuscripts and Genizab Fragments with V ariants and
Notes, 5 vols. (Jerusalem 1953-60).

241Y. Eruvin 8:4, 24a desctibes beit Yannai, and Y. Shevi’it 6:4, 37a suggests that R. Yannai had an extensive estate that
his own students worked and shared in the profits from. B. Baba Bathra 14a states that he planted 400 vineyards.

242 See Kristi Upson-Saia, Catly Daniel-Hughes, and Alicia ]. Batten, eds, Dressing Judeans and Christians in Antiquity
(Routledge, 2016) for the dynamics of class and dress.

243 See Ben Sira’s warning against inviting strangers home: “Receive strangers into your home and they will stir up
trouble for you, and will make you a stranger to your own family” (11:34).

24 Inge Nielsen and Hanne Sigismund Nielsen, eds, Meals in a social context: aspects of the communal meal in the Hellenistic and
Roman world, vol. 1 (Aarhus Universitetsforlag, 2001). Meals in Early Judaism (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014).
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food and entertainment, as well as socially coded events—from the expected welcome, comfortable

setting, and even the food itself.**

The narrative suggests that while a stranger, the man’s association
with a particular class of wealthy elites made him a worthy dining companion.

However, soon the meal is disturbed by R. Yannai’s display of expertise. He probes the
guest’s knowledge of Torah and rabbinic literature and finds himself disgusted with his guest’s
ignorance. We see this dynamic between rabbis and hosts or guests at dining parties in other
rabbinic texts. In Tosefta Ma’aser Sheni 3:18 a group of rabbis enter a householder’s house and
immediately worry that his produce has been improperly tithed—though one would think that if the
status of the produce was in question, the rabbis would have inquired before arriving! But the story
unfolds in such a way that the rabbis display their expertise in dubiously tithed food stuffs in the
middle of the social gathering, with the host parading the rabbis off to another room to show them

246

his chest of golden dinars as evidence of his first fruits tithe.” Hezser contends that in these kinds

of accounts, “The host has to respect the sages’ higher status, which is based on their superior
knowledge, and behave accordingly.”*"
The exchange between R. Yannai and the wealthy elite is curious, though, because why

would R. Yannai expect him to be versed in the breadth of Jewish literature? R. Yannai’s probing

shares resonances with the habits of the Greco-Roman symposium table, where elites cultivated a

2% Mary Douglas, Deciphering a Meal: Implicit Meanings New York: Routledge, 1975). Jordan Rosenblum, Food and Identity
in Early Rabbinic [udaism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010). Dennis E. Smith, From Symposium to Encharist:
The Banguet in the Early Christian World (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2003). Matthew B. Roller, Dining Posture in Ancient
Rome: Bodies, Values, and Status (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2017). Patrick Faas, Around the Roman Table:
Food and Feasting in Ancient Rome (University of Chicago Press, 2005).

246 Also in Avot d” Rabbi Natan A 6 and Avot d” Rabbi Natan B 11. Compare with T. Shab. 2:5, T. Sotah 13:3, T. Pes
10:12.

27 Hezser, The Social Structure, 356.
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sense of community through their shared knowledge of literature.””® Those reclining around the
table become temporarily a self-contained community. Ancient Jews adopted the convivium model,
descriptions of which appear in The Letter to Aristeas, Ben Sira, and rabbinic literature.”” The Tosefta
describes the format of the convivium meal in similar terms as the Roman sources.”’

The Hellenistic Jewish scribe Ben Sira (2™ century BCE) offers a useful lens through which
to understand R. Yannai’s probing.” Ben Sira watns that during formal banquets that a sage may
have occasion to attend the host might test the sage’s wisdom: “Do not try to treat him as an equal,
or trust his lengthy conversations; for he will test you by prolonged talk, and while he smiles he will
be examining you” (Sirach 13:11). Banquets were occasions for the performance of aristocratic self-
representation. While occasions private feasting, these parties often occurred in the open, whether in
public spaces, outside homes, ot with doors flung wide.”* Members of a rich man’s household or
attendants to invited guests could view the feast without reclining. The meal at R. Yannai’s estate

could very well be imagined to include a number of witnesses, including his students—described in

248 Aikaterini Oikonomopoulou, The Philosopher's Banquet: Plutarch's Table Talk in the Intellectual Culture of the
Roman Empire (Oxford ; New York: Oxford University Press, 2011). Jason Koénig, Saints and Symposiasts: The
Literature of Food and the Symposium in Greco-Roman and Eatly Christian Culture (Cambridge University Press,
2012).

2% For examples, see Seth Schwartz, “No Dialogue at the Symposium? Conviviality in Ben Sira and the Palestinian
Talmud,” in The End of Dialogne in Antiquity, ed. Simon Goldhill (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 193—
216. Nathan S. Schumer, The Memory of the Temple in Palestinian Rabbinic Literature, Columbia University, 2017. On the
convivium and patronage, see John D’Arms, “Control, Companionship, and Clientelia: Some Social Functions of the
Roman Communal Meal,” Echos Du Monde Classigue 28, no. 3 (1984): 327-48.

20T, Ber 5.5-10. John D’Arms, “Performing Culture: Roman Spectacle and the Banquets of the Powerful,” in The Arz of
Abncient Spectacle, ed. Bettina Bergmann and Christine Kondoleon (Washington: National Gallery of Art, 1999), 301-20.
Matthias Klinghardt, “A Typology of the Communal Meal,” in Meals in the Early Christian World: Social Formation,
Experimentation, and Conflict at the Table, ed. Dennis Smith and Hal Taussig (New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2012), 9-22.

251 On social etiquette in Ben Sira, see Dennis Edwin Smith, From Symposium to Eucharist: The Banguet in the Early Christian
World (Fortress Press, 2003) and Schwartz, “No Dialogue at the Symposium?.”

252’ Arms, “Performing Culture,” 307.
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rabbinic literature as overseers of his vineyards—and other members of the household. These
optics changed the dynamic of a formal meal into a spectacle. I would like to suggest that R. Yannai
did not actually expect the wealthy man to demonstrate mastery of Torah and rabbinic knowledge—
if that were the case then the wealthy guest would be on par with the rabbis without any of the
requisite training or guild allegiance. Rather, by interrogating this man’s knowledge of Torah and
rabbinic traditions, R. Yannai performs his expertise. The story emphasizes just how ignorant of
rabbinic knowledge the wealthy elite was, demonstrating precisely why the wealthy guest needs R.
Yanni.

Returning to the text, following his extensive probing, R. Yannai instructs his guest to give
the benediction over the meal, inviting him to lead birkat hamazon.> This invitation was a formal
request from the host as a sign of honor. For example, in one account King Yannai designates
Simeon to lead and Simeon sarcastically refuses as a sign of distespect.” Susan Marks explains that
these blessings were part of the culture of “table talk” similar to the libation rituals in Roman homes:
“Just as the host designated the symposiarch in classic symposiastic tradition, the rabbinic hosts
designates the one who will lead birkat hamazon.”*> The guest’s refusal to recite, most likely
understood as ignorance of birkat hamazon formula, would have been a direct insult to R. Yannai’s
authority as a host. Immediately after, Yannai calls the man a dog. Joshua Schwartz writes that in

antiquity the dog’s negative characteristics, “such as insolence, brazenness, and lustfulness” were

253 M. Ber 7.1.
254 Gen Rab 91:3

255 Susan Matks, "In the Place of Libation: Birkat Hamazon Navigates New Ground," in Meals in Early Judaism, 71-97
(New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014), 82.
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attributed to negative human conduct.”® Roman historian John D’Arms explains such an exchange,
stating, “Being subjected to the ridicule of a host or another powerful man was perhaps the most
common source of embarrassment for guests of lower rank.””’ This destabilizes the power
dynamics between the wealthy elite and R. Yannai—should this guest have become a patron of the
rabbinic guild, he would now be in a position to recognize R. Yannai’s superiority.

But story does not end with Yannai’s unquestioned authority. The wealthy guest does not
take the insult lying down. The guest immediately claims his own authority of Torah—he accesses
Torah as a timeless Israelite inheritance, regardless of whether he can actually recite Torah, rabbinic
teachings, or even the dinner benediction. The guest’s disdain of R. Yannai carries through the
whole story. From the guest’s lackluster acceptance of the invitation to dine and his exclamation that
R. Yannai should recite his own damn benediction.

The conflict resolves when the wealthy man’s claim to Torah bests R. Yannai’s claim. The
wealthy man goes on to display his facility in derech eretz, that is the proper conduct of Jewish society,
which satisfies R. Yannai’s inquest. Despite R. Yannai’s disgust at the guest’s ignorance, he soon
restores their peace, “The acknowledgement of one’s errors and the willingness to make amends are
crucial qualities for an elite if it wishes to maintain its status and prestige among the people.” **
While specialized Torah knowledge remained an exclusive rabbinic ideal, the participation of the
Jewish public in the more general ethics of Jewish piety was the more practical rabbinic goal. We see
this principle articulated in Pirkei Avot, “the sages declared, ‘If there is no Derech Eretz there is no

Torah, and if there is no Torah there is no Derech Ererz™ (3:17). Thus, a symbiotic relationship is

256 For a survey of cultural perceptions of dogs, see Joshua Schwartz, "Dogs in Jewish Society in the Second Temple
Period and in the Time of the Mishnah and Talmud," Journal of Jewish studies 55, no. 2 (2004): 273.

257 D’Arms, “Performing Culture,” 313.

258 Lee 1. Levine, The Rabbinic Class of Roman Palestine in 1ate Antiquity (Yad 1zhak Ben-Zvi, 1989), 120.
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struck between R. Yannai and the wealthy guest—R. Yannai’s authority is reaffirmed while the
wealthy guest’s status is recognized and validated by R. Yannai’s expert pronouncement of his
worthy derech ererz.

Sociologist Peter Blau argues that the establishment of friendship simultaneously imposes
“superordination’ over others. Blau insists these networks “cements peer relations and produces
differentiation of status”®’ By establishing one’s social relationship to another, you in turn assert
your own social position. Here we see two competing claims to Torah. R. Yannai claims authority in
Torah based on expertise. His knowledge marks him as a member of a specialized group. But the
wealthy elite also claims authority in Torah, based on the timeless claim of Israel’s inheritance. These
competing claims represent a classic phenomenon of social networks. These ties, as sociologist Nan
Lin contends, both “recognizes one's worthiness as an individual and a member of a social group
sharing similar interests and resources but also public acknowledgment of one's claim to certain
resources.””” Both the wealthy guest and R. Yannai demonstrate their shared commitment to Jewish
tradition, while competing for their claims to specialized knowledge. The conclusion of the tale
resolves the competition and both parties fall into their respective roles. R. Yannai recognizes the
guest’s piety, while the guest continues to dine with R. Yannai, capitulating to authority.

This story appears as an illustration of R. Yannai’s teaching that a person who scrutinizes his
everyday actions is of immense value.” It is introduced with the technical rabbinic term a’aseb,
which introduces a story that supposedly took place. This claim is, as David Stern argues, rhetorical,

but its assertion of historical veracity is the »a aseh’s particular narrative strategy. Stern explains,

259 Peter Blau, Exchange and Power in Social Iife (Routledge, 2017), 89
2600 Nan Lin, "Building a network theory of social capital," in Socia/ Capital, 3-28 (Routledge, 2017).
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“The ma’aseh marshals historicity as proof of its truth,””* suggesting to the heater that the moral
promises are likely to recur in the future. This tale of R. Yannai and his wealthy guest conveys the
rabbinic idea that their Torah knowledge is distinct from the general Torah knowledge other Jews
might claim. This destabilizes the power dynamics between the wealthy elite and R. Yannai—should
this guest have become a patron of the rabbinic guild, he would now be in a position to recognize R.
Yannai’s superiority.

To be an intellectual in this climate was to perform a contingent set of ideals and through
this performance enact a culture of expertise. It was not self-evident that a scholar’s privileged access
to knowledge should be regarded as legitimate or worthy of support—whether through tangible
donations or through the recognition of their authority. Scholastic identity was continually
rehearsed. Through the cultivation of the aura of learned sages, rabbis could garner the respect of
the public, as Levine suggests, “the extent of rabbinic influence was directly dependent upon the
majority of the people’s acceptance of their authority.”* As speech-act theory articulates,
performativity is an iterative discursive process that enacts, albeit never fully, the authoritative
subject it names.”* Thus, while scholars from different guilds operated with their own contextual
motivations and concerns, the precarity of continually projecting legitimate expertise fueled

scholastic culture across the empire.

262 David Stetn, Parables in Midrash: Narrative and Exegesis in Rabbinic Literature (Hatrvard University Press, 1994), 13.
203 Levine, The Rabbinic Class, 131.

264 See John Langshaw Austin, How fo Do Things with Words (Oxford University Press, 1975).
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2.3 Rabbinic Social Networks and their Gifts

Part of the prestige of scholarly culture is illuminated by the role networks of patrons and
donors played in its growth within the Imperial period. Peter Brown has described the second
through third centuries CE as an “age of ambition,” whereby aristocrats competed for status
through the patronage of poets and intellectuals and the building of monuments and public
spaces.”” Donors sponsored the production of a variety of knowledge-ordering projects—
encyclopedic, biographical, novelistic, philosophical, scientific, historical, and exegetical—as well as
the scholars who completed these works. These donors gave with a number of intentions, from
regard for the authoritative knowledge preserved in the scholar’s pen to hopes that through
association the scholar might provide expertise or social capital on the donot’s behalf.**

Rabbinic texts describe the kinds of social interactions rabbis hope to have with other
people. In one example, a man kisses R. Yonatan’s feet in exchange for R. Yonatan’s help with a
family matter.”” Such a kiss served to publicly honor R. Yonatan, one of the three kinds of kisses
Genesis Rabbah states does not lead to immorality.”® In another account, the community honors a

rabbi upon his death. The text states that when R. Hanina died everyone from Sepphoris to Tiberias

265 Peter Brown, The Making of Late Antiquity (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1978), 27-53.

266 As Schwartz argues, “The rabbis, whose conviction that they constituted the true leadership of the Jewish people
made them not sectarian but expansionist, probably gravitated to cities because there they had access to networks of
trade, money, communications, patronage, and political power.” Schwartz, Imperialism, 162. Lee Levine similarly states
that “Wealthy patrons provided an important source of funds” for the rabbinic movement. Lee I. Levine, The Rabbinic
Class of Roman Palestine in Late Antiquity (Yad Izhak Ben-Zvi, 1989) 70.

267Y. Peah 1:1, 15d R. Yonatan had authorized the man to publicly shame his son into providing support.

268 In general kissing leads to immorality: there are however three exceptions, namely kissing someone to honour that
person (Samuel kissing Saul, 1 Sam 10.5), or kissing upon seeing someone after a long absence (Aaron kissed Moses,
Exod 4.27) and the farewell kiss as when Orpah kissed Naomi (Ruth 1.14). Gen. Rab. 70, 45b.
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1> The rabbis are also often depicted meeting in wealthy householder’s homes.

ran to the funera
Once while holding a vote on whether Torah study or good deeds take priority, the rabbis are said
to have met “in the house of Arius.”””" Elsewhere R. Avin asserts that whoever hosts a Torah
scholar in his home “is regarded by Scripture as if he offered first fruits (Bikkurin)*" and Mishnah
Avot urges householders to “Let your house be a meeting-house for sages.”””* Rabbinic literature
imagines that the rabbinic guild is respected and admired by non-rabbinic Jews.

Gifts of food also appear with frequency. For example, people brought R. Eleazar ben R.
Shimon cabbage of extraordinary sweetness,”” and another person brought a back-pack of leeks to
R. Issac bar Tevele.”* Once R. Abbahu, R. Yose ben Hanina, and R. Simeon ben Lagish passed by
the orchard of Doron, whose name literally means gift, when the sharecropper brought them a
peach so large that they and their donkeys ate from it with some leftover. In yet another account, a

woman “honored R. Yonatan with figs,” presumably when he was serving as judge for her case, but

he refused her gift to avoid suspicion of taking bribes.”” Hezser argues that the sheer number of

269Y, Bava Metziah 2:13, 8d.
20°Y. Hagigah 1:7, 76c¢.

271 Leviticus Rababb 34:13. This passage echoes a similar statement of R. Avin in Y. Peah 5, 19a which does not specify
that the homeless poor is a Torah scholar.

272 M. Avot 1:4
213Y. Peah 7:4 202 and B. Ket 112a.
274Y. Demai 3:1, 33b.

215Y. Peah 7:4, 20a and Baba Bathra 2:14, 13c.
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anecdotal depictions of food gifts suggests that donations of this sort did happen.””

Food gifts were
a normal part of maintaining social networks, especially between patrons and clients. >

In a string of accounts describing rabbinic fundraising, the rabbis are depicted exchanging
expertise for donations.”” In one case, R. Hiyya bar Abba recites a verse of promise for a generous
donor:

R. Hiyya bar Abba held a fundraiser for a certain house of study at Tiberius. There was one

there of the family of Bar Silanus, who pledged a pound of gold. He took him, had him sit

with him, and recited for him this verse: A man’s gift eases his way;
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The member of the Silanus family donated on behalf of the rabbinic study house in Tiberius. The
rabbis honored him by seating him among them and reciting over him the proverb, “A man’s gift
eases his way and gives him access to great men” (Proverbs 18:16). Here the rabbis remind generous
donors—without very much modesty—that the donor is honored for supporting such esteemed
scholars.”” The invocation of the biblical proverb, used as a persuasive promise of reward to
rabbinic donors, demonstrates that rabbis, like other scholastic elites, embedded the gifts they
sought in a value-laden world through exegetical persuasion.

In the following passage, the same verse is made to shame a different donor who shirks his

charitable contributions:

276 Hezser, The Social Structure, 355.

277 Greg Woolf, “Food, Poverty, and Patronage: The Significance of the Epigraphy of the Roman Alimentary Schemes in
Eartly Impetial Italy,” Papers of the British School at Rome 58 (1990): 212: “food gifts symbolized the patron’s role as
provider for his clients.”

28 Y. Horayiot 3:7, 48a.

279 310 @973 199117 207 07R 101 Proverbs 18:16 quoted in Y. Horayot 3:7 and Leviticus Rabbah 5:4.
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R. Simeon ben Laqish went up to Bostra and over there was a great deceiver. Far be it from
him! He did not actually deceive, but he deceived (in a generous way) in charity. He looked
at how much the community pledged, and he pledged the same amount. R. Simeon ben
Laqish took him, had him sit with him, and recited for him this verse: A mwan’s gift eases bis
way.
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Interestingly, the two passages juxtapose donations to the rabbinic guild and donations of charity. In
both cases, these donations are framed as the means to acquire social status: both the Silani family
and the generous “deceiver” are recompensed with the public recitation of a proverb of reward.
What should be clear is that rabbinic solicitation and receipt of gifts cannot be easily disentangled
from the spheres of patronage, charity, bribes, employment, and benefaction. On the one hand, this
is precisely because gifts inherently resist seamless categorization. On the other hand, part of the
tension with these gifts are the ways they are enmeshed in networks of social power and expectation.
The exchange of social capital allows individuals to access valued resources, such as wealth, power,
and status, if they sufficiently mobilize shared interests.” Intellectual elites relied on the merits of
their work and the prestige of their expertise to solicit their social networks for support.
From an empirical perspective, the mutual relations shared between actors cannot be easily
reduced to cultural roles and cognition; rather, their non-verbal intuitions and feelings constitute an
important intersubjectivity of these social relationships.”' This makes a particular challenge for

scholars of antiquity who do not have access to even the verbal expressions of our subjects. We can

observe through epigraphic data the presence of explicitly Jewish symbols, most often in funerary

280 Pierre Bourdieu, "The forms of capital (1986)," Cultural Theory: An Anthology 1 (2011): 81-93.

281 Charles Kadushin, Understanding Social Networks: Theories, Concepts, and Findings New York: Oxford University Press,
2012).
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inscriptions, which suggests that while Jews had integrated into their provincial landscape, at least
some retained a sense of distinctiveness.” The ancestral Jewish tradition was iconicized in the forms
of a menorah, lulav (palm branch), etrog (citron), shofar, and the inclusion of Hebrew epitaphs and
prayers.” This does not suggest, as Anna Collar has argued, that rabbinic halakhah had spread
throughout the Jewish Diaspora reigniting Jewish ethnic identity.”** Archaeological evidence
depicting rabbinically idolatrous images, such as the recurring Helios and zodiac cycle mosaics in late
antique synagogues, suggest that many Jews did not adhere to rabbinic law until a much later date—

or as with the Karaite Jews, not at all.**

Ancient Jews lived their lives with a vast repertoire of values
inherited from both their ancestral past and from their imperial present, picking and choosing how
to live their lives from the mix of traditions. These symbols show that Jewish motifs meant
something to ancient Jews and their inclusion in monuments generated cultural capital.**

The question then is what significance the Torah held for ancient Jews alongside these other

symbols. Most likely the Torah meant a lot in the sense that it was the primary body of ancestral

laws used in the governance of Judaea since the Persian period. Imperial precedent reinforced the

282 On Jewish burial symbols see Sean P. Burrus, “Remembering the Righteous: Sarcophagus Sculpture and Jewish
Patrons in the Roman World,” diss. Duke University, 2017.

283 On Jewish symbols see Erwin Ramsdell Goodenough, Jewish Synibols in the Greco-Roman Period: Pagan Symbols in Judaism,
vol. 37 (Pantheon Books, 1958) and Steven Fine, The Menorah: From the Bible to Modern Israel (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press), 2016.

284 Anna Collar, “Re-thinking Jewish Ethnicity through Social Network Analysis,” in Neswork Analysis in Archaeology: New
Approaches to Regional Interaction, ed. Carl Knappett (Oxford University Press, 2013), 223-246.

285 Jodi Magness, "Heaven on Earth: Helios and the Zodiac Cycle in Ancient Palestinian Synagogues," Dunbarton Oatks
Papers 59 (2005): 1-52. For the history of the motif of Helios and the zodiac cycle, see Gideon Foerster, "Representations
of the Zodiac in Ancient Synagogues and Their Iconographic Sources," Ererz-Israe/ 18 (1985): 380-91 [Hebrew].

28 On the role of cultural capital in funerary inscriptions, see Nicola Denzey Lewis, "Roses and Violets for the
Ancestors: Gifts to the Dead and Ancient Roman Forms of Social Exchange," The Gift in Antiguity (2013): 122-136.
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centrality of the Torah to Judean life whether or not ancient Jews observed every commandment. As
the self-proclaimed experts in Torah with the literacy and social connections to back up the claim,
local rabbis would have offered an embodied access point to the Jewish ancestral past. That in itself
does not equate to total ancient Jewish adoption of rabbinic halakhah or even swift deference to
rabbinic opinion. Instead, it means that rabbinic expertise could generate cultural cachet to those
who felt an affinity for the ancestral law of Moses.

Rabbis increasingly engaged in fundraising travels in the third and fourth centuries precisely
at the moment when their guild was growing. Stories about “free” gifts, fundraising, and patronage
when placed in conversation together provide a more complicated portrait of the relationship
between rabbis and the broader Jewish community. This process of knowledge ordering and
creation was inflected by the particular social, political, and religious ideals informing scholarly
practices. Rabbis, like other scholastic elites, had to continually work at projecting an aura of
expertise in order to solicit the support of the broader public. These efforts were often directed at

wealthy elites and householders who could offer support in the form of financial and cultural capital.
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Chapter Three
Priestly Tithes, Support for the Poor, and Gifts for Rabbis: Their

Shared Conceptual Framework

“And bring the homeless poor to your home” (Isa 58:7)—these are the Torah scholars who
enter the homes of the common folk and quench [their thirst] with words of Torah.
Therefore it states, “And bring the homeless poor to your home.”

“And bring the homeless poor to your home”—these are the Torah scholars and their
students who teach Israel the difference between impurity and purity and the difference
between what is forbidden and permitted and teach them to do the will of their Father in
heaven. Therefore it states, “And bring the homeless poor to your home.”

R. Avin said:** It states here “bring” and it states there, “the choicest first fruit of your land
you shall bring” (Exod 23:19). Just as there first fruits, so too here.*®
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287 This line of clarification to R. Avin’s interpretation is found only in 1512 Constantinople: [Whoever hosts a Torah
scholar in his home is regarded by Scripture as if he offered first fruits].

N3 PHY 75YR 2052 2°7P7 IN°22 0d1 TAPN 1IRDT 9
288 Lev Rab 34:13. See the parallel in Y. Peah 5:6, 19a.

289 Munich, Bayerische Staatsbibliothek heb. 117 adds instead:
N2 XA °7T7AI0 AT
290 Munich, Bayerische Staatsbibliothek heb. 117 glosses:
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In a lengthy midrashic chapter thematized by charity and its rewards, a series of
interpretations explore the exegetical potential of the phrase from Isaiah 58:7: “And bring the
homeless (mzerudim) poor to your home.” The word 717 is a nominal derivative from the root 717
whose literal meaning is “to wander about.””" But the rabbis saw in 717 other possible “folk”
associations. They exegetically connected merudim with the verb 777 meaning “to go down, or
descend,””” with the nominal form mered, meaning “rebellion,” and with the Aramaic warad,
meaning “exile.” The wide utility of this linguistic root opened up the potential for multiple
interpretations, which the rabbis explored at length in both Leviticus Rabbah 34:13-14 and in Avot
d’ Rabbi Natan B. Here the rabbis offer a number of potential identities for the werudim poor. They
write:

“Bring the merudin poor into your home”—these are the householders who have become
bereft of their honor and their possessions.”*”

“Bring the merudim poor into your home”— these are the mourners and the bitter of spirit
whose spitits are distressed.”**

In both of these cases, the householders and the mourners have descended into a poor state—an
interpretation using the folk etymology of 7177 with 77°. But then the focus shifts to the rabbis

themselves and situates the rabbinic sage in the posture of the poor.”” The question for us is how

291 717 appears in only three places in the Hebrew Bible: two instances in Lamentations, which parallel 77, or
wandering, with 1y, affliction or poverty (Lam 1:7, 3:19). The third case is here in Isa 58:7 where both 717 and "V appear
as the hendiadys, “outcast poor.” Barré, Michael L. "" Wandering about" as a Topos of Depression in Ancient Near
Eastern Literature and in the Bible." Journal of Near Eastern Studies 60, no. 3 (2001): 177-1.

292 the root T appears in the Hebrew Bible with an ancillary form 7. This is not the same 77 which means “to go
down,” rather as in Judges 11:37, when Jepthath’s daughter realizes she will soon die because of her father’s hasty vow,
asks that she “may go and wander *N77"1 on the mountains.” In this sense, 77’ mirrors T17’s association with wandering,.
293 Using the sense of yarad or “descent into” poverty, the merudim poor refers here to the formerly wealthy poor.

2% Connected to Psalms 55:3 “I lament as I speak” w2 7R

2% The chapter is devoted to interpreting the words TR % *21 or “if your brother becomes impoverished” from Lev
25:32
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did a textual discussion about poverty end up centering rabbis as the ideal recipients of charitable
aid? And what does this tell us about the rabbinic movement and their exegetical use of biblical
texts?

Viewing Torah scholars as categorically poor serves here a rhetorical purpose: if the poor
deserve support, and sages belong in that category, then they too deserve support. The implication
of this logic is that the same rewards for charitable giving outlined in the chapter’s preceding pages
will be extended to those who support Torah scholars. In support of this suggestion, Rabbi Avin
makes a further exegetical connection between the Isaiah prooftext and an Exodus commandment,
which instructs that the Israelites should bring the first fruits of their harvest to “the house of the
Lord.” Not only is care for Torah scholars akin to supporting the poor, it is also like fulfilling the
agricultural tithing demands of the Mosaic covenant.

I argue that the rabbis here do not just solicit donations for their guild outright, but they
draw on both biblical traditions, such as tithes, and biblical ambiguity, such as the linguistic potential
of the noun merudim, to insert themselves into the ancient Mediterranean habits of giving. While
donations for priests and the poor, for example, were built into the Torah’s tithing laws, there was
no such accommodation for the rabbis. Literary theorist Terry Eagleton contends,

meaning is not simply something "expressed" or "reflected" in language: it is actually

produced by it. It is not as though we have meanings, or experiences, which we then proceed

to cloak with words; we can only have the meanings and experiences in the first place
because we have a language to have them in.”*
Eagleton traces the linguistic shaping of experience, which I suggest provides a useful illustration of
the relationship of the rabbis to the biblical text. Rabbis generated meanings and experiences using

the language that the biblical text provides. Ambiguity in the biblical text offered various possibilities

26 Terry Bagleton, Literary Theory: An introduction (John Wiley & Sons, 2011), 52.
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for reducing that ambiguity, and in the process provided the “imaginal world”—to borrow a term
from science fiction—that authorized new meanings.

This example of rabbis invoking a verse about tangible support for the poor is an exegetical
strategy belonging to a broader pattern of extending the language of biblical care for the poor to the
rabbinic guild. In these cases, the rabbis are not just simply coopting charity for themselves. The
textual ambiguity invites their creation of new meaning and allows for them to find a place for
themselves within the biblical universe, in this case with real material results. This interpretive
relationship between care for the poor, agricultural tithes, and support of Torah scholars appears
often in Palestinian amoraic texts. The rabbis were inheritors of a biblical tradition that ritualized the
annual surrender of a portion of the harvest: through tithes for priests, leftover gleanings for the
poor, and first fruits offerings shared by all. To this end an entire order of the rabbinic Mishnah and
subsequent Talmuds is devoted to Zeraim (lit. seeds), or the different agricultural rules, tithes, and
offerings associated with the land. Yet many of these laws were no longer functionally appropriate
for the conditions of the Roman provincial landscape. Laws such as the requirement to bring the
first fruits of the harvest to the Temple complex for a ritualized festive meal could not be fulfilled in
the rubble of the Temple’s now destroyed walls. Nor did the priestly tithe make the same compelling
sense when the priestly office was no longer able to function. In the course of analyzing and
memorializing the particulars of these laws, the rabbis proposed new interpretive options for their
tulfillment.

As part of this process rabbis carved out an interpretive place for themselves in the Torah’s
vision of an ideal Israel. The office of rabbi had no formal place in the Torah’s agricultural
commandments, which divvied up the bounty of the land between the householder, the priests, and
the poor. The office of rabbi was not the same as a householder, though many rabbis are depicted as

householders with vast estates. Nor were they priests, though some rabbis were priestly descended
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and still others laid claim to the leadership roles priests formerly filled. Nor was the rabbinic office
poort, though some individual rabbis may have come from humble backgrounds. The legitimacy of
the office of rabbi had to be defined and constructed using this inherited tradition. Texts sharing a
conceptual framework linking support for the poor and agricultural tithes, also take an interest in
creating interpretive paths for the support of Torah scholars.

The following chapters in this dissertation will examine the different ways this conceptual
framework was used by rabbis soliciting donations. I will argue that the logics informing the ways
Israelites should manage their harvests were extended to the rabbinic concern of how ancient Jews
should ideally manage their wealth in distinctly Jewish ways. This chapter will focus on the
conceptual framework itself, tracing the logic of the priestly tithes in the Torah and its Second
Temple reception. I will demonstrate how the tithes for priests shared a logic with agricultural
practices supporting the poor, which provided, I will argue, the conceptual framework for rabbinic

fundraising efforts.

3.1 The Priestly Tithe

Certain themes in the biblical text recur with meaningful frequency—the particularity of the

297

Israelite kinship group is evoked in the recitation of its patriarchal lineage,”" the Israelites’ divine

deliverance from slavery in Egypt is orally memorialized,”” and the land of Canaan is repeatedly

27 See for example Gen 32:9, 50:24; Exod 2:24, 3:6, 3:15, 4:5, 6:8; Lev 26:42; Num 32:11; Deut 1:8, 6:10, 9:5, 9:27, 29:13,
30:20, 34:4; 2 Kgs 13:23; Jer 33:26.

2% See for example Exod 32:4, 32:8; Lev 11:45, 25:55; Deut 5:15, 13:5, 13:10, 20:1; Joshua 24:17, Judges 2:1; Jer 11:4;

Ezek 23:27; Micah 6:4. Ronald Hendel, “The Exodus in Biblical Memoty,” Journal of Biblical Literature 120, no. 4 (2001):
601-622.
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described as an inheritance gift from God to the Israelite people.”” The land in particular is a
foundational part of the Hebrew Bible’s narrative of Israelite identity.”” They were promised the
land (Gen 12:1), brought into the land (Joshua 1:2), taken out from the land (2 Chr 36:20), and
returned to the land (Ezra 1).

The emergence of Israel as a social entity in the land was tied to a system of reciprocity
between God and the Israelites. God allotted to the land and offered safety from foes in exchange
for “burnt offerings and sacrifices, tithes and contributions, and all the choice votive offerings.””"!
This claim to the land was organized into distinct laws in the Torah dictating its ideal use and
ritualized in the agricultural calendar. The laws of tithing generally recognize three categories: the
householder, the priests/Levites, and the poor. The householder inherits a designated portion of the
land, while the priests/Levites and the poor categorically have none. The majority of the Torah’s
agricultural laws dictate how a householder can manage his yields, with laws of tithing ensuring that
those without access to the land can have access to the land’s produce.

In this section I will examine the priestly tithe and use it as a means to consider both the

category of tithing itself in the ancient world and its logical intersection with tithes for the poor.™”

The priestly tithe is useful for thinking with because there is a clear path of reception from the

299 See for example Exod 20:12; Lev 25:2; Num 14:8. Num 14:16, 20:12, 32:7, 32:22; Deut 1:8, 1:25, 2:12, 2:29, 3:20,
4:21, 5:16, 5:33, 6:10, 6:12, 6:18, 8:10, 9:6, 11:9, 11:12, 11:17, 11:21, 11:31, 15:4, 16:20, 17:14, 18:9, 19:3, 19:8, 19:14, 21:1,
24:4, 25:15, 25:19, 26:1, 26:3, 27:2, 27:3, 28:8, 28:11, 28:21, 28:52, 30:5, 30:20, 31:7, 31:13, 31:16, 31:23; Joshua 1:11-15,
2:9, 5:6, 9:24, 11:23, 14:9, 18:3, 21:43, 23:15.

300 Moshe Weinfeld, The promise of the land: The inheritance of the land of Canaan by the Israelites (Betkeley, CA: University of
California Press, 1993). W. D. Davies, The Territorial Dimension of Judaism, vol. 23 (Berkeley: University of California Press,
1982), xv-xviil. See also W. D. Davies, The Gospel and the Land (Betkeley: University of California Press, 1974).

301 Deut 12:10-11

302 T here use “priestly” to refer to all the tithes encompassed in the #a’aser collection, including both the Levitical

portion and the wa’aser min hama’aser ot terumah portion for the Aaronic priests. As will be explained, the priestly tithe did
not always adhere to exact categories.
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Torah to the rabbinic texts—tithes and gifts for the poor are attested less and when they do appear
they are adjacent to tithes for priests. First, I will examine the Torah’s tithing laws and the logic
undergirding its system of tithes for priests and the poor. Then I will introduce scholarly attempts to
categorize the priestly tithe: as a distinctly sacred kind of tax, as a free gift, or as reciprocal exchange.

I will use this moment to trouble the ideas of tithes as gift type.

3.1.1 The Torah’s Tithing Laws

The Torah prescribes that the Israelites should leave a portion of their agricultural produce
to the priests and Levites. This tithe, or za aser, derived from the root eser meaning “ten,” comprised
a tenth of the harvest. The setting aside of a tithe in order to finance the services of temple
personnel was common throughout the ancient Near East.”” The underlying logic of the priestly
tithe was as a kind of obligatory tax necessary for the maintenance of cultic centers whose vitality
ensured divine favor. The collection of tithes often coincided with the collection of other taxes,
which Temple committees diverted toward imperial governing sectors. As Lisbeth Fried explains of
the Persian imperial context, “Under the Achaemenids all of these fell under the direct control of
the king, and resources followed a one-way path from temple to palace.”””* Nehemiah’s committee,

for example, is said to have collected both the ma’aser / terumal (tithe for Levites and priests) and the

303 Moshe Weinfeld, “Tithes” in Encyelopedia Judaica 15 (1971): 1156-1162; Yehezkel Kaufmann, Toldot ha-emunah ha-
yisraelit (Bialik Institute, 1964), 148-54; Marty E. Stevens, Temples, Tithes, and Taxes: The Temple and the Economic Life of
Abncient Israel (Baker Academic, 2006). Compare with Peter Fawcett’s work with religious taxes in Classical Athens.
““When I Squeeze You with Eisphorar’: Taxes and Tax Policy in Classical Athens,” Hesperia: The Journal of the American
School of Classical Studies at Athens 85, no. 1 (2016): 153-199.

304 Lisbeth S. Fried, The Priest and the Great King: Temple-Palace Relations in the Persian Empire, vol. 10 (Eisenbrauns, 2004),
35.
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midda (tribute tax), belo (poll tax), and halak (land tax).”” The centralized collection and management
of tithes and taxes was a major aspect of the Jerusalem Temple’s administrative role as an
intermediary between imperial rulers and the general populace.”

While seemingly a straightforward prescription, the biblical laws concerning tithing are far
from consistent. The terms of the Mosaic covenant parceled out the land of Canaan to each of the
tribes of Israel except the Levites, who received honored positions of cultic service rather than land
as their inheritance. The Israelites were instructed to set aside a tithe of their harvest as a symbolic
gift (terumah) to God, which he then allotted to the landless Levitical and priestly class. In Numbers
18:19-32, God says to Moses: “To the Levites I have given every tithe (a aser) in Israel for an
inheritance in return for the service that they perform, the service of the tent of meeting” (v. 21). In
this formulation, God facilitated the transfer of the tithe from the Israelites to the Levites, rendering
the people’s tithe gifts into the Levites” own possession. From this tithe, God instructed the Levites
to set aside one-tenth as their own gift (ferumah) to God, which was given to Aaron the priest and his
descendants as their own special portion.™”

Notably the Numbers passage distinguishes between the priests of Aaronic lineage and the
Levites as a whole. The Levites as administrators of cultic practice were entitled to a portion of the
Israelites” harvest but were also required to set aside an offering for the Aaronic priests as their own
“tithe of the tithe”/ ma’aser min hama’aser Num 18: 26). However, Numbers fails to define the

substance of these tithe portions, using the vague language of “inheritance” and “allotment” without

305 Neh 13:13. See 1. Eph’al, “Sytia-Palestine under Achaemenid Rule,” in The Cambridge Ancient History (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1988), 158 and Joachim Schaper, “The Jerusalem Temple as an instrument of the
Achaemenid fiscal administration,” VVetus Testamentum 45, no. 4 (1995): 528-539.

306 For the history of tax collection in Judaea, see Sylvie Honigman, Tales of high priests and taxes: The books of the Maccabees
and the Judean Rebellion against Antiochos I (University of California Press, 2014).

N7 Terumab literally means “gift” but becomes a specific title for the Aaronic portion of the priestly tithe.
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specifying the exact kind—beyond that of the “best” of the threshing floor and wine presses. By
comparison, Leviticus 27:30-33 stipulates that all tithes from the land and every tenth of the flock
should be “holy to the Lord,” which E.P. Sanders explains meant to be eaten in ritual purity.’”
While Leviticus specifically names the tithing of produce and animals, the recipient of the tithe is
only vaguely described as “the Lord” rather than naming the priests or Levites explicitly, though
scholars generally understand the implication as a tithe for those who serve as cultic ministers before
God.™

Deuteronomy takes a different approach to the tithe and integrates a tithing cycle following
an agricultural calendar.”’ This calendar rotated around a seven-year cycle. In the seventh year,
farmers were to refrain from cultivating their land (Exod 23:10-11; Lev 25:4-5) in order to allow the
land to rest; this Sabbatical year, or shevi’it, was a time for shmita “release.” Deuteronomy classifies
the rest of the six years of the Sabbatical cycle into different tithing obligations. In years one through
six, farmers were to tithe a tenth of their agricultural produce and consume the food before a place
designated by God (Deut 14:22-26). The book of Exodus also refers to this portion but with vague

wording, instructing the Israelites to bring “the choicest first fruits” (27122 NWRA) to the house of

the Lord.*"

308 E.P. Sanders, Judaism: Practice and Belief, 63 BCE-66 CE (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2016), 244. R. Yehudah b. Batyra
argues that “for the Lord” means for the repair of the Temple in M. Arakin 8:6. Compare with the rabbis who argue that
this means for the use of the priests (Sifre Bemidbar 117).

309 E.P. Sanders suggests that the Numbers and Leviticus passages could be easily combined with the tradition in
Nehemiah for a more succinct tithing practice in the Second Temple period. Judaism, 244.

310 Fabian E. Udoh contends that this elaborate tithing cycle was “probably never implemented in its integrity after the
exile.” To Caesar What is Caesar’s: Tribute, Taxes and Imperial Administration in Early Roman Palestine, no. 343 (Providence, RI:
Brown Judaic Studies, 2005), 246.

311 Exod 23:19 and 34:26. Exodus also describes a separate festival of first fruits in Exod 34:22. It is possible that this
first fruits was understood as comprising the priestly tithe since it specifically states these offerings should be brought to
the house of the Lord. That directive could be interpreted as designating the recipient of the tithes (i.e. the priests) or the
place of its consumption (i.e. the first fruits festive meal).
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This first fruits ritual banquet in Jerusalem was intended as a time for celebrating bountiful
agricultural yields in acknowledgement of God’s provision. Deuteronomy, more than in Numbers
and Leviticus, assumes the presence of a centralized Temple complex by accommodating
householders who might have far to travel. Those unable to transport their goods are allowed to
convert them to money so that their tithes might be carried more easily (v. 24-26). These first fruits
were to be shared with one’s household (Deut 14:26) and shared with “the Levite and the foreigner”
(Deut 26:11).°"

However, every third year—that is every third and sixth year of the Sabbatical cycle—
householders were to give the full tithe to both the Levites and the poor, specifically to foreigners,
widows, and orphans:

Every third year you shall bring out the full tithe of your produce for that year, and store it

within your towns; the Levites, because they have no allotment or inheritance with you, as

well as the immigrants, the orphans, and the widows in your towns, may come and eat their
fill so that the Lord your God may bless you in all the work that you undertake

(Deuteronomy 14: 28-29).
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Unlike Numbers, Deuteronomy makes no mention of a specific portion for the Aaronic
priesthood.”” Instead, Deuteronomy allots the tithe produce for the Levites and the poor in specific
years. In this configuration, first fruits become the canopy under which all other tithe portions fall.

This textual relationship explains why later Second Temple interpreters collapsed the first fruits

312 Deut 14 does not include the Levite and foreigner in the yeatly first fruits tithe, but Deut 26 does. This represents yet
another lack of clarity in the biblical laws, though most scholars overlook Deut 26’s inclusion of the Levites with the
household.

313 On the documentary hypothesis and tithing see Moshe Greenberg, “A New Approach to the History of the Israelite
Priesthood,” Journal of the American Oriental Society 70, no. 1 (1950): 41-47.
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obligation with the householder’s yearly tithe as a singular obligation divided into portions reserved
for the householder, for the priests, and the poor fall.

These tithes for the priests and poor were not brought to Jerusalem, as in the regular years
of the Sabbatical cycle. Deuteronomy states that householders were to give these tithes “to the
Levites, the immigrants, the orphans, and the widows, so that they may eat their fill within your
towns.” (Deut 26:12). This portion is called “sacred,” which denotes that these tithes belong to God
and not the householder. God has given the portion to the priests and poor, which absolves these
recipients from entering into a relationship of debt with the householder. In this framing, the
householder’s yearly tithe and first-fruit offerings were to be shared with both the priests and the
poor. This association formed a conceptual link between the two parties. Roger Brooks summarizes
this association:

Because neither group possesses a portion of the Land of Israel, neither can produce the

food it needs. The priests, for their part, are forbidden by Scriptural law to own land (Deut

18:1-5). Instead, they act as God’s servants in the Temple and are accorded food on that

account. Similarly, the poor have lost whatever portion of the Land they may have

possessed, and so are entitled to receive some of its yield. God supports both the priests and
the poor because they neither own land nor attain the economic prosperity promised to all

Israelites who live in the Land.”"

This logical connection between the priests and the poor creates a relationship between priestly
tithes and the tithe given to the poor.

The Torah also designates portions of the harvest that should be annually left for the poor’s
consumption:

When you reap the harvest of your land, you shall not reap all the way to the edges of your

field, or gather the gleanings of your harvest. You shall not pick your vineyard bare, or

gather the fallen fruit of your vineyard; you shall leave them for the poor and the immigrant:
I the Lord am your God (Leviticus 10:9-10).

314 Roger Brooks, Support for the Poor in the Mishnaic Law of Agriculture: Tractate Peah, no. 43 (Scholars Press, 1983), 18.
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The first two laws regarding pe’'ah, the “edge” of the field, andlleke, overlooked gleanings,
specifically address the practices of field gathering (Lev 19:9, 23:22). The portions of peret, separated
fruit, and olelot, malformed grape clusters, concern yearly vineyard yields (Deut 24:19, 21; Lev 19:10).
Each of these laws found their logical basis in the divine assertion that “the land is Mine; you are
strangers and settlers with Me” (Lev. 25:23).”" These laws applied only to the fields within the L.and
of Israel and not to any tetritories acquired thereafter.’™

While these passages provide an inchoate description of the Torah’s tithing laws, leaving
later interpreters with the task of piecing together a cohesive system, they attest to the ethical
reciprocity informing the agricultural arrangement between householders and God. Those without
access to land, namely the priests and the poor, are guaranteed a portion through the fulfillment in

some capacity of tithes and agricultural leavings.

3.1.2 The Logic of the Priestly Tithe

Before exploring the relationship between priestly tithes and gifts for the poor, I would like
to examine the logic of the priestly tithe itself in its reception. The priestly tithe fulfilled both a
functional and ideological purpose. First, once the Babylonian exiles returned, tithes would have
supported the Judean Temple complex. This support reached far beyond a simple religious

sensibility. Priestly tithes were a central component to Temple-states, whose scope of influence

315Later rabbinic texts would use expressions of theft including ... has stolen from the poot” and “do not encroach
upon those who are going up,” in order to designate the rights of the poor to these portions (Y. Pe’ah 7:3, 19d).
Schwartz concludes that the balakbal is established on the basis of “an assumed partnership between the poor and the
landholder.” “Lands, Liens, and Ts’Daqgah,” 399.

316 Some rabbis would later adjust these boundaries in order to ease the burden of tithes in particular communities. M

Qid. 1:9; Sifre Deut 44, 59.
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encompassed political, economic, and social sectors in addition to the cultic. As the primary centers
of tax collection, cultic sacrifice, and public festivals, support for Temple-states was an embedded
feature of ancient life. Richard Horsley explains, “Rooted in the traditional religious culture focused
on divine forces that determined their lives, peasants rendered up percentages of their produce and
labor to a central managerial priesthood as the service they owed to the god(s).””!” Householders
contributed goods to cultic centers because society was structured in such a way as to facilitate an
economic relationship between gods and humans. Temple-complexes contained treasuries to store
these goods, control of which was consolidated in the hands of an administrative class of priests and
their families. The Jerusalem Temple, in particular, enforced Torah sanctioned economic
requirements, which set a rhythm to the agricultural calendar and ancient Judean life.

Part of the success of the Jerusalem Temple system was its successive waves of imperial
support, with a brief exception for the Seleucid emperor Antiochus IV.”"* The Persian Achaemenid
empire encouraged the collection of the priestly tithes upon the rebuilding of the Jerusalem Temple
and empowered the priests as political leaders.””” For example, while the general population paid all
three Persian taxes (Ezra 5:4), the priests were exempt (Ezra 7:24). If we are to believe Nehemiah,
part of his rebuilding project involved explicitly installing the priests and Levites to their posts and
commanding the exilic returnees to bring their tithes, described in quite similar terms to Hezekiah’s

restoration efforts in Chronicles. Nehemiah 13:10-13 describes Nehemiah’s rage when he discovered

317 Richard A. Hotsley, Seribes, Visionaries, and the Politics of Second Temple Judea (Presbyterian Publishing Cotp, 2007), 17.

318 Seth Schwartz, Imperialism and Jewish Society, 200 B.C.E. to 640 C.E. Jews, Christians, and Muslims from the Ancient to the
Modern World (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2001), 52-53.

319 See Schaper, “The Jerusalem Temple,” 528-539; Horsley, Scribes, Visionaries. For a more restrained view of the powers
of the Jerusalem Temple, see Peter Ross Bedford, “The Economic Role of the Jerusalem Temple in Achaemenid Judah:
Comparative Perspectives,” Bar-Asher, Rom-Shiloni, Tov, and Wazana, eds., Shai le-Sara Japhet: Studies in the Bible, its Exegesis
and its Langnage (2007): 3-20.
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the Temple service had ceased with the neglect of the tithe contributions. He censured the prefects
and “all Judah brought the tithes of grain, wine, and oil into the treasuries” (v.12). Nehemiah
appointed the priest Shelemiah, the scribe and priestly descendant Zadok, Pediah the Levite, as well
as the Levitical musician Hanan as their assistant, to distribute the tithe equitably among its proper
recipients (v.13).” The restoration of the tithe under administrative management encouraged those
of priestly descent to take up their Temple posts. **'

The Jerusalem priesthood oversaw the Temple-state and appropriated tax revenues for the
Persians to whom they owed their position and power. As a result, a priestly aristocracy emerged,
hierarchically favoring the high priest and other priestly elites, with other priestly families settling
into less prominent positions.”” Martha Himmelfarb contends that the loss of Israel’s monarchy

elevated the High Priest as the “the recognized head of the people in the eyes of foreign rulers.”**

320 These men represented both priestly and Levitical classes and their trades as temple priest, scribe, magistrate, and
musician. Schaper contends, “it is of great importance not to confuse the categoties of the cult hierarchy, e.g. ‘priest’ and
‘Levite,” with the functions of its officers, e.g. ‘scribe’ and judge.”” “The Jerusalem Temple.” See also Joseph
Blenkinsopp, Egra-Nebemiah: A Commentary (Westminster John Knox Press, 1988), 356. On the titular use of “ha-cohan”
see Michael O. Wise, “The Teacher of Righteousness and the High Priest of the Intersacerdotium: Two

Approaches,” Revue de Qumran 14, no. 4 (1990): 592. Cf. T. Sheviiit, 8:1 Lieberman, Zera'im, 200 regarding the use of
councils for the collection of sabbatical produce.

321 Oded Lipschits suggests that the presence of the new Temple enticed priestly and Levitical families to return from
exile. “Achaemenid Imperial Policy, Settlement Processes in Palestine, and the Status of Jerusalem in the Middle of the
Fifth Century BCE,” Judab and the Judeans in the Persian Period (2000): 19-52. Much has been written about the interactions
between priests and Levites under the Persian empire. For recent discussions see Joachim Schaper, Priester und Leviten i
achdamenidischen Juda: Studien zur Kult-und sozialgeschichte Israels in persischer Zeit (Tibingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2000); Deborah W.
Rooke, Zadok’s Heirs: The Role and Development of the High Priesthood in Ancient Israel (Clarendon Press, 2000), and Gabriele
Boccaccini, The Roots of Rabbinic Judaism: And Intellectual History (Eerdmans, 2002).

322 Whether or not the high priest held a position of vast political power is a matter of some debate. Deborah Rooke has
argued that the high priest had limited power because of imperially appointed officials and the emergence of a Jewish
aristocracy. Rooke, Zadok’s Heirs, 328-30. James C. VanderKam is similatly cautious in attributing political power to
priests, but thinks Rooke overstates her case. From Joshua to Caiaphas: High Priests after the Exile (Fortress Press, 2004), xi,
122. On the competition between priestly families, see Boccacini, The Roots of Rabbinic Judaism, 43-72.

323 Martha Himmelfarb, Kingdom of Priests: Ancestry and Merit in Ancient Judaism (University of Pennsylvania Press, 2000), 7.
See also Elias Joseph Bickerman, The God of the Maccabees: Studies on the Meaning and Origin of the Maccabean Revolt (Leiden:
Brill, 1979), 37-38; David Goodblatt, The Monarchic Principle: Studies in Jewish Self-Government in Antiguity (Ttubingen: Mohr
Siebeck, 1994), 6-21.
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The High Priest served as the political functionary who managed the flow of tribute and taxes, as
Mittwoch explains, “Propetly speaking, it was not the people who paid tribute but the High Priest,
by virtue of the office conferred on him.”*** Under Ptolemaic rule, the high priest shared the
responsibilities for tax management with an imperially appointed official, similar to the Greek office
of epistates.”™ In this way, the Jerusalem priesthood was an extension of impetial control in Judaea
and received imperial support in exchange.” The priestly tithe, while not always observed yet
continually rekindled through Temple campaigns, provided a mechanism for the priestly class to
acquire both wealth and social status.

Yet in addition to the functional maintenance of the Temple-complex, the tithe was also an
ideological display of Judean piety.” The Torah had been set up as the “constitution of the Jews,” at
least by imperial support if not by general adherence,’ and the idea of setting aside tithes of the
harvest was woven into the Torah’s narrative of Israelite distinctiveness. This narrative centered
around the Exodus from Egypt as a foundational event between God and Israel, often seen, as
Schwartz states, as the “legal foundation of the mutual obligation between the two parties.””” As the
story goes, after God delivered the Israelites from captivity in Egypt, he bestowed upon them the

land of Canaan as their inheritance, though this inheritance was more of a symbolic loan. God

%24 A. Mittwoch, “Tribute and land-tax in Seleucid Judaea,” Biblica 36, no. 3 (1955): 355.

325 Peter Schiefer, The History of the Jews in the Greco-Roman World: The Jews of Palestine from Alexander the Great to the Arab
Conguest (London: Routledge, 1995), 16. On the reforms of the tax system, see Honigman, Tales of high priests and
taxes, 351-353.

326 Horsely, Seribes, Visionaries, 32.

327 On piety as a cultural symbol, see Clifford Geertz, “Religion as a Cultural System,” and “Ideology as a Cultural
System,” in The Interpretation of Cultures (New York: Basic Books, 1973), 87-125, 193-233.

328 Schwartz, Imperialism, 56.

329 Schwartz, Imperialism, 65. On the Exodus as foundational event, see Ronald Hendel, “The Exodus in Biblical
Memoty,” Journal of Biblical Literature 120, no. 4 (2001): 601-622.
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retained ultimate property rights, insisting, “The land shall not be sold in perpetuity, for the land is
mine; with me you are but foreigners and tenants” (Lev 25:23). Each householder who sought to
abide by the Torah decrees was obligated to set aside tithes so as to acknowledge that their bounty
was produced under the auspice of divine attention rather than their own merit.

In this sense, we can think of the deliverance of the Israelites from Egypt as generating a
primordial debt, which anthropologist Maurice Godelier defined as the gift from the gods that can
receive no sufficient counter-gift. Godelier insisted, “From the outset mankind is therefore indebted
to the powers that fashioned man and bequeathed him the world he lives in, and this debt is
ineffaceable.”” Though Godelier was writing specifically about the debt of humanity’s creation, his
insight illuminates the dynamics of exchange between gods and humans in antiquity. This
relationship was often configured in the language of commercial interaction.”” The terms of
exchange generated a cycle of gifts and counter-gifts that produced expectations of reward.

These primordial debts served to bind ancient people to their gods through the imposition of
economic cultic obligations. The ideology of this notion underwrote the flow of material resources
to the hierarchical administrators (i.e. priests) of the gods’ earthly dwelling place. In turn, tithing
obligations were encoded with the symbolism of exchange stemming from this original debt.

Suk Fong Jim, writing on Theophrastus’ description of first fruits offerings (aparchai) in the
ancient Greek context explains, “underlying these portions of food and drink was the idea of

95332

returning to the gods a token of what they gave men in the first place.””* Jim distinguishes two

330 Maurice Godeliet, The Enigma of the Gift (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1999), 185.

31 Aristophanes’ Wealth, for example, embeds the aura of Zeus’ sacrificial rites with the utility of wealth: “Thus it's
Wealth/Plutus who is the fount of all the honors rendered to Zeus, whose worship he can wither up at the root, if it so
pleases him” (1.135).

332 Suk Fong Jim, Sharing with the gods: Aparchai and dekatai in ancient Greece (Oxford Classical Monographs, 2014), 69.
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kinds of debt represented in the first fruit offerings: an “original debt” generated from human
existence, a la Godelier, and an “occasional debt” incurred from the temporally contingent divine
blessing upon the harvest.” While humans brought offerings as a result of the conditions of the
“original debt,” their offerings fulfilled the terms of the “occasional debt” which generated a
reciprocal debt on the part of the gods. Gods were then obligated to reciprocate with agricultural
prosperity, bodily healing, fertility, and /or divine protection from enemies. Worshippers would
remind gods of their debts to humanity generated by the continuing practice of bringing agricultural
gifts.

The Deuteronomist tithing regulations employ a similar ideology of debt. Each year the
householder was to separate a tithe of the harvest in fulfillment of the “occasional debt” incurred
through the agricultural prosperity. In response, God was expected to reciprocate with all manner of
divine attentions. The book of Haggai, for example, illustrates the expected exchange relationship
between God and Israel:

“You look for much, but behold, it comes to little; when you bring it home, I blow it away.”

“Why?” declares the Lord of hosts, “Because of My house which lies desolate, while each of

you runs to his own house. Therefore, because of you the sky has withheld its dew and the

earth has withheld its produce. I called for a drought on the land, on the mountains, on the
grain, on the new wine, on the oil, on what the ground produces, on men, on cattle, and

on all the labor of your hands.” (1:9-11).
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Here God withdraws his divine favor because of the neglect of the Temple through the

abandonment of priestly and Levitical posts, precipitated, we can assume, through the lack of tithing

support.

333 Jim, Sharing with the gods, 74.
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The “original debt,” however, was not linked to the primordial debt of creation; rather,
agricultural tithing demands were grounded in the Israelite exodus from Egypt. Deuteronomy 26
explicitly links the mandate to separate portions of the harvest as a fulfillment of the debt of
deliverance from enslavement to the Egyptians.” The passage commands the Israelite householder
to bring his yearly first fruits offering before a priest while reciting these words:

A wandering Aramean was my ancestor; he went down into Egypt and lived there as a

foreigner, few in number, and there he became a great nation, mighty and populous. When

the Egyptians treated us harshly and afflicted us, by imposing hard labor on us, we cried to
the Lord, the God of our ancestors; the Lord heard our voice and saw our affliction, our toil,
and our oppression. The Lord brought us out of Egypt with a mighty hand and an
outstretched arm, with a terrifying display of power, and with signs and wonders; and he
brought us into this place and gave us this land, a land flowing with milk and honey. So now

I bring the first of the fruit of the ground that you, O Lord, have given me” (Deut 26:4-10).
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This liturgical formula situates the householder’s offering as a memorial for the oppression of their
ancestral past. First-fruit offerings of this sort appear in other geographical contexts, such as in
Classical Athens where farmers had to designate 1/600 of their barley and 1/1,200 of their wheat on
behalf of the oracle from Delphi.”” Deuteronomy, though, distinguishes the Israelite gifts as part of
their unique agricultural obligation in exchange for their ancestral deliverance from Egypt.
The memory of the Exodus is invoked in similar ways for the tithes for the poor as with the
priestly tithes. The same chapter of the Levitical laws concerning agricultural leavings for the poor

ends with the affirmation “I the Lord am your God who freed you from the land of Egypt. You

shall faithfully observe all My laws and all My rules: I am the Lord.” (Lev 19:36-7). Following the

334 See Lev 26:13, 45; Num 15:41.

335 Fawcett, “When I Squeeze You with Eisphoras” 173.
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recital of Deuteronomy’s liturgical formula for the first fruits offering (Deut 26), which recalled the
affliction of the Israelites in Egypt, the householders were to share the portion with the vulnerable
members of society—the Levites, foreigners, orphans, and widows. These persons held no
possession of land just as the Israelites lacked land while they were slaves in Egypt. In some years,
according to Deuteronomy’s vision, the entirety of this tithe portion was to be given to the landless
Levites and poor. By connecting the first fruits tithes with the tithe portions for priests and the
poor, the landless serve as the visceral representation of the Israelite past—vulnerable persons
sustained in perpetuity through the bounty of divine blessing.

In this way, the Torah’s agricultural tithes were not just a rudimentary cultic tax; they were
also a commemoration of the past. Sacred history replicated itself in the agricultural calendar with a
tangible memorial both in the ritual of tithing and in the recital of the liturgical first fruits formula.”®
Through these rituals of memory, the story of Israelite enslavement and subsequent divine
deliverance was cultivated into a collective memory. The Exodus from Egypt served as a defining
event, what Jan Assmann terms a “fixed point” of cultural memory.”” This cultural memory
“preserves the store of knowledge from which a group derives an awareness of its unity and
peculiarity.” Throughout the Second Temple period, this memory was recalled in order to assert
the distinctiveness of the Judean ethnic community. The agricultural tithing goods piled into heaps
and the flocks milling in pens represented far more than their material quality—they were one of the

primary ways of tapping into a collective identity throughout periods of imperial control.

336 Writing of the role of memory in the biblical tradition, Yerushalmi similarly suggests: “Memory flowed, above all,
through two channels: ritual and recital.” He cites Deut 26’s first fruits ceremony as the “superlative example” of this
interplay. Yosef Yerushalmi, Zakhor: Jewish History and Jewish Memory (University of Washington Press, 1982), 11.

337 Jan Assmann and John Czaplicka, “Collective Memory and Cultural Identity,” New German Critigue 65 (1995): 129.

338 Assmann and Czaplicka, “Collective Memory and Cultural Identity,” 130.
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By connecting the demand to tithe with the memory of Egypt, the authors of the Torah
generated a cultic incentive tied up in the sense of what it meant to live in the land. The authors
crafted an image of ideal Judean piety that rested on the transfer of agricultural goods from the
people to God.” Israelite collective memory gave what was otherwise a quite standard economic
relationship between gods and humans its distinctive character. Tithes structured agricultural time in

functional ways while encoding those transactions with ideological meaning,.

3.1.3 Categorizing Tithes

The dual function of the priestly tithe—as a tangible Temple tax and a symbol of Judean
piety—has complicated scholarly attempts to categorize tithes as a type of giving transaction. What
kind of gift zs the tithe? Scholars have struggled with how to render the tithes’ religious piety with its
overlapping administrative function, often blurring time periods and textual sources in an effort to
determine the historical category of tithing. Most scholars understand tithes as a religious obligation
distinct from other “secular” forms of donations and taxes in antiquity, but they differ in respect to
its utility. In the following section, I will trace the attempts to categorize the priestly tithe in
scholarship, often picking and choosing amongst the breadth of ancient Jewish (and Christian)
sources, and highlight the recurring scholatly dichotomy between the “religious” and “secular.”

One approach sees tithes as a compulsory tax, but of a religious kind.”* Scholars have read

33 Eli Ginzberg, “Studies in the Economics of the Bible,” The Jewish Quarterly Review 22, no. 4 (1932): 343-408. Jeffrey A.
Fager, Land Tenure and the Biblical Jubilee: Uncovering Hebrew Ethics Through the Sociology of Knowledge, vol. 155, (A&C Black,
1993).

340 This is not to confuse the tithes with the Mosaic tax, ot mas’at, desctribed in 2 Chronicles 4:8-12. This text desctibes
the collection and distribution of silver during the reign of King Joash. A chest (aron) was set outside the Temple gate
and the people rejoiced as they brought their contributions, amassing an abundance of riches. This collection of what
Philo calls “holy money” occurred throughout the Diaspora, stored in special “banking places,” or fameia (Spec. Laws
1.78).

116



into the reception of tithes in the rabbinic period so as to inform their understanding of how the
categories worked. Max Weber listed the tithe as one among other tax claims made by the god of
Israel.”*' Those who did not pay faced “ritual declassification.”** Weber was alluding to the category
of amei ha aretz, those ordinary Jews who failed to observe all of the rabbinic laws. Solomon Zeitlin
argued that these Jews stopped separating tithes as a result of their class-conflict with merchants, to
whom the laws of tithes did not apply.”* Aharon Oppenheimer distinguished two classes of the a»
ha-aretz. those who were not diligent in tithing (a» ha’aretz, la-mitzvof) and those who were ignorant in
Totah (am-ha’aret3 la-torah). While the historical contours of a such a group are suspect,” scholars,
such as Gildas Hamel and Oppenheimer, framed taxes and tithes as the two sides of the coin of
heavy agricultural burdens that led to religious and class conflict.**

One extension of the notion that tithing taxes were burdens appears in post-colonial
readings of the New Testament, which envision a liberating Jesus overthrowing oppressive religious
and imperial taxation. In 1926 Frederick Grant described the tithes as part of a two-fold taxation

346

system of religious obligations and civil dues.” Grant viewed such a taxation system as unduly

oppressive, which supported Grant’s interest in seeing the rise of Jesus as a reaction to unjust

341 Max Weber, Auncient Judaism (Simon and Schuster, 2010), 169. “The priesthood of Jerusalem then felt sufficiently
strong to uphold the tithe and other tax claims of the god as applying throughout Israel, that is the Judaic Kingdom.”
See also page 186.

342 Webet, Ancient Judaism, 360.

33 Solomon Zeitlin, “The Am Haarez: A Study in the Social and Economic Life of the Jews Before and After the
Destruction of the Second Temple,” The Jewish Qnarterly Review 23, no. 1 (1932): 48.

34 In contrast, Yair Furstenberg has argued that the am ba’aretz were not a social group at all; rather, they were a
discursive category for the “other” in rabbinic thinking. Yair Furstenberg, “Am ha-aretz in Tannaitic Literature and its
Social Contexts,” Zion 78 (2013): 290.

3% Gildas Hamel, Poverty and Charity in Roman Palestine, First Three Centuries C.E., Near Eastern Studies 23 (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1990), 148; A‘haron Oppenheimer, Am Ha-aretz, vol. 8 (Brill Archive, 1977), 70.

346 Frederick C. Grant, Economic Background of the Gospels (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1926), 89-96.
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taxation of both Temple and imperial authorities.’*’ This perception of tithes as oppressive taxation
was recently taken up by Richard Horsley and David Joy, who viewed the religious taxes as a major
(and unjust) source of income for the priestly aristocracy. Horsley contends: “The people struggled
under a double burden of taxation: tithes and other dues paid to the Temple and priests as well as

tribute and other taxes to Rome.**®

Joy’s post-colonial analysis, however, leads him to conclude, “In
many ways the religious powers of Jerusalem tended to be oppressive.””” By describing the
agricultural obligations as oppressive taxes, these authors, following the New Testament’s lead, set
up the Jewish authorities as the oppressors of the common people—a structural critique of the
Jewish authorities.”

This relationship between religious and imperial taxation has been taken up by other
scholars, who dissect what they see as the inherent sacred qualities of the tithe. Solomon Spiro, in a
recent article about Nehemiah’s Temple committee, makes the distinction between “holy” and

“secular” taxes.” He argues that holy taxes were defined as such through the claim of the priestly

and Levitical ministers: “No doubt the priests' claims to heave offerings, first fruits, etc. and the

347 Donald Kaufman extended Grant’s two-fold distinction, insisting “the native Jewish taxes were for the purpose of
religion only, but the oppressive taxes of the ruling power tended to protect and continue foreign domination.” Donald
Kaufman, What belongs to Caesar?: A discussion on the Christian's response to payment of war taxes (Wipf and Stock Publishers,
2000), 25.

348 Richard A. Hotsley, Jesus and the Spiral of 1iolence (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1987), 13.

34 David Joy, Mark and its Subalterns: A Hermeneutical Paradigm for a Postcolonial Context (Routledge, 2014).

350 See Amy-Jill Levine, Kwok Pui-Ian, Musimbi Kanyoro, Adele Reinhartz, Hisako Kinukawa, and Elaine Wainwright,
“Roundtable Discussion: Anti-Judaism and Postcolonial Biblical Interpretation,” Journal of Feminist Studies in Religion 20,
no. 1 (2004): 99-106, and M Adryael Tong, “Gender and Sexuality in Postcolonial Perspective,” in The Oxford Handbook
of New Testament, Gender, and Sexuality (Oxford: Oxford University Press, forthcoming).

31 Solomon J. Spiro, “Who Was the Haber? A New Approach to an Ancient Institution,” Journal for the Study of Judaism in
the Persian, Hellenistic, and Roman Period 11, no. 2 (1980): 186-216. (Neh 13:13)
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Levites' claims to tithes formed the essential religious basis of any taxes collected.”” The essence of
the tithes” holiness is thought to stem from the religious position of priests. As a result, Spiro
theorizes that the Temple committee was the first post-exilic havurah whose job it was to collect
“holy” taxes, or tithes, but not the Persian dues: “secular tax collection is considered a direct
antithesis to the role of a haber in whom honest trust and confidence are placed as a religiously and
ethically scrupulous administrator of holy taxes, or tithes.””> This distinction between holy and
secular taxes shapes Spiro’s analysis of Nehemiah’s Temple Committee, who he assumes must have
been (or perceived to have been) ethically scrupulous enough to collect tithes.

In an article challenging Spiro’s idea of a separate havurah committee for the collection of
tithes, Joachim Schaper employs the same binary between holy and secular taxes. Only in Schapet’s
formulation, Nehemiah’s Temple committee collected both the holy and secular taxes, operating in a
“dual role of temple officials and Achaemenid tax collectors.”” Schaper argues, “The committee
served both the need for a just collection and distribution of tithes and the Achaemenid interest in
an efficient collection and administration of imperial taxes.”””® For Schaper, religious tithes and
imperial taxation can co-exist, even though they operate in different spheres.

In each of these approaches, the biblical tithes are framed as compulsory taxes, but the
problem with the language of taxation for these scholars is that the religious sense of the tithe has to

be distinguished from that of other taxes. Tithes are not just taxes because their biblical category

352 Spiro, "Who Was the Haber?,” 194.

353 Spiro, "Who Was the Haber?,” 202. We should be skeptical of reading the rabbinic havurabh into the Second Temple
petiod.

354 Joachim Schaper, “The Temple Treasury Committee in the Times of Nehemiah and Ezra,” Vetus Testamentum 47
(1997): 205.

35 Schaper, "The Temple Treasury Committee,” 206.
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makes them djfferent. This difference must be accounted for, leading some scholars to search for the
fundamental religious essence of taxes. This could manifest in seeing tithing as a form of faithful
religious practice, in emphasizing the inherent sacred qualities of tithes and tithe-collectors, or even
in accusations of religious tithes as oppressive burdens for scholarly supersessionist ends.

The problem, however, is that these approaches focus on notions of the religious to the
extent of forming an unnatural boundary between tithes and other socio-economic relations. For
example, Gary Anderson describes tithes as “sacred offerings” on account of the fact that “they
were brought to a temple.””® But tithes for Israel’s priests are similar to tithes collected for other
priests in antiquity. Temples served as centers of cultic tithe and imperial tax collections, which were
categorically different in the sense that the goods went to different recipients but not conceptually
different because they were fulfilling the mechanism of taxation, which lacked a rigid distinction
between the “religious” and “secular.”

Of course, one way to avoid the problems with taxation language is to not see the tithe as a
tax at all. Some scholars have read the priestly tithes as a voluntary gift. Because texts like 2
Chronicles 31 depict Judeans willingly bringing tithes to the Temple, Peter Bedford argues these
payments wete not taxes.” It is precisely because these payments had to be brought willingly, he
discerns from this text, that they required the use of moral persuasion. Priests, Bedford cynically
contends, laid claim to divine authority in order to “advance their social power and to obtain funds

for the Temple.””® Elisabeth Hollender relatedly suggests that priestly tithes became a religious

36 Gary A. Anderson, Charity: The Place of the Poor in the Biblical Tradition New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2013),
26.

%7 Bedford, “The Economic Role of the Jerusalem Temple,” 3-20.

38 Bedford, “The Economic Role of the Jerusalem Temple,” 10.
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obligation with the Temple’s second destruction.” Through analysis of Tanhuma’s homily on Asser
Te’asser, Hollender argues that the narrative and exegetical units reinforced tithing as a timeless
religious obligation, representing the “first steps toward transforming the tithe concept from a
Temple-based religious tax in Israel to an obligatory contribution without geographic bounds.”*
Menahem Herman in his dissertation “Tithe as Gift” argued that the priestly tithe could be
defined by Marcel Mauss’s theories of gift-exchange. Mauss argued that communal gift-giving served
as a safeguard of communal peace and this giving often occurs in a festival setting. Herman sees a
striking resemblance to the first fruits festival in Jerusalem, where individual giving coalesced with
communal memory in a celebratory meal. Herman argues that the ezbics of tithing resonate with
Mauss’s perception of reciprocal giving: “The tithe is a philanthropic duty for the Israelites; its
payment engenders divine blessing.”**' In Herman’s thinking, the priestly tithes mirrors the gift’s
reciprocal expectations by acting as a conduit between Israel and God, who exchanged divine
blessing for material tithing goods.’* Mauss’ theory emphasized the moral elements informing the
dynamics of exchange, whereby the act of giving binds the parties together in an agreement that can
bring about peace. Herman understands the gift relationship only in terms of a contract between
God and Israel—in his formulation, they are the two parties of the gift-exchange relationship as

defined by the Torah. In this sense, Herman sees tithing as a re/igious gift-exchange relationship that

3% Elisabeth Hollender compares the Tanhuma parsha with its medieval liturgical in “Parashat'Asser Te'Asset'In Piyyut
And Piyyut Commentary,” in Jewish and Christian Liturgy and Worship, (Leiden: Brill, 2007), 91-108.

360 Hollender, “"Parashat'Asser Te'Asser'In Piyyut,” 98.

361 Menaham Herman, Tithe as Gift: The Institution in the Pentatench and in Light of Mauss’s Prestation Theory (Edwin Mellen
Press, 1992), 67. “God accepts a risk by initiating a reciprocal relationship with Israel symbolized by the tithe. He
presents His people with the means of repaying, with tangible gifts, His intangible gifts of protection and blessing.

Through this exchange, a relationship is articulated and peace brought about” (73).

362 Herman, Tithe as Gift, 5. “The giving of the tithe was part of a reciprocity through which material goods were
exchanged for divine blessing and protection. Thus, the tithe can be treated as part of a gift-exchange system.”
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“peacefully orders and joins two unequal parties.””” He takes literally the Torah’s idyllic language of
tithes facilitating a covenantal connection between God and Israel.

These approaches share the assumption that the priestly tithe is categorically religious,
whether it be a tax, voluntary gift, or part of a reciprocal exchange. However, the language of tithing
piety does not mean that tithes are “religious” in essence, only in kind. While tithes were separated
linguistically as a particular kind of transaction, they functioned within the same systems of taxation
in the ancient world. As Marty Stevens insists, “Whereas we normally associate ‘taxes’ with an
obligatory payment to the government and ‘tithes’ with the temple, the situation was not so
segregated in the ANE.””* Scholars have not fully distinguished the “sacred” difference of tithes, in
part because the sacred was rarely distinct from economic, political, and social networks.

I argue that employing a rigid distinction between the religious and secular obscures the ways
sacral funds were deeply enmeshed in the affairs of state. Loren Samons, writing of the Athena cult
in 5™ century BCE, makes a similar argument. For those who wish to argue that sacred rather than
imperial funds built the Parthenon, he contends: “But the funds in the goddess’ purse were used in a
variety of ways and derived from a variety of sources, some of which we would call secular and
some sacred, some ‘imperial’ and some domestic.”**> Samons goes so far as to suggest that we
abandon the categories of the sacred and secular in our discussion of ancient finance. I, however,
do not suggest we abandon the category of the religious altogether; rather, I want to examine the
notions of religion that inform categories of religious giving. As Jennifer Quigley has shown in

relation to Paul’s financial language in his letter to the Philippians, people in antiquity—whether

363 Herman, Tithe as Gift, 72.
364 Stevens, Temples, Tithes, and Taxes, 98.

365 Loren J. Samons, Empire of the owl: Athenian imperial finance Vol. 142. (Franz Steiner Verlag, 2000), 328.
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Christian, Jewish, or a “simple” Roman—expected to encounter gods in economic transactions. She
insists, “Imperial and divine eyes watched over transactions which occurred within commercial
spaces.”*

From ancient Athens to the Apostle Paul, we should similarly think of the Torah’s tithing
stipulations as operating on overlapping planes: first, on the day-to-day level of the agricultural
calendar, which structured time around the harvest; and second, on the heightened economic sphere
where gods and people regularly engaged in relationships of exchange. This latter sphere has often
been relegated to the scope of religion, though the modern category of religion fails to account for
the ways such an ideological relationship structured society as a whole.*’

The tithe can act like a tax but resides in realms distinct from governing taxation structures.
The tithe can be given willingly, and at the same time, the tithe is compelled through covenantal
obligation, Temple enforcement, or presumably, pressure from peers. The tithe is religious in respect
to its cultic function and yet the tithe is not just a religious gift because of all the ways its function is
embedded in broader political and social relations. The priestly tithe was like an obligatory tax, but it
was an obligation that at certain points in history could be ignored (though not always). In this way,
attempting to fit the priestly tithe into preexisting gift categories does not work.

Notably, tithes for the poor are rarely acknowledged in these treatments of tithing

regulations, which collapse the Torah’s tithing laws into agricultural taxes for priests while tithes for

the poor are designated as “charity.” Agricultural gifts for the poor are assumed to be part of a

366 Jennifer Quigley, “Divine Accounting: Theo-Economics in the Letter to the Philippians,” (dissertation, Harvard
University 2018), 38.

367 The problems with applying the category of religion to antiquity has been well documented. See Paul Veyne, Did the
Greeks Believe in Their Myths?: An Essay on the Constitutive Imagination (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1988); Brent
Nongbri, Before Religion New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2013); Carlin A. Barton and Daniel Boyarin, Izagine No
Religion: How Modern Abstractions Hide Ancient Realities, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016).
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broader social justice tradition in the Torah.>®

This designation of gifts for the poor as charity makes
a lot of sense because we can see such categories of gifts operating in modern society. However, if
we frame the tithe portion for the poor, which shares a conceptual logic with the agricultural
leavings for the poor, in the same terms as the tithes for the priests—as a tax—then the category of
charity is tested. Charity is typically defined as the “voluntary giving of help to those in need,” but to
invoke associations of taxation is to problematize the nature of voluntary giving,

Part of the categorical problem comes from the difference of agency in the biblical laws. The
householder does not give the agricultural leavings to the poor; rather, the householder refrains from
gleaning the entirety of the land’s produce. Yet in the same breath the householder’s tithe portion
should be given to the priests and the poor of their town, which does suggest agency in giving. One
can imagine that in this scenario the householder could choose which of the priests and the poor to
share the portion with. But while they are both joined under the canopy of agricultural gifts owed to
the poor according to the Torah, they are not so easily categorized as charitable voluntary giving. By
framing gifts for the poor as a kind of tax, such as with the priestly tithes, the obligatory nature of
these portions is better represented. The association with gifts for the poor should also affect how
we interpret tithes for priests. While they functioned in the structures of taxation, the very impetus
for their creation stemmed from the rhetorical idea that priests were subject to need. Regardless of
the fact that the priestly class became wealthy social leaders does not negate the biblical framing of
their needy claim upon tithes.

It is not easy to categorize the Torah’s gifts for priests and the poor, and when they are

ascribed to specific categories they lose a sense of both the Torah’s ideals and of how they might

368 See for example, Jill Jacobs, There Shall Be No Needy: Pursuing Social Justice Through Jewish Law and Tradition (Jewish Lights
Publishing, 2010).
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have been experienced in practice. Tithes were a specific kind of ancient gift that could encompass
different modern categories of transactions (taxes, reciprocal gifts, charity) simultaneously. What this
tells us is that the category of the tithe will necessarily manifest different in each instance of its
appearance, requiring that examples of tithing should be parsed for the interplay of logics present in
the moment of the transaction. It is precisely the fact that tithing was politically embedded in
particular social contexts that its use, function, and ideology could be inflected differently by the

parties involved.

3.2 Interpreting the Torah’s Tithes

As I have demonstrated, the tithing sources are frustratingly vague when it comes to the
substance and manner of the agricultural tithes. Authors in the Second Temple period pieced
together the different sources into systems of their own making. In this section I will first focus on
the harmonization of the tithing laws in the Second Temple period and then on the evidence for
their practice. Finally, I will examine the conceptual framework the rabbis inherited that would

inform their framing of rabbinic fundraising efforts.

3.2.1 Second Temple Harmonization

The earliest account of a harmonization of the tithing laws appears in the book of Tobit,
dated between the mid-third century and eatly-second century B.C.E. The opening chapter presents
Tobit as a virtuous protagonist by listing his good deeds: giving alms, or 'Exenpooivy, (1:3) and

36

attending the first fruits festival in Jerusalem (1:6).>” Tobit recounts that “Taking along the first

fruits of crops and the firstlings of flocks, the tithes of the cattle, and the first shearings of the sheep,

3¢9 Fitzmyer obsetves that Eenpootvy occurs mote frequently in Tobit than in any other book in the LXX. Tobit
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I used to run off to Jerusalem,” giving these goods to the Aaronic priests. He brought grain and
vineyard produce for the sons of Levi and in addition to his own ritual consumption of tithes, Tobit
gave “to the orphans and widows and the foreigners who had attached themselves to Israel” (8).”"

Tobit’s tithe represents a harmonization of the biblical laws into three distinct tithes: a first
tithe, divided between the priests (Lev 27:27-27, 30-32) and the Levites (Num 18: 21-24), a second
tithe consumed in Jerusalem (Deut 14:22-23), and a third tithe for the poor (Deut 14:28-29). Tobit’s
virtue is narratively extolled by his diligent commitment to both the Law of Moses and his
grandmother in a time when the rest of his ancestral house worshipped idols. Notably, first fruits are
closely linked with the other tithes, as in Deut 26:2 and 10-12, suggesting they were seen as part of
the same canopy of tithe giving.””!

This example from Tobit is illuminating because we have limited evidence for actual tithing
practices in the Second Temple period. No traces of grain piled on the threshing floor or vats of
fragrant wine remain to attest to how widespread tithing practices actually were. While Tobit’s
literary exemplar is far from reflective of broader ancient Jewish practice, it does tell us something
about the cultural perception of tithing. An author depicted the central character as a pious Jew

whose piety involved tithing and almsgiving—placing the two forms of giving in parallel with each

370 The book of Tobit is represented in three Greek recensions. The Siniaticus traditions depicts a fourteen-tithe system,
that is a tithe to the Levites and a tithe for the first fruits every year, and an additional tithe for the poor in years 3 and 6.
In the Alexandrinus and Vaticanus texts, Tobit followed an eighteen-tithe system—in each of the six years of the
sabbatical cycle, Tobit gave three sets of tithes. See Sanders, Judaism, 146-49. The different tithing systems in the textual
traditions explains why Sanders describes Tobit as a fourteen-tithe system, that is three tithes every year but the seventh,
while Fabian Udoh suggests Tobit follows an eighteen-tithe system, giving a tithe to the Levites, expenditure in
Jerusalem, and the poor in each of the six years of the sabbatical cycle. (Judaism, 149). Udoh, To Caesar What is Caesar's,
247.

37 Joseph A. Fitzmeyer, Tobit (Walter de Gruyter, 2003), 108. Fitzmeyer conjectures that the details about tithing may be
part of older priestly material “in vogue in Tobit’s day.”
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other. Tobit’s adherence to Torah giving ideals is a central theme throughout the text.” To at least
this ancient author, a pious Jew distributed his agricultural produce according to the tithing
regulations.

The book of Jubilees, by comparison, describes two separate tithes given every year of the
harvest-gleaning years (years 1-6): a tithe consumed by the farmer and a tithe apportioned to the
Levites and priests. Jubilees does not include a tithe specifically for the poor.”” There is some
discrepancy regarding who exactly receives the priestly tithe. Jubilees 13:25-27 echoes Leviticus and
states that a tenth of the first fruits should go to the priests, with no mention of the Levites. Jubilees
32:1-15, however, designates tithes to Levi himself while more generally insisting that “all the tithes
of the oxen and sheep shall be holy unto the Lord, and shall belong to his priests” (v. 15). Further,
one might think that only oxen and sheep constituted the priestly tithe based on the Leviticus text,
but Jub. 13:25 includes “grain and wine and oil.” Even in the obvious attempts to weave the Torah
traditions into a single thread, the author of Jubilees replicates some of the Torah’s ambiguity.

Our most extensive literary evidence for tithing comes from the first-century CE author,
Josephus. Josephus echoes three distinct tithes in his Antiguities of the Jews, though limits the tithe for
the poor to the third years (years 3 and 6):™
Besides those two tithes, which I have already said you are to pay every year, the one for the
Levites, the other for the festivals, you are to bring every third year a third tithe to be

distributed to those that want; to women also that are widows, and to children that are
orphans. (A] 4.68, 205, 240)

372 When Tobit becomes blind, he repeats the rewards of his charitable giving when his wife received an extra goat for
her work (Tob 2:11-14). On his deathbed, Tobit instructs his son to find the ten talents of silver he entrusted to Gabael,
which will finance the family since they are now poor (Tob 4:20-21). See Anderson, Charity.

373 Jubilees designates a yeatly tithe to the Levites/ptiests and a yeatly tithe to be consumed in Jerusalem, representing a
twelve-tithe system. Sanders suggests that the tithe for the poor is assumed in Jubilees, and thus would represent either a

fourteen or eighteen-tithe system, but Udoh dismisses the possibility because the second tithe is eaten “from year to
yeat.” (Judaism, 149). Udoh, To Caesar What is Caesar's, 247.

374 This represents a fourteen-tithe system similar to the Sinaiticus tradition of Tobit. A] 4.68, 205, 240.
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He also assumes, rather outlandishly to modern skeptics, that people did in fact tithe. He suggests
that priests traveled from village to village gathering the priestly tithe: “My fellow [priestly]
ambassadors, acquiring great wealth from the tithes—which priests receive as dues owed to them—
decided to return home.””” In his 7%, Josephus renounced his priestly right to receive tithes both
as a testament to his own virtue and in contrast to his colleagues Joazar and Judas, who allegedly
amassed enormous sums of money from tithes in Galilee.”

The opacity of an exact tithing system likely led to a variety of tithing practices subject to
different kinds of social pressure and expectations accompanying Jewish piety.””" In the synoptic
gospels, the symbolic capital of tithing was employed both to applaud the Pharisaic piety in contrast
to a tax collector (Luke 18:9-14) and yet criticize the stringency of Pharisaic herb tithes (Matt 23:23—
24; Luke 11:42). Fabian Udoh in his summary of the types of strategies for tithing harmonization
concludes, “In actual practice individuals would have chosen the [tithing] system that corresponded
to their piety, group affiliation, and economic capabilities.”” Yet while none of the sources can
seem to agree, the persistence of tithing and almsgiving as markers of Judean piety suggests that it
was culturally understood that pious people did designate portions of their harvest as tithes.”” By the
time of the Temple’s destruction in 70 CE, priestly tithes constituted one symbol of Judaea’s Temple

economy even if there are only scattered glimpses of what tithing might have looked like in daily

37 Josephus, 177ta, 63.
376 Josephus, 177a, 29, 63, 80.

377 Udoh reminds us, “The disagreement in the sources about the ‘types’ of tithes should make us wary of suggestions
that any particular legislation ‘reflects’ the totality of actual practice.” To Caesar What is Caesar's, 249.

378 Udoh, To Caesar What is Caesat's, 248.

379 Most scholars assume some level of practice occurred. See Salo Wittmayer Baron, A Social and Religions History of the
Jews: Ancient Times, vol. 5. (Columbia University Press, 1952), 118.
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life.’°

3.2.2 Tithes in Practice

All ideals aside, the ethos of tithing often failed to replicate itself in actual harvesting
practices. The fact that the Chronicler emphasized a cycle of waning tithes with the reign of each
idolatrous Israelite king demonstrates just how quick householders were to abandon cultic
obligations. The Book of Malachi, as another example, charges the Israelites with fraud, insisting
that the people were under a curse for their failure to contribute tithes. “Bring the full tithe into the
storehouse, and let there be food in My House,” God cries in the text (3:10). In return for the
renewal of tithing obligations, God promises that the agricultural harvests would bloom with
prosperity, the locusts would be banished (3:11) and the skies would pour with rain (3:10). The
promised reciprocity for fulfillment of the tithing debt served as a compelling incentive logic to gird
its institutional existence.

Many scholars are skeptical that certain facets of the agricultural calendar, such as the Jubilee
or Sabbatical Year, were ever practiced. Sean Freyne suggests they were only utopian ideals, saying,
“such leveling mechanisms as the Jubilee and Sabbatical Year institutions were increasingly
employed as images for the eschatological future in the literature of the period, rather than as

currently functioning institutions.”' Ze’ev Safrai similatly contends that these practices would have

380 See Alex Ramos “Cultivating Piety: Mosaic Laws and their role in the Agrarian Economy” for analysis of what effects
Galilean piety would have had upon the Temple economy. “Jews who strove to be and appear pious would have needed
to account for these dues in the economic calculus of how to manage their household resoutrces, tailoring strategies to
simultaneously fulfill the obligations to tithe and reserve dues to the poor while also achieving the ‘subsistence’ needs of
the household” (11).

381 Sean Freyne, “Herodian Economics in Galilee,” Modelling Early Christianity: Social-scientific Studies of the New
Testament in its Context (1995): 42.
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had limited impact in practice.’®

However, Alex Ramos has recently argued that there is evidence that many Judean farmers
did in fact observe some facets of the Torah’s agricultural laws. He insists Mishnah Shev1’it’s detailed
scenarios of Sabbatical Year observance must derive outside the bounds of rote exegesis of Torah.
Further, Josephus assumes the Sabbatical Year’s existence, writing “the Sabbatical Year ... was still
going on and forced the land to lie uncultivated” (Ant. 15.7).* Josephus states that Julius Caesar
exempted the Jews from tribute payments in the Sabbatical Year, which “compelled them to leave
the land uncultivated” (Ant. 14.202). In both of these accounts, Josephus takes for granted the
general existence of the Sabbatical calendar, even if he does not specify the exact methods of
observance.

We might reasonably assume that in a tithing society there were always some who would
grumble at losing a portion of the harvest to cultic regulations or who would not care about
stringent observance, but this does not mean we should be overly skeptical of tithing’s historicity.
For one, social pressure to observe ancestral laws provided a meaningful incentive.”® The tithing
obligations were directly linked to the statues of the Torah, which would have conditioned the social
relationships of those claiming to adhere to ancestral law. Horsley calls this social structuring a

“moral economy,” whereby local customs and traditions guide the social-economic interaction of

382 Zeev Safrai, “Agriculture and Farming,” in The Oxford Handbook of Jewish Daily Live in Roman Palestine (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2010), 260.

383 Alexander Ramos, “Torah, Temple, and Transaction: Jewish Religious Institutions and Economic Behavior in Early
Roman Galilee,” (dissertation, University of Pennsylvania, 2017), 142-143.

34 Ramos, “Torah, Temple, and Transaction,” 15. As Ramos argues regarding the tithes for the poor, “Insofar as the
community saw the preservation of the poor and their basic sustenance as an obligation of religious statute, concern for
personal reputation in the community was an impetus to comply with the law.”
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people.”® While scholars are rightly skeptical of how widespread tithing practices might have actually
been, it seems likely that some people did in fact tithe to some capacity. As Ramos argues, “If we
take seriously the notion that most Jews thought of God as a real and powerful agent in the world
with whom they had interactions and a relationship, we must also acknowledge that the covenantal
constraints and obligations that define this relationship would have factored into their decisions
about how best to allocate their resources.”* Tithing was explicitly embedded in the Torah’s
narratives of identity and would have been a primary way for one to express piety.

A number of sources take for granted the centralized collection of tithes in Jerusalem,
overseen by the administration of the High Priest.”® In 1 Maccabees 3:49-51, the author assumes
that people regularly brought first fruits and tithes to the Temple, which was disrupted when
Antiochus Epiphanes robbed the Temple:

They also brought the vestments of the priesthood and the first fruits and the tithes, and

they stirred up the Nazirites who had completed their days; and they cried aloud to Heaven,

saying, “What shall we do with these? Where shall we take them? Your sanctuary is trampled
down and profaned, and your priests mourn in humiliation.
In this case, the author is narratively emphasizing the desecration of the Temple in order to set up

3% The text assumes that this desecration

its triumphant rededication at the Maccabees” hand.
disrupted the collection of tithing goods to the distress of the people. At Qumran, the Temple Scroll

recounts that anyone who dwelt a distance of three-day’s journey from the Temple would bring their

385 Horsley relies on James C. Scott, The Moral Economy of the Peasant: Rebellion and Subsistence in Sontheast Asia (New Haven,
CT: Yale University Press, 1977). Horsley, Seribes, Visionaries, 24-25.

386 Ramos, “Torah, Temple, and Transaction,” 132.
37 In rabbinic literature, see T Baba Metziah 6:14; Y Demai 2:1, 22¢; Baba Bathra 5:11, 15a. Spiro assumes this
centralized collection lasted until the Temple’s destruction. Spiro, “Who was the Haber?,” 194. See also Oppenheimer,

Am ha-Aretz, 30-38.

38 Honigman, Tales of High Priests and Taxes, 218.
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produce, while if they lived further they would convert their tithes to money for the journey.” The
Mishnah also depicts offerings and tithes being sent through a messenger to the Temple after their
collection in local cities.”
One tradition in the Yerushalmi asserts that tithes were initially divided into three categories
at Jerusalem:
R. Hezekiah, R. Eleazar b. Rabbi Yose, R. Tanhum b. Hiyya in the name of R. Yehoshua
ben Levi: at first the tithe was divided into three parts: a third for one’s acquaintances among
the priesthood and Levites, a third to the treasury, and a third to the poor and the haverim

who were in Jerusalem. (Y. Ma’aser Sheni 5:10, 56d).
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This passage occurs in a longer section depicting the era of tithe collection and management under
Yohanan the High Priest. Yohanan is typically identified with John Hyrcanus, who ruled the
Hasmonean kingdom from 134-104 BCE.”" He is said to have censured those who were neglecting
the tithes as sinners.””” He also is said to have sent out inspection teams (3#g0f), whose scrupulous
examinations ensured that “nobody had to ask about dezai,” or produce suspected of not being
tithed. How these teams enforced tithing is initially undefined, but the text soon states that Eleazar
ben Pahora and Yehudah ben Pakora took tithes by force.” Tosefta Menahot 13:21 similarly

associates brutal force was a common habit of tithe collection: “Woe to us from the house of

39 And those who dwell at a distance of three-days’ journey from the temple shall bring whatever they can bring. And if
they cannot carry it, let them sell it for money and bring the money and buy with it grain, wine and oil and cattle and
sheep (XLIII). Yigal Yadin notes that the Feast of First Fruits is conjoined with the second tithe (ma’aser sheni) here, as
well as in identical similarity in Jubilees 33:10. The Temple Scroll (3 vols; Israel Exploration Society, 1977-83), 1:114-16.

30 Judith 11:13; M. Shekalim 2:1.

31 Eyal Regev notes that the coins of Hyrcanus are inscribed with the words “Yohanan the High Priest and the
community of the Jews.” The Hasmoneans: 1deology, Archaeology, and Identity, vol. 10 (Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2013).

392Y. Ma’aser Sheni 5:9, 56d.

393Y. Ma’aser Sheni 5:10 56d; Y. Sotah 9:11, 24a.
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Ishmael b. Piabi, for they are high priests and their sons are treasurers and their sons-in-law are
overseers, and their servants come and beat us with sticks.””** The violence of tithe collection is
further assumed by Josephus. He describes the villainous practices of high priests who burst into the
threshing floors in order to claim their tithe portion, leaving other priests to starve.”

We also know that among the privileges that Julius Caesar granted to Hyrcanus II in the first
century BCE, according to Josephus, was that the people would pay tithes to Hyrcanus and his sons
as they had to their ancestors.””® Though this arrangement did not appropriate tithes directly to the
Temple, Caesar empowered the priests, who were primarily concentrated in Jerusalem, to collect
their dues. Hayim Lapin contends that these priests derived indirect benefit as a “consequence of a
Temple driven economy.”””

From these sources, we can learn very little about just how many Jews bought into the
different systems of tithing, but we can get a sense of the value ascribed to the tithe as a symbol of
ancient Judean piety. We should be careful of assuming normative pious practice when our
evidence for such practices remains limited, yet as Alex Ramos argues, if we assume some families

wanted to adhere to the obligations of the Mosaic covenant, then they would have managed their

household in such a way as to fulfill the Mosaic agricultural demands—in some capacity.” It is

394 See Isaak Halevy, Dorot Ha-rishonim (Yerushalayim, 1967), 445. Halevy suggests Yohanan oversaw this practice under
Sadducean influence.

35 _AJ 20.181; 20.205-7. VanderKam also makes this connection in From Joshua to Caiaphas, 463.

396 AJ 14.203. Shmuel Safrai connects Josephus with m. Ma‘aser Sheni 5:15 and m. Sotah 9:10, which depict a central
collection of the tithe. “Religion in Everyday Life,” in The Jewish People in the First Century: Historical Geography, Political

History, Social, Cultural and Religions Life and Institutions vol. 2, eds. Shmuel Safrai and M. Stern (Assen and Philadelphia:
Uitgeverij Van Gorcum and Fortress Press, 1974), 2 and 822.

%7 Hayim Lapin, “Feeding the Jerusalem Temple: Cult, Hinterland, and Economy in a First Century CE City” (2015), 29.

398 Ramos, “Torah, Temple, and Transaction,” 11. “Jews who strove to be and appear pious would have needed to
account for these dues in the economic calculus of how to manage their household resources, tailoring strategies to
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evident that tithing retained symbolic value across the literature from this period. Evidence of tithing
commitment was a prominent marker of those who wished to claim a certain level of Jewish piety.

Not every Jew may have structured life around the Mosaic covenant, but the ones who did often

tithed.

3.3 The Conceptual Framework the Rabbis Inherit

The rabbis inherited a conceptual tithing ethos that cultivated ancestral Judean piety around
the organization of agricultural goods. Part of the logic of this tithing system rested on the status
shared between the landless members of society, specifically the widows and orphans, the
immigrants, and Levites and priests. Their entitlement to communal support came from the divinely
sanctioned portion of the Israelite harvest bestowed in the Mosaic covenant. I want to suggest that
this conceptual framework directly influenced the rabbinic framing of both charity and priestly tithes
in rabbinic texts, and their shared ethos informed the rabbinic framing of donations to their own
office.

Gregg Gardner has recently argued that charity as conceptualized in early rabbinic texts is
distinct from the poor tithe and laws of agricultural poverty relief. He draws this distinction from
the Hebrew word #zedek, typically translated as justice, which came to acquire the meaning of

¥ One attestation of this

charity/almsgiving exclusively sometime in the Second Temple petiod.
shift appears in the book of Tobit (4:10), which interprets Prov 10:2, typically read as “justice

delivers from death,” as “charity delivers from death.” The other primary example is Ben Sira, who

simultaneously fulfill the obligations to tithe and reserve dues to the poor while also achieving the ‘subsistence’ needs of
the household.”

399 Daniel 4:27 provides probably the eatliest attestation of this shift when almsgiving redeems sins.
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extends the idea of almsgiving as a rescue from destruction in 29:11-12, and 31:1-11. Gardner seeks
to illuminate the rabbinic definition of charity as represented with the term fzedakah and argues that
early rabbinic institutions of charitable giving fall under this category.

Gregg Gardner insists that the difference with rabbinic charity, or #zedakah, stems from the
fact that the householder does not give agricultural leavings to the poor but rather leaves them as
ownerless property. The poor are entitled to claim these portions for themselves. Thus, the
householder is not giving the poor person anything—God has given the portion to the poor.
Charity conversely, involves the act of giving. Gardner argues, “Charity is an obligation for a non-
poor individual to give—not a right for the poor to receive.”*" Gardner also argues the laws of the
poor tithe are separate from charity, arguing that the rabbis expressly distinguish the two in the
Tosefta when they rule that one may not use the designated poor tithe for #zedakah.””" Gardner
argues that harvest-allocations for the poor and poor tithe have been misunderstood as charity.
Gardner makes a compelling case for the distinctiveness of rabbinic representations of #zedakab,
which emphasizing collective and indirect institutions of charitable aid institutionalized in the late
antique Jewish community.*”

I propose, however, that in order to conceptualize the relationship between rabbinic
donations and the biblical tithing logic, we should look at the agricultural leavings for the poor under
the same conceptual canopy as tithes for the poor. While charity as a system of tzedakah may be

distinct, I am hesitant to sever the categorical relationship between charitable institutions of aid and

the Torah’s tithing laws because I think that they shared a theoretical space in the rabbinic framing

400 Gregg Gardner, The Origins of Organiged Charity in Rabbinic Judaism (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2015), 31.
41T, Peah 4:16

402 Gardner, The Origins of Rabbinic Charity, 34.
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of donations. Tithes and the laws of agricultural poverty relief share the same conceptual thread,
which asserts that God has set aside these portions from his own claim of the produce of the land.
This serves as the basis of Israelite solidarity—some may possess a lot while others little but at the
end of the day God ensures all have access to the land’s bounty.

Gardner does argue that fzedakab is used by later rabbis to include contributions in a variety
of forms, including donations to rabbis, and I think that we can observe the shared conceptual
thread between types of support in even earlier sources. In chapter 4 of tractate Pe’ah in the Tosefta,
tithes for priests and poor, as well as Jewish communal institutions of charitable aid and #zedakah, are
discussed concomitantly:

4:2 During the proper year for dispensing poor man’s tithe, they may give to the poor no
less than one-half qab of wheat or a gqab of batrley.
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4:3 As regards priests and Levites who stand by the threshing floor waiting to be given the
gifts due them, zerumah and first tithe, and other priests came and stood there for a short
time only—the priests who came by later may not take the priestly gifts out of the hands of
the priests who were there first.
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4:8 They give to a poor person traveling from place to place no less than a loaf of bread
worth a dupondius, made from wheat that costs at least one sela for four seahs. If such a

poor person stayed overnight, they must give him enough food for a night’s lodging, namely
oil and beans.
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4:9 The soup-kitchen provides enough food for a full day, but the communal fund gives
sufficient food to last from one week to the next. The soup-kitchen provides food for

anybody, but the communal fund gives support only to the poor of that locale.
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It is no accident that the laws of the priestly and poor tithes appear in a tractate devoted to
agricultural poor relief. In the same regard, the description of Jewish communal poor relief in the
non-biblical institutions of the famchui and kuppah also appear in the same tractate. I argue that the
authors of the Tosefta conceptually linked these practices by virtue of discussing them contextually
together. What we see in fzedakah, gemilut hasadim, tamchui, and the kuppah are institutions in Jewish
communities that the rabbis conceptually link to the Torah’s demands of support for the priests and
the poor. Gardner is right that the later rabbinic amoraim use the “rhetoric, terminology, and
conceptual architecture of #zedagab to raise money for themselves.”” I think the explanation for this
trend is that the conceptual framework of donations draws from the biblical tradition, which links
the priest and the poor as beneficiaries of God’s allocated harvest portions. This shared framework
was exegetically employed precisely when later rabbinic amoraim began articulating a self-conscious
group and engaged in fundraising.

In conclusion, the agricultural tithing laws represent a strong ideological component of the
ancestral law of Moses. Their harmonization in the surviving literature of the Second Temple period
attests to their place in the minds of interpreters as a foundational part of Judean piety. Attempts to
categorize these laws go awry when scholars zero in on aspects of their forms, whether through
emphasizing the priestly tithes’ tax-like function and the charitable sense of supporting the poort, or
by contrasting their biblical logic with later systems of giving. What should be understood is that the
technical categories of tithes share the same conceptual logic, which facilitates the fluctuating

meaning of these gifts in specific transactional contexts.

403 Gardner, The Origins of Rabbinic Charity, 31.
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Chapter Four

Tithing for Rabbinic Expertise

He ordered the people, the inhabitants of Jerusalem, to deliver the portions of the priests and the
Levites, so that they might devote themselves to the Torah of the Lord
(2 Chronicles 31:4).
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After years of shuttered Temple doors and rampant idolatry at the hand of King Ahaz, the
ascension of his more righteous son Hezekiah promised a restoration of the cultic life of Judah. The
Chronicler states that Hezekiah’s first act as king was to summon the priests and the Levites and
order them to sweep clean the filth from the Temple grounds. In an impassioned speech, Hezekiah
laments that the lamps and incense have lain dormant and implores the priests and Levites to be
diligent in their restoration. Rising early following the final day of sanctuary cleansing, Hezekiah
leads the officials of the city and their sacrificial flocks to the Temple grounds and orders the priests
to slaughter the animals upon the newly-scrubbed altar of the Lord. **

Part of Hezekiah’s resurrection of the Temple complex involved commanding the people to
hand over the priestly tithe portion.*” The biblical text recounts the abundance of tithes piled into

heaps in the house of the Lord—grain, wine, oil, honey, and all the produce of the field. Outside of

404 2 Chr. 29. The association of a newly crowned king with the restoration of the Temple is a theme throughout the
Chronicler’s account of Israelite history and speaks to a connection between the Temple’s administration and greater
social stability. For a survey of the interpretations of the Chronicler’s priestly theme, see Gary N. Knoppers,
“Hierodules, Priests, or Janitors? The Levites in Chronicles and the History of the Israelite Priesthood,” Journal of Biblical
Literature 118, no. 1 (1999): 49-72.

405 This account might reflect the circumstances of the Chronicler’s own time when the people had neglected their tithe
payments as described in Malachi 3:8-10. For analysis of Hezekiah’s cultic restoration and tithes, see Timothy Scott
Clark, “Firstfruits and Tithe Offerings in the Construction and Narratives of the Hebrew Bible,” PhD diss., (Emory
University, 2014), 197-200. In particular, “While both 1&’$it and ma‘dser offerings are represented, the text is less
interested in what distinguishes the two offerings than it is in the fact that they are both represented” (199).
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Jerusalem, the cities of Judah sent tithes of “cattle, sheep, and sacred things.” *** Not only did these
tithes support the priests and Levites of the Temple in Jerusalem, but the Chronicler insists
“Hezekiah did this throughout all Judah” (2 Chr 31:20). Town administrators allocated tithe portions
to the descendants of Aaron and the Levites who resided in “the fields of common land belonging
to their towns” (v. 19).*”7 As a result of the restoration of the tithe, the Chronicler insists that the
people’s agricultural yields increased, for upon inspection of the heaps of tithes the chief priest
Azariah remarked: “the Lord has blessed his people, so that we have this great supply left over” (v.
10).

The Chronicler depicts tithing to priests and Levites as indispensable on two counts. ** First,
as we might expect, priests and Levites needed tithes because they were the administrators of the
Temple and the sacrificial system. The terms of the Mosaic covenant dictated that priests and
Levites did not inherit land of their own; rather, their maintenance came from the designated tithe
portion stored in both the Temple complex and local towns.*” These tithes were intended to

support the entire Temple administration, from the Aaronic ministers to the Levitical magistrates,

406 See Joseph M. Baumgarten, “On the Non-Literal Use of ma'dsér/dekaté,” Journal of Biblical Literature (1984): 245-251
for analysis of the different categories of tithe referenced here.

407 Numbers 35:1-8 proscribes that each Israelite tribe should give towns for the Levites to live in, as well as the
surrounding pasture lands for their flocks. There were to be 48 cities in total with the greater number of cities taken
from the larger tribes.

408 On the presence of late iron age pottery suggesting designated vessels for the ferumal tithe gifts, as depicted in 2 Chr
31:10, 12, see Aren M. Maeir, ““And brought in the offerings and the tithes and the dedicated things faithfully’ (2 Chron.
31: 12): On the Meaning and Function of the Late Iron Age Judahite ‘Incised Handle Cooking Pots,”” Journal of the
American Oriental Society 130, no. 1 (2010): 43-62. This marking of vessels is attested in M. Ma’aser Sheni 4:11:

“If a man found a vessel and on it was inscribed a Kof, this is Korban, if a Mem it is Maaser (Tithe); if a Daleth it is demai-
produce (produce not certainly tithed); if a Tez it is Tebe/ (produce certainly un- tithed); and if a Tax it is Terumah (Heave-
offering); for in the times of danger they used to write Tax for Terumah. R. Yose says: They may all be [the initials of]
men's names. R. Yose said: Even if a man found a jar full of produce with "Terumab written on it should be deemed
unconsecrated, since one mav assume that it was filled with Heave-offering a year ago and afterward emptied.”

409 See Lev 14:28-29. Whenever the people failed to bring their tithes, the priests and Levites would invariably leave their
Temple positions, such as in Neh 13:10.
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gatekeepers, and musicians, as well as other descendants of the Levitical tribe.*” The Chronicler
insists the collection of this tithe ensured the vitality of Judah. Each time the tithes were neglected,
the cultic institution—and Judah’s political dominance—waned. But in addition to the need of
supporting the Temple system, the Chronicler insisted that tithe collections should be allocated to
the priests and Levites so that they might “devote themselves to the torah of the Lord” (2 Chr.
31:4).*"" In the Chroniclet’s appeal, sustaining the institution of the priesthood not only kept the
Temple oil burning, and the strength of Judah as a result, but tithes preserved the law through the
support of the priestly office.

Given the book of Chronicle’s post-exilic authorship, probably well into the Persian period
if not later, it is no surprise an emphasis on the preservation of Torah appeats.** As John Collins
has argued, the Torah held iconic status as ancestral Mosaic law by the Persian period, invoked and

defended as central to Judean distinctiveness.*” Temple and Torah were primary cultural symbols of

410 This entwined relationship between the priesthood and Torah runs throughout the Chroniclet’s history of the
Israelite monarchy. The book depicts a stable and schematized cultic institution extending beyond the demands of
Temple and sacrifice. During King Jehoshaphat’s own reforms of Jerusalem, the chief priest Amariah oversaw the
central Jerusalem judicial court and established certain Levites as legal officers (2 Chr. 19:8-11). The Levites serving
under Josiah’s reforms undertook a variety of Temple-related trades as musicians, scribes, officials, and gatekeepers, as
well as serving as “teachers of Israel” 2 Chr 34:3.

A1 9 NN I W 0921 0°107 Nan NNk
Yebegkn or “make themselves strong in” is a play on words with Hezekiah’s name and the root hazak.

42 Sara Japhet, I and II Chronicles: A Commentary (Westminster John Knox Press, 1993), 23-27.

#13 On Torah as a primary marker of Jewish identity, see John . Collins, The Invention of Judaism: Torah and Jewish 1dentity
from Deuteronomy to Paul (University of California Press, 2017). Compare to Shaye Cohen, who dates the primacy of Torah
to the Maccabean period. “Religion, Ethnicity, and ‘Hellenism’ in the Emergence of Jewish Identity in Maccabean
Palestine” in Religion and Religions Practice in the Seleucid Kingdom, ed. by Per Bilde (Aarhus University Press, 1990), 204-23.

However, the Torah in this period should not be seen as a single authoritative collection. The discovery of the Dead Sea
Scrolls shattered any illusions of a seamless transmission of a canonized biblical text through antiquity. Among the
papyri were Aramaic translations of canonical books, (Job 4Q157 & Leviticus 4Q156) but also other works blending,
harmonizing, or reworking biblical stories and characters into wholly new forms. Geza Vermes famously called these
“other” texts “rewritten Bible,” recognizing their fundamentally different exegetical status among the biblical texts we
had previously possessed. See Geza Vermes, Scripture and tradition in Judaism: Haggadic studies (NVol. 4. Brill Archive, 1983);
Emanual Tov, “Biblical Texts as Reworked in Some Qumran Manuscripts with Special Attention to 4QRP and
4QparaGen-Exod,” in The Community of the Renewed Covenant: The Notre Dame Symposinm on the Dead Sea Scrolls (ed. E.
Ulrich and J.C. VanderKam; Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1994. On the Hebrew Bible’s transmission
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Jewish corporate identity throughout antiquity, in part, as Seth Schwartz argues, because of
successive waves of imperial support for their institutional forms.** The Persians, for example,
established the zorat Moshe as the ancestral law of Judea, a status that continued into the Roman
period, and the Temple high priest and elite priestly families served as political leaders.*” The
Chronicler tapped into this iconic status by conceptually linking vital support for the Temple with
the preservation of the Torah. To those Judeans interested in expressing ancestral piety, the
Chronicler made a persuasive case for contributing the divinely sanctioned tithe portions.

The Chronicler was not alone in such an appeal on behalf of tithes for Torah. Years later
rabbis in Syria Palaestina used the Chronicler’s logic to create an interpretive path to the priestly
tithes for themselves. The Chronicler’s emphasis on the priests as the bearers of Torah 7z addition to
their role in the sacrificial cult had an enduring afterlife—tithes for Torah could be lifted from the
context of priestly instruction and applied to rabbinic sages. This chapter examines the interpretive
moves made by the rabbis to claim priestly tithes for themselves. I will demonstrate how such a
tactic should not be seen as merely a rabbinic attempt to rob the priests of their due as a result of
cultic rivalry because the hermeneutical logic was already present in the textual tradition. Years after
the Temple’s second destruction in 70 CE, the Chronicler’s insistence of tithing for Torah provided
the interpretive key for rabbinic claims upon this funding source.

This chapter examines texts involving rabbis and tithes, exposing the overlapping logics of

giving present in these stories. While scholars have acknowledged the anecdotal evidence depicting

see Sidnie White Crawford, Rewriting Scripture in Second Temple Times, (Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing, 2008) and Eva
Mroczek, The Literary Imagination in Jewish Antiguity. Oxford University Press, 2016.

44 Seth Schwattz, Imperialism and Jewish Society, 200 B.C.E. to 640 C.E. Jews, Christians, and Muslims from the Ancient to the
Modern World (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2001), 14.

#15 For an overview of the history of Jews under imperial rule, see Peter Schifer, The History of the Jews in the Greco-
Roman World: The Jews of Palestine from Alexander the Great to the Arab Conquest (London: Routledge, 1995).
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rabbis receiving tithes, they have not analyzed the dynamics of such a donor relationship. Because
we have no tangible evidence to attest to the practice, the matter is treated as a passing aside—rabbis
might have received tithes, but most likely, some argue, the textual evidence is a product of rabbinic
aspirations for communal authority.*'® However, I propose to patse the dynamics of what such a
donor relationship might have looked like by taking seriously the Palestinians Talmud’s assumption
that some rabbis did in fact receive tithes. I contend that when we examine the logics of giving
encoded in these anecdotal accounts, we can observe how some rabbis might have interacted with
donors through relationships of tithing.

These rabbis, I will argue, extended the logic of tithing for Torah to their own cultural
context, which was wrought with competition. By exegetically laying claim to the priestly tithe on the
basis of Torah expertise rather than priestly lineage, the dynamics of the tithe was infused with
unique reciprocal expectations. While the priestly tithe functioned as a kind of obligatory tax—
enforced by conquering emperors and granted as a de sure right under Julius Caesar—the rabbis had
no inherent claim. Their guild was defined by expertise in Torah; there were no designated
communal funds for the rabbis in the Mosaic covenant. But once the Temple was destroyed, the
logic behind the priestly tithe was tested. The administrative function of sacrifices was gone, yet
ptiests and Levites could still claim the tithe as an inheritance right. At the same time the rabbinic
movement began to solicit donations from other Jews, immersing themselves in the late antique
systems of patronage. I will show how this relationship with tithe donors placed constraints upon
the rabbinic trade. A wealthy woman revoked her tithe, for example, when a stodgy rabbi refused
her request for Torah knowledge. In another case, a landowner petitioned his tithe-funded rabbi to

bend agricultural laws in his favor. With the dynamics of late antique aristocratic patronage in mind

gl

416 See for example Lee 1. Levine, The Rabbinic Class of Roman Palestine in 1ate Antiquity (Yad 1zhak Ben-Zvi, 1989), 71.

142



I analyze stories in which tithes were used to fund rabbis in order to reveal the kinds of constraints
these relationships placed on the enterprise of rabbinic Torah study.

By exposing the dynamics of patronage infused in the language of the priestly tithe, I
complicate the enduring view that ancient Jewish gifts were part of a unique religious system
separate from systems of Greco-Roman patronage. It has been assumed that tithes are tithes and
patronage is patronage and never the twain shall meet. Yet rather than view ancient Jewish giving as
a static typology of pious practices inherited from the biblical past, this chapter plunges the gift back
into its messy milieu and suggests that “religious” giving cannot be so neatly separated from its
social and cultural contexts. I purposefully situate the rabbis’ solicitation of tithes amongst the
broader late antique competition for funds so as to demonstrate the variety of fundraising tactics at

the disposal of elites in the Ancient Mediterranean.

4.1 The Priestly Tithe in Rabbinic Literature

As I demonstrated in chapter two, the Torah’s laws regarding agricultural tithes are far from
consistent. Authors intent on interpreting their form and function had to harmonize the disparate
sources into a system. The rabbis participated in this process by formalizing the Torah’s agricultural
laws into distinct categories. The priestly tithe’s recipient in particular was ambiguous, proving a
meaningful opacity open to interpretation. In the following section, I will explore the rabbinic

harmonization of the priestly tithe and their resulting debate over its proper recipient.

4.1.1 Rabbinic Harmonization of the Priestly Tithe

The early rabbis formalized the Bible’s tripartite tithing recipients into three categories of

tithes: the ma’aser rishon or the “first tithe” for Levites, ma aser sheni ot the “second tithe” consumed
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by the householder in Jerusalem, and the ma'aser ani ot the “poor tithe.” *'" The rabbis understood
ma’aser rishon as two related measures: first a 10% portion designated for the Levitical class, and a
second Levitical portion resetved for the priests, called ferumah."® These tithes were to be
apportioned yearly, while the second tithe and poor tithe occurred in designated years. The rabbis
understand this second tithe as the tithe described in Deut. 14:22-26, which they envisioned as a
special tithe of ten percent of the net yield of the crop following the removal of other tithes. This
second tithe was consumed in Jerusalem in addition to bikkurim, or first-fruits, every first, second,
fourth, and fifth years of the Sabbatical Cycle. This calendar assignment for second tithes differs
from the Temple Scroll, Josephus, and Jubilees, which joined the second tithe with first-fruits as a
single obligation required yeatly.*” In the rabbinic formulation, the first-fruits were separated from
the second tithe as an independent obligation. The poor tithe was collected in the third and sixth
years of the Sabbatical cycle. Further, the householder was not obligated to bring his tithes to
Jerusalem; rather, the tithes could be given to the Levites and priests in whatever towns they
reside.”” Rabbinic literature deals extensively with the minutia of these tithes, devoting entire
tractates to their manner and substance.”'

For an institution render largely inoperable following the destruction of the Jerusalem

417 Rabbinic literature assumes the existence of the priestly tithe, though we do not know the extent of tithing practices
in the rabbinic period. Levine, The Rabbinic Class, 71.

418 M. Berakhot 9.1; 9.7. See B. Yev 86b, Sot 47b, and Hul 131b for rabbinic explanations for the shift of the Levitical
tithes to the priests.

49 11QT 43:4-10, cf. 15-17; Jub. 32:10-11; Josephus, Ant. 4:242.

420 M. Ma’aser Sheni 5:6, 9, and 10.

421 For analysis of these tractates see Roger Brooks, Support for the Poor in the Mishnaic Law of Agricnlture: Tractate Peab, no.
43 (Scholars Press, 1983); Peter Jerome Haas, .4 History of the Mishnaic Law of Agriculture: Tractate Maaser Sheni, no. 18

(Scholars Press, 1980); John Robert Mandsager, “To Stake a Claim: The Making of Rabbinic Agricultural Spaces in the
Roman Contryside,” PhD diss. (Stanford University, 2014).
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Temple in 70 CE, it might be surprising just how much attention the rabbis devoted to tithes.
Throughout the Second Temple period, agricultural tithing had been centralized around the Temple
system and a good amount of these contributions went straight to the Temple-affiliated
administration. Yet the rabbis crafted the Mishnah following the Temple’s destruction, an event
which surely disrupted the economic habits of tithing and commerce that relied on the Temple-
complex. Tannaitic literature, however, asserts explicitly that the Temple’s destruction did not negate
the obligation to tithe.

Mishnah Shekalim 8:8 states that “Shekalins and First Fruits apply only if there is a Temple,
but tithes of grain, animals, and firstborn apply whether there is a Temple or there is no Temple.”**
The Tosefta expounds on this point using the logic of biblical precedent. In the case of shekalim, it
there is no Temple there is no need for a temple tax. In the case of first fruits, the Tosefta brings the
prooftext of Exod 23:19, which commands that first fruits should be brought to “the house of the
Lord your God,” which is only possible if the House is standing (T. Shekalim 3:24). The other tithes
derive from the Israelite tithes in Num. 18:12-19, which are given to God and then apportioned for
the Levites as their inheritance, and thus are independent from the Temple. Mishnah Bikkurim 2:3
describes the differences between ferumah, second tithe, and first fruits in the rabbinic post-Temple
perception. Both ferumah and second tithe apply to produce before and after the Temple, while first
fruits only applied to produce prior to the Temple’s destruction.”” Mishnah Ma’aser Sheni describes
the priestly tithe but assumes that a farmer gives the tithe directly to a priest or Levite in whatever

town they reside in and does not mention any kind of centralized distribution associated with the

422 man vama tw 1721 N°27 2192 12 PATI M0 A7 WYY AT WA DAR D727 °192 KR AN IR 20N 209pwn

423 See also M. Hullin 10:1. Cited by Emil Schiirer, History of the Jewish People in the Age of Jesus Christ: 175 B.C.-
A.D. 135, vol. 3 (T&T Clatk, 1987), 1:254 and 2:57; Catherine Hezser, The Social Structure of the Rabbinic Movement
in Roman Palestine, Texte Und Studien Zum Antiken Judentum 66 (Ttibingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1997), 481 n. 76.
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Temple.”* The priest’s ferumah portion was particularly challenged by the Temple’s absence, but the
rabbis ruled that one could give #erumah to any priest instead of traveling to Jerusalem.* Rabbi
Tarfon, who was also a priest, taught that a priest could still receive ferumah because eating of the
tithe portion was the same as service in the Temple.*

While only Jews in the land of Israel were obligated to tithe, the early rabbis extended
geographical boundaries to include nearby Syria, so as to thwart any landowners seeking to avoid the
tithing obligation.”” However, they do seem aware that the majority of the people did not practice
stringent tithing. Some rabbis relaxed the demands of sabbatical harvest and tithing, and even
exempted settlements with Jewish minorities.*”® Rabbi Yehudah ha-Nasi wanted to permit gleaning
during the Sabbatical Year, and a generation later R. Yannai permitted the cultivation of the land for
the payment of taxes.*”

The Torah’s formulation of tithing as a fulfilment of a primordial debt is retained in the
Mishnah Ma’aser Sheni, which depicts the collective voice of Israel reminding God of his debt

obligation: “we did what You decided for us, You also do what You promised us.”*" This text

evokes Deut 28:4 and the rabbis offer clarification to God (in italics) on the terms of His promise:

424 Udoh suggests that the Mishnah may be reacting to the absence of the Temple and any centralized distribution
mechanism. To Caesar What is Caesar’s: Tribute, Taxes and Imperial Administration in Early Roman Palestine, no. 343
(Providence, RI: Brown Judaic Studies, 2005), 278. See B. Yevamot 86b for a rabbinic debate on whether the 7z aser
rishon may be taken by ptiests and/or Levites.

425 See T. Terumot 7:8 and T. Sotah 13:10 and Lieberman, Tosefta Ki-fshutah 8.748-750.
426 Sifre Num, Qorah 116.

427'T. Terumot 2:10.

428Y. Demai 2:1, 22d.

429Y. Demai 1:3, 22a and Y. Shevi’it 4:2, 35b.

450y, Ma’aser Sheni 5:8, 56d. MWW 77 WY DR AX 119Y DI 72 WY
The use of 71 here invokes the biblical meaning “to cut” a judicial decision.
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“’Look down from Your Holy Abode, from Heaven, and bless Your people Israel’ with sons and
daughters, ‘and the land You gave us,” with dew, winds, rain and young of the domestic animals, ‘that You had
sworn to our forefathers, a land flowing with milk and honey’ 7 give taste in fruits.””*' In Pesika d’ Rav
Kahana, this reciprocal tithe relationship is explicitly envisioned in relation to the priestly tithe. In
this passage, God warns that the observance of the priestly tithe is not sufficient if the quality of the
tithe is lacking:
Said R. Simeon b. Laqish, “Said the Holy One, blessed be He, ‘I have instructed you to
separate your tithes from the choicest of the harvest. How so? When a son of a Levite
comes to you, if you have given him from the choicest of the harvest, so I am obligated to
give you from the choicest: “May the Lord open to you his good treasury” (Deut 28:12). But
if you have given to him out of the desiccated portions of the crop and from the inferior
part, so I am obligated to give you out of the desiccated and inferior parts: “The Lord will
send the rain of your land as powder and dust” (Deut 28:24).*”
DR T2ER 12 12 K2 PTY0D .MM 1 TMAWYA R 0w T2 NINK IR 1" 'R wUph 12 'vaw AR
ORI (27 112 2°727) I3 2107 XN DR T2 0™ 10D NN 1 T2 1007 0% w2 IR AR NN 12 Ann
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The seriousness of this debt-relationship in the Torah’s tithing laws explains why the rabbis
repeatedly encourage the giving of tithes. R. Abba bar Huna in the name of Rav said that “He who
eats his produce without having separated the tithe of the poor commits a deadly sin.”*” The fear of

such sin was said to be enough to prevent a farmer from giving a priest produce that has not been

propetly dealt with.**
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432 Pesikta d” Rav Kahana 10:10
$3Y. Demai 4:5, 24a.

$4Y. Demai 3:1, 22a.
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The relationship between tithing, divine attention, and the prosperity of the land is well
illustrated in a Talmudic discussion of a mishnah describing the proper invocation on occasions of
natural disasters.”” In the text the biblical prophet Elijah asks R. Nehorai why earthquakes occur in
the world. R. Nehorai answers that the sin of not giving #erumah and tithes trigger the earth’s
tremors. The text brings two prooftexts as support to R. Nehorai’s wisdom:

Elijah, may he be well remembered, asked R. Nehorai: “Why do earthquakes occur in the
world?” He said to him: “because of sin concerning ferumah and tithes.” One verse says
(Deut 11:12): “The eyes of the Eternal, your God, are permanently on it.” Another verse
says (Ps. 104:32): “He who gazes on the Earth and it trembles, He touches mountains and
they smoke.” How can these two verses coexist? If Israel fulfill the will of the Omnipresent
and separate their tithes following the rules, “the eyes of the Eternal, your God, are
permanently on it from the start of the year” and they will not be hurt by anything. If Israel
do not fulfill the will of the Omnipresent and do not separate their tithes following the rules,
“He gazes on the Earth and it trembles” (Y. Berakhot 9:3, 13c).
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The first proof text comes from Deuteronomy, where the author explicitly states that God will
reward the land with rain on the condition that the Israelites uphold the covenant’s
commandments.*® This text supports R. Nehorai’s position that earthquakes occur when zerumah

and tithes are neglected. God’s eye is ever-watching the Lland of Israel in order to bestow blessings

or curses based on the people’s fulfillment of the covenant’s commands, and in R. Nehorai’s

435 “On zigin, earthquakes, lightning, thunder, and hurricanes, one says: Praise to Him whose power (and strength) fills
the world” / D219 K21 YMOW 7102 IR KT MM 231 2977 231 2°p027 291 M 93 oop 11 2y (M. Berakhot 9:3). In
some manusctipts, “and his strength” / 107123 is added. The Yerushalmi does not define z/gin but in the Bavli, Samuel
defines it as a “star with a tail” (B. Berakhot 58b).

436 The following verses state: “If you will only heed his every commandment that I am commanding you today—loving
the Lord your God, and serving him with all your heart and with all your soul— then he will give the rain for your land
in its season, the early rain and the later rain, and you will gather in your grain, your wine, and your oil; and he will give
grass in your fields for your livestock, and you will eat your fill” (Deut 11:13-15).

148



teaching the tithes in particular trigger divine response. Earthquakes, then, are a manifestation of a
divine curse for neglecting the agricultural tithing commandments.

The second proof text appears in a psalm that similarly appeals to God’s relationship with
the land. The psalm praises God for creating all kinds of creatures who are subject to his attention.
The psalmist extols, “These all look to you to give them their food in due season; when you give to
them, they gather it up; when you open your hand, they are filled with good things. When you hide
your face, they are dismayed; when you take away their breath, they die and return to their dust.
When you send forth your spirit, they are created; and you renew the face of the ground” (Ps. 104:
27-30). Here the shifting divine attentions are not necessarily prompted by the actions of creation;
rather, they reflect the magnitude of God’s power. With a pointed glance, the very Earth begins to
tremble and the mountains loom with smoke.

The anonymous rabbinic voice raises the obvious contradiction between the two proof
texts—how could divine eyes rest permanently on the Land of Israel, while a focused gaze causes
that very Lland to tremble? R. Nehorai resolves the contradiction by distinguishing between the two
modes of divine sight. If the people separate their tithes, the eyes of God will continually protect the
land and its inhabitants, as promised in the Deuteronomic covenant. If they do not separate their
tithes, then the magnitude of God’s gaze will prompt a visceral tremor from the ground. Fitting,
indeed, is the Mishnah’s invocation upon the occasion of natural disasters: “Praise to Him whose
power (koach) fills the world.”

Rabbinic literature also depicts rabbis participating in the tithing system. Tannaitic literature
abounds with examples of rabbis adhering to their own tithing regulations. For example, we find R.
Akiva torn between two schools of tithing thought in Tosefta Shevi’it 4:21. Unable to reach a

definitive ruling, R. Akiva tithes doubly of his citrons in order not to neglect his portion. Rabban
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Gamaliel is said to have eaten food according to purity and tithing requirements his entire life.”” R.
Tarfon reportedly betrothed three hundred women, so that they could eat of his portion of zerumah
during a famine crisis.*”

In sum, rabbinic literature devotes a significant amount of space to the matter of tithing.
Texts evoke the tithing ideal, where devout followers of Torah and rabbinic law practice diligent
harvest distribution, but also include glimpses of negotiation of tithing laws to accommodate the
cultural context of the rabbis. I emphasize this point because before we dive into the rabbinic
interpretive claim upon the priestly tithes, we should recognize that such a claim was situated in a

broader rabbinic discourse that considered tithing an important part of Judean religious life.

4.1.2 Who Can Claim the Priestly Tithe?

As we might expect, the ambiguity in the biblical tithing system and its textual reception
generated a number of interpretive questions. In particular, it is unclear who the actual recipient of
the priestly tithe should be. The Book of Nehemiah regards the Levites as the legitimate recipients
of the tithe.”” A later tradition in the Babylonian Talmud states that Ezra transferred the right to the
tithe from the Levites to the priests for their failure to return to their Jerusalem Temple posts,
though we should be skeptical of the historicity of such a claim as none of the biblical books of

Ezra, Nehemiah, nor Chronicles desctibe punitive action toward the Levites.*"

437T. Hagigah 3:33
438 T, Ketubot 5:1
439 Nehemiah 10:38, 13:10.

440 B. Yevamot 68b, Baba Bathra 81b, Ketubot 26a, Hullin 131b.
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Some sources, like the Book of Tobit, suggest tithes were given both to the priests and
Levites, though it is unclear whether the author of Tobit envisions a special portion for the priests
specifically or a general tithe divided between the priests and Levites. On the one hand he describes
his “first-fruits and tithes” given to priests, and then states he gave “the tithe” to the sons of Levi. **!
Other texts, like Jubilees (13:25-27, 32:1-15) and the Testament of Levi (9:3-4), speak only of tithes
for priests and neglect the Levites altogether, which some scholars suggest represents a polemic
within priestly groups.*” The book of Judith depicts a particulatly evocative scene. Judith gives an
impassioned speech to Holofernes describing the sins of Israel that would bring about their
destruction. She insists that the consumption of “the tithes of the wine and oil, which they had
consecrated and set aside for the prests who minister in the presence of our God in Jerusalem” was
among Israel’s worst sins.*” In Judith’s formulation the tithes belong to the Aaronic priests, and
those who minister in Jerusalem at that. As with the case of Tobit, it’s hard to know whether the
description of “tithes” represents the Levitical tithe or the specific zerumabh portion for the Aaronic
priests. At Qumran, the MMT and Temple Scroll differ in their treatment of the Levites. 4QMMT B
63-64 states “And the tithe of the cattle and the flock shall belong to the priests.”*** Yet 11QTemple

assigns the tithe exclusively to the Levites. Jacob Milgrom suggests that this emphasis of the

41 Joseph Baumgarten argues that such fluidity in the meaning of ma’aser, or tithe, should cause scholars to reevaluate
our sources used to reconstruct the histotical use of the priestly tithe. “On the Non-Literal Use of ma'dser/dekate,”
Journal of Biblical Literature (1984): 247.

42 See Louis Finkelstein, “Some Examples of the Maccabean Halaka,” Journal of Biblical Literature 49, no. 1 (1930): 34;
Cana Werman, “Levi and Levites in the Second Temple Period,” Dead Sea Discoveries 4, no. 2 (1997): 211-25.

#3 Judith 11:13. Aharon Oppenheimer suggests that precision of language was not necessaty because the speech was
petformed for a Gentile audience. Am Ha-aretz, vol. 8 (Brill Archive, 1977), 40. Baumgarten suggests that the tithes refer
specifically to the “tithe of the tithe” zerumah portion. “On the Non-Literal Use,” 247-48.

44 1.. H. Schiffman suggests that this ruling must have been widespread in the Second Temple period. “Priestly and

Levitical Gifts in the Temple Scroll,” in The Provo International Conference on the Dead Sea Scrolls, STD] vol. 30, eds. D. W.
Parry and E. Ulrich (Leiden: Brill, 1999), 484.
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Levitical claim in the Temple scroll is a reaction to the growing practice of contemporary priests
receiving the full tithe.*”

Josephus, in his synthesis of biblical law, states that tithes were paid “to the Levites along
with the priests” (A] 4.68), “to the priests and Levites” (A] 4.205; 9.273-74; 11.182), and “to the
Levites” (4.240, 242). He also supposes that the Levites were obligated to separate a tithe for the
priests from their annual tithes (A] 4.69), though it is not obvious if this should be rendered as the
“tithe of tithe” represented by the rabbinic zerumah.*** While some scholars contend that by the first-

century tithes were paid to priests and not to Levites altogether™” or that the tithes went to priests

and Levites in varying degrees,*® most likely actual tithing practices varied.

4.2 The Rabbinic Claim Upon the Priestly Tithe

In this section, I will trace the hermeneutical logic that informed rabbinic claims upon the

priestly tithe. First, I close-read the rabbinic context for this claim, which involves interrogating the

#5 Jacob Milgrom, “Studies in the Temple Scroll,” Journal of Biblical Literature 97, no. 4 (1978): 503.

#6 B, P. Sanders, Jewish Law from Jesus to the Mishnah : Five Studies. Minneapolis (Minnesota: Fortress Press, 2016), 44, 292,
366. Oppenheimer rejects this position 4w 'HaAretz, 39-40.

#7 See Moshe Weinfeld, “Tithes” in Engyclopedia Jndaica 15 (1971): 1156-1162; Milgrom, “Studies in the Temple Scroll,”
502-4.; S. Safrai, “Religion in Everyday Life,” in The Jewish People in the First Century: Historical Geography, Political History,
Social, Cultural and Religions Life and Institutions vol. 2, eds. Shmuel Safrai and M. Stern (Assen and Philadelphia: Uitgeverij
Van Gorcum and Fortress Press, 1974); Menahem Stern, “Aspects of Jewish Society: The Priesthood and Other
Classes,” in ibid., 584-86, 596.

448 See E. P. Sanders, Judaism: Practice and Belief, 63 BCE-66 CE (Fortress Press, 2016), 149-50; Baumgarten, “On the
Non-Litetal Use of ma'der/dekate,,” 246-49 and ““The First and Second Tithes in the Temple Scroll,” in Biblical and
Related S tudies Presented to Samuel Iwry, eds. Ann Kort and Scott Morschauser (Eisenbrauns, 1985), 6-10. Notably,
Gedalyahu Alon suggests that the tithes were distributed to both priests and Levites until the time of Hyrcanus 11 (Jews,
Judaism, and the Classical World: Studies in Jewish History in the Times of the Second Temple and Talmud, (Jerusalem: Magnes Press,
1977), 91) and Oppenheimer suggests until Hyrcanus I (44w Ha-Arerz, 30-42). Thereafter, tithes were given solely to the
priests.
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ambiguity of the priestly tithe’s recipient. Then I will situate the rabbinic claim to the priestly tithe in

the broader habits of donor networks.

4.2.1 Rabbinic Discussion of the Priestly Tithe’s Recipient

The rabbis seem particularly attentive to the lack of clarity in the textual tradition. On the
one hand, Mishnah and Tosefta Demai understand that zerumah and the priestly tithe should be
apportioned to their respective recipients, the former to the priests and the latter to the Levites.* In
this context, the categorical division is essential to the theoretical purity of agricultural produce of
questionable status because as long as the priestly tithe contains the zerumah portion, it is technically
inedible.* On the other hand, an extended rabbinic discussion in the Yerushalmi takes up the
exegetical ambiguity of the proper recipient of the priestly tithe as an interpretive opportunity for
rabbinic claims.

To provide some background to the rabbinic discussion pertinent to our interests, Y.
Ma’aser Sheni concerns the consumption of the ma’aser sheni, or second tithe, in Jerusalem. Chapter
5 of tractate Ma’aser Sheni in particular concerns the proper designation and removal of consecrated
produce in the fourth and seventh years of the Sabbatical cycle, which held the same status as the
second tithe.”! Their relationship is explained intertextually through their shared occasions of
rejoicing: Leviticus 19:23 declares that the produce of the fourth year after planting must be “set

aside for jubilation before the Lord” and Deuteronomy 14:26 insists that the second tithe should be

49 M. Demai 6:3, T. Demai 7:1-3

40 See Richard S. Sarason, A History of the Mishnaic Law of Agriculture : Section Three, a Study of Tractate Demai (Leiden: Brill,
1979), 10.

41 See Haas, History of the Mishnaic Law, 178-179 for commentary on this mishnah.
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consumed with joy.

While the second tithe was to be set aside for God but then symbolically given back to the
householder to consume in Jerusalem, the produce designated for removal belonged to “the Levites,
the immigrants, the orphans, and the widows” (Deut 26:12). Upon removing the agricultural gifts
from the main harvest, the farmer was obligated to recite: “I have removed the sacred portion from
the house, and I have given it to the Levites, the resident aliens, the orphans, and the widows, in
accordance with your entire commandment that you commanded me; I have neither transgressed
nor forgotten any of your commandments” (Deut 26:13). This law of removal ensured that crops
designated as holy would not accumulate in heaps rather than be distributed to those they were
assigned to.

However, the precise process of produce removal is vague in Deuteronomy, which prompts
the mishnah to ask, “What is the remowval? / ?1¥°2 77°77 7%°2” The answer, of course, is the rabbinic
categories of tithing: “one gives ferumah and terumah of the ma’aser to its recipients, ma’aser rishon to its
recipients, the poor tithe to its recipients.” R. Simeon accommodates for the Temple’s absence by
redirecting first fruits to the priests: “bikkurim, or first fruits, one gives to priests like a terumah.”*
The categories for removal are specified; however, with this answer the mishnah does not address
the identity of the designated recipients.

In response to the mishnah, the Talmud dissects the manner and substance of tithe removal
through a close-reading of Deut 14:28: “At the end of three years you shall take out all tithe of your
produce, in that year, and deposit it in your gates.” The editors ask a series of questions: does “all
tithe” include the tithe for the poor? Is one obligated to the law of removal once or twice in the

sabbatical cycle? Must these tithes remain in purity for consumption in Jerusalem? The matter of

452 M. Ma’ser Sheni 5:6.
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° thus the latter

purity was pressing for priests who had to be ritually pure to consume tithes,”
question is particularly tied to the identity of the tithe recipients. R. Eleazar invokes a baraita, stating
“’in that year’ you have to take it from an impure place to a pure place but in other years you do not
have to take it from an impure place to a pure place.”** The additional “in that year” in the Deut
passage is interpreted to mean that all tithing categories of that year are treated equally on an
elevated purity plane. However, this implies that in the other years, agricultural tithing portions may
actually be impure, such as through improper touching from persons in states of ritual uncleanliness.
This is a problem for priests who might partake of the first tithe that was left to become impure.

Thus, in the other years where purity is suspect, the first tithe should not be given to priests.
R. Elezar’s opinion and baraita suggest that as a result of this distinction, one does not give the first
tithe to the priests. From this exegetical logic, the question of who receives the tithe is raised:

In the days of R. Yehoshua ben Levi they wanted to vote not to give tithe to priests. They

said, why should we come to R. Yehoshua ben Levi since he will help the Levites. He came

and helped the priests and said: “In 24 places are priest called Levites and this is one of them
(Ezek 44:15): “The priests, Levites, the descendants of Zadok.”™
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This passage represents a kind of competition between priests and Levites over the priestly tithe

portion. Initially, some, presumably priestly-affiliated persons, feared that R. Yehoshua, being a

43 Lev 22:3. For scholarly debates surrounding the practice of food consumption in states of purity, see Hannah K.
Harrington, “Did the Pharisees eat ordinary Food in a State of Ritual Purity?,” Journal for the Study of Judaisn in the Persian,
Hellenistic, and Roman Period 26, no. 1 (1995): 42-54. For the rabbinic system of impurity see Hannah K. Harrington, The
Inmpurity Systems of Qumran and the Rabbis: Biblical Foundations (Scholars Press, 1993), 113-260.

454 The baraita appears in Sifre Deut. 109.
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Levite, would swing the vote in favor of the Levites.*”> However, he nobly provides a prooftext in
support of the notion that priests are simultaneously part of the tribe of Levi and Aaronic
descendants, and thus would share in the Levitical portion. The question of this dual identity is

taken up in the next passage:

R. Binyamin bar Gidul and R. Aha were sitting together and saying, is it not written (Neh 10:
38): “The priest, descendent of Aaron, will share with the Levites in the Levite’s tithe”? To
give him terumah of the tithe. But is it not written (Neh 10:38): “The Levites shall bring [the
terumah] of the tithe?” R. Huna and the colleagues, one of them said “to the descendants of
Levi.” Why does the verse say (Num. 18:21): “And to the descendants of Levi?” From here
one gives tithes to priests. The other said, even if it were only written “to the descendants”
one would give tithes to priests. If somebody would say, my son X shall take property Y and
the rest of my properties my sons shall inherit, does he not participate with them?
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Here the rabbis focus on the ambiguous wording of Nehemiah 10:38, which states “And the priest,

the descendant of Aaron, shall be with the Levites when the Levites receive the tithes; and the

Levites shall bring up a tithe of the tithes to the house of our God, to the chambers of the

storehouse.” A suggestion is posed that the tithe in the first half of the verse refers to the “tithe of
the tithe” zerumah portion. However, the passage rejects this proposal, contending that since the
“tithe of the tithe” zerumah portion is mentioned separately in the latter half of the verse, the initial
tithe must be referring to the general priestly tithe, or ma aser rishon.

The passage continues with another ambiguous verse, Nehemiah 18:21, which designates the
tithes of Israel to the descendants of Levi with no mention of the priests at all. This time the

inclusion of the priests is explained through an appeal to inheritance logic. Because the verse

45Y. Berakot 5:1, 9a. R. Yehoshua ben Levi is said to have interceded on behalf of the people before the proconsul in
Caesarea.
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specifies “descendants of Levi,” the rabbinic commentators argue that the priests are also of the
tribe of Levi and so are entitled to the tithe inheritance alongside the rest of the Levites. The
Talmudic argument states, “If somebody would say, my son X shall take property Y and the rest of
my properties my sons shall inherit, does he not participate with them?” Thus, even if one were to
specify a portion for a particular son, that son inherits the sum remainder alongside his brothers. In
the same vein, even though the priests are entitled to a special “tithe of tithe” ferumah portion, the
priests ate included in the Levitical tithe, ot »a aser rishon.*
Amidst this uncertainty over the proper recipients of the priestly/Levitical tithe, a new
potential recipient is introduced: the rabbinic Torah scholar.
R. Yonah gave his tithes to R. Aha bar Ulla, not because he was a priest but because he
studied Torah. What is the reason? (2 Chr. 31:4): “He said to the people, the inhabitants of
Jerusalem, to give the part of the priests and the Levites, so they should be strong in the
Torah of the LORD.” R. Huna did not take a tithe, R. Aha did not take a tithe. R. Hiyya bar
Aha instructed himself to go outside the Land of Israel, so as not to take a tithe. He asked R.
Samuel bar Nahman who asked R. Yonatan, “may one take?” He said to him, “T'ake! What
fell to your tribe fell to you” (Yerushalmi Ma’aser Sheni 5:5).
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R. Yonah argues that the actual reason priests and Levites received tithes was because they were
purveyors of Torah. Rabbis of priestly descent are still entitled to receive tithes, therefore, because

they are the new purveyors of Torah. This interpretive move shifts the logic of the priestly tithe

from the biblical precedent. While the Torah emphasized the tithe as an inheritance for the Levites

46 However, while this position is accepted in the Babylonian Talmud (Yevamot 86b), the resolution is far from settled
in the Palestinian Talmud. In the next passage, we find a stark division among rabbinic opinion: R. Yehoshua ben
Hananiah said: “One does not give ma’aser to Cohanim” but R. Eleazar ben Azariah said: “one gives ma’aser to Cohanim”
(Y. M2’aser Sheni 5:5, 56d). Conveniently for both parties, R. Yehoshua is a Levite and R. Eleazar ben Azariah a priest.
The two rabbis represent the two potential lineages in question who might be eligible for the acquisition of tithes.
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and priests, R. Yonah insists that the tithe is given so as to bolster Torah scholarship.

4.2.2 Rabbinic Tithes and Patronage Expectations

It is evident that R. Yonah’s proposal was a matter of some contention. The same passage
lists the names of rabbis who refused to take the priestly tithe, in particular R. Hiyya bar Abba. Now
R. Hiyya had a complicated relationship with the priestly tithe, as recorded in Tractate Shevi’it.

“When may one bring out?” Is it permitted to assemble a dungheap at the door of one’s

courtyard before the agricultural workers stop? Silanus asked R. Hiyya bar Abba and he

forbade it to him. R. Hanina said, he actually permitted it and they were gossiping about him
that he was taking the tithe. He [R. Hiyya] instructed himself to leave the Land, so that he
could not take the tithe.
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Shevi’it opens with a discussion regarding when a farmer may pile manure into dung heaps in order
to fertilize the following year’s harvest during the sabbatical year. Silanus, a rich land owner, asks R.
Hiyya bar Abba whether he might pile the dung earlier in the year, in effect asking R. Hiyya to
manipulate the sabbatical laws to enhance his own harvest. The text insists that R. Hiyya bar Abba
forbade Silanus. But then the text reveals that R. Hanina thought that R. Hiyya bar Abba did allow
Silanus to get a head start on field fertilization. The people gossiped that R. Hiyya favored Silanus
because Silanus was giving him tithes. To avoid suspicion of bending the law to please a patron, the
text insists R. Hiyya bar Abba returned to Babylonia and thus avoided profiting from Silanus’ yields.

R. Hiyya’s case demonstrates that the question of whether or not a Torah scholar should
take a tithe was actually quite an ideologically fraught concern. The biblical rationale for the priestly

tithe came from an explicit commitment to egalitarian ethics. While the tithe was in practice a

recompense to the priests for their cultic service, the tithe in theory was a free gift to God. As such,
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the priests and Levites were never indebted to the Israelite giver because they served as the
intermediary of the reciprocal relationship between God and Israel. This ideal covenant relationship
between God, the Israelite householder, and the priests would destabilize any hierarchies of giving.
Israelites designated tithes for priests as part of the terms of their covenant agreement with God, not
as a reciprocal contract with the Levites and priests. The priests did not perform their cultic duties
because the Israelites’ gave them a tithe; rather, they served because God had entrusted the sacrificial
system to them and God offered the tithe himself as the means for sustaining that cultic function.
Marina Rustow contends that this obligation dictated a specific gift-giving system between God and
the Israelites that formed a network of solidarity. She explains, “they [the Levites] had to receive
gifts from the landed Israelite tribes, who could not volunteer those gifts as individuals or to
individuals, since doing so would have entangled them in relationships of dependence.”*" In this
way the biblical tithing ethos resisted networks of reciprocal giving that would place the recipient of
the tithe under the burden of debt. Thus, the debt was, in ideological terms, between God and
Israel, not between Israel and the priests.

Yet when rabbis received the priestly tithe as a donation, additional gift logics informed the
transaction. Householders approached their tithes to rabbis as a kind of patronage with reciprocal
expectations. Ancient Rome was a “patronage society,” where these networks of donors played a
pivotal role cementing social relationships within a weak centralized state, which governed an ever-
widening provincial territory. Rome cultivated a solidarity based on exchange, and patronage

relationships were one way to tie the vast empire together. ** These relationships took a variety of

457 Marina Rustow, “Approaches to Patronage,” 21.

458 Saller contends that as a state administration expands, providing services and protections for citizens, the need for
patrons declines. Personal Patronage under the Early Empire (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982), 3.
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forms in the Roman imperial world, including between land owners and tenants, wealthy elites and
scholars, and even between the emperor and the citizen body. Donations could come in the form of
benefaction (exergetism), which expected civic leaders to personally finance the building of
monuments, city centers, and festivals in exchange for their privileged social position. ** Or
donations could take the form of individual personal gifts or political favor. While each example of
patronage giving is localized and contextual, its reciprocal logic was a constant social understanding,
as Ernest Gellner insists, ““Real’ patronage seems to me to be a system, a style, 2 moral climate.”*"
One did not need to state the expectations of reciprocity; it was understood by each participant in
the ancient gift transaction.

The ancient Jewish community has often been described as insular and in perpetual conflict
with Rome. And this makes sense because part of the rabbinic project was a commitment to the
Torah, which distinguished the Jews—as they claimed—from the Romans.*"! Time and again, the
rabbis articulated a more or less autonomous sense of Jewish difference contra the empire. The
rabbis instructed ancient Jews to avoid Roman circuses and games, to distinguish themselves from
Roman manners and customs, and to seek rabbinic judicial authority rather than the Roman

courts.*” Rabbinic literature goes to such great lengths to present the Romans as “others,” as Seth

Schwartz insists, that “they told story after story about how right the Torah was and how wrong the

49 Paul Veyne, Bread and Circuses: Historical Sociology and Political Pluralism, trans. by Brian Pearce (London: Penguin Press,

1990).

40 Ernest Gellner, “Patrons and Clients” in Patrons and Clients in Mediterranean Societies (Gerald Duckworth & Company,
1977), 3.

461 Hayim Lapin, Rabbis as Romans: The Rabbinic Movement in Palestine, 100-400 CE (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2012), 126.

462 Beth Berkowitz, Defining Jewish Difference: From Antiquity to the Present (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012).
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7463 Systems of patronage, in particular, were heavily criticized for the abuse and limits

Romans were.
of the patrons’ power.** A series of homilies in Y. Berakhot 9:1, 13a depict a patron as aloof; when
his client is on the brink of death, he is nowhere to be found. The Holy One, by contrast, offers
supetior protection, insisting “If a human is in trouble, he should cry neither to Michael nor to
Gabriel; rathert, he should cry to Me and I will answer him immediately.”** The very logic of
reciprocal giving, with its systems of social dependency and debt, posed an ideological challenge to
the biblical egalitarian ideal of a utopian Israel.**

Yet as post-colonial theorists have shown us, those under hegemonic rule can
simultaneously reject and reproduce the discourses of imperial power.*” Hayim Lapin and Seth
Schwartz have extended this insight and argued that just as the rabbis expressed ardent Jewish
distinctiveness, in the same breath their stories reflect an accommodation and even internalization of

46

some Roman values.*® The rabbis themselves, while critical of Roman patronage, preserve accounts

of their own wealthy benefactors. R. Eliezer, R. Yehoshua, and R. Akiva made regular visits to

463 Seth Schwartz, Were the Jews a Mediterranean society?: reciprocity and solidarity in ancient Judaism (Princeton, NJ: Princeton
University Press, 2009), 114.

464 See Daniel Sperber, “Patronage in Amoraic Palestine (c. 220-400): Causes and Effects,” Journal of the Economic and
Social History of the Orient 14, no. Dec (1971): 227-52.

465 Sperber uses this passage to suggest there was a prevalence of Jewish strongmen acting as harsh patrons. “Patronage
in Amoraic Palestine." Alternatively, Burt Visotzky in “The Goys ‘R’n’t Us” in Heresy and Identity in Late Antiquity
(Ttubingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2008) reads this passage as a polemic against Christianity. Yael Wilfand suggests that these
texts reflect an “intimate familiarity with and consequent rejection of the Roman patron-client system as inferior to the
relationship between God and humans.” Poverty, Charity and the Image of the Poor in Rabbinic Texts from the Land of Israel,
(Sheffield Phoenix Press Limited, 2014), 234.

466 Schwartz, Imperialism and Jewish Society, 228.

47 Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, “Can the subaltern speak?,” Can the Subaltern Speak? Reflections on the History of an Idea
(1988): 21-78.

468 Schwartz, Were the Jews, 116. Lapin, Rabbis as Romans.
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Antioch in order to fundraise.*” R. Hiyya bar Abba sought donations for the building of a study
house in Tiberius. A member of the Silani family donated a pound of gold, and R. Hiyya sat him in a
seat of honor amongst the rabbinic Torah scholars.””” That R. Hiyya might be moved upon to bend
agricultural laws in a tithe donot’s favor represents yet another example of a patronage relationship;
albeit, in this case, the reciprocal tensions inherent in the transaction are exposed.

Scholars have overlooked the relationship between the priestly tithe and patronage because
they assume these categorically differ. Jewish tithing, with its Mosaic egalitarian ideals, is often
perceived as “purer” or “superior to” Roman patronage, a system of social dependency fueled by
reciprocal expectations. However, I argue that by resisting categorical rigidity regarding the priestly
tithe, we can illuminate the other dynamics informing its practice. When rabbis created an
interpretive path to the priestly tithe, they also entered into relationships that could be perceived as

patronage .

4.3 Tithe Donors to Rabbis

The interpretive path to the priestly tithes allowed rabbis, of both priestly descent and non-
priestly descent, to use the language of tithe giving as a means of supporting Torah scholars. Such a
move invoked the Torah’s notions of solidarity and situated the donation in the language of the
Second Temple past. This transition of tithing is expressed both explicitly in R. Yonah’s articulation
in Ma’aser Sheni and implicitly in R. Hiyya’s donor relationship with the Silanus family. I want to

now turn to two other textual examples that demonstrate the logics at play in tithing to Torah

49Y. Horayot 3:7, 48a, Lev Rabbah 5:4.

40Y. Horayot 3:7, 48a, Lev Rabbah 5:4, Tanhuma Ki Tisa 15, Exodus Rabbah 41:2.
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scholars.

4.3.1 Merchants and Seafarers

Peskita d” Rav Kahana, a midrashic text dated to the 5" or early 6" century CE, extends
tithes for Torah scholars outside the agricultural realm.*”" Piska 10 is a homily that thematically
engages with tithing by examining the language of Deut 14:22, which states “You shall set aside a
tithe of all the produce you sow that comes forth from the field every year.” Early in the homily, the
text examines the words “tithe all” (5 NX wyn):

“Tithe all” (Deut. 14:22), according to R. Abba bar Kahana is a hint to merchants and
seafarers that they should set aside one portion out of ten for those who labor in Torah.*”
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The Deuteronomy passage refers to a tithe of the agricultural produce, which should be consumed
in Jerusalem and shared with the Levites and poor. R. Abba interprets “all” as a collective noun
rather than as an adjective qualifying the “the produce;” thus, he understands the verse to say “You
shall set aside a tithe, all (of you), of the produce you sow that comes forth from the field every
year.” In this formulation, everyone is obligated to tithe—not just the farmers of the Land of Israel.
This logic departs from the Torah’s scope and takes the tithe into the marketplace. The text asserts
that a portion of income, not produce, should be set aside as a tithe. Here two categories of
potential tithe donors are added to the typical Judean farmer or householder. The Greek pragmatentes

is rendered as 7021010 and describes a trader whose caravans typically supplied the goods to

471 On dating issues see Hermann L. Strack and Gunter Stemberger, Introduction to the Talmud and Midrash (Fortress Press,
1992), 295.

472 Peskita d” Rav Kahana 10:10
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markets and fairs.”” Because the pragmatentes is paired with mepharshei yama, or “those who travel the
seas,” these categories are likely to be understood as merchants employed in transient commercial
labor.*

Large-scale itinerant merchants undertook significant costs in order to bring distant and
unusual goods to consumers. According to the calculations of Ben Tsiyon Rozenfeld, to transport
goods a distance of 80 to 100 kilometers more than doubled their price.*” As a result, they required
large tax benefits meant to provide incentives for their arduous travel.*”® Late Roman Palestine had
permanent markets in larger cities, and the discovery of agoranomoi stamps suggest they were
organized similarly to other places in the Roman empire. A number of texts attest to the presence of
Jewish merchants. The church father Epiphanius describes a Jewish pragmatentes by the name of
Jacob at the fair in Beth Guvrin.*”” A midrashic account in Genesis Rabbah depicts an encounter
between rabbis and an unspecified gentile in which the rabbis take on the persona of a traveling
merchant:

Rabbi and R. Yose b. Yehudah were going on the way. They saw a gentile coming toward

them. They said, “Three things he will ask us: “‘Who are you? What’s your business? Where

are you going?”” This is what we shall say: “Who are you? Jews.” “What’s your business?

Trading (70DN31D)” “Where are you going? To buy wheat from the granaries at Yavnah.”
Gen Rabbah 76:8.

473 Wilfong 2004, 549. Ben Tsiyon Rozenfeld, Markets and marketing in Roman Palestine. Vol. 99. (Leiden: Brill, 2005), 127.
On the different translation options for pragmatentes in tax receipts see the discussion in Jennifer Cromwell, Recording
Village Life: A Coptic Scribe in Early Islamic Egypt (University of Michigan Press, 2017), 115-117.

474 The text in Pesika de’Rav Kahana does not identify who these merchants might be beyond their seafaring ways. Are
they Jewish or Gentile? Are they hawking wares from the Land of Israel or bringing wares into the Land? Most likely the
text is referring to merchants (presumably Judean though not necessarily) who would value the Torah’s tithing
obligations and be compelled by R. Abba’s interpretation.

475 Rozenfeld, Markets and Marketing, 128.

416 Ze’ev Safrai, The Economy of Roman Palestine (Routledge, 2003), 260-261.

477 Epiphanius, Vita, 1-2. (PG 41, cols. 24-25).
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Rozenfeld, writing on this text, contends that “the fact that the answer satisfied the gentile indicates
the Jewish merchant was a familiar sight to both the Jewish and non-Jewish populations of
Palestine.”"”®

Rabbinic literature assumes the presence of traveling merchants who would periodically
purchase surplus produce from local farmers.*” While the farmer received a lower price for his
produce, he was saved the trip to the city markets and guaranteed the sale of his crop. Wholesalers
often served as a middleman who purchased the surplus stock from the traveling merchants, who
had purchased the surplus crop from the local farmer. As Rozenfeld explains, it was in the traveling
merchants’ best interest to unload his wares in bulk.*”’

It could be the case that the tithing logic in Pesikta de-Rav Kahana assumes that the
merchants are profiting off of the produce of the Land of Israel. In this scenario, the rabbis assert
that the merchants owe a portion of their profits to the rabbis as recognition of the primordial land
debt between God and Israel. It could also be possible that this interpretation represents a step
closer to the sense of tithing from income. The fairly late compilation of Pesikta de-Rav Kahana
could represent the transition from the Talmud’s hint at tithing for Torah scholars to a larger
institutionalization where the amale: torah were the recipients of a tithe. In any case, since the Torah

does not specify a tithe for the mercantile class, the text quite succinctly includes merchants in the

Torah’s tithing obligation and provides a path for their tithes to the pockets of the rabbinic class.

478 Rozenfeld, Markets and Marketing, 136.
479 M. Baba Bathra 6:6, T Bikkurim 2:15, T. Avodah Zarah 1:9.

480 Rozenfeld, Markets and Marketing, 132.
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4.3.2 Women Donors: The Case of the Matrona

Next, I would like to examine a passage that I argue depicts a woman donor to a rabbinic
Torah scholar if we read her tithe in light of reciprocal exchange. Palestinian Talmud Tractate Sotah
contains a heated exchange between a wealthy woman, ot a matrona, and Rabbi Eliezer: **'
A matrona asked R. Eliezer, “How is it that, though only one sin was committed in
connection with the golden calf, those who died, died by three kinds of punishments?” He
said to her, “Woman has no wisdom except at the spindle, for it is written, “And all the
women that were wise-hearted did spin with their hands” (Exod 35:25). Hyrcanus, his son,
said to him: “So as not to answer her with a single teaching from the Torah, you have lost
for us three hundred £ors of tithe per year!” He said to him, “May they burn the words of
Torah rather than deliver them to women” (Y. Sotah 3:4, 19a).***
ANKon PR 12 MR .MNK WHW 12 o°nn m DAV AWYNA NAR O 772 2197 1YY 227 DR 98 7370
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D@17 1707 2R 17N Y27 DWW 1R MR LAY 922 YR 1D MIRD WO 110 NTR AN 70 DX 127
The passage begins with the matrona asking why the Israelites’ construction of a golden calf
led to three different punishments.* Her question probes the narrative multiplicity in the Exodus
account, which describes the Israelite construction of an idol when Moses failed to return speedily
from Mount Sinai. In the biblical text, the Israelites died from three different punishments for the

singular sin of constructing a golden calf: the Levites killed 3,000 men (Exod. 32:28), some people

died of a plague (Exod. 32:35), and Moses ground the golden calf to dust and spread it over the

481 See also Numbers Rabbah 9. A related parallel appears in Bavli Yoma 66b, which will be discussed later in this
chapter.

4827 rely primatily on the Leiden manuscript, with a slight modification for the variant rendering of a1 as 1127 in the
Vatican Manuscript Ebreo 133 and in the reconstruction from the Genizah fragments published by Louis Ginzberg.
Yerushalmi Fragments from the Genizah (Olms, 1909), 209. “For us” is a smoother reading of the story. There is also a
problem with identifying the correct 7% *27. While “Lazar” usually refers to R. Eleazar, here 197 is better vocalized
“Liezer,” referring to R. Eliezer, since his son Hyrcanus is also mentioned. Lazar may be a scribal error, especially since
the sugya prior features R. Eleazat’s teaching.

483 On the reception of the gold calf episode in rabbinic and patristic literature, see Leivy Smolar and Moshe Aberbach,
"The Golden Calf Episode in Postbiblical Litetature" Hebrew Union College Annnal 39 (1968): 91-116.
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water supply, forcing the people to drink in imitation of the sotah ritual (Exod. 32:20).*** Not only
does her question attend to the intricacies of the biblical narrative, but it also reflects an awareness
of the rabbinic hermeneutical tool of the 71772 T\ 77°1 principle, whereby one’s punishment should
match one’s actions “measure for measure.””*

After the matrona poses her question about the golden calf episode, R. Eliezer dismisses her
and retorts, “the wisdom of a woman is only in her spinning rod,” effectively drawing a gendered
boundary between categorical “women’s work™ and the masculine trade of Torah study. R. Eliezer’s
position and the evocative sparring over women and Torah has generated a wealth of scholarship
devoted to uncovering women’s access to Torah learning.** Most scholarship focused on this text
classifies the exchange as an example of rabbinic misogyny, treating the wealthy woman as both an
example of rabbinic patriarchy and an opportunity to emphasize the male exclusivity of Torah
study.*’

Her appearance in the story, it has been argued, only serves as “a rhetorical foil” to amplify
R. Eliezer’s position that women should not learn Torah. For scholars of this persuasion, rabbinic

stereotypes about women reveal the rabbi’s own anxieties about their masculinity and power, not

actually a reflection of real women’s lives. For instance, Michael Satlow contends that rabbinic

484 The grinding of the golden calf in imitation of sotah is also discussed in B. Avodah Zarah 44a in the context of
turning idols to dust. See 2 Chr. 25:16 and 2 Kgs. 18: 4 for other occasions of idol destruction.

485 Ishay Rosen-Zvi argues that the rabbis employ this principle as a hermentutical tool especially in discussions about
the sotah ritual. "Measure for measure as a hermeneutical tool in eatly rabbinic literature: The case of Tosefta Sotah."
Journal of Jewish Studies 57, no. 2 (2006): 269. Ishay Rosen-Zvi, The Mishnaic Sotah Ritual: Temple, Gender and Midrash V ol.
160. (Brill, 2012).

486 Krista N. Dalton, “Teaching for the Tithe: Patronage and Gender in the Matrona’s Tithe,” AJS Review, forthcoming.
47 See for example: Jenny Labendz, Socratic Torah: Non-Jews in Rabbinic Intellectnal Cultnre (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2013), 108; Tal lan, Jewish Women in Greco-Roman Palestine: An Inquiry into Image and Status (Ttbingen: Mohr Siebeck,

2000), 191; Michael Satlow, ““Tty To Be A Man’: The Rabbinic Construction Of Masculinity,” Harvard Theological Review
89, no. 1 (1996): 35.
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stereotypes about women reveal the rabbis’ own anxieties about their masculinity,” while Daniel
Boyarin similarly suggests that men use women as a tool for thinking about their own bodies and
affect.*” Women in this theoretical frame appear as a literary trope, which signals to the reader that
something different is about to happen within the normative agenda of the male author. Thus,

740 that is

religious texts representing women are more of what Lynda Coon termed “sacred fictions,
motifs grounded in literary invention, rather than about historical women at all.

Satlow applied this kind of rhetorical reading to the matrona story. He contends that the
matrona tradition functions only literarily as a propeller for rabbinic literature’s belief that women
categorically do not learn Torah,*" writing, “The only point of her question is to serve as a vehicle
for the comments of R. Eleazar and his son.”*”” Conversely, Boyarin and Ilan read the matrona story
as a historical possibility, though to different ends. Boyarin argues that a representation of a small
opposition party within the rabbinic movement supported the inclusion of women in Torah study;

the matrona is a literary foil for a broader historical platform. Ilan, however, disagrees that these

texts indicate “dissident voices of opposition within rabbinic culture” but rather represent “slips of

488 Michael Satlow, “Fictional Women: A Study in Stereotypes,” in The Talmud Yerushalni and Graeco-Roman Culture 3
(2002): 241.

489 Daniel Boyarin, Camal Israel: Reading Sex in Talmudic Culture (University of California Press, 1993), 77.

40 Tynda Coon’s project looked at the hagiographical depictions of women martyrs. She argues, “These texts allow the
historian to reconstruct the perspective of the male authors rather than the historical reality of the women whose stories
were recounted.” Lynda Coon, Sacred Fictions: Holy Women and Hagiography in Late Antiguity (University of Pennsylvania

Press, 1997), xxi. See also Kate Cooper, The Virgin and the Bride: 1dealized Womanhood in Late Antiguity (Harvard University
Press, 1996).

1 Satlow, “Tty to Be a Man,” 35.

492 Satlow, “Tty to Be a Man,” 35. Note, that Satlow attributes the ruling to R. Eleazar not R. Eliezer.
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the pen which reflect reality.”*” For Ilan, the debate over women and Torah is reflective of the real
engagement of women with learning in the ancient world.

With such focus upon the matrona’s gender and that gender’s categorical relationship with
Torah, an oft overlooked statement in the passage has escaped analytical notice. R. Eliezet’s son,
Hyrcanus, responds to his fathet’s dismissal of the matrona in alarm, saying, “in order not to give
her an answer you made us lose 300 £ors of tithe every year!”** While this statement is often
ignored*” or treated as a rhetorical set-up for R. Eliezer’s rejection of teaching women,* I argue
that his exclamation assumes that the woman is a donor who should be taught Torah. The matrona
expects an answer to her question because she feels entitled to the rabbi’s expertise. The anxiety
within this story is less simplistically about “what do we do if a woman wants to learn Torah?” than
“what do we do when a donor who is also a woman both engages in talmudic thinking (applying the
“measure for measure” principle to Torah) and expects a rabbi to share his expertise?”

Recognizing that tractate Sotah is a textual site for managing the threats of women
broadly,*”
Hyrcanus’ anxiety attests to an undercurrent of social expectations clashing in the encounter. The
threat of the matrona is not in the fact that she is categorically a woman. In practice, men and

women are never so easily reduced to just their gender identity. They are actors within a broad social

493 Tlan, Tal, Mine and Yours are Hers: Retrieving Women's History From Rabbinic Literature, (Leiden: Brill, 1997), 169.

494 Magen Broshi uses the Babatha documents of sale from palm groves to approximate ancient Judean units of
measurement, including the &or: “A bet se'ah (the area of sowing a se'ah), according to a Talmudic source, is 50 x 50 cubits
(a beraitha quoted in BT Erub. 23b). In modern metric terms, bez se'ab is 625 m.2; bet kor 30 times bigger: 18,750 m.2; and
bet qab a sixth of a bet se'ah: 104 m.2.”” "Agriculture and Economy in Roman Palestine: Seven Notes on the Babatha
Archive" Israel Exploration Journal 42, no. 3/4 (1992): 230-40.

495 See for example, Jenny Labendz Socratic Torah, 108 and Tal Llan, Jewish Women in Greco-Roman Palestine, 191.

496 “Matrona is used as a foil. Her question, which this text itself admits is a good one, is derisively dismissed.” Michael
Satlow, “Tty to be a Man,” 35.

497 Rosen-Zvi, Mishnaic Sotah Ritual, 231.
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nexus of intersecting identities and experiences, each with a different relationship to structural
power.*”® In addition to being a2 woman, the matrona is a wealthy elite with some measure of
influence over the distribution of agricultural goods. The threat of the matrona, then, is that of a
donor using her power to engage in rabbinic Torah study, a threat compounded by her gender. The
matrona assumes that her tithe entitles her to R. Eliezer’s time and teaching.
Another clue that class and economic power are significant to the story derives from a textual
parallel. When this story appears in the Babylonian Talmud, every aspect of the matrona’s class and
status is stripped from the text.
A wise woman asked R. Eliezer: “Since all bore equal responsibility for the incident of
the Golden Calf, due to what factor were their deaths not equal?” He said to her: “There is
no wisdom for women except in spinning, and so it states, ““And all the women that were
wise-hearted did spin with their hands” (Exod 35:25).
ROR 7WR? 57297 1R 7192 R T NN PR T2 01070 W 2T WYRY RN TYOHR I DR 7800 JWR 7R
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No longer is she a matrona but she is a “wise woman” (%ha hakhamah). Hyrcanus’ protest at the loss
of tithes and R. Eliezer’s harsh retort are absent. It may be the case that R. Eliezer’s resistance to the
matrona and her resulting tithe removal was either unimportant to or ignored by the Babylonian
academy, but in the case of the Palestinian Talmud the woman’s status as a donor is a foundational
aspect of the story. Hyrcanus is hyper aware of the social codes broken by his father’s dismissal of
her question and the resulting loss of a valuable donor. By shifting analysis to the matrona’s
economic position and agency, her relationship with R. Eliezer transforms from just a stereotypical
gendered clash to one of a strained donor relationship. By linking Torah study and sexual lust in a

conceptual framework of modesty, the rabbis construct their ideal woman as one who turns her

attentions to the “spinning rod.” But Torah knowledge and lust are not the only threats a woman

498 Pierre Bourdieu, Outline of a Theory of Practice (Cambridge University Press, 1977).
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could pose. A woman donor hits a number of anxiety buttons for the rabbis, as in the case of the
matrona. The text is anxious not just about a woman with access to Torah knowledge but a woman

who feels entitled to it on account of her financial contribution.

Susan Marks, in her study of elite women in rabbinic literature, asks “When is the story of a
famous patron not the story of a famous patron? Answer: when the patron is a woman, and when
acknowledging her patronage risks reifying her power to affect the substance of the study that her
money makes possible.”*” T would extend Marks’ observation to the matrona text and suggest that
the fact the matrona was a woman allowed R. Eliezer to draw on an available gendered distinction
that exerted, to use Joan Scott’s words, a “timeless permanence in binary gender representation.”"
Thus, in this example, we can observe the tensions between rabbis and elite women: the
overstepping of learned women into the ideally masculine Torah trade, the unsavory demands of a
patron to her client and a client to his patron, and the frustrated removal of donations after a
scholastic elite dismisses a member of the aristocracy. Each of these dynamics illuminate the
position of the rabbis to a broader community of donors within an imperial Roman context wrought
with financial choice.

When we compare the account of Silanus’ tithes to R. Hiyya bar Abba and the matrona’s
tithes to R. Eliezer, we see the resonances of patronage expectations in their gifts. Both Silanus and

the matrona expected a rabbi to use his specialized knowledge of Torah on their behalf as part of a

reciprocal exchange connected to the tithe gift. These anecdotal accounts—preserved for other

499 Susan Marks, “Follow That Crown: Or, Rhetoric, Rabbis, and Women Patrons,” Journal of Feminist Studies in Religion
24, no. 2 (2008): 77.

50 Joan Scott, “Gender as a Useful Category of Historical Analysis,” in Culture, Society and Sexunality (Routledge, 2007),
1068.
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contextual purposes (field fertilization in Shevi’it, women’s Torah study in Sotah)—depict priestly
tithes given to the new categorical recipient of rabbinic scholars introduced in tractate Ma’aser Sheni.
Yet, these tithes functioned outside of the tax-like logic of the biblical tithe, which designated the
tithe as a priestly inheritance. They invoked the reciprocal expectations of late antique donor

networks.

4.4 Competition Between Priests and Rabbis

When the rabbis made an interpretive path to justify their claim to the priestly tithe, they
were by extension encroaching on both the symbolic and tangible inheritance of priestly families.
What does the rabbinic cooption of the priestly tithe tell us about the historical relationship between
priests and rabbis? Some might be quick to assume that the rabbis make such a claim in order to
usurp the authority of the priests, whom they hoped to replace as Jewish communal figures. Yet
such an assumption would gloss over the ways the Temple and Torah were often linked in the
interpretive tradition. In this section, I will situate priestly tithe donations given to rabbis within the

broader historiographical narrative of the institutional transition from priests and to rabbis.

4.4.1 Priesthood and Rabbinate

The priests and sages have often been depicted as distinct and competing groups, as
exemplified by Biichlet’s History of the Jewish People: ““The internal development of Israel after the exile
was essentially determined by two equally influential groups: the priests and the scribes.”"" As a

result, the Temple complex and scribal culture are often treated as two separate entities. Most often

S0t Biichler, History of the Jewish Peaple, 238.
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this division is applied to the history of institutional leadership in Judea, envisioning priestly power
usurped by Torah sages following the destruction of the Jerusalem Temple in 70 CE.”” Scholars,
such as Buchler, E.P. Sanders, Peter Schifer, and Marjorie Lehman framed the institutional
transition from priest to rabbi as a time of fierce competition.” With Roman fires licking the
Temple stone, priestly jobs—and the entire Temple complex—went up in smoke. Yet even though
the Temple might have vanished in a night, members of the priestly caste did not. While priestly
families and their enviable lineage remained, their claim to institutional power no longer held the
same cultural cachet. Scribes and sages who had escaped Jerusalem’s sacking could fill this cultic
void in northern Galilee. They claimed expertise in Torah knowledge that offered a cultic
connection to the biblical past in the midst of a Temple-less Judean present. Rabbis and priests
competed for influence, leaving a bitter mark in rabbinic texts to attest to their growing institutional
tivalry.””

At times clumsy in its dichotomous application, the division of ancient Jewish elites between
priest and rabbi recognizes some fundamental differences between the two classes. The Temple
ptiesthood and its Levitical subsidiaries maintained a hereditary claim upon the cultic life of Israel

that originated in the Torah itself. As a feature of the Mosaic covenant, Aaron and the tribe of Levi

502 See Richard Hidary, “The Rhetoric of Rabbinic Authortity,” Jewish Rhbetorics: History, Theory, Practice (2014): 16, which
frames ancient Jewish history this way.

503 Peter Schifer “Rabbis and Priests, or: How to Do Away with the Glorious Past of the Sons of Aaron,” Antiquity in
Antiguity: Jewish and Christian Pasts in the Greco-Roman World (2008). Sanders, Judaism. See also Strack and Stemberger,
Introduction to the Talmud and Midrash, 2.

04 Whether the eatly rabbis actively sought to fill this cultic void is a matter of question. See Shaye JD Cohen, “The
Significance of Yavneh: Pharisees, Rabbis, and the End of Jewish Sectarianism,” Hebrew Union College Annual (1984): 27-
53.

505 Reuven Kimelman suggest that the priests after 70 retained their influence as a social group in the Galilee. However,
Kimelman relies primarily on a single soutrce: Y. Shab 12:3, 13c = Hor 3:5, 48c. Reuven Kimelman, “HaOligarkhiah ha-
Kohanit we-Talmidei Hakhamim Bitqufat ha-Talmud,” Zion 48 (1983), 136-47.
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were distinguished from the rest of the Israelites.”” Each tribe of Israel was apportioned a parcel of
land, but Aaron and the Levites received none; their inheritance was the tithe in exchange for their
cultic service. Thus, the priestly office balanced between two oppositional forces: on the one hand,
they were categorically “vulnerable” on account of their landless inheritance, which in practice might
not mean much when priests did eventually own property, but in theory entitled them to receive the
designated tithe portion. And yet, the fate of Israel was symbolically tied to the proper
administration of the sacrificial system, which elevated the hereditary priestly class to the top of
Judean institutional hierarchy and invested its members with elite status.”

The rabbis, though, could not claim special hereditary privileges. Instead, rabbis relied on
their networks and charisma to garner support for their expertise in a variety of forms: donations
from the wealthy, sons to teach from wealthy landowners, and questions on civil law from pious
Jews who valued their expertise. The rabbinic sages elevated Torah learning rather than priestly
descent as the main qualifier for social status. This standard is expressed sharply in the mishnaic
statement: “A bastard disciple of the sages take precedence over an unlearned High Priest.”*” The
rabbinic class resembled a meritocracy through the privileging of aptitude and clever thinking as

qualifiers for membership in contrast to the genealogical determinacy of priestly authority.”” These

two emphases of genealogy versus expertise represented the ontological difference between these

506 Numbers 18:20-21: “Then the Lord said to Aaron: You shall have no allotment in their land, nor shall you have any
share among them; I am your share and your possession among the Israelites. To the Levites I have given every tithe in
Israel for a possession in return for the service that they perform, the service in the tent of meeting.”

37 Numbers 16 is an illustration of the kinds of tensions between the Levites and the Aaronic ptiesthood that emerged
because of the Aaronic priesthood’s supremacy. In the text, Korah and his band of fellows protest against Moses and
Aaron, decrying the elevation in priestly status: “You have gone too far! For all the community are holy, all of them, and
the Lord is in their midst. Why then do you raise yourselves above the Lord’s congregation?” (v. 3).

508 M. Hor 3:8. Found also in Y. Shab 12, 13c and Y. Hor 3, 48c.

599 Though this meritocracy was mainly in theory since family and social connections appear to have played a large role
in the rise of prominent rabbis. See Hezser, The Social Structure of the Rabbinic Movement.
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two classes, as Philip Alexander expressly states, “Rabbi and priest constitute two fundamentally
different types of religious authority, the one based on expertise in torah, and so, in principle open
to anyone, the other based on descent.”"

Some scholars argue these fundamental differences between the priestly and rabbinic classes
created insecurity amongst the rabbinic ranks. Some of this early rabbinic insecurity, as Marjorie
Lehman suggests, could be tied to apprehension about the imminent return of the priestly caste. If
the Temple were rebuilt, priestly prominence could supplant rabbinic ambitions.”"' Lehman also
suggests that the priestly caste’s genealogical superiority troubled the rabbis, who as a trade class
lacked similar claims to hereditary social status. For as naturally as priestly descendants fit into the
role of rabbi, the inverse was not the same—non-priestly rabbis could never become priests. A non-
priestly rabbi could never claim the rights and privileges of a priesthood lineage he was not born
into. While priestly lineage may have been a sought-after marker of a social elite, it also represented a
claim to cultural prestige that the rabbinic office did not self-evidently have.”"?

Rabbinic literature preserves animosity towards and criticism of the priesthood, which
scholars have used as evidence of the fierce competition for religious authority.”" Peter Schifer

argues that the rabbis took measures to eliminate the memory of priestly supremacy in both the

Israelite past and present.”"* Priests, of course, remained key players in the story of Israel, but the

510 Philip S. Alexander, “What Happened to the Jewish Priesthood after 70?,” in A Wandering Galilean: Essays in Honour of
Sedn Freyne (Leiden: Brill, 2009), 29.

511 Marjorie Lehman, “Imagining the Priesthood in Tractate Yoma,” Nashim: A Journal of Jewish Women's Studies & Gender
Issues 28 (2015): 90.
12 See Schirer, A History of the Jewish People, 2:240.

513 Stuart A. Cohen, The Three Crowns: Structures of Communal Politics in Early Rabbinic Jewry (Cambridge University Press,
2007), 167. “the denigration of kohanim became something of a favoured motif in eatly rabbinic literature, leaving an
imprint on virtually every one of its various strata.”

514 “They rewrote biblical and post-biblical history, and in so doing they almost eradicated the priests from the collective
memory of their people and replaced them with themselves, the new heroes of Judaism.” Peter Schaefer, “Rabbis and
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rabbis rewrote biblical and post-biblical history to feature themselves as the heroes of Israel’s past—
effectively “forgetting” the prominence of the priests in the Second Temple period. The tent of
meeting, for example, was reimagined featuring Moses and the Law to the exclusion of all priestly
attendants. Even more than rewriting the past, the rabbis instituted hierarchical rituals with
themselves at the pinnacle. Schifer suggests the creation of the birkat hakobanim (or blessing of the
priests) effectively subordinated the priests to the superiority of rabbinic Torah interpretation.””
Similarly, Burton Visotzky claims that Leviticus Rabbah replaces the priesthood by turning
the priestly and ritual topics of Leviticus into a rabbinic text.”'® The rabbis “try on the priesthood for
size” in their exegesis of a biblical text that understandably situates the priesthood at the center.””’
He perceives a “rabbinic ambivalence” toward the priesthood, acknowledging that in some places
the rabbis seem critical while in others they assert the prestige of the priesthood. He writes, “They
are wary of treading on the priests’ sacred ground, but conversely they do not like the idea that the
priests might yet claim authority over what was now construed as rabbinic turf.”"® Visotzky asserts
that the rabbis were ambivalent about the priesthood, concluding, “The rabbis might wish to replace
the priesthood, but the best they can do is hint at its replaceability.””"
Emblematic of the scholatly treatment of the priest/rabbi binary is a recent summary by

Richard Hidary in his own synopsis of the transition from priest to sage:

For the rabbis, however, Torah replaces the Temple as the central institution of worship and

Priests, or: How to Do Away with the Glorious Past of the Sons of Aaron,” Antiquity in Antiquity: Jewish and Christian
Pasts in the Greco-Roman World (2008): 157.

515 Schaefer, “Rabbis and Priests,” 171.

516 Burton Visotzky, Golden Bells and Pomegranates: Studies in Midrash Levitiens Rabbah (Tubingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2003), 60.
517 Visotzky, Golden Bells, 60.

518 Visotzky, Golden Bells, 64.

19 Visotzky, Golden Bells, 62.
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it is halacha rather than Temple ritual that forms the path of divine service. The rabbis’
authority derives from their role as interpreters of Torah and teachers of halacha. Rabbis do
not serve as intermediaries between man and God as priests do; rather all Jews can and
should have equal access to Torah and can worship God directly through prayer and
halacha—even if it is the rabbis who are authorized to explain the Torah and define the
parameters of that worship. Rather than being Temple officiates, the rabbis gained their
authority by serving as teachers, judges, and preachers—all roles that require effective
rhetorical skill.*™

Hidary’s description of the rabbinic class is quite typical—the rabbis are teachers and judges using
the skills of rhetoric and literacy to enhance their authority contra the priests whose genealogical role
solely centered on the fulfillment of cultic Temple rites. Yet, such a portrait raises a seties of
questions: does the priesthood have no interaction with Torah? If “the Torah replaces the Temple”
as the “central institution,” when and to whom? Certainly, not in the first century, as Hidary

suggests,”!

since rabbinic authority over the Jewish community emerged at a much later date. Nor is
it clear what “central institution” means, especially considering the Temple was largely inaccessible
to many Jews.

While these classes were indeed distinct, such a division has predisposed scholars to assume
an artificial binary between Temple and Torah through which they read the interactions between
priests and rabbis. Part of the problem comes from the fact that we know how the story ends.
Rabbinic literature becomes the authoritative body of law for Jews and the Temple and priesthood
remain in the ashes of the past. Thus, the rabbis are seen as itching to thwart priestly supremacy with
their own superior claims to Torah expertise. This formulation sees the contest for Jewish authority

as an either/or scenario; Judea was dominated either by Temple culture or by rabbinic Torah-

centered culture. Yet, Torah expertise was claimed by representatives of a number of classes

520 Hidary, “Rhetoric of Rabbinic Authority,” 17.

521 “During the first century CE, however, a significant shift occurred with the transfer of authority from the priests to
the rabbis,” 17. Hidary, “Rhetoric of Rabbinic Authority.”
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throughout the Second Temple period, including priests, Levites, and scribes. Rabbis were often of
priestly lineage themselves, suggesting multiple vectors of cultural capital at their disposal. Torah
expertise had cultural cachet in Syria Palaestina, probably for a number of reasons: it was ancestral
law for the inhabitants of a specific geographical location, it represented a different cultural system
from that of the Romans, and the Torah contained the memories of Judean cultural identity. Claims
of Torah expertise were shared between priest and rabbi, who could (and sometimes did) inhabit
both identities simultaneously.

The priestly class, though typically associated with the Temple and therefore the religious
sphere of Israelite and Judean life, also engaged in scribal, judicial, and teaching roles.” First, as
cultic representatives, the priests preserved and clarified laws and legal precedent, orbiting the realm
of elite secret knowledge. Seth Schwartz emphasizes that priests, in particular lower-level priests,
would have assumed the roles of teacher and judge.” Priests exercised juridical authority to settle
land disputes, marital contracts, and inheritance. Further, in the Torah, the priests were instructed to
“teach the Israelites the statutes that the Lord has spoken to them through Moses” (Lev 10:11).
Mark Leuchter argues that the Hebrew Bible “regularly associates literacy and literature with the
priesthood, and the nature and role of ancient priests indeed lends itself well to such a
characterization. It was with priests that the collection of sacred texts was entrusted, and it was
through priests that their contents were preserved, transmitted, and developed.”” Similarly, Steven
Fraade contends, “It was the priesthood, whether centralized or separatist, who in Second Temple

times were most commonly associated with the authority to transmit, teach, and adjudicate Israel’s

522 See Mark Leuchter, “The Priesthood in Ancient Israel,” Biblical Theology Bulletin: A Journal of Bible and Theology 40, no. 2
(2010): 100-110.

523 Seth Schwartz, Josephus and Judean Politics (Leiden: Brill, 1990), 69.

524 Leuchter, “The Priesthood in Ancient Israel,” 104.
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covenantal laws and traditions.”>®

Fraade has argued that there is little evidence in the Second Temple sources themselves to
support the scholarly portrayal of a simple shift from priest to rabbi:** “It may have been the case
that on the local level non-priests oversaw both the teaching of Torah and administration of justice,
even if the symbolic authority rested with the priesthood.””* Contra the accounts of Tcherikover
and Schiirer, Fraade contends that the scribes in Second Temple times were most commonly
identified as associated with the priesthood. While authority was centralized with the priesthood,
many scribal duties were delegated to the Levites and other lower-level priests. Thus, as scribes

began to represent a new intellectual class, they remained part of the “priestly orbit.”

4.4.2 Competition for Funds and Expertise Among Rabbis and Priests

There are no rabbinic texts that hint that the rabbis envisioned the priestly tithe going to
them znstead of the priests; rather, tithes for Torah scholars are depicted as adjacent to the tithing
obligations for priests. This is not an outright war with the priests over tithes but a move to include
the rabbis in the Torah’s visions of pious giving. One particular account found in both Y. Sanhedrin
2:6, 20d and in Genesis Rabbah 80:1 attests both to the association of priests with Torah study and

the rabbinic defense of their right to the tithe: **

525 Steven D. Fraade, From Tradition to Commentary :Torabh and Ifs Interpretation in the Midrash Sifre to Denteronomy. (Albany:
State University of New York Press, 1991), 71.

526 Steven D. Fraade, ““They Shall Teach Your Statues to Jacob’: Priests, Scribes, and Sages in Second Temple Times,” 3.
527 Fraade, ““They Shall Teach Your Statues to Jacob’,” 3

528 Martin Jacobs, Die Institution des jiidischen Patriarchen: eine quellen-und traditionskritische Studie zur Geschichte der Juden in der
Spatantike, vol. 52. (Tibingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1995), 168-71.
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Yose from Maon interpreted in the synagogue in Tiberias: Listen to this, you priests, why do you
not study Torah? Did I not give you 24 gifts? They told him, they do not give us anything.
And hearken, House of Israel, why do you not give the 24 gifts which I commanded you at
Sinai? They told him, the king takes everything. Listen, king’s court, for yours are legal proceedings,
for you 1 did say, #hese are the priests’ legal rights: in the future I shall sit in judgment over you, to
stop them and to eliminate them from the world” (Y. Sanhedrin 2:6, 20d).
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Yose’s sermon calls attention to the neglect of the priestly tithes. The people explain that they are
overburdened with the demands of “the king” who takes away their produce and thus prevents their
fulfillment of their tithing obligation. The king in this allusion is none other than the Jewish
patriarch. Directly following Yose’s sermon, Rabbi flies into a rage and Yose flees the scene. Of this
account Aberbach and Smolar argue, “In the course of a public sermon, he declared that the House
of the Patriarchs would be judged by the Almighty and destroyed because of their rapacity in taxing
the people and taking everything away from them.””” What is striking is that Yose invokes and
defends the priests’ right to the tithes. Naftali Cohn and Nathan Schumer have demonstrated that
the rabbis, while in tension with the priestly institution, still maintained an important connection to
the Second Temple past. Cohn insists that even though the Temple system was long defunct, “the

Temple and its ritual were useful to them [the tannaim| in their own time.”” The institution of

priesthood, in R. Yose’s formulation however, is one that deserves tithes for the study of Torah.

529 Also found in Gen Rab 80:1. Moses Aberbach and Leivy Smolar, “Jeroboam and Solomon: Rabbinic
Interpretations,” The Jewish Quarterly Review 59, no. 2 (1968): 125. “This was no longer a narrow class interest, but an
attempt to arouse popular discontent, which could easily have degenerated into acts of violence.”

530 Naftali S. Cohn, The Memory of the Temple and the Making of the Rabbis (University of Pennsylvania Press, 2013), 3.
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Catherine Hezser suggests that Yose of Maon’s opinion demonstrates how Torah learning was the
“most relevant criterion for the attitude which rabbis assumed toward individual priests.””!

The Torah makes it explicitly clear that tithing is a central component of Israel’s identity. In
this way, it is true that by rabbinizing the Temple’s institutions, the rabbis make claims upon Jewish
cultic authority. They are the experts of Torah and their expertise is an embodied connection to the
memory of the Second Temple past. But to extend tithing to Torah scholars is not jus? a gambit at
power—it is a logical exegetical move and consistent with the continual conceptual relationship
between tithing and Torah. We do not need to paint the rabbis as fierce competitors with the priests
in order to understand why the category of biblical tithing becomes employed as a source of rabbinic
support. From the anecdotal stories I have analyzed, including R. Hiyya’s relationship with the Silani
family and the matrona’s tithe for R. Eliezer, we can surmise how the biblical tithing system was
conceptually expanded to include Torah scholars.

This section demonstrated that the logic of tithing for Torah expertise is not a strictly
rabbinic invention; rather, it was already present in the textual tradition invoked in appeals for
ptiestly funding. By identifying this relationship between tithes and Torah, I showed that the
rabbinic claim upon tithes is not just a grab for communal authority. This was not two dueling
institutions fighting for authority over the Jews; rather, competition between the classes of priests
and rabbis was generated in part by their shared claims to Torah expertise. The rabbis are situating
themselves in a stream of tradition that recognized the cultural capital of supporting Torah expertise.

In this way, the rabbis are in competition with other social elites, not because their institution was in

31 Catherine Hezser, The Social Structure of the Rabbinic Movement in Roman Palestine, Texte Und Studien Zum Antiken
Judentum 66 (Ttubingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1997), 488.
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direct conflict with that of the Temple but because they participated in a broader culture of
scholastic competition.

I have demonstrated how the rabbis immersed themselves in donor networks typical to the
broader Mediterranean landscape. The priestly tithe, in particular, became an important avenue of
support for the rabbinic movement; though, it also came with the reciprocal expectations inherent to

donor exchange.
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Chapter Five

Benefaction, Charity, and their Idioms in Rabbinic Fundraising

Now she had conceived a desire to go to the city of Jerusalem and to worship at the temple of God,
which was famous throughout the world, and to make thank-offerings there. She consequently asked
her son to give her leave. Izates was most enthusiastic in granting his mother’s request, made great
preparations for her journey, and gave her a large sum of money. He even escorted her for a
considerable distance, and she completed her journey to the city of Jerusalem. Her arrival was very
advantageous for the people of Jerusalem, for at that time the city was hard pressed by famine and
many were perishing from want of money to purchase what they needed. Queen Helena sent some
of her attendants to Alexandria to buy grain for large sums and others to Cyprus to bring back a
cargo of dried figs. Her attendants speedily returned with these provisions, which she thereupon
distributed among the needy. She has thus left a very great name that will be famous forever among
our whole people for her benefaction.
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Josephus in his Antiquities of the Jews recounts the heroic efforts of Queen Helena of
Adiabene who fed the starving people of Jerusalem in 46-47 CE.”” Helena, Josephus states,

converted to Judaism under the influence of a Jewish sage and used her wealth to both rescue Jews

from famine and adorn the Jewish Temple with gilded décor.” Upon her arrival in Jerusalem she

332 AJ 20: 2.49-53. M. Nazir 3.6 describes Helena as a Nazarite during her time in Jerusalem.

53 On the conversion of the royal house of Adiabene, see Jacob Neusner, "The conversion of Adiabene to Judaism: a
new perspective," Journal of Biblical Literature 83, no. 1 (1964): 60-66. Lawrence H. Schiffman, "The conversion of the
Royal House of Adiabene in Josephus and Rabbinic sources," Josephus, Judaism, and Christianity (1987): 293-312; Shaye JD
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immediately ordered her servants to purchase grain from Alexandria and figs from Cyprus. The
goods arrived in haste, and Helena distributed food to everyone who had need. She left behind the
memory of her benefaction (gdmotia), which Josephus insists was “bestowed on our whole people”
(80vog kataiéloure). ™

The question for scholars has been how to categorize Helena’s gift. Is her feeding of the
famine-struck populace an act of charity? Is her gift a benefaction to the citizens of Jerusalem? Were
her actions motivated by aspirations of piety or prestige? Gregg Gardner contends that her gift “was
not charity per se.””” Her behavior, he argues, was typical royal benefaction, which offered gifts to
the city and its citizens as a means to assert political standing and authority. The gift did not target
the poor but rather the citizens of Jerusalem and thus falls into “the framework of euergetism.”>*
Susan Sorek insists that Helena’s actions fit a distinctly Jewish benefaction system. As opposed to
traditional Roman euergetism’s obsession with prestige, Helena responded to communal need, Sorek

contends, without thought to personal gain.””” Shelly Matthews focuses on Josephus’ authotial

intention, emphasizing how Helena’s gift portrayed as personal patronage legitimized the standing of

Cohen, "Crossing the boundaty and becoming a Jew," Harvard Theological Review 82, no. 1 (1989): 13-33. Seth Schwartz,
"Conversion to Judaism in the Second Temple period: A functionalist approach," in Szudies in Josephus and the V arieties of
Abncient Judaism, 223-236 (Leiden: Brill, 2006); Steve Mason, "The Contra Apionem in social and literary context: An
invitation to Judean philosophy," Josephus’ Contra Apionem: Studies in Its Character and Context with a Latin Concordance to the
Portion Missing in Greek (1996): 187-228; Catherine Hezser, "Paul’s ,,Fool’s Speech “(2 Cor 11: 16-32) in the Context of
Ancient Jewish and Graeco-Roman Culture," in Second Corinthians in the Perspective of Late Second Temple Judaism (CRINT
14), Leiden (2014): 221-244.

53 See Schwartz, “Euergetism in Josephus and the Epigraphic Culture of First-Century Jerusalem,” 85-86; Schwartz,
Were the Jews, 103-4. Richard Kalmin has argued that the Adiabene family was remembered negatively in the Bavli,
Richard Kalmin, “The Adiabenian Royal Family in Rabbinic Literature of Late Antiquity,” in Tiferet leYisrael: Jubilee
Volume in Honor ofIsrael Francus, ed. Joel Roth, Menahem Schmelzer, and Yaacov Francus (New York: The Jewish
Theological Seminary of America, 2010), 61-77.

5% Gregg Gardner, The Origins of Organized Charity in Rabbinic Judaism (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2015), 14.
536 Gardner, The Origins of Organized Charity, 15.

537 Susan Sorek, Remembered for Good: A Jewish Benefaction System in Ancient Palestine (Sheffield Phoenix Press Limited, 2010),
53.
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the Jewish community, who Josephus states often received patronage from Gentile noblewomen.**
And then Seth Schwartz argues that the gift operates on multiple levels: as typical benefaction, as
pious practice, and as an expression of ethnic solidarity, “for through it Queen Helena celebrated
her recently acquired Jewishness.”>”

These varied interpretations demonstrate how Helena’s donation of grain and figs resists
simple categorization. On the one hand, royal famine relief reflects typical habits of benefaction.
Helena’s memory lives on in oral form as a testament to her great gift to the Jews of Jerusalem. On
the other hand, her gift’s “charitable” (i.e. moral) qualities confound the category of benefaction:
Helena acts in response to her conversion and personal piety and shows a lack of self-interest
evident by the absence of an honorary inscription. We should observe that in each of the scholarly
treatments outlined above, the categorization of Helena’s gift changes based on the perception of
her motivations, whether from piety, prestige, and/or ethnic solidarity. This is further complicated
by the authorial hand of Josephus, through whom scholars must filter their reconstruction of these
gifts.”

Often in the process of reconstructing ancient Jewish giving practices, benefaction’s
relationship to public recognition is pitted against the solidarity and disinterest characteristic of
charitable giving. As formal institutions, benefaction and charity differ in their scope—benefaction

typically describes the formal gifts from wealthy elites to a civic body, which are reciprocated

through honorary inscriptions and social status, while charity directs gifts from persons of all

538 Shelly Matthews, "Ladies' Aid: Gentile Noblewomen as Saviors and Benefactors in the Antiquities," Harvard
Theological Review 92, no. 2 (1999): 218.

5% Schwartz, Imperialism, 103.

540 For example, Gregg Gardner uses Helena’s example of benefaction to contend that no organized Jewish systems of
charitable aid existed in the Second Temple period. Gardner, The Origins of Organized Charity.
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manner of social standing toward the poor without interest in reciprocal return. Yet while the
definitional scope differs, the motivations and expectations of these givers and recipients do not so
easily follow categorical lines. Prestige and piety do not belong simply to one system of giving over
another—they are co-existing expressions of personal subjectivity. Helena’s gift is not a confluence
of Jewish morality and secular giving, as if morality were the sole putview of culture or religion.”"
Rather multiple cultural idioms inform Josephus’ depiction of a convert Queen’s eagerness to assist
the residents of Jerusalem, royal benefaction and Jewish solidarity among them.

This chapter examines rabbinic accounts of giving that similarly trouble the boundary
between systems of benefaction, patronage, and charity. First, I will examine how benefaction and
charity were constituted as two separate systems of giving in scholarly models. Then I will analyze
rabbinic stories that used the language of Jewish charitable giving to solicit donations for rabbis and
rabbinic study houses. In this way, I will show how the rabbis deployed exegetical strategies to feign
a distance from benefaction—and the reciprocal tensions associated—all the while immersed in

networks that deployed the culture of benefaction.

5.1 Charity, Patronage, and Benefaction: A Category Problem

Through the memorialization of Queen Helena of Adiabene, purposely encoding her

famine-relief and gifts for the Jewish Temple in the language of Jewish solidarity, Josephus

1 On the difficulties of assigning Judaism the status of culture or religion see: Michael E. Stone, Ancient Judaisn: new
visions and views (Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing, 2011), 11. “The preserved data are themselves selected by the orthodoxies
of a period later than that of their creation, and scholars perceive in them evidence that accords with and buttresses
those orthodoxies.” See also Steve Mason, “Jews, Judaeans, Judaizing, Judaism: Problems of Categorization in Ancient
History,” JS] 38 (2007): 457-512; Daniel Boyarin, "Semantic Differences; or ,‘Judaism’/‘Christianity.”," in The Ways That
Never Parted: Jews and Christians in Late Antiguity and the Early Middle Ages (Tubingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2003), 71.
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encouraged powerful elites to support Jews and their institutions.”” Her gifts appear to be part of a
broader trend of wealthy elites, and in particular women, who expressed their adherence to or
admiration of Judaism through gifts.”* The first century CE Roman general and historian Tacitus
remarked with disdain that certain elites had a habit of giving to the Jews:

The most degraded out of other races, scorning their national beliefs, brought to them their
contributions and presents. This augmented the wealth of the Jews.”

nam pessimus quisque spretis religionibus patriis tributa et stipes illuc congerebant, unde
auctae Tudaeorum res.

While the number of these donors is unattested, the text perceived a habit of donations given as
expressions of loyalty or admiration. As a further example, in addition to her feeding of famine-
struck Jerusalem, Helena is also said to have installed a golden chandelier over the entrance to the
Temple Sanctuary and donated a golden tablet for use during the Sotah ceremony, as attested in
rabbinic literature.”*

A conflation of benefaction and charity further appears in the reception of Helena’s deeds.
Michal Marciak argues that regardless of the definitional distinctions between benefaction and
charity, later Christian writers remembered Helena’s gift as a gift of charity.”* Eusebius writes that

she distributed grain to the needy—more specific than just the citizens of Jerusalem—in a time of

542 Seth Schwartz argues that in Josephus the Jews “conflated euergetism with biblical charity.” Were the Jews, 169.

>3 Matthews, "Ladies' Aid," 199-218. Shelly Matthews, First Converts: Rich Pagan Women and the Rhetoric of Mission
in Early Judaism and Christianity (Stanford University Press, 2001).

5% Tacitus Histories 5.5.1 compare with Josephus AJ 14.110. See Shaye JD Cohen, “Respect for Gentiles,” in Cohen,
Shaye JD. The significance of Y avneh and other essays in Jewish Hellenism, vol. 136. (Tibingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2010).

% See Mishnah Sotah 2.3-2.4, Tosefta Sotah 2.1, Ishay Rosen-Zvi, The Mishnaic Sotah Ritual: Temple, Gender, and Midrash
(Leiden: Brill, 2012), 159.

54 Michal Marciak, Izates, Helena, and Monobazos of Adiabene: A Study on Literary Traditions and History (Harrassowitz, 2014),
112.

187



great famine. Monuments in her honor, he claims, still resided in “the suburbs of the city now called
Aclia,” that is Aelia Capitolina or Jerusalem. Marciak explains this conflation: “Thus, the notion of
charity and that of the Greek euergetism, though not identical, were close enough to each other to
make Helena an important figure for Christian writers.””" Eusebius appatently had no qualms
attributing Helena’s gifts to an ethic of charity, even though contrary to Josephus, he recounts that

she was indeed honored through monumental inscriptions as befitting an act of benefaction.

5.1.1 Scholarship Defining the Difference Between Benefaction and Charity

Setting Queen Helena’s gifts and their categorical ambiguity aside, I would like to examine
how benefaction and charity, despite their conceptual overlap and blurred lines in the ancient
sources, have been partitioned in scholarly analysis. Euergetism is itself a neologism derived from
the epigraphic habit of honoring civic donations from ebepyéton or benefactors. °* The term is used
to describe the social expectation that the wealthy elite should share their wealth through the
financing of public ventures. As a “patron of public life,” the benefactor was repaid for their efforts
through civic honors and memorialization through inscriptions. Paul Veyne, in his 1976 classic Le
pain et le cirque, conceived of benefaction as a canopy upheld by three “themes”: voluntary patronage,
political trade, and memorialization. He stressed that these gifts were directed to the community and

not “to a few individuals, dependents, or the poor.”>* Thus, this “collective nature” required that

547 Marciak, Izates, Helena, and Monobazos of Adiabene, 112.
%8 Andre Boulanger and Henri-1 Matrou coined the term. Andre Boulanger and Henri-I Marrou coined the term. André
Boulanger, "Aelius Aristide et la sophistique dans la province d'Asie au Ile siecle de notre ere," (1923). Henri I. Marrou,

"Saint Augustin et la Fin de la Culture Antique (Bibliothéque des Ecoles Francaises d'Athénes et de Rome, 145)," (1938).

59 Paul Veyne, Bread and Circuses: Historical Sociology and Political Pluralism, trans. by Brian Pearce (London: Penguin Press,
1990, 11.
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the gift benefit all members of the community, such as constructing enough seats in an amphitheater
that a gladiator show could be seen by all.

Veyne drew a sharp distinction between euergetism on the one hand and pious and/or
charitable works on the other.”™ He argued that they fundamentally differed in ideology,
beneficiaries, and motivations, with the defining quality being that, “Euergetism has no direct
connection with religion.””' Veyne drew from a long-held assumption that almsgiving, a system of
giving he insisted was conceived entirely in a religious context, was not known among the pagans.”
Johann Uhlhorn, for example, thought all practice of almsgiving prior to Christianity lacked
institutional organization and was prompted by self-interest.”> This idea was echoed by the
sociologist Rodney Stark, who quite bluntly stated, “Paganism had failed to develop the kind of
voluntary system of good works that Christians had been constructing for more than three

centuries, >

and by Justin Meggitt, “almsgiving was not sanctioned by any prevalent form of
morality in the Graeco-Roman petiod.”” In his telling, Veyne contrasted “Pagan ritualism” with the
emerging “ethical religiosity” of Christianity, which drew from a “Gospel morality” that was “both

popular and Jewish,”** in order to construct a narrative of Christian historical difference.

Christianity, he insisted, transformed the pagan landscape with its ethic of almsgiving derived from

50 Veyne, Bread and Circuses, 19.

51 Veyne, Bread and Circuses, 19.

532 Canavan, Joseph E. "Charity in the Eatly Church." Studies: An Irish Quarterly Review (1923): 61-77.

533 Johann Gerhard W. Uhlhorn, Die christliche Liebesthatigkeit in der alten Kirche. 1882.

>>* Rodney Stark, The rise of Christianity: A sociologist reconsiders history (Princeton University Press, 1996), 189.
25 Justin Meggitt, Paul, poverty and survival (A&C Black, 1998), 166.

56 Veyne, Bread and Circuses, 21.
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the Hebrew scriptures, an “alien morality that became acculturated in Rome”’

Veyne was concerned with disrupting the notion that Christian charity simply filled the shoes
of pagan euergetists, seamlessly taking up the mantle of its social function.” Almsgiving, he insisted
was a different sort of practice. Charity aims to mitigate economic hardship out of a feeling of
solidarity. It is a “pledge of disinterestedness” and proof of one’s “sincerity of faith”*” Those who
give alms do so not to attain immediate temporal honors, but as “insurance for the next life” and
out of “pity for the disinherited.” Christianity, Veyne argued, cultivated an entirely new moral
disposition.

In the early 2000s, Peter Brown developed a similar notion during a series of lectures on the
role of poverty in this growing Christian power. He argued that part of the Christian bishop’s
prestige was his function as a “lover of the poor.” As Brown writes, “To act as ‘lover of the poor’
was to make an assertion, heavy with symbolic meaning, of one’s acknowledgement of the ultimate
cohesion of the entire human community.”*® This dialectic between poverty and power influenced
the spread of “lovers of the poor” as a public virtue among the upper classes. Refined and expanded
in Brown’s 2012 Through the Eye of the Needle, Brown focused on the semiotics of wealth in ancient
Christian discourse. The transaction of giving had renewed social capital and performative roles—

now in the 4" century, all Christians could embody the role of generosity hitherto reserved for the

57 Veyne, Bread and Circuses, 25. This shift was also discerned by Hendrik Bolkestein, Woh/titigkeit und Armenpflege im
vorchristlichen Altertum: ein Beitrag zum Problem”" Moral und Gesellschaft” (A. Oosthoek, Verlag, ag, 1939), who attributed the
shift in attitudes with the infusion of “oriental” ideology, and later popularized by Peter Brown in Power and Persuasion in
Late Antiquity: Towards a Christian Empire, vol. 1988 (Univ of Wisconsin Press, 1992) and Poverty and leadership in the later
Roman Empire (UPNE, 2002).

58 Veyne, Bread and Circuses, 31.

59 Veyne, Bread and Circuses, 31.

500 Brown, Poverty and 1 eadership, 6.

190



highest class of patrons.”®' Brown differs from Veyne in that he does not try to cast the classical
benefactor as necessarily “more hard-hearted” than the emerging charitable Christian; rather, he
frames the difference in the way the two groups viewed the world: “They [classical Romans] simply
looked out on society and saw, above all, cities and citizens, while Jews and Christians had come to
see, rather, rich and poor.”**

Scholarship on Christian and Jewish charity has since endeavored to distinguish the
differences between the two giving systems. In his study of euergetism in Roman Egypt, Peter Van
Minnen stressed that “pagan euergetism was performed by the happy few, the ‘rich and famous,’
whereas Christian charity was performed by all.” ** Susan Holman similatly argued that the
systematic organization of Christian charity was fundamentally different from the episodic instances
of Roman relief.”™* In Jewish studies, Zeba Crook stated that the Jews did not have a Greco-Roman

benefaction system.*”

Jews could not think of God as a patron or benefactor because they lacked
the conceptual framework and language for such a system of relationships. Susan Sorek adjusted
Crook’s frame, arguing that the Hebrew concept of Jlesed, or covenant loyalty, provided a foundation

for a Jewish benefaction system that positioned God as the ultimate benefactor.”® This Jewish

system of benefaction was “the activity of doing good deeds without expecting a return in the form of

501 Peter Brown, Through the Eye of a Needle: Wealth, the Fall of Rome, and the Making of Christianity in the West, 350-550 AD
(Princeton University Press, 2013).

502 Brown, Poverty and 1 eadership, 9.
563 Peter Van Minnen, Euergetism in Graeco-Roman Egypt. 2000, 466.
564 Susan R. Holman, The Hungry are Dying: Beggars and Bishops in Roman Cappadocia (Oxford University Press, 2001), 42.

505 Zeba A. Crook, Reconceptualising conversion: patronage, loyalty, and conversion in the religions of the Ancient Mediterranean (Walter
de Gruyter, 2012).

566 Sorek, Remembered for Good.
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inscriptions or secular honors.”” She insisted that those who gave under the canopy of hesedism did

568

so only so that God would reward them, not their community,™ contending, “In Judaism all

benefactions should encompass a degree of piety, something irrelevant in the Graeco-Roman
system.””

However, though pre-Christian Romans defined themselves through the institutions of city
and citizenship, this does not mean their institutions were without their own form of piety. It would
not make sense to an ancient exergetes to earmark their donation as a secular gift. Furthermore,
humans regularly engaged in reciprocal relationships with deities. As Jennifer Quigley has shown in
relation to Paul’s financial language in his letter to the Philippians, people in antiquity—whether
Christian, Jewish, or a some other Roman—expected to encounter gods in economic transactions.
She insists, “Imperial and divine eyes watched over transactions which occurred within commercial
spaces.””” Duncan Macrae has similatly argued, “the gods were present in the city and throughout
the rural landscape: this was still an enchanted world.””"

Irene SanPietro in her recent dissertation argues that systems of charity emerged in hand
with the creation of the Church as a social entity. She argues, “Charity becomes not merely a

formula of alms but a moral ideal and an in-group vocabulary for disclosing orthodoxy and signaling

hierarchy.”” The distinction between Roman practices and later Christian or Jewish systems is not

57 Sorek, Remembered for Good, 3.
508 Sorek, Remembered for Good 239.
509 Sorek, Remembered for Good 257.

570 Jennifer Quigley, “Divine Accounting: Theo-Economics in the Letter to the Philippians,” (dissertation, Harvard
University 2018), 38.

51 Duncan Macrae, Legible Religion (Harvard University Press, 2016), 27.

572 Irene SanPietro, “Money, Power, Respect: Charity and the Creation of the Church” (dissertation, Columbia
University, 2014), 303.
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that one is inherently religious and compassionate while the other is secular, “hard-hearted,” or
uncompassionate. Charity emerges as a discourse that imposed its own social hierarchy and
specialized language for giving.”” The language of identity difference should not suggest that the
motivation and expectations informing these gifts were then in fact altogether different from each
other. SanPietro shows that forms of institutional Christian charity functionally served as an
extension of patronage.” Wealthy donors still expected something for their gifts, even if those gifts
were regulated to “treasures in heaven” (Matt 6:20).”"

The institutionalization of charity in the Christian church did not in practice relinquish all
relationship to the habits of late antique donor culture in the Mediterranean world. Instead, it
funneled those donations through an apparatus inflected by an ideologically charged moment of
social formation, whereby those claiming affinity to Christ were distinguishing their own identity and
as a result their own gifts. Ancient Jews were at once experiencing a similar phenomenon, whereby
they were articulating their own distinctiveness in an ever-Christianizing imperial world and their

gifts were bound up in the framework of their cultural expres sion.>”

This did not separate them
from the civic habits of their cities, but the idioms of different giving ideals inflected their gifts with

features reflective of this articulated culture.

The Ancient Jewish context was also different from that of their Christian neighbors, for

573 SanPietro, “Money, Power, and Respect,” 286: “More important even than the creation of a stable patrimony was the
creation of a Church public sphere through the introduction of practices that marked orthodoxy, and the use of
orthodoxy to apportion first status, then rights.”

574 SanPietro, “Money, Power, and Respect,” 239.

575 On this concept, see Roman Garrison, Redemptive Almsgiving in Early Christianity (Sheffield, England: JSOT Press,
1993); Peter Brown, "Treasure in Heaven : The Holy Poor in Early Christianity," Richard Lectures (Chatlottesville:

University of Virginia Press, 2010).

576 Schwartz, Imperialism. Boyarin, Border lines.
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while the empire turned to Christ, the Jews never attained the same scale of political power. While
Christian donations were funneled to the emerging Church apparatus through the hands of bishops,
Jewish communities pooled their resources together in communal funds and institutions managed by
communal administrators and synagogue overseers. These gifts represented a solidarity articulated
with the language of the Torah and symbolically inflected by their provincial status. Hayim Lapin
suggests that by thinking in terms of provincialization “as an organizing problem,” scholars can use
a framework in which we understand that provincials never just “made their own history”
autonomously but were always constrained by “material relations, imperial rule, and ecology,” which
shaped how they understood or imagined” themselves.””” The differences in Jewish giving observed
from that of the Greco-Roman context are not informed by their inherent “religious,”
“compassionate,” or “disinterested” nature; they are different because ancient Jews were articulating
their difference.

Robert Saller, in the opening pages to his tome on the topic, insisted “Patronage is as
difficult to define precisely as are other types of complex behavior because it shares characteristics
with other categories of relations into which it merges.”” These shared characteristics have troubled
attempts by scholars to separate systems of giving or categorize examples of gifts. Charity and
benefaction are hard to define because they do share conceptual logics. Sydel Silverman in an article
probing what scholars mean when they speak of patronage and benefaction systems, raises a
pressing question:

Are we talking about something ‘out there’ in observable actions, something in the heads of

our informants, or an analytical scheme in our own heads? In my view, our failure to

recognise the differences among these stances and to treat them separately has impeded the
development of productive theories of patronage and communication both within and

S77 Lapin, Economy, 11.

578 Saller, Personal Patronage, 1.
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across disciplines.”””

Silverman charges scholars to question what they are identifying as “patronage” in the patterns they
observe. Behavior and values to do not always align nor do systems always equate to values. She
insists that, “Patronage can be described both as idiom and as structure, but to confound these two
endeavours impedes both.”*"

Distinguishing the aspects of idiom and structure behind concepts of giving helps
differentiate what scholars aim to observe in the source material. Some may be interested in
discerning the structures of historically contextual patterns of giving, such as analyzing the donor
inscriptions upon monumental buildings in Rome and affixing a category for those habits (i.e.

euergetism).”™

This process, however, is different from observing the idioms of giving, such as the
force of reciprocity in patronage relationships or the solidarity expressed through charitable gifts for
the poor. These idioms can overlap, coexist, or be articulated as different even while cohabiting the

same transactional space. They can provide certain structures of giving with a range of meaning,

which can in turn explain why institutional structures share categories of relations.

5.2 Benefaction in the Jewish context

Before analyzing the ways the idioms of benefaction and charity intersected in rabbinic texts,
I would like to examine the category of benefaction itself in ancient Jewish communities. In this

section I begin with a survey of the distinctive features of synagogue benefaction. I then argue that

57 Sydel Silverman, “Patronage as Myth,” in Patrons and Clients in Mediterranean Societies (1977): 77.
580 Silverman, “Patronage as Myth,” 18.

81 A good example of this kind of analysis is Atjan Zuidethoek’s The Politics of Munificence in the Roman Empire: citizens, elites
and benefactors in Asia Minor (Cambridge University Press, 2009).
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the institution of the Jewish charity collector, or parnas, is presented textually as a benefactive
position. I analyze a text from Leviticus Rabbah that articulates the idioms of benefaction and

charity in a strategic response to threats from imperial Rome.

5.2.1 Synagogue Benefactions

Jewish communities were aided through classical forms of benefaction in substantial ways.
Wealthy donors funded the construction of synagogues, such as Publius Rutilius Ioses the
archisynagogos who funded the synagogue in Teos out of his own personal funds.”® Yet among the
inscriptional evidence, different forms of language mark the donations as inflected by a distinct
worldview. Gifts to synagogues memorialized through inscription often describe donations as
belonging to God rather than the donor.” The Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York’s
Steinhardt inscription offers a classic example:

(®¢)od mpovoiq

(..)X mpeoPi(temog) k& Emoukog
Hetd thg cvPiov K& TEKV—

@V LoV AVEVEDGA TO

TpoOVaoV Tod Ayldo-

LLOTOG €K TV dmpe-

@v Tod Beod

vy

o1%w mMsn

Through the Providence of God, I, Elder and Trustee, together with my wife and my children,
have renovated the forecourt of the sanctuary using the gifts of God. Established the house of
prayer. Peace.”™

52 Frey, CIJ 2.744

583 Bernadette J. Brooten, Women Leaders in the Ancient Synagogue: Inscriptional Evidence and Background issues, no.
36 (Scholars Press, 1982). Tessa Rajak, "Jews as benefactors," Studies on the Jewish Diaspora in the Hellenistic and
Roman Periods 12 (1996): 17-36q. Sorek, Remembered for Good.

5841 follow Walter Ameling’s suggestions for translation: "Eine jidische Inschrift im Metropolitan Museum, New
York," Seripta Classica Israelica 22 (2003): 241-256.

196



This inscription, though of unknown provenance, follows the patterns of other synagogues from the
eastern Mediterranean dated between the fourth-fifth centuries C.E., which frame donations as
“gifts from God.” This distancing from the traditional language of euergetism, as well as the
menorah, lulav, etrog, and shofar iconicized at the bottom, reflect the way the habits of
Mediterranean benefaction were inflected with Jewish meaning.

Further, Marianne Bonz emphasizes the fact that often synagogue inscriptions describe
construction revenues as coming from communal funds. She cites two inscriptions from Akmonia,
dated to the fourth century CE, which mention large private donations alongside a joint donation
from the community.” Two other fourth-century inscriptions from Aegina state that the synagogue

was constructed in part from the common fund and private donations.**

The routine practice of
using communal funds for Jewish institutions and practice, Bonz contends, was incorporated into
Roman law as early as the second century CE with the aurum coronarium (or tribute paid on the
ascention of a new ruler), which gave the Jewish Patriarch the right to dispense funds throughout
Jewish communities.*’

At Stobi, Claudius Tiberius Polycharmos funded the construction of communal rooms

adjoining the synagogue in addition to the donations sourced through the communal funds.®

Notably Polycharmos emphasizes the difference between his personal donations and that of the

58 Marianne Palmer Bonz, "Differing approaches to religious benefaction: The late third-century acquisition of the
Sardis Synagogue," Harvard Theological Review 86, no. 2 (1993): 150.

For the inscriptions see, Monumenta Asiae Minoris Antiqua (American Society for Archaeological Research in Asia Minor; 9 vols.;
Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1928-88), 6

586 CIJ 1.722-23
587 Bonz, "Differing approaches to religious benefaction,” 151.

588 Frey, CIJ 1.694. Arthur Marmorstein, "The Synagogue of Claudius Tibetius Polycharmus in Stobi," The Jewish Quarterly
Review 27, no. 4 (1937): 373-384.
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communal fund, which Jennifer Quigley explains as a distinction in ownership regarding sacred
monies, “This places sacred property under at least partial human control and demonstrates that it is
not always the gods who offer divine benefaction to humans.”" Similatly, in the Aegina
inscriptions, the donations from Theodorus are juxtaposed with the “105 gold coin gifts from God.”
Here the primary donor, Theodorus, is described as the phrontistes (who also held the title of
archisynagogos), a title attested widely in Jewish inscriptions that likely designated that Theodorus held
financial oversight of the synagogue.” The benefaction is framed in this inscription as a joint
partnership between the wealthy benefactor, the Jewish community, and God as the sources of
support for the synagogue construction.

What is observable, as Susan Sorek, Tessa Rajak, and Bernadette Brooten have
demonstrated, is that identifiably Jewish inscriptions followed distinct patterns.” Gifts to
synagogues memorialized through inscription often describe donations as belonging to God rather
than the donor, using the language Swpewv 10D 0o or “gifts of God.” But this does not mean that
the motives of ancient Jewish benefactors were entirely different from that of other ancient
donors—they were not “pious” while others were “secular.”” Tosefta Megillah assumes that
donors to synagogues would be memorialized through inscription and insists that as long as the

inscription is legible, the object must be displayed in their honot.”” The fact that ancient Jews

589 Quigley, “Divine Accounting,” 28.

50 1JO, 1, 208.

1 Bernadette J. Brooten, Women leaders in the ancient synagogue: Inscriptional evidence and background issues, no. 36 (Scholars
Press, 1982). Tessa Rajak, “Jews as benefactors,” Studies on the Jewish Diaspora in the Hellenistic and Roman Periods 12 (1996):
17-36.

52 Sorek, Remembered for Good, 208.

53 T. Megillah 2:14.

198



engaged in municipal euergetism, even if inflected with the cultural traditions of the Torah, would
suggest that they were willing to participate in the civic model of the late ancient city and use their
wealth for the benefit of the community. What their motives and religious convictions were remains
buried in stone.

Within this culture of synagogue donations, rabbis sought benefactors for their own study
houses. In Leviticus Rabbah 34, a community fundraiser is held for the maintenance of a study
house in Tiberius:

R. Hiyya bar Abba held a fundraiser for a certain house of study at Tiberius. There was one

there of the family of Bar Silanus, who pledged a pound of gold. He took him, made him sit

with him, and recited for him this verse: A man’s gift eases his way;

2777 XY XTI PODY °32°0 727 PR 12 70 1M RO12°DT RWITA NP2 1772 RPP0D 7°aV X2 72 7170 20
13119 2°77° QTN A AT PI0D7 1OV RIPY IR 12°WIT 720 7701 M D0

While this account does not specify if any benefactive honors were accorded to the donor—there is
no inscription for the study house described—R. Hiyya does honor the donor in a quite rabbinic
fashion. He sits him among the Torah scholars and praises his actions through the invocation of a
verse from Proverbs. In another account, the rabbis take explicit aim at the habits of donation to
synagogues rather than donating to rabbinic institutions. While strolling through the synagogue of
Lod R. Hama bar Hanina praises his father’s bountiful donations to the synagogue. R. Hoshaiah
replies with disdain, “How many souls did your forefathers invest here, there is no one in here who
studies Torah!”**

The culture of donor relationships was very much a part of the social life of ancient Jewish
communities. This was not a separate system of benefaction; rather, the habits of donations were

inflected by the worldviews of those participating in the transaction. Ancient Jews used their cultural

594Y. Shekalim 5:6, 48c.
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language to frame their gifts, which could include language typically associated with Roman
benefaction as well as evoked distinct aspects of communal solidarity and Torah ideals. Ancient
Jewish forms of benefaction, however, did not completely disassociate the cultural expectations of
honor and recognition that accompanied donations of this sort. Rather, it upheld the pious
aspirations of solidarity with strategic insctiptional or oral language.” As Cam Grey argues,
inscriptions of this type served to manage the hierarchical and reciprocal expectations invoked
through patronage: “imbalances in wealth and status could be acknowledged while at the same time
the collective act of building was celebrated.”™® Donor relationships negotiated cognitive dissonance

through tactics that deflected the tensions of power and status within the Jewish community.

5.2.2 Parnasim and their Relationship to Benefaction

One-way the institutions of benefaction and charity comingled in the Jewish context was in
the institution of the parnas.””” Parnasim, according to Y. Ta’anit 1:4, 64b “are particular people,
those who were appointed overseers over the public.” Their office is often depicted as the overseers
of public spending, including charitable collection / distribution and building projects.”® In addition
to a position of communal administration, parnasim are depicted as administrators of private estates

(M. Ket 7:1) and as national leaders (T. Sotah 11:8, Sifre Deut 334, 357). What precisely this office

% Note also that Josephus memorializes the donations of Queen Helena of Adiabene orally.

36 Cam Grey, Constructing communities in the late Roman countryside (Cambridge ; New York: Cambridge University Press,
2011), 107.

7 For an overview of the parnas in rabbinic and epigraphic sources, see Steven Fraade, “Local Jewish Leadership in
Roman Palestine: The Case of the Parnas in Early Rabbinic Sources in Light of Extra-Rabbinic Evidence” in Halakbab in
Light of Epigraphy, ed. Al Baumgarten; H. Eshel; R. Katzoff, 155-73.

58 T. Megillah 2:12, 15 and Gittin 2:13.
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encompassed is a matter of some speculation. Gedalyahu Alon defined the position as a “spiritual

leader, judge and decisor,””

while Lee Levine suggests that the term changes over time but involves
some oversight over charitable contributions.”” In all of these accounts, parnasim collect funds to
serve the public good, and in particular the poor.

Because the parnas is typically viewed as a conduit between public charity and the poor,
scholars have insisted that the parnas is most definitely not related to the Roman benefactor.
Benefaction harnessed the wealth of elites in positions of local administration for the good of the
public—including financing building projects, funerals, and festivals—through self-funded
positions.””! For many rabbinic scholars, who are often interested in maintaining the distinctiveness
of Jewish charity, benefaction and Jewish charity distribution are two different systems, as Yael
Wilfand insists, “the real patron of Israel is God, while human benefactors are inferior and may
interfere with the relationship with the ultimate patron. Therefore, even stories that describe rabbis
as parnasim do not present them as patrons.”™” Yet, wealth, as Alyssa Gray argues, was required of a
parnas or any kind of communal leader in the Palestinian rabbinic view.*” The Palestinian Talmud,
for example, asserts that Rabbi Eliezer was selected as parnas on account of the resources he

possessed.””* Cam Grey uses this example among others to argue that, “In the sources for the

castern Mediterranean, benefaction by the wealthier members of the community towards those less

39 Gedaliah Alon, Jews and Judaism in the Classical World (Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 1977), 444.

600 Tee 1. Levine, The Rabbinic Class of Roman Palestine in Late Antiguity (Jerusalem: Yad Itzh.ak ben Zvi, 1989), 162—67.
01 Louise Revell, Roman Imperialism and Local 1dentities (Cambridge, 2009), 49.

002 Wilfand, Poverty, 233.

603 T. Yoma 1:6. Alyssa Gray, “Wealth and Rabbinic Self-Fashioning in Late Antiquity,” in Greenspoon, Leonard
J. Studies in Jewish Civilization 26: Wealth and Poverty in Jewish Tradition. Vol. 26. (Purdue University Press, 2015), 54.
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%5 Tn another account, Rabbi Eliezer is treated in

fortunate than themselves is a common theme.
benefactive fashion when poor people prayed on his behalf after eating and drinking.”® Though the
text asserts that R. Eliezer resisted this thanks by telling the people, “that does not give much
reward,” his framed piety at resisting the hierarchy imposed by wealth does not diminish the fact
that his position as a parnas was presented in benefactive terms.””

Elsewhere in a lengthy passage we learn that amoraic rabbis would travel and appoint
parnasim.”” R. Yosi traveled to Kifra in order to make appointments, but the people he appointed
refused the position. The text does not say why they refused, but it could be because of the
significant personal cost of financing the parnasim position. Ot the hassles that accompanied
communal positions of this sort could be a deterent. For example, R. Akiva upon his appointment
to the parnas position mutters that he will only be cursed and scorned.”” Regardless of the
appointees’ motives, R. Yosi attempts to entice their compliance by promising them that they will be
remembered for their parnas activities—the emphasis on memory evokes the monumental honors
of benefaction. R. Haggai, the text continues, would appoint parnasim and hand them a Torah scroll

as a way of investing them with the Torah’s authority. Lee Levine sees these texts as evidence of

growing rabbinic control over the institution of the parnas, but I am more persuaded by Catherine

05 Grey, Constructing Communities, 105.

606 Y, Peah 8:7, 21a.

607 Alyssa M. Gray, “Redemptive Almsgiving and the Rabbis of Late Antiquity,” Jewish Studies Quarterly 18, no. 2 (2011):
172. Gray notes that R. Eliezer does not explicitly deny their prayers’ efficacy, but only insists that “He just insists that
being reviled by the poor ‘is a good (presumably better) reward.”

608y, Peah 8:7, 21a.

609Y, Peah 8:7, 21a.
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Hezser who frames these texts as rabbinic aspirations.(’w

R. Haggai’s association of the parnas with
the Torah scroll—dispensed from the hand of the rabbi—would seem to support Hezser’s analysis.
Curiously, sandwiched between these accounts of parnas appointments appears the
following phrase: “R. Hiyya bar Ba would appoint archontes,” which are the members of the local
governing body.’"" Seth Schwartz suggests, taking into account the context of the passage’s string of
parnas appointments, that R. Hiyya bar Ba would appoint archontes “as parnasim.” Of this suggestion,
Schwartz adduces in a footnote, “If it does mean what I think it means, then it conforms well to the
theme of rabbis exploiting the culture of euergetism to advance their own interest in the
performance of the mitzpah of charity.”*'> Here we are left to speculate as to the rabbinic strategy of
placing R. Hiyya’s appointments in the midst of a series of stories detailing charity administration,
and I would like to raise two points. First, the conceptual overlap between euergetism and charity
can be explained by the broader discourse of donations, which blurred the categorical distinctions of
these gift types and exploited the ideological overlap of different gift types. This means that it’s not
entirely remarkable that benefactive features are employed in a discussion about charity
administrators because the administrative position was enmeshed in the networks of power and
influence informing civic administration writ large. Second, the assertion that R. Hiyya bar Ba would
appoint archontes could also suggest that rabbis imagined themselves with the power to make
different kinds of appointments; thus, in a discussion about appointing other examples of appointing

appear. The question is whether the overarching theme is charitable administration or the act of

010 Hezser, The Social Movement, 272. Levine, The Rabbinic Ruling Class, 165.
611 Michael Avi-Yonah, The Jews of Palestine : A Political History from the Bar Kokbba War to the Arab Conquest (Blackwell's
Classical Studies. Oxford: Blackwell, 1976), 121. Avi-Yonah understands this passage in light of the patriarchal

commission of school teachers in Y. Hagigah 1:7, 76c.

012 Schwartz, Were the Jews, 131.
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rabbinic appointing. I am persuaded by Schwartz’ suggestion that the rabbis are exploiting
euergetistic culture, but I do think the inverse could be at hand: the rabbis are exploiting Jewish
culture so as to insert themselves into the process of appointing communal positions in Jewish
towns. The rabbis envision the authority to appoint communal administrators based on their
expertise authorized through their social networks (for example, the Patriarch). This assumes that
benefactive positions were rather ordinary in Jewish communities whose civic appointments were
structured according to the Roman imperial model.

From these texts, the position of parnas appears to be an appointed position for wealthy
elites who would manage, among other things, support for the vulnerable members of the town. As
such, their position was inflected by the biblical legacy of Jewish solidarity and support for the poor,
while also receiving the associating honor and social status. For example, in one text the prayers of
the parnasim are assured to be heard by God,*" and in another text the parnasim have the power to
use communal funds as they see fit.""* The position of the parnas appears to be directly positioned
between the categories of benefaction and charity. The position’s accompanying networks of power

explains why the rabbis envisioned their involvement.

5.2.3 Parnas and Benefactor: A Rabbinic Case Study

I would now like to examine a text that I argue presents parnasim as a benefactive position
appointed by a rabbi.

Rabbi Simeon ben Yochai while asleep on the night of Rosh HaShanah, dreamed in a dream
that his nephews would be fined 600 denarii. He forced them and he appointed them

as parnasim. They said to him: Who will finance the expense? He said to them: Incur the
expense and write it down. At the end of the year, I will compensate you. At the end of the
year, it was slanderously said about them that they dealt with silk. Then came an old man

013Y. Ta’anit 1:4, 64b. See also Y. Kiddushin 4:5 on the elevated social status of the parnas.

614y, Shekalim 2:7, 47a.
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from the government. He said to them: either you make a purple cloak for the king or you
will be fined 600 denarii. He imprisoned them in prison. When R. Simeon b. Yochai heard
he came before them. He said to them: how much of your expense is left? They said to him:
here is the document. Take and read it. He read the record and found that of the expense of
600 denarii, 6 denarii were left. He said to them: give me the 6 denarii and I will free you.
They said: do you see this old man who fined us 600 denarii, yet you say ‘give me 6 and I will
free your!””” He said to them: Give me the 6 denarii and do not worry yourselves. They gave
him the 6 denarii and he slipped it into the palm of his hand, and he freed them. Once freed
they said to him: Perhaps you knew that we would be fined? He said that since the night of
Rosh Hashanah he knew that they would be fined 600 denarii. They said to him: If you had
told us wouldn’t we also give these 6 denarii for the mitzvah? He said to them: If I had told

you, you wouldn’t have believed me. Rather, there is for me a settling of your accounts.
(Leviticus Rabbah 34:12)°"
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615 This story appears in remarkably different form in B. Baba Bathra 10a.

616 1512 Constantinople and Paris, Bibliotheque Nationale héb. 149, and Oxford, Bodleian Opp. Add. fol. 51
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6171512 Constantinople and Paris, Bibliotheque Nationale héb. 149, and Oxford, Bodleian Opp. Add. fol. 51
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019 Oxford, Bodleian Opp. Add. fol. 3, Oxford, Bodleian Opp. Add. fol. 51, Jerusalem, JNUL Heb 24° 5977, and
Jerusalem, JNUL Heb 8° 515 add 11°X7 8n2%n o7p.

620 Paris, Bibliotheque Nationale héb. 149 adds the following and 1512 Constantinople has a similar formulation:

7207 NIPORI RMI?A? X7 13777 R2T R0 R RTMY P 7N

205



TInmn 82200017 RS 1109 ok 19oR1 A2 R 821 RNRIEA K132 X017 NOW PR IR 127 KT T2 NORR 19K
623 1191 Xo9WN 9 I MR ROX M

On the night of Rosh Hashanah,* R. Simeon b. Yochai dreams that in the coming year his nephews
will be fined 600 denarii—more than a yearly wage.*” Faced with this disastrous vision, R. Simeon
devises a plan. He appoints his nephews, against their will, to the communal administrative position
of parnas, or charity distributor.”® At first the nephews protest the appointment, asking, “ 817 1
Xpnon / Who will finance the expense?” R. Simeon, withholding his dream knowledge, assutres them
that at the end of the year, he will settle their losses (1137 *91Wn RIR), presumably because he believes
that his plan will succeed in outwitting the Roman fine.

Here R. Simeon both appoints his nephews as parnasim and expects them to fund the
position themselves. The nephews go so far as to protest the added expense of the position, a not
too atypical response to communal appointments. R. Yosi’s appointments in the village of Kifra was

met with resistance as well.””” The parnas position here is presented as a classical benefaction

021 London, British Library Add. 27,169, Jetusalem, JNUL Heb 24° 5977, Jerusalem, JNUL Heb 8° 515, and Oxford,
Bodleian Opp. Add. fol. 3, Oxford, Bodleian Opp. Add. fol. 51 lack XnX1¥n X132, Vatican, Ebr. 32 adds the following:
RIPP2 PII7 Y DRI RN

022 Vatican, Ebr. 32, Jerusalem, JNUL Heb 24° 5977, Jerusalem, JNUL Heb 8° 515, Oxford, Bodleian Opp. Add. fol. 3,
and Oxford, Bodleian Opp. Add. fol. 51 lack 1IN"17 &?

6231512 Constantinople adds the following line and Paris, Bibliothéque Nationale héb. 149 has a similar formulation:
POM TAWY TR YR NAR nnwn.

24 The staging of the dream on Rosh Hashanah is significant because it resonates with the rabbinic idea that a man’s
future for the year is ordered on that night.

625 7197 in the text from the Greek {nuu, , "2 in the text from the Greek guioe. Visotzky renders the term “tax”
in Golden Bells and Pomegranates, 1277.

626 By appointing his nephews, R. Simeon actually contradicts a halakhic ruling that two brothers could not both be
appointed parnasim.

627Y. Peah 8:7, 21a.
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position funded by wealthy elites, as defined by Louise Revell, “wealthy elites donated time and
money for the benefit of the community as part of their service as local magistrates.”***

Shortly after R. Simeon’s nephews become parnasim they run into trouble. Presumably they
are seen distributing communal funds, and as a result, anonymous slanderers spread rumors that R.
Simeon’s nephews must be merchants in silk. After the rumors spread, a Roman official appears and
demands that R. Simeon’s nephews either make a purpura, or costly purple cloth, garment for the
Emperor or suffer a fine of 600 denarri. Purpura cloth has a complicated history throughout Imperial
Rome, first becoming the symbol of the elite under Julius Caesar, worn by the Roman court under
Nero, and imperial property under Diocletian.”” In the words of Theodosius II in 424 CE, “We do
not permit wool to be dyed with any color resembling the Imperial purple, nor do We permit silk to
be dyed rose-color, and afterwards with another tint...Those who violate this law shall suffer the
punishment of death”® The authors of this text are deeply aware of the implications of merchants
dealing in purpura—to the effect that it would be obvious that someone with visible wealth might be
slandered as an illegal merchant.

Because the parnasim are not actually merchants of purpura cloth, they are unable to fulfill
the demand. Nor does it seem that they are able to pay the fine, the text narratively assuming that
their funds have been spent serving as public benefactors. As a result, R. Simeon’s nephews are
thrown in prison. Up until this point, the characters are subject to the customary demands of a

Roman world. The narrative is infused with standard Roman practices, leading to the fining and

imprisonment of R. Simeon’s nephews as foretold by R. Simeon’s dream. But then the narrative flips

028 Revell, Ronmzan Inmperialisn: and L ocal Identities, 49.

629 Chatlene Elliott, "Purple pasts: color codification in the ancient wotld," Law & Social Inquiry 33, no. 1 (2008): 173-
194.

030 Samuel Parsons Scott, Corpus Juris Civilis: The Civil Law (AMS Press, 1973), 174.
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the script of imperial power. R. Simeon arrives, he takes the 6 denarrii remaining from his nephews’
initial 600, and like any good hero saves the day by bribing the guard to free his nephews.

The subtext of the nephew’s redemption story is its larger midrashic context, which is a
chapter devoted to charity’s power for redemption. The chapter begins with the biblical verse, “If
your brother becomes poor, let his kinsman redeem him...” (Lev. 25:25). Throughout the chapter,
various prooftexts are brought to make sense of the scope of the verse, such as:

“Happy is the person who considers the poor, the Lord will deliver him on the Day of Evil”

(Ps. 41:1).

“He that is gracious to the poor, lends to the Lord” (Prov 19:17).

“The merciful man does good to his own soul” (Prov 11:17).

Redemptive almsgiving is a standard theme in Palestinian rabbinic literature. It can save givers from
death, as well as “taxes, penalties, head taxes, and contributions.””" Alyssa Gray has convincingly
argued that the poor of Palestinian amoraic texts are seen as “unfortunates whose plight is of special
concern to God and whose acceptance of alms will trigger divine action.”*” Redemptive almsgiving
themes encode this story—because R. Simeon’s nephews gave charity from their own funds as
parnasim, they generated enough mitzvoth to bring about divine action through the hands of R.
Simeon.

The efficacy of the story’s plot lies in the power of rabbinic expertise, who both engineered
the appointment of the parnasim and brought about their redemption. The elements of benefaction
are assumed in the narrative, providing a hint at what the rabbinic authors assume their audience

would understand about the position. The nephews protest the expense they will incur upon

accepting the position and their accessible funds are tied up in the institutional demands. The

031Y. Peah 1:1, 13a. Alyssa Gray has convincingly argued that the poor of Palestinian amoraic texts are “unfortunates
whose plight is of special concern to God and whose acceptance of alms will trigger divine action.”

032 Gray, “Redemptive Almsgiving,” 159.
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narrative assumes the prominence of the parnasim in the city, so as to incite jealous slander at the
wealth they dispense to the Jews in the community. Most importantly for our purposes, the narrative
is a pastiche of gift categories: a story about Jewish charity administrators who self-fund the
donations obligated by their communal appointment within a chapter about charity’s assured
reward.

The parnas position represents an inherently hybrid category that was associated with
charitable giving, civic administration, benefaction, and social influence. The parnasim operated
outside of rabbinic control, which might explain why rabbinic sources depict rabbis involving
themselves in their appointments, and appear to have significant authority over communal funds. It
further confounds attempts to seamlessly separate Roman and Jewish forms of giving into their own

systems.

5.3 Fundraising and Promises of Reward

The problem with mapping benefaction and charity in our sources stems from their
relationship to reward. Benefaction, was as Gygax explains, was “an zustitution: a polis-sanctioned
practice of exchanging benefactions and rewards.”* Charity provided material provisions for the
poor, a gift for which numerous late antique (and earlier) texts promised reward. The two systems
share a conceptual promise of reward.

Scholars in religious studies and in related disciplines frequently tap into a latent sentiment
that perceives commodity as impure and gift as pure in their explanatory models. Impurity/purity

tends to map onto seculat/religious, with charitable giving like tithes and donations occupying a

633 Marc Domingo Gygax, Benefaction and Rewards in the Ancient Greek City (Cambridge University Press, 20106), 3.
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position of moral superiority over competitive giving like patronage and benefaction. But Alms, for
example, are not inherently pure or disinterested, while benefaction is not inherently self-serving.
Distinctly “Jewish” or rabbinic elements of ancient giving can make sense without appeals to moral
purity or essential religious solidarity. Reward was understood culturally as the expected response to
a gift, even a charitable one.

Thus, while Jewish culture and the rabbis seem averse to the more ostentatious
memorialization associated with Greco-Roman benefaction, they were themselves not averse to the
dynamics of reward at the heart of cultural expectation. They might have preferred to remember
donors orally or through simple inscription on local records and often with acknowledgement of
God’s role in the provision of the gift, but the rabbis tapped into the discourse of reward and used it
to solicit both investment in their expertise, such as in the redemption of R. Simeon ben Yochai’s
nephews, and investment in the form of tangible gifts. In the following section, I will examine a

rabbinic story that extends the themes of redemptive almsgiving to rabbinic donations.

5.3.1 Abba Yudan and Redemptive Donations

Earlier in this chapter, I cited the account of R. Hiyya bar Abbah who held a fundraiser for a
study house in Tiberius. When a member of the Silani family donated a pound of gold, he sat him
with the Torah scholars and recited for him the verse, The gifts of a man comfort him and give him access to
great men. (Prov 18:10) This story is juxtaposed with another donor account in Leviticus Rabbah 5:4,
though rather than a synagogue, the recipients are the rabbis themselves. The story also appears Y.

Horaiot 3:7, 48a and meaningful manuscript differences are included in the footnotes:

Leviticus Rabbah 5:4 Y. Horayot 3:7, 48a

It once happened that R. Eliezer, R. Yehoshua, | It once happened that R. Eliezer, R. Yehoshua,
and R. Akiva went to a suburb of Antioch in and R. Akiva went to a suburb of Antioch in
order to fundraise for the sages. There was order to fundraise for the sages. There was
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there a certain Abba Yudan who gave alms
(M3n) generously. He became impoverished.
He saw our teachers approaching his house and
his face paled. His wife asked him, “why are
you looking sickly?”” He told her the problem,
“Our teachers are here and I do not know what
I will do for them.” His wife, who was
righteous, told him: “We have only one field
left; go, sell half of it, and give [the proceeds] to
them.”

He went and did so. Then gave [the proceeds]
to them. They said to him, “May the
Omniscient One replace your loss.”

Our teachers left. He went out to plough.
While plowing his half of the field, the Holy
One enlightened his eyes—the earth opened up
before him and his cow fell and broke her
(leg)—he went down to lift her up and found
underneath her treasure. He said, “for my
benefit my cow broke her leg.”

When our teachers returned, they inquired
about him. “How is Abba Yudan doing?” They
answered, “who can appear before Abba
Yudan? Abba Yudan of his goats, Abba Yudan
of his donkeys, Abba Yudan of his camels!”

He came to them and said to them, “Your
prayer produced for me fruits and fruits and
fruits.” They told him, “Even though others
have given more than you, we wrote you on top
of the record.” They took him, made him sit
with them, and recited for him this verse: The
gifts of a man comfort him. (Prov 18:106)

there a certain Abba Yehudah who gave alms
(3¥n) generously. One day he became
impoverished and he saw our teachers and gave
up hope about them. He went home looking
pale. His wife asked him, “why are you looking
sickly?”” He told her, our teachers are here and 1
do not know what I will do.” His wife, who was
even more pious than he, told him: “We have
one field left; go, sell half of it, and give [the
proceeds] to them.” He went and did so. He
came to his teachers and gave [the proceeds]| to
them. Our teachers prayed for him. They said
to him, “Abba Yehudah, may the Holy One
replace your loss.”

After they left, he went down to plow within
his half of the field. While he was plowing
within his half of the field, his cow sank down
and broke her (leg). He went down to lift her
up when the Holy One enlightened his eyes and
he found a treasure. He said, “for my benefit
my cow broke her leg.”

When our teachers returned, they inquired
about him. They asked, “How is Abba
Yehudah doing? They answered, who can
appear before Abba Yehudah? Abba Yehudah
of his cattle, Abba Yehudah of his camels,
Abba Yehudah of his donkeys! Abba Yehudah
returned to his former self.”

He came to our teachers and asked about their
health. They asked him, “how is Abba Yehudah
doing?” He told them, “Your prayer produced
for me fruits and fruits and fruits.” They told
him, “Even though others have given more
than you, we wrote you on top of the record.”
They took him, made him sit with them, and
recited for him this verse: The gifts of a man
comfort him and sets him at ease before great men.
(Prov 18:16).
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634 Oxford, Bodleian Opp. Add. fol. 5 and Friedberg, Sasson 92 Toronto states 77X instead of 0°2M, and says 1512

Constantinople states D17 7p7X.

6351512 Constantinople reads in light of Y. Horaiot, with the exception of 770175 for m¥n.

636 1512 Constantinople includes %X 12 727 117 17200 ow

637 Oxford, Bodleian Opp. Add. fol. 3, Oxford, Bodleian Opp. Add. fol. 51, Jerusalem, JNUL Heb 24° 5977, and

Toronto, Friedberg, Sasson 920 all lack npTX An° AW MNWX.

638 1512 Constantinople and Cambridge T-S C2.66 add %% 177501 .

639 1512 Constantinople T *¥12 W12 727 20 MR

640 1512 Constantinople adds after: 1V 7"2p7 XM

%41 Only London, British Library Add. 27,169, Munich, Bayerische Staatsbibliothek heb. 117, and Cambridge T-S C2.66

have this statement in full.
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This account begins with the travel of three tannaitic rabbis (late 1 to early 2™ century CE)

o whose

to the outskirts of Antioch. Antioch was one of the largest cities in the later Roman empire
harbor sat along the eastern side of the Orontes river.®* Rabbinic literature uses X’ NI “a
harbor of Antioch” rather than simply Antioch most likely in reference to a Jewish settlement near
Daphne, potentially the area associated with the synagogue John Chrysostom references.** Rice
grows in the sands of the harbor, as noted in Y. Demai 2:1, 22d. The Jewish community of Antioch

had a tumultuous status following the Judean rebellion from Rome in 66 CE. *"

Josephus states that
the populous, riled up out of racial anger, attacked the Jews of the city with brutal force on two
separate occasions. When the Roman governor Titus arrived in the city, the Antiochenes petitioned
for the expulsion of the Jews.**® Titus refused, but thereafter the relations between the Jews and the
other residents of the city were tense.

We learn that within this area lives a certain man who is known for giving alms generously.

The word for alms here is witzvah, normally translated as commandment but stood in as an

o3 Vatican, Ebr. 32, Patis, Bibliothéque Nationale héb. 149, Jerusalem, JNUL Heb 24° 5977, Oxford, Bodleian Opp.
Add. fol. 51, and Toronto, Friedberg, Sasson 920 add the following line: 1’1 27173 *197

04 Glanville Downey, A History of Antioch in Syria : From Selencus to the Arab Conguest (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University
Press, 1961).

04 Jastrow, 435. Visotzky thinks the reference is to the hot springs of Daphne, a suburb of Antioch. Golden Bells and
Pomegranates, 124. The Palestinian Talmud associates Daphne with the location of King Nebuchadnezzar’s camp when he
arrived to destroy the first Temple. Y. Shekalim 6:3, 50a.

646 See Catl H. Kraeling, "The Jewish Community at Antioch," Journal of Biblical Literature 51, no. 2 (1932): 141. John
Chrysostom references the Jewish community at Antioch, describing them as a moAtteio and referencing Jewish
patriarchs. 1 Adv. Jud. Orat., I:3, PG, vol. XL; Op.Cit 6:5.

47 Bernadette Brooten, "The Jews of Ancient Antioch." Auwtioch: The Lost Ancient City, ed. C (2000).

648 A] (12.122-4)
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expression for charity in Palestinian rabbinic literature.*”” The man Abba Yudan (the Aramaic to the
Hebrew “Yehudah”) became impoverished, though the circumstances of his loss of property are not
included in the text.”” A number of plausible settings could be informing the text’s assumptions
about Abba Yudan’s property loss. Antioch resided on a major fault line and suffered devastating
earthquakes, including a massive quake in 115CE where the “whole earth was upheaved.””" The city
was also precariously positioned near the Persian empire, and its emperor Shapur I sacked the city in
253 and 260 CE.”* Some scholars have suggested that Abba Yudan’s generosity led to him to give
away most of his property.”” Though, it seems more likely that Abba Yudan’s noted generosity
reflects, as Alyssa Gray has argued, the social status he once enjoyed as a wealthy almsgiver.®*
Whatever the imagined reason for Abba Yudan’s loss of property, he appears to have been well
acquainted with the fundraising habits of these rabbis. From afar he sees them approaching and

blanches at the thought of his imminent failure to fulfil their anticipated request.

649 See also Lev Rab 34:4. For mitgvab as charitable giving, see S. Lieberman, “Two Lexicographical Notes,” JBL 65
(1946) 69-72.

950 Translates to “Father of the Jews,” a possible honorific title for his charitable actions. See Visotzky, Golden Bells and
Pomegranates, 125.

651 Cassius Dio Roman History 68.24-25: “First there came, on a sudden, a great bellowing roar, and this was followed by a
tremendous quaking. The whole earth was upheaved, and buildings leaped into the air; some were carried aloft only to
collapse and be broken in pieces, while others were tossed this way and that as if by the surge of the sea, and overturned,
and the wreckage spread out over a great extent even of the open country.”

On the role of rebuilding in Antioch’s religious landscape, see Shepardson, Christine C. Controlling Contested Places : Late
Antigue Antioch and the Spatial Politics of Religions Controversy. Joan Palevsky Imprint in Classical Literature. Berkeley:
University of California Press, 2014.

952 On the problems with dating these events, see Timothy D. Barnes, "The Persian Sack of Antioch in 253," Zeitschrift
fiir Papyrologie und Epigraphik (2009): 294-296.

653 Michael L. Satlow, “Fruit and the Fruit of Fruit: Charity and Piety among Jews in Late Antique Palestine.” The Jewish
Quarterly Review 100, no. 2 (2010): 246-247.

054 Alyssa M. Gray, "The Formetly Wealthy Poor: From Empathy to Ambivalence in Rabbinic Literature of Late
Antiquity," AJS Review 33, no. 1 (2009): 111.
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Abba Yudan’s wife steps in and suggests selling half of their remaining field. He eagerly
makes the sale and gives the proceeds to the rabbis who offer a blessing, asking God to replace his
losses. This blessing is no ordinary farewell prayer; it is understood to invoke a transmission of
divine power in exchange for Abba Yudan’s donation. A blessing, ot berakah in Hebrew / edloyéw
in Greek, was often linked to miraculous results.” For example, in the synoptic Gospels, Jesus
blessed (eVhoyéw) five loaves and two fishes and they multiplied enough to feed thousands (Matt
14:19, Luke 9:16). The narrative expects that the rabbis’ blessing will generate anticipation for what
happens next. Sure enough, Abba Yudan goes to plow his remaining half a field and the earth splits
open to reveal treasure at its bottom—his cow’s broken leg an accessory to the miraculous reward.
If we are to have any doubt as to the source of Abba Yudan’s riches, he himself states to the rabbis:
“Your prayer produced for me fruits and fruits and fruits.”**

This story of Abba Yudan and the buried treasure is inflected by multiple sites of meaning.
Abba Yudan’s class status represents a category of poverty that Palestinian texts thematize as “the
formerly-wealthy poor.”*” Alyssa Gray has suggested that this focus on the formerly wealthy poor
might have been motivated by the “hope that the latter might display generosity to the rabbis if and

when their fortunes improved.””® In Abba Yudan’s case, the narrative situates his slip into poverty

as a situation meriting divine attention. Further, Abba Yudan’s gifts for the rabbis are framed as
g > g

655 For this phenomenon in Christian literature and its association with material gifts, see Daniel Caner, "Towatds a
Miraculous Economy: Chtistian Gifts and Material 'Blessings' in Late Antiquity," Journal of Early Christian Studies 14, no. 3
(20006): 329-377.

956 For more analysis of this story, see Satlow, “Fruit and the Fruit of Fruit,” 246-247. On the principle of measure for
measure reward, see Gardner, “Giving to the Poor,” 147-200.

057 Gray, "The Formetly Wealthy Poor, 101-133.

58 Gray, “The Formerly Wealthy Poor,” 112. Also, Richard Kalmin, The Sage in Jewish Society of Late Antiguity New York:
Routledge, 2002), 29-33.
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charitable donations. The narrative includes the anecdote that Abba Yudan was known for his
generous giving of XN, most likely representing alms. The rabbis seem to know Abba Yudan is a
generous man, just as Abba Yudan recognizes that their appearance brings with them an expectation
of contributions.

However, these charitable donations are given to the rabbis themselves. It is unclear from
the text whether these donations are designated for categorically poor rabbis or for other rabbinic
causes. I argue that in either case, the fact that this passage is textually connected to another example
of giving—the benefaction for a rabbinic study house—suggests that these donations should be read
similarly as gifts for the rabbinic guild. The rabbis honor Abba Yudan for his gifts in the same
manner—by sitting him in a place of honor among Torah scholars and reciting for him the same
words from Proverbs. This conclusion to the tale promises those who are formerly wealthy poor a
return to aristocratic status if they give gifts to the rabbis, demonstrating Alyssa Gray’s suggestion
about the rabbinic strategy: “Thus, Palestinian rabbinic warmth toward the formerly wealthy poor
may not reflect mere benevolence, but rather may have been part of a calculated strategy to maintain
good relationships with past and possibly fututre sources of material support.”®”

Scholars have struggled to categorize Abba Yudan’s donation. While Burton Visotzky insists
that collection does not represent charity because it is not explicitly directed toward poor
individuals,’” Gregg Gardner convincingly argues that the rabbis at least “present the collection of the

2566

sages as an exercise in organized charity.”* The difficulty arises from the rabbinic category of

charity, #zedakah, which is narrowly defined as assistance for categorically poor people. This example

059 Gray, “Formerly-Wealthy Poor,” 112.
060 Visotzky, Golden Bells, 125.

%1 Gardner, The Origins of Charity, 189.
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would then have to represent in at least appearance an expansion of that formal category to make
sense of why Abba Yudan’s donations are cast as fzedakah for rabbis.

However, if we set aside the formal rabbinic gift category and instead approach the text with
an eye to the different hermeneutics at work, additional logics emerge. I suggest that this example
represents a way the rabbis drew upon a conceptual framework that linked gifts for religious
professionals and gifts for the poor as incumbent upon those committed to the ancestral law of
Moses. When read comparatively with stories depicting tithes given for rabbis, we can see a similar
strategy of extending donations for religious professionals. Further, donations for rabbis are
encoded in the language of charitable giving because they want to invoke the cultural expectations of
redemptive almsgiving as a reward for those who donate on their behalf. This represents a particular
divine reward for donations prevalent in literature of this period. Therefore, Abba Yudan’s
donations are part of a broader habit of donor networks, which facilitated social relationships
reflecting reciprocal expectations. This story represents a rhetorical strategy used to encourage donor
relationships to the rabbinic guild using the overlapping categories of patronage and charity in a

distinctly rabbinized vision of donations.

5.3.2 Making Sense of Overlap

There is a strong correlation between donations and promises of reward that ungird the
conceptual overlap of gifting categories in rabbinic sources. This overlap is not necessarily explained
through the historical immersion of Jewish forms of giving into a Roman culture of reward, but can
also be informed by the more abstract cultural logic that “when one gives / one receives”—whether
in this world or a future world to come—that was in the air. This is where the conceptual
relationship of gifts in the Torah’s tithing system can help explain the how the slippage between the

categories occurs in rabbinic texts. If, as I discussed in chapter four, some rabbis received priestly
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tithes on account of their Torah study and not their priestly descent, the dynamic of the tithe
relationship would have looked to many like a typical patronage relationship. Even if the rabbis
framed this relationship in different terms, so as to create an ideological cover for their donor
relationship as I discussed in chapter two, the idiom of patronage could still inform the transaction.

Further, tithes for priests were not the only part of this conceptual equation. Priests and the
poor were paired in the tithing schema as recipients of equivalent entitlement to communal support.
In the Mishnah, for example, a priest or poor person who are accustomed to eating at a
householder’s table are allowed to take from his designated tithe produce even on the Sabbath.*
Otrdinarily, if a householder designates a portion of produce either as a ferumab priestly tithe or as a
tithe for the poor, he is not allowed to separate it on the Sabbath. The laws for the dispensing of
tithes understand the priest and the poor as parallel designees.

The opening to Palestinian Talmud tractate Peah is a strong example of this paired
conceptual framework. It opens with a string of obligations for which the Torah fails to specify the
minimum needed to fulfill the commandment.

These are the matters that have no measure: forgotten sheaves (peah), first fruits, (bikkruim)

appearance (at festivals), charitable works of kindness, and Torah study. These are the

matters whose product a person eats in this world and whose capital remains for him in the
future world: Honoring father and mother, works of kindness, making peace between
people; the study of Torah is worth all of these (Y. Peah 1:1, 15a).
DI QTRW 22727 12°K 77710 TIM7N 22701 M2°23) DPRIT 27712270 RO WY 179 PRY 09727 1R
TIMPNT 179207 QTR P2 2HW DRI Q270N NN XY AR T12°0 K27 2R 17 1R 1P 3T 2WA 700D
J9°0 7A15 77N
Here the behaviors of leaving agricultural produce, apportioning and celebrating the first fruits

tithes, performing acts of kindness and Torah study are paired on the basis that the Torah is vague

on their performance as mitzvot. Further, the text emphasizes that the study of Torah is worth all of

662 M. Demai 4:6
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the aforementioned commandments, right before delving into the particulars of the laws of peah. I
contend this is no incidental association. There is a conceptual overlap between giving charity and
providing for cultic workers that originates in the biblical tradition itself. This argument used the
logic of the biblical tradition in order to justify the interpretive extension of tithing gifts to the rabbis
and the poor.

The rabbis were surely negotiating with the constraints and conditions of imperial life but
they were also exegeting biblical texts and using them to construct meaning in their day. The biblical
text itself provided the logical framework for soliciting donations on behalf of the rabbinic guild and

using a variety of gifting categories to achieve that end.
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Chapter Six

Conclusion

Scholastic expertise in the ancient world depended on donor networks.*” These
relationships brought not only gifts, favors, and social capital to scholarly guilds, but also cultivated
the legitimacy of scholarly authority. Expertise was not self-evident; it had to be performed and
required validation from others. Yet while highly desired, these relationships introduced specific
tensions. Once gifts and favors were exchanged, donors felt entitled to the scholastic work. This
threat to scholarly autonomy—the projection of which went hand in hand with claims to exclusive
knowledge—required careful negotiation. Balancing this cognitive dissonance, scholars asserted their
expert authority over donors through rhetorical tactics so as to mask their reliance on donor
support.

The rabbis of Syria Palaestina participated in these habits of the ancient Mediterranean
knowledge marketplace. While in some places explicitly waty of the Roman patronal system,”* other
accounts attest to the expanding rabbinic social network and incorporation of donors. In addition to
the tensions associated with reciprocal exchange, the rabbinic clash with donors included the added
valence of Torah and rabbinic ideals, which often resisted reciprocal relationships in pursuit of an
egalitarian ethic.*” Thus, identifying donor relationships in rabbinic literature is complicated by the

fact that the rabbis themselves often worked to thwart associations with reciprocal donor

663 On the application of social network theory to the Roman ancient wortld, see Anna Collar, Religions Networks in the
Roman Empire: the spread of new ideas (Cambridge University Press, 2013).

664Y. Berakhot 9:1 for example.

665 See Seth Schwartz, Were the Jews a Mediterranean Society?: reciprocity and solidarity in ancient Judaism (Princeton,
NJ: Princeton University Press, 2009).
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expectations. This dissertation continues the work of identifying textually veiled rabbinic donor
relationships and theorizing what such relationships might have looked like within an ancient
Mediterranean context.

I began to lay out the broader stakes of examining donor stories in chapter one, which
involved two distinct aims: 1) analyze the relationship between biblical and rabbinic categories of
giving and their deployment as hermeneutical tactics within a Roman imperial context 2)
demonstrate the rabbinic cultivation of expertise through the interaction with social and donor
networks. The particular problem I hoped to address was how to identify the gift depicted textually
and read the transaction both as part of a broader network of donors and part of a discourse of
expertise cultivated through those gifts. This proved a tricky task. The elusive binary between
solidary/reciprocity, teligious/secular, charity/patronage is hard to avoid when categories are a
necessary component of language. But I remain convinced that we must reorient our thinking and
resist assumptions about how gifts should work along categorical terms. Gifts slip our grasp
precisely because they exist within a web of meaning. Our first starting point should be to observe
every level of cultural inflection animated by the spirit of the transaction before attempt to fit those
observations into rigid categories.

When it comes to rabbinic literature, I think a further level of complexity is added by the
exegetical rabbinic posture. Gift categories are invoked through proof texting in ways that confound
the original text’s literal meaning. When Isaiah 58:7, for example, appears in rabbinic reception, it’s
literal meaning to “bring the homeless poor into your home” is expanded by its exegetical potential.
In this example care for the poor, when lifted into discursive and ideological space, allows for the
consideration of other social anxieties, such as Roman imperial rule and the Temple’s destruction. In
this sense, Isaiah 58:7 exudes a timelessness in its reception, rendered to speak to the concerns of

the present day.
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The problem with categorizing gifts led me to reorient myself to the sources, asking “what
broader discourse are these gifting relationships a part of?” In my second chapter, I explored the
discourse of expertise in the cultivation of donor networks. Expertise in the ancient world was
performed both in public spaces through rhetorical speeches and teaching and at private dinner
parties and personal instructions, validated through the attentions of wealthy elites.’® These
attentions served to affirm and define the reputation of scholars even when those scholars might
want otherwise to claim autonomy from donor influence. Rabbis, I argued, immersed themselves in
these relationships not only for the financial value, but because of the validation of their expertise
they signaled.

As the rabbis cultivated donor networks, they did so as exegetes. They used the biblical text
as the framework for the meaning they created. They drew connections both hyper-linguistically and
conceptually to imagine a place for themselves in the lineages of the biblical past. To this end, their
solicitation of donations expanded upon the biblical system of tithing, which as I outlined in chapter
three, designated portions for the priests and the poor. While different in kind and in manner, these
tithing designations shared a conceptual logic.

In chapters four and five I explored the paths of these tithing portions in rabbinic
solicitations for donations. As the rabbis gradually replaced the priesthood as the religious authority
of the Jews, it appears some Jews brought their tithes to rabbis in exchange for their expertise. Some
rabbis found an interpretive claim tithes for themselves within the biblical text. Similarly, the rabbis
used the language and associations of charity to solicit donations to the rabbinic guild. Talking about

the poor is useful: as a metaphor, as a literary anecdote, as a political platform. By using the biblical

%66 For the performance of identity among freelance experts, see Heidi Wendt, A7 the Temple Gates: The Religion of Freelance
Experts in the Roman Empire (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 20106).
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logic of support for the poor, the rabbis conjoined the late antique rhetoric of reward with biblical
ethics as a compelling fundraising tactic.

Rabbis increasingly engaged in fundraising travels in the third and fourth centuries precisely
at the moment when their guild was growing. This, however, interjected social relationship with the
potential to disrupt their projected power. Stories about “free” gifts, fundraising, and patronage
when placed in conversation with the broadening of rabbinic social networks provide a more
complicated portrait of the relationship between rabbis and the Jewish community. Through textual
analysis that takes seriously the dynamics of social networks and their resulting contradictions,
expectations, and social cues can help illuminate the role social relationships played in the formation

of both rabbinic expertise and authority.
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