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DIGEST

This thesls deals with two of the most intriguing subjects to be
found in connection with the Talmud and Midrash. One of those subjects
is the appearance there of foreign loan-words. This thesis investigates
the appearance and use by the Rabbis of one of those words, a word bor-
rowed from Latin which became a staple of rabbinic literature. The word
is "matrona'" and it was used by the Rabbis in theilr aggadot and their
m'shalim, The other subject this thesis investigates is that of women
in rabbinic literature. For the word "matrona' was used to describe a
certain type of woman with whom the Rabbis were eifither acquainted by
reputation, or by thelr own personal experience.

Who was the "matrona"? R. Jose b Halafta found her to be an ex~
ceedingly inquisitive woman, who was quite curious about Judaism and who
might also have been hostile to.the Jews, R. Jose had sixteen conversa- |

1

i ‘ tions with "a certain matrona,' all of them coming in response to her

questiton about a passage from Scripture or her inquiry into Jewish belief.

d This thesis discusses those conversations and tries to answer some ques-—
tions that rise out of them: where the conversations took place; if they
in fact did pakeeplace; why the matrona made her inquiries of R. Jose
specifically; and if they did‘not take place, what purpose the conversa-
tions may have had as rabbinic literary devices. These conversations

are the sole, gubject of the first chapter, for R, Jose is found to have

the most contacts of any rabbi with a matrona.

|




The second chapter deals with the meetings of other rabbis with
matronot. In these aggadot we find that the Rabbis found that the matro-
' (

not had a contradictory character. The meetings between rabbis and a

matrona span many generatlons to tannaim and amoraim. Some of the rabbis

who encountered a matrona found her to be of great help to them. Others

found her to be dangerous, picturing her as a sexually aggressive woman,
or as a witch, or as a powerful courtesan. By most accounts i can be

Al

supposed that when the Rabbis used the word '"matrona," they were talking
about a gentile woman, and these accounts bear out the opinion that the
Rabbis were not necessarily recluses, but rather were men of their time,
coming into contact with thelr non~Jewish neighbors with some frequency.

The third chapter inquires into the identity of the matronot whom
the Rabbis encountered. In every aggdda discussed in the first two chap-
ters, the matrona's identity is not disclosed. On the basis of inference
from the descriptions of the matrona supplied by the Rabbis, this ghapter
discusses women who were named by the Rabbis in other aggadot and attempts
to find a connection between them and the description of the matrona.

The fourth chapter discusses the m'shalim in which theé matrona
appears., Here the word has taken on a much different meaning fér the
Rabbis, for the word "matrona' is used in the mdshal to describe the king's
consort. As i1s common 1n the rabbinic parable, the "king' stands for God.
This chapter inquires into what or whom the matwona was meant to repre-
sent, and why the Rabbis used this word, and not 'malkah'--or another

common Hebrew word--instead of "matrona."

Fach chapter contafns individual conclusions which are summarized

~and connected in a final conclusion which assesses the scope and importance

of and insights derived from the use of the word "matrona' in rabbinic literature.
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INTRODUCTION

In Pirke Avot 1:5 we find thils statement attributed to R. Jose
b. Johanan, a tana of the second or third centuries B.C.E.:

« . . and talk not much with womankind. They said this

of a man's wife: how much more of his fellow's wife.

‘Hence the Sages have said: He that talks much with o

womankind brings evil upon himself and neglects the

study of Torah and at the last will inherit Gehenna.

This quotation has often been accepted as the definitive

fabbinicstatement regarding women. It has been responsible for the

opinion that the Rabbis throughout the Tannaitic and Amoraic periods

went out of their ways in order to avoid social intercourse with

members of the opposite sex. A classic statement on the subject of

the Rabbis and how they regarded women can be found in C. G. Montefiore's

introduction to A Rabbinic Anthology:

The Rabbinic literature is written by men and
for men. The difference in the relations of men and
women to each other makes a constant difference be-
tween the Rabbis and ourselves. It is always crop-
ping up. Modern apologists tend to ignore or evade
it. They quote a few sentences such as 'Who is rich?
He who has a good wiife'; or they tell of a few ex-
ceptional women such as Beruria. It i1s quite true
that wife and mother played a very important part in
Rabbinic life; it is true the Rabbis were almost al-
ways monogamlsts; it is true that they honourédrtheéfr
mothers profoundly, and usually honoured and cared
for their wives. But that i1s only one side of the
story. 'Women, children and slaves': that familiar
and frequent collocation means and reveals a great
deal. Women were, on the whole, regarded as in~
ferior to men in mind, in function and in status.
Very few women were students of the Law: it was not
intended that they should be. Yet the highest and
most adorable thing in the world was to study the
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Law. The greatest and purest joy in the world was to
fulfil all the commandments and ordinances of the
Pentateuch and Rabbinic codes. But women need not,
and could not, observe them all. It was not for
nothing that the dailly blessing was said (the bless-
ing which the modern orthodox Jews have not had the
courage and good sense to remove from thelr prayer
books); 'Blessed art thou, O Lord our God, who hast
not made me a woman.' This blessing was as sincerely

said as the two previous ones: 'Blessed art thou,
0 Lord our God, who hast not made me a gentile or a
slave.' Socilal intercourse with women was usually

taboo. They were the source of moral danger. They
were the incitements to depravity and lust. The
evil impulse--the Yetzer ha-Ra-—is especially and
mainly the impulse which leads to sexual impurity.
The result was not entirely healthy.

Much of what Montefiore said had a'factuél basis, but like many
generalizations, facts can be brought to demonstrate another side of
the case,

The purpose of this thesis 1s to discuss a unique kind of
literature which can be found in the Talmud and the Midrash., It is
unique because not only does it give us a fuller view of how in fact
the Rabbis regarded women and dealt with them, but it also demon-
strates how the Rabbis were able to adapt themselves to living in a'
very cosmopolitan world., The outstanding characteristic of the
literature that shall be discussed is the appearance of an unusual
word. That word is "matrona." It is neither Hebrew nor Aramaic, yet
it appeared time after time in the literature of the Rabbis. ‘Without a
doubt, the word was a loan-word from Latin. In the rabbinic mind this
loan~word took on special significance. It is the significance of

the word '"matrona," and how it appears in the Talmud and Midrash that

will be the main subject of study in this thesis.

It has been stated that the word "matrona" is a loan-word.




How can we know this? Were we to look for it in either Scriptures or

in the Apocrypha, we would not find it. We would have to extend our
{

search into early rabbinic literature to find it, and there we would

come to a statement found in Avot d'Rabbi Natan that R. Zadok, who

lived during the Roman siege of»Jerusalem, was taken prisoner and made
a slave in the house of a matrona.2 The text does not tell us if R,
Zadok regarded the woman as a matrona, but somewhere around that time
it would seem that the word entered the language of the Rabbis, This
would not be too surprising, for it would mean that the Romans brought
the word with them when they made Palestine a part of their empire.

The word in Latin was pronounced "matrona.'" For the Romans the
word had a very definite meaning: "A married woman, usually with the
accessory idea of rank or dignity.”3 The classic role of the matrona
in Roman soclety was that described by Will Durant in regard to Stoic
Rome (508-202 B.C.E.):

. . . {The status of woman in Romg/ must not be judged
from her legal disabilities. She was not allowed to
appear in court, even as a witness, Widowed, she could
not claim any dower right in her husband's estate; he
might, if he wilshed, leave her nothing. At every age

of her life she was under the tutelage of a man--her
father, her brother, her husband, her son, or a guard-
ian-~without whose consent she could not marry or dis~
pose of property. On the other hand, she could inherit,
though not beyond 100,000 sesterces ($15,000), and she
could own without Ilimit. In many instances, . . . she
became weadlthy because her husband put his property in
her name to escape bankruptcy obligations, damage suits,
inheritance taxes, and other everlasting jeopardies.

She played a role in religion as priestess; nearly
every prlest had to have a wife and lost his office when
she dled. Within the home , . . she was honored mis-
tress, mea domina, madame. She was not, like the Greek
wife, confined to a gynaceum, or woman's quarters; she
took her meals with her mate, though she sat while he
reclined. She did a minimum of servile work, for
nearly every citizen had a slave. Bhe might spin, as




a sign of gentility, but her chief economic function was

to superintend the servants; she made it a point, how-

ever, to nurse her children herself. They rewarded her

patient motherhood with profound love and respect; and

her husband seldom allowed his legal mastery to cloud

his devotion,

The father and the mother, thelr house and land

and property, thelr children, thelr married sons, their

grandchildren by these sons, their daughters-in-law,

thelr slaves and clients~—all these constituted the

Roman familia . . .. It was within this miniature

soclety, containing in itself the functlons of family,

church, school, industry, and govermment, that the

Roman child grew up, in piety and obedience, to form

the sturdy citizen of an invincible state.

Such a set of cilrcumstances was not ko be permanent as Rome
began to expand into its great empire. Yet in looking back on its
past, the Roman world had an idealized concept of what should be. As
we will see, the ideal and the real often clashed. And our source for
this information will be the words of those keen observers of the world
during the early centuries of the Common Era, the Rabbis.

When the word 'matrona" entered the vocabulary of the Rabbis,
it must have carried connotations very different than it did for Stoic
Rome. For the Rabbis used the word Mm#twona' to describe a certain kind
of woman with whom they came into personal contact. What this woman
might have been will be one of the main subjects of inquiry in this
paper, as will the question of why some individual rabbis had frequent
contact with her. We will discuss in particular R. Jose b. Halafta, a
third generation tana and student of R. Akiba, who had sixteen separate
conversations with a matrona according to rabbinic literature. One of

the goals of this study will be to see how well the Rabbis adhered to

Rw Jose b. Johanan's admonition against conversing with women, and if

Montefiore's thesis regarding the attitude of the Rabbils towards women,




egpecially in the area of social and intellectual intercourse, can be

accepted as the case.

{
Another question that shall be asked is why the Rabbis wished

to use a lLatin loan-word at all. What were the connotations the word

|
4
i

"matrona" carried for them so that they had no difficulty incorporating

it dnto their language. Also, we shall try to discover whether the

rabbinic definition of a "matrona" might have changed over a period of

centuries, or whether its meaning remained static throughout that per-

iod of time.

In this study we shall analyze the kind of literature in which

context of Talmud and Midrash, This will lead us to ask the question

of whether or not the Rabbis who appear in connection with & matrona

1 might have really come into contact with an actual Woman; or whether

the aggadot reporting the meetlng of a rabbi and matrona might in

) actuality have been literary devices invented by the Rabbis,

é This thesis will be divided into four sections. Two of them

i will be devoted to the meetings individual rabbis are reported in
aggadot to have had with matronot. Another section will be devoted to a
discussion of who the anonymous matronot in rabbinic literature might
have been by trying to find parallel texts in which the women involved
were named, The fourth sectlon will be devoted solely to the appearance
of the word "matrona" in the parable or mashal. It is hoped that by an
& exhaustive study of the original sources (with a Hebrew text provided in

. an appendix) we can come to some concrete conclusions about how and why

the Latin loan-word became a staple term in the aggada,




FOOTNOTES~~INTRODUCTION

1. C. G. Montefiere and H. Loewe, A Rabbinic Anthology (Philadelphia:
J.P.S., 1960), pp. xix-xx.

2. Avot d'R. Natan 9:7.

; 3. €. T. Onions, ed., The Oxford Universal Dictionary (Oxford: Claren~-
; don Press, rev, 1955), p. 1218,

| v 4. Will Durant, Caesar and Christ (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1944),

PP. 57-58.




CHAPTER I
RABBI JOSE AND THE MATRONA

Among the rabbis who are reported to have had dealings with the
woman who came to be known in rabbinic literature as "matrona" (or
"matronita"), the name of R. Jose b. Halafta stands out. A prominent

figure in both the areas of halakah and aggada, R. Jose was widely

quoted, receiving over three hundred citations in the Babylonian

Talmud alone. He is of special interest insofar as our study of the

matrona goes in that he was the rabbi who had the most reported con~
versations with a matrona in rabbinic literature.

| R. Jose, according to Yoma 66, was born in Sepphoris, the son
i of a family which had migrated from Babylonia. He was the son of R.
Halafta, who was '"among the most important rabbis in the era of R.
Gamaliel II, R. Johanan b. Nuri, R. Hananigh, and it would seem, he

| [R. Halafta] was Av Beit Din in Sepphoris.”l R. Jose, according to

Kolatch,2 was born around the year 97 C.E. The son of a scholar, R.

Jose began to train early to follow his father's footsteps. He became

a pupil of R. Johanan b. Nuri, and studied with Judah bar Ilai under
R. Tarphon.3 He later studied with R, Akiba, and received smiéha

i [ordination/ from' R. Judah b. Baba.* This came in violation of a

5

Roman edict banning ordinations.

R. Jose was caught in the middle of the Bar Cochba revolt, and

during that time he may have fled to Asia Minor.6 After the war he came

i




to Usha, where the Sanhedrin had been reconvened after its removal from

Jabneh.7 In Usha he had close relationships with Rabbis Judah b. Ilai,
’ (

Simon b. Gamaliel IT and Meir.8 While there he probably learned the
art of preparing animal skins, but it is generally supposed that he

i lived a life of poverty.

i | In Usha, R. Jose mediated between conflicting halakic opinions

| of R. Judah and R. Meir. He was so highly regarded as an halakist that
| 1t was said of him that he always "had something on which to leany"
meaning that he could always clte a scriptural passage to support his
argument.9 Beyond this, though, we know very little about his per-
sonal life. In one of the few statements which he made about himself,
VR. Jose was quoted as saying, "I cohabitated five times and planted
five cedars in Israel." 0 This was in reference to his five sons, two

of whom became important rabbis (Ishmael and Eleazar). When his wife
died, R. Jose may have married her sister,tl

i
|

( The central event in R, Jose's life is reported in Shabbat:

R. Judah, R. Jose and R. Simeon were sftting and
studying together. R. Judah began and said, 'How good
are the deeds of this people /[the Romans7. They have
built market places, bridges, and they have erected
’ baths.' R. Jose was silent. R, Simeon b. Yohai re-
sponded by saying, 'Everything they have made they made
for themselves. They built market places to set har-
lots in them; baths, to rejuvinate themselves; bridges
to levy tolls for themselves.' WNow Judah, the son of
proselytes, went and related what they had said, and

| they were heard by the [Roman/ government. They [the

: government/ decreed, 'Judah, who exalted [us] shall be
| | exalted, Jose, who was silent, shall be exiled to

|

{

i

Sepphoris. Simeon, who censured [fus/, let him be
executed. 'L

R. Jose's sentence was final. He was exiled and not permitted

|to leave Sepphoris to attend the sessions of the rabbis at Usha. While

in Sepphoris, he probably came to be regarded as the chief legal i
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authority of the region, for there he opened an academy. It may also

o1

be that he received the designation of "rosh ha-ir,'" "chief city

(
official,"t?

Tradition has it that while he was in exile in Sepphoris, R.
Jose edited the "Seder Olam" (MWorld Chronology“).14 In Yebamot 82, R.
Johanan gives him credit for authoring this chronology of the Jews from
the time of Adam to the death of Herod (with a brief chronology of the
Bar Cochba wars), but there has been much controversy among modern his-
torians regarding the veracity of this claim. In any event, historians
throughouﬁ the ages cited R. Jose as the "great historian" and as the
"chronologist."

It would seem by most accounts that R. Jose's academy in
Seppho;is flourished. Among his leading students was R. Judah ha-Nasi,
who later would compile the Mishna. (R. Judah would, late in his life,
take up residence in Sepphoris for his health.lS) R. Jose died there
around the year 180.16

Among the greatest enigmas concerning the life of R. Jose b.
Halafta are the sixteen conversations he is reported to have had with
"a certain matrona." These conversations provoke a large number of
questions. Among those questions these can be asked:

1. Are the reports to be found in the Talmud and Midrash
concerning the conversations R. Jese held with the matrona accurate?
Did they take place jusﬁ as they are recorded?

2, If they are accurate, who might this woman have been,

since she was not named in any of the sources?

3. Every discusslon was begun with the matrona asking a ques-

tion, Most often her question concerned the meaning or interpretation




of a specific scriptural passage. What was the function of her ques~—
tion--to prove that Scfipture containﬁd errors; to prove that her theo-
logy was supported by the Hebrew Scripturéé; or did she truly want to
learn from the rabbi?

4. Of all of the rabbis living in the Galilee at that time,
why did she come to R. Jose in particular? Did he have a reputation
for fair dealings with gentiles (if we can presume the matrona was a
gentile) and with possible proselytes (if we can presume she might have
been interested in converting to Judaism)?

S.EHIQ the matrona mentioned in connection with R. Jose a
single woman, or did he converse with more than one matrona?

6. Did these conversations take place at all, or were they
merely rabbinic litefary devices, used by the rabbis to clarify diffi-
cult passages of Scripture? If this were the case, why did‘the Rabbis
use this ﬁarticular.literary device?

It is hoped that the majority of these questions can be answer-
ed in our study of the sixteen conversations between R. Jose and his

anonymous matrona (matronot).

Let us first assume that these conversations took blace just as
they were recorded, and address ourselves to the fourth question., What
was R. Jose's attitude regarding women, gentiles, the gentile world
in general, and proselytes?

The following are some of R. Jose's statements about women and
female proselytes. On the subject of his own wife, he is quoted as
saying, "I have never called my wife 'my wife' nor my ox 'my ox.'

Rather [I have called]/ my wife 'my home' and my ox 'my friend.'”17

This statement could be taken in many ways, but in context it would

10
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seem H. Jose complimented his wife in this saying. For, it would

seem, R. Jose saw in both his wife and his ox precious possessions,
.
things to be cherished. This attitude would be supported by his state-

ment regarding his "five cedars in Israel," his sons, a statement which

is joined to that about his wife.L8 }

In regard to women in general, there is this quotation from

Baba Mesi'a: "Why is the word 79X [in Genesis 18:9] dotted? The

Torah teaches right conduct in that a man should ask at a hostel about

nl9

the wife of a host. He should evince interest in her health.

Furthermore, we have an aggada in which Jose demonstrated con-

cern about the honor of a servant girl:

R. Jose's wife argued with her handmaiden. R.
Jose rebuked [his wife/ in front of the handmaiden.
[His wife] asked him, 'WHy do you rebuke me in front
of her?' He said, "Did not Job say, "If I did despise
" the cause of my man servant, or of my-maidservant,
when they contended with me, what tESH shall I do
when God rises up?" (Job 31:13~14)'

- From his aggadic statements, R. Jose evinced care and concern
for members of the bpposite gex. In the area of halakah, Wé find that
his opinions regarding female proselytes are more leﬁient than those
about males. For example, in Ketubot we find this statement attributed

to him:

It was taught21, a female proselyte, captive,
or slave, who is ransomed, or proselytized, or manu-
mitted, must wait three months /[Pefore be trothal and
marriage to a_Jew,/ R. Jose permits immediate be trothal
and marriage.

Also on this subjectR'he- -stated that if a woman discovered menstrual
blood on the day of her conversion, she needed only be subject to the
same laws of purity as all other Jewish women, and not have to wailt

three months to be be t.rothed and married.?23 Thus, even before she was

11




converted formally, R. Jose considered the female proselyte to have
equal status of a Jew., This opinion could also be seen in a statement

. f
appearing in another section of the Talmud: '"Even where a male piose—
lyte had married a female proselyte, hils daughter is eligible to marry
a priest."24

On the subject of the ger-toshav (the ”semi—proselyte”zs), R.
Jose was harsher when fixing his status Xii.é.Xié.the Jewisﬁ community.
He is quotealas saying, "A ger toshav is<éﬁbject to the same laws on
the Sabbath that a Jew is subject to on the intermediate days of a
festival. just as on those days a Jew‘may heap his crop buf not work
the field, thus can a ger do on the Sabbath,"20

On the subject of.requirements for éonversion, R. Jose argued
with R. Eliezer, Who sald only circumcislon was necessary. R. Jose
stated what became the majority opinion, that both circumcision and fhe
mikvah were required.27 But, accofding tb him, such circumcision need
not be performed by a Jew to be acceptable; even.circuméision performed

by a Samaritan was acceptable,

On the subject of proselytization, R. Jose made this statement

which can be found in Avodah Zarah: 'In the time to come idol-worship-
pers will come and offer themselves as proselytes."29 In another text,
he had this to séy about proselytes:
A proselyte 1s like a newly born child. Why do
troubles come upon them then? Because they are not as
careful with the details of the mitzvot like Israel.
From these statements it would seem that R. Jose regarded the proselyte

like a newly-born Jew. Just as one could not expect a young child to

be careful carrying out the commandments, one could not expect a prose-

lyte to be careful. They both had to be taught.

12




Bamberger characterizes R. Jose's attitude towards proselytes

in these words:
f
He upheld the majority view that the convert may

marry a mamzeret, which was a disability rather than a

privilege. ' In a case involving this question, R. Jose's

treatment of the convertsseéms to have been less than

friendly. In other matters R. Jose takes a more lenient

stand than R. Judah. We cannot suppose he was more

favorable to converts than the latter: other legal ques-

. tions were involved; still R. Jose's leniency suggests

that he was not agctively hostile. Moreover, R. Jose,

in opposition to some teachers, expected the ultimate

conversion of all the heathen. In any case, though

less enthusiastic about converts than R. Judah, R. Jose

cannot be regarded as actively opposed. to proselytization.

In general, it can be stated that R. Jose had high expectations
for the future, The time would come when not only all of the gentiles
would convert, but even all of the bastards in Israel would be rendered

32 . .
pure, God would choose the time, and in so doing, He would demons' -
strate that the only true religion was Judaism.

On one other subject did R. Jose have some strongffeelings,
that being in regard to the gentile kingdoms, expecially Rome. He is
quoted saying, '"For the day of Edom is near, yet the retribution is not
in a hurry to come, as it 1s written concerning them, 'And after many
days shall they be punished.' (Is. 24:22)”33 "Edom" usually meant
Rome in rabbinic literature.

Of interest in the context of our study of R. Jose and the
matronot, we find this statement: " . . .?/T/hose who calculate
the end of days, haters of scholars and their disciples, false prophets,
and those who spread slander have no share in the world to come."3*  In
regards to this statement, we find a comment by Salo Baron:

One wonders whether in /[this7 saying attributed

to R. Jose . . . the second category [the 'haters of
scholars and their disciples'/ does not refer to that

13




permanent nuisance of scholars, the 'Epicurean' skeptic.

This type is, indeed, expressly barred from the world to

come in M. Sanhedrin 10:1 . . .. It is also against

such 'smart alecky' debaters that the sages enjoined

their pupils to _be prepared with adequate answers

(M. Avot 2:19).

If indeed R. Jose was referring to 'smart alecky' debaters, it is dif-
ficult to believe that he would put the matronot he encountered into
the same category, otherwise it seems unlikely that he would have had
the patience which would take him through sixteen conversations with
"a certain matrona."

If the conversations are guthentic, where would R. Jose have
met this matrona? As we shall see, she was probably not Jewish, so he
must be located in some place where there was some sort of non-Jewish
population. R. Jose is most closely associated with two towns in
Palestine, Usha and Sepphoris.

After the Bar Cochba revolt, the Sanhedrin was called in the
city of Usha, where it would seem many measures were taken to accommo-
date the Rabbis. 1In regard to the generosity of the city, we find
this statement:

In sewmons delivered during the early meetings,

R. Judah bar Tla'i took ocecasilon to express his appre-

ciation to the audlence, some of which had traveled a

distance of 30-40 Roman miles, and R. Nehemiah profusely

thanked the local citizenry which had strained its re- 36
sources to accommodate learned guests and pupils alike.

It was probably there in Usha, where R. Jose remained silent during

R. Judahdnd «Rd Simeon's debate on the Mmerits of Rome, and, as a result,

received the sentence of exile. It does not seem likely under these
clircumstances that Usha would have attracted too many gentiles, al-

though this does not preclude the possibility of the conversations

taking place there. But it would seem more likely that if the
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conversations with the matrona took place at only one location, that

one and only place would have been Sepphoris.
(
Sepphoris 1s one of the must unusual of the Galilean cities, as

. we find in the Jewish Enéyclopedia: "Situated on a high mountain,

Sepphoris was said to have a cold climate, so that its inhabitants were
predisposed to catarrah (cf. Yer. §hgk,l4c).”37 Throughout the
tannaitic period, Sepphoris was the greatest rival of Tiberias as an
intellectual and political center. During the reign of Agrippa, the
Roman treasury and archive were placed in it, This was probably done
with good reason, fur during the civil war between Alexander II and
Antipater for the throne, Aitlus Gabinius} governor of Syria, wrested
control away from both of them and dividea Palestine (thenJudea) into
five districts, with Sepphoris serving as the seat of one of those
districts, this around the year 60 B.C.E. Later Sepphoris sided with
Antigonus in his war with Herod around 40 B.C.E.38 In the chaos after
Herod's death, the arsenal which had been established by Antigonus was
seized by Jewish nationalists under the leadership of Judas the Galilean.39
The Romans had to send a full division under Varés to subdue the city
and put down the revolt against Rome. Sepphoris was burned and its
citizens were sold into slavery.40 When Herod Antipas came into power
( 4 B.C.E.) he rebuilt Sepphoris, surrounding it with strong walls.41
He had his capital there for a short while, and later moeved to Tiberius,
this around the year 25 C.E.42

The coloring of fhe city of Sepphoris changed drastically in
the period before the Jewish War of 66 C.E. As we find, "the influence
of the Greek element of the city increased while that of the Jewish

'|v43

population declined . , . The mood of the city shifted towards a
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pro-Roman bias. When fighting between Jews and Romans broke out in 66,
Sepphoris was the lone Galilean city which remained loyal to the Romans.,44
While Josephus made the round of the éalilean cities looking for support,
Sepphoris made overtures for protection to the Roman authorities, and
"Cestius Gallus entered it peaceably while the neighboring cities were
ravaged.“45 Control over the city passed between Josephus and Cestius,
with the latter finally winning out. After the war the Romans entrusted
the city with Agrippa, assured of the loyalty of its citizens to the
Empire.46 This assurance was well-founded, for when the rebels under
Bar Cochba dominated the Galilee, around 132~3, '"the inhabitants of
Sepphoris appear to have secretly maintained their devotion to the
Romans, as they had formerly donme under Vespasian and Trajan.”4

In the rabbinic period, Sepphoris became a major commercial
center, which may account for its appeal to the Rabbis. In the Talmud
we find that it also attracted Jews from such exotic places as Guphna

48

and Babylonia. Among the great academies which were founded there

was R. Jose's, and the one established by his student R. Judah. That
R. Judah was later given the title Nasi, and he spent his last seven-

teen years there for health reasons.49 Among the Rabbis whom we find

in connection wiith Sepphoris and its academies are Samuel, Hama, Hanina,
Simeon b. Gamliel, Johanan, Huna, Bar Kappara, Eliezer and Mona. Yet,
"despite the fact that Sepphofis was the seat of prominent Talmudic

scholars and of great academies, and thus owed its importance in later
times to the Rabbis, its inhabitants were by no means friendly to them."'50

} The Jewish Encyclopedia quotes Hagiga 77a on the subject of the citizens

of Sepphoris: "'/T/he people of Sepphoris have a hard heart; they hear

the words of the Law; but they do not bow down before it.'"?1 Thus, it
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Would seem that here, in a Hellenized, cosmopolitan, Rome-oriented city,
a place unique in its proclivities during the last days of the Temble
and post~destruction period, it is veéy possible that the exiled R. Jose
may have encountered the matrona.

With this background, we should perhaps look at the conversations
themselves to see what information they might shed on the identity of
the matrona, and what they can teach us about her view of the world.

The conversations all begin with the matrona inquiring into a
verse of Scripture, sometimes as a request for information, more often
as a challenge to R. Jose. In the discussion of these aggadic pieces
we will investigate the qualities of thils woman, her reason for asking
the question, how R. Jose reacted to her and her question, and the
nature of his answer. This will lead us to inquire about why these
sixteen conversations were preserved in the Midrash,

In three of the questions she posed to R. Jose b. Halafta, the
matrona demonstrated an interest in the Jewish view of the creation of

the world. Thus, in Genésis Rabbah we find her asking such a question

of R, Jose:

A matrona asked R. Jose b. Halafta, 'Why is it
not written "for it was good" concerning the second day
f#6frereation/?' He said to her, 'Nevertheless, it
[Scripture] returned and included /all of the days] at
the end, as it was written, "And God saw everything He
had made, and behold, it was very good." (Gen., 1:31)'
She said to him 'A parable, Six men come to
you and you give each one a share, but you don't give
one a share. And you return and give all a single
share. Does not each one have a share and a sixth,
and one [fonly/ a sixth? I'm shocked!' He said to her
according to what R. Samuel b, Nahman had said: "Be-
cause work of the water was not finished, there it is
written concerning the third day, "for it was good"
twice, one for the making of the waters and one for the
work donme on that day.”2% (I)




The matrona asked a fairly simple, yet revealing question. She
seems to have asked it as a challenge to the rabbi to defend the fair-
ness of the Torah, for it would seem ;he anticipated his answer from
the outset. In the light that R. Jose's answer seems to have been very
lame, it is no wonder why such a question would have been asked by an
inquisitive and possibly hostile matrona.

The matrona must have been aware of one important fact when she
posed her question., For the Rabbis, every word of Torah had to have
some meaning. This included exclusions and omissions as well as what
could be found in the Torah. The fact was that the Torah contained
meaning above and beyond what couid be found on the written page; the

Rabbis could légitimize their authority to interpret Scripture by work-

ing from that premise. This was the premise of Torah sh-Be'al Peh, the

Oral Law. What then was the meaning of the missing "ki tov" (for it
was good')? The second day of ereation would seem to have been cheated
by God.

The Rabbis were Very bothered by this question. In the Midrash
many different answers were advanced to answer the matronafs inquiry.
For example, in the same source we find R. Johanan quoting R. Jose on

the subject, presenting an alternate answer to the one he is recorded

to have given the matrona:

Why is 'for it was good' not written in connection
with the second day? R, Johanan explained, and it was
thus taught in the name of R. Jose b. Halafta, "Because 53
Gehenna was created in it, and it is written, "For Tofteh
is ordered from yesterday." (Isaish 30:33) Which signif-
ies a day which had a yesterday, but not a day before
yesterday.'

Yet even this answer left the second day short, holding 'one-sixth of a

portion" rather than what it should have had, "a one and one-sixth portion."




The matrona's questions about creation did not end with her
seemiing victory on the question of the second day. In the Tanhuma
(
this exchange is found:
It once happened that a matronita asked R. Jose

b. Halafta, 'In how many days did the Holy One create

His world?' He said to her, 'In one day.' She said to

hdm, 'What is the source of your teaching?' He said to

her, "Have you ever prepared a feast?' She said "Yes.'

'And how many courses did you have?' She said, 'Such

and such.' He said to her, 'Did you put them all before

[the guests]/ at the same time?' She said, 'No. Rather,

I cooked all the dishes together, but only brought /[them/

before them course by course.' [R. Jose said,/ 'And all

of them are in one verse, as it is writtemn, "For He is

the former of all things." (Jer. 10:16)'2> (I1)

The question the matrona asked here centers on the problem of
the mechanics of creation. How did it come about? Was it made up of
one big creation, or a series of smaller creations? R. Jose answered
her by quoting Jeremiah 10 and drawing an analogy from her own exper-
ience, Creation was similar to her preparations for a dinner party;
just as all of her dishes were cooked at the same time but only served
course by course, so do we find that God created everything in one
creation; the days of creation marked the times when the different
parts of the original creation were apportioned. How do we know this
was the case? Here is whefte R. Jose brought in the verse from
Jeremiah. He interpreted the verse which says that God '"is the former

of all things," by saying that the verse means that God's forming was

one act, which would mean that all creation was a product of that one

act. Since we have no recorded answer from the matrona, it would seem

that the Rabbis were convinced that she accepted R. Jose's answer to

this question. There is no question that the matronaﬂﬁhinquiry was

legitimate, although her reason for making this inquiry might not seem




to be readily understandable. It is within the realm of possibility
that she may have been thinking of God's having help in the creation.
If she could prove that creation took(place over a long period of
time, she could perhaps show that either Israel's God was not capable
of doing all of the work at one time, or else she might have wanted to

prove that God needed help (as we find suggested in Genesis Rabbah 1:3).

Of éourse, we cannot know for sure what she intended by asking her
question, but as has been mentioned, it would seem that she was satis~
fied with his answer.

We now come to the third question the matrona asked R. Jose
regarding the creation. It 1s the most widely quoted dialogue between
R. Jose and the matrona, appearing in different variations in these

texts: Genesis Rabbah, Leviticus Rabbah, Numbers Rabbah, Midrash

Samuel, Pesikta d'R. Kahana, and the Tanhuma.

Perhaps the fullest account of this meeting is to be found in

Genesis Rabbah:

R. Judah b. Simon opened /his discourse with
this verse/, '"God makes individuals to dwell in a
house.”"' (Ps. 68:7)

A matrona asked R. Jose b. Halafta, 'In how
many days did the Holy One create His world?' He ans-
wered, 'In six days, as 1t is written, "For in six days
the Lord made heaven and earth.'" (Exodus 31:17)' She
asked him, 'What has He been doing from that time until
the present?' He said, 'The Holy One sits and makes
matches: this one's daughter to this one, the wife of
this one to that one, this one's goods to that one.'

She asked him, 'This is His ski11l? Even I am able to

do thusly. I have so many servants and so many hand-
maidens; in a brief time I can make matches.' He said
to her, 'If you think it is easy, it is as difficult for
the Holy One as dividing the Sea of Reeds.' And R. Jose
b. Halafta went his way.

What did she do? She took one thousand slaves -
and a thousand handmaidens, and made them stand in TOowWS,

and said, 'This man will marry this woman, and this
weman w1ll marry this man,' and she matched them all in
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ofie night. In the morning they came to herj this one
wounded in the head, this one with his eye put out, this
one with a broken leg. She said, 'What happened to you?'
This woman said, 'I don't want this man,' and this man
said, 'I don!t want this woman.' Right away she sent
for and brought in R. Jose b, Halafta. She said to him,
"Our god is not like your God. Your Torah is true, be-
coming, and praiseworthy. You spoke well.' He said to
her, 'Did I not say to you that if it seems easy, it is
as difficult for the Holy One as dividing the Sea of
Reeds? The Holy One, what does He do for them? Does
He match them against their will so that it will not
benefit them? It is written, '"God makes individuals to
dwell in a house and brings forth the prisoners to
prosperity.” What is the meaning of N1M®1232a ("To
prosperity")?-#1"w1 *21 ("Crying and song').
One /[who desires] utters song; one [whq/ does not desire,
cries.’

R. Berechiah said, 'In this manner did R. Jose
b. Halafta answer her: ' '"The Holy One sits and makes
ladders. He brings down this one and brings this one
up, brings down this one and raises up another. It
needs say, 'God is a judge: He brings one down and

raises up another.' (Psalms 75:8) There is one who
goes to his mate and there is one whose mate comes to
him. Isaac's mate c%?e to him . . . while Jacob went

"y
.

to his mate . . (I11)
As mentioned, there are other variant readings of this text.
There are slight textual differences in the text we find in Leviticus

Rabbah. The rabbi who opens this discourse with the verse from Psalm

68 is R. Levi, rather than R. Judah in Leviticus Rabbah. Among other

changes, it alters the question, '"What has He been doing from that time
until the present," with the question, "From that time until now what
has He been sitting and doing?" It replaces "This is His skill?" with
"Is that 1t?" And it omits any comment by the matrona about God's being
true or praiseworthy; her praise is strictly reserved for the Torah.

In Leviticus Rabbah there is also the transposition of R. Jose's ques~-

tion, "What does the Holy One do for them? Does He match them against

their will?" to a place after the verse from Psalms, but these are

all minor differences, and they do not significantly alter the text as
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we have in Genesis Rabbah.58

There are some greater differences in the Numbers Rabbah text.

(
Itsivery premise demonstrates that it was transmitted to teach a diff-

erent lesson than were the two texts already studied. Rather than
having the matrona ask, "In how many days did the Holy One create His
world?" she is here quoted as saying, l'Everybody admits that in six days
God created the world." It would seem that here she had already accept-
ed R. Jose's fdrst answer of the other texts--she did not debate this
basié tenant of Jewish belief. But from this point there are some
other notable changes.

In answer to the matrond!s question, "What has He been doing
‘ matrona.s q

from those six days until now?'" %e& fihd ir Numbers Rabbah 3:6 the ans-
wer which R. Berechiah transmitted in R. Jose's name. But here, it is
attributed directly to R. Jose:
He said to her, 'He causes people to ascend ladders =
and to descend ladders. So and so who was rich [shall
become/ poor, and so and so who was poor [shall become *
rich/ as it is written, '"The Lord maketh poor and maketh
rich." (I. Samuel 2:7)' (IV)

The answer R. Jose is quoted in the other texts as giving originally is

in Numbers Rabbah presented as supplementary, transmitted in R. Bere-

chiah's name:

R, Berechieh says, 'He did not answer her thusly.
Rather, thusly; he said to her, "He makes matches in his
world . . .."°9 (1V)

As the Numbers Rabbah proceeds we find other differences from

Genesis and Leviticus Rabbah. Rather than go through the long list of

God's matches, this text simply states, "Such and such a man will marry

such and such a woman, and such and such a woman will marry such and

n60

such a man. And it ends this statement with, "And He causes them to
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live in their homes."®l The matrona's boast is abbreviated: "I can

make a thousand matches in one day."02 What specifically happened dur-
(

ing the night? The other texts leave this tobour imagination. Here we

find more detail: "When they [the servants/ entered with them [Ehe

maidservants/ at night, quarrelling broke out among them, and they

arose and beat each other."

And in this text we do not find the matrona
claiming that the Torah is true, or that her god is unlike his God:
rather, she just tells him what happened63 and receives a reBuke; he
tells her that making matches is as difficult for the Omnipresent64 as
dividing the Sea of Reéds.65

At the conclusion of this text, we find R, Jose explaining
Psalm 68:7:

The Holy One sits and judges them and brings

this /[person/ from a place and another one from another
place and causes them to dwell together. 'He brings

forth the prisoners . . ..' That means that He brings
the prisonegg out of their homes against their will and
feeds them.

What is the meaning of MNI1"¥1212? If they age
not worthy, they cry; 1f they are worthy, they sing. 7

As mentioned, we find this exchange between the matrona and R.

Jose repeated in Midrash Samyel, chapter 5, paragraph 13. Again we

find variations of the Genesis and Leviticus Rabbah texts. There is one

interesting addition to the material we found in Genesis Rabbah: there
we found the matrona asking R. Jose, "What has He been doing from that

time until the present?" When we come to Midrash Samuel we find two

words included at the end of this question, which when translated ask

the question, 'He has ceaséed to exist?!”68 R. Jose is quoted as saying,

"My goodness, He has not ceased [to exist]!"69

As we go on in the Midrash Samuel text, we find, as we did in




Numbers Rabbah, that the matrona makes no mention of the qualities of

the Torah, nor does she compare her god to his; all she can say at the
end is, "I could not fulfill my wom:d.'{'70 After having matched her ser-
vants to find that in the end her matches were not successful, and after
being proven wrong by the rabbi, the matrona makes her one major con-
cession of the piece: "He, who is your God, is good.”71’

The text concludes withRTJosefﬁcomment:@n Psalm 68 and with R.
Berechiah's quotation of R. Jose;on God raising up people and bringing
them down. What should be pointéd out Is that this text is uniqué also
in itsrheavy use of Aramaic, as compared to the use of almost nothing

but Hebrew in Genesls and Leviticus Rabbah. This text is unique also

in that it does not comment on the word " nyawina" (Psalm 68:7).

In the Mi#idrash Tanhuma, the encounter between R. Jose and the

matrona can be found in two locations, in the chapter "Ki tisa' para-

n

graph 5 and "Vy-yishlach," paragraph 10. In the former text there seems

to be a telescoping of other variations of the Gernesis Rabbah text, with

some significant differences. TFor example, the matrona is quoted as
asking here, "Since that time, what has He been doing every day?"72 R.
Jose answers, ''He makes matches and makes this person rich and that one

poory"73 She challenges him in the language of Genesis Rabbah, and he

is quoted as answering her in this manner: "If it seems easy to you, it
1s as difficult for the Holy One as dividing the Sea of Reeds, as it is
L1

written, 'God causes individuals . . .." The verse from Psalm 68 is

transposed in the Midrash Tanhuma text to what 1s probably a more logi-

cal location, appearing before the matrona has attempted to make her
own matches. By using the verse as 1t does, this midrash has R. Jose

citing evidence for hils contention early in their debate. 1In the other
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texts ‘in which the verse is only brought in after the matrona has failed;,
it would seem that the function of the verse there would be secondary to
the evidence sﬁpplied by a life situat;on. Having failed in her attempt
to discredit R. Jose, the matrona is quoted making a unique admission;
rather than admit thatr his ‘God is differept from hers, or that the

Torah is true--and nothing more, here she says:

I give witness that your God is true; his Torah 24
is true; and that everything you have said was well said.

(V1)
With these words it would seem that the matrona underwent some sort of
conversion as a result of her experience with R. Jose, for by them she
hasvbecome a witness to the veracity of R. Jose'e beliefs. It would
seem that this expression is more than am admittance that "Our god is
not like your God," in which the existence of fwo deities can be accept-
ed. By stating that both God and the Torah are "true," it would seem
that the matrona ofrthe Tanhuma had to reject the existencé of her deity
or else be selfwcontradiqtory.

In.another secfion of the Tanhuma there is a discussion of Psalm

68:7. It has already been noted that the other texts 75 have discussed

R. Jose's commentary on this verse; thus we find in Genesis Rabbah:

'The Holy One, what does He do for them? Does
He match them against their will so that it will not
benefit them? It is written, "God makes individuals to
dwell in a house . . .."'76 (yII)

In the chapter "Ki tisa,” the Tanhuma contains this variant text:

[R. Jose] said to her, 'The Holy One sits and
matches them against their will and fastens a yoke on
this /fone's/ neck, and brings him from the end of the
earth and matches him with this one, as it is writt$9,
"God makes individuals to dwell in a house . . ..'' (VIII)

The other texts imply that God does not go against the wills of those He

matches; this is the only time we find that He can and does. The image
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of the yoke is absent from all of the other texts,

We now come to the other appearance of this aggada in Midrash

Tanhuma; this time it appears in the(section "Vy-yislach,' paragraph
10. In this text the matrona asks, "In how many days did the Holy One
create His world?" R. Jose answers by quoting Exodus 20:11, which is
essentially the same as Exodus 31:17. Yet in answer to her question
about what God has been doing, we find no mention of God as matchmaker,
Rather, the only answer R, Jose gives her is that God makes ladders,
cauging one person to ascend and another to descend, making one rich and

other poor.78 This would seem to be an answer adapted from Berechiah's

quotation of R. Jose which we have already seen in Genesis Rabbah and

Numbers Rabbah. There may be good reason for this section to be missing

here. The subject under discussion is not really what God has been
doing since creation as it is God's responsibilities for the fortunes of
men. God is justified in making one person rich and another poor, this

/9 The proof text is Psalm 75:8,

text states, because, "I am a judge,
"For God is a judge."

Since the.”-z&xishlach” text is so abbre#iated, and because it
does not contain the cehtral text of the other midrashim (God as
matchmaker), it could only be regarded as tangential to this study. It
is important, though, in that it does elaborate on Psalm 75:8, and uses
the first part of that text for a proof text, while in other places the
emphasis ‘has been put on the second part,

We have already discussed six forms in which this aggada appears
in rabbinic literature., There is yet one mbre, that being the Pesikta

180

d'R. Kahana in its chapter "Shekelim, This text 1s very close in

form and substance to both Genesis and Leviticus Rabbah. The petihta
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here has R. Jonah quoting, "For God is a judge . . ." rather than R.
Judah quoting Psalm 68:7, "God makes individuals to dwell in a | i

f
house . . .." Whereas in the Genesis Rabbah text the matrona is quoted

as saying, "This is his skill?,” here she asks (as we find in Leviticus
Rabbah), "Is that all?”81 The Pesikta also have R. Jose ''leaving her,”82

as we find in Leviticus Rabbah; also she makes no mention of his God

when she admits her failure, which might also demonstrate a closer

relation between this text to Leviticus Rabbah than to any other variant

of the aggada. Yet when we come to the injuries the servants inflicted
on each other, it would seem that this text was not unfamiliar with

Genesis Rabbah;

Genesis Rabbah: x=°an n°%an 7177 Xv"nAw 7°3°Y 777 Y°XD #°nAn 197

Leviticus Rabbah: 999p o2% 3% 7°97y Avinw 737y 1°9Y Ay ¥ B2 71°7

Pesikta: R%a0 77939 1771 R0PHW NPI0Y 10T PIRD RCTWE 709

It remains impossible to decide which of these texts may have

been the oldest. The text which appears in Genesis Rabbah seems to be

the most complete of all the variations, but this could easily mark it
as the latest text rather than as the earliest., We now should perhaps
ask the question what purpose does this aggada serve, and the corollary
questilon, why is the most widely quoted conversation between the rabbi
and the matrona?

It would seem that from the time of Augustus (30 B.C.E.-14 G.E.)

“the family in Rome was in trouble, Durant reports on the problems of

the family in Rome among the nobility of that period:

The decay of the anclent falith among the upper
classes had washed away the supernatural supports of
marriage, fidelity, and parentage; the passage from farm

. to city had made children less of an asset, more of a
liability and a toy; women wished to be sexually rather
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than maternally beautiful; in general the desire for
individual freedom seemed to be running counter to the
needs of the race. . . . Protracted military service
drew a considerable proportioh of young men from mar-
riage in their most nubile years. A large number of
native~stock Romans avoided wedlock altogether, pre-
ferring prostitutes or concubines even to a varied
succession of wives. Of those who married, a majority
appear to have limited their families by abortion,.,in-
fanticide, coitus.interruptus, and contraception.

In response to this state of affairs, Augustﬁs passed through the Assem-
blyAa spate of laws whose.purpose it was to correct this situation by
making Rome more moral. These laws brought marriage under the protection
of the state. They made marriage obligatory upon all marriageable males
under sixty and women under fifty, imposed penalties on celibates among
the two upper classes of Rome, and permitted widows to inherit their
deceased husband's property only if they remarried within two months.84
The purpose for these rulings was to prevent the total collapse of the
upper classes of Rome by their not producing offspring who would guar—
antee their continued existence. Unfortunately, these decrees had only
a very limited effect on the people of Rome,

Augustus' decrees failed to do the job he had intended for them
to do. They failed to check celibacy, childlessness, abortion, and
infantiéide among the oldest Roman stocks. In spite of his expressed
wishes, the middle and upper classes of Rome continued to "separate sex

e,182 Long after Augustus was dead, the "older'" Romans

from parentag
continued to refuse to give birth to a new generation--it was inconven-
lent and Rome was already overcrowded with foreigners and barbarians.
As we find,

On the contrary, wealthy bachelors and child-

less husbands continued to be courted by sycophants i

longing for legacies. . . . Marriage, which had once
been a lifelong economic union, was now among a hundred
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thousand Romans a passing adventure of no great spirit~
ual significance, a loose contract for the mutual
provision of physiological conveniences or political
aid. To escape the testatory/disabilities of the un-
married some women took euwnuchs as contraceptive
husbands; some entered into sham wedlock with poor men
on the understanding that the wife need bear no child-
ren and might have as many lovers as she pleased.
Contraception was practiced in both its mechanical and
chemical forms. If these methods failed there were
many ways of procuring abortion.

Durant makes these generalizations in a chapter devoted to Epicurean
Rome, 30 B.C. to A.D, 96. This is probably true of the Roman world R,

Jose knew, being raised in a Roman-oriented city in Palestine during

and just after that period.

If we can belleve that the morality of Rome found its way into
the lives of the Greeks and Romans who lived or were stationed in Pal-
estine, then we might have an answer to the question regarding the ;
reasoning behind R, Jose's claim that God was'a matchmaker. For R,
Jose, marriage was a sacred institution. We have already mentioned his"
pride in his wife and sons. To him, looking at the gentile world around
him, it is easy to suppose he maw their marital proclivities as nothing
short of an abomination. God had matched the earliest couple; He was in
the pfocéss of matching all couples, and this was necessarily a full-
time task, The casual attitude among Roman nobility can best be demon-
strated by the matrona's playing matchmaker with her slaves. Such an
act required a good deal of gall on her part, as for R. Jose warned her,
the Omnipresent found matchmaking as difficult a task as opening the
8ea of Reeds (which, it is implied, Wés also not exactly easy for Him).
Thus, we find in this midrash a slashing condemnation of the practices

of the Roman world by a man who lived in the midst of one of Rome's

most Important territories. There can be no doubt that in this case,
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the matrona demonstrated all of the worst qualities of that world, and
thus she was ripe for R, Jose's rebuke. It is no wonder that this
aggada would be so popular: it refl;cted the high esteem of the Rabbis
for marriage, it contained an implicit condemnation of the gentile
world, and it had a humorous side as well. One must admit, the picture
of a thousand slaves and maidservants fighting and then appearing before
the matrona in all sorts of disarray borders on the ridiculous:; thus
this story was probably transmitted mainly as a humorous anecdote among
the Rabbis,

Humor can be found in many of the conversations between the
matrona and R. Jose b, Halafta, The debate over the missing "ki tov"

of the second day of creation has its funny side, And so does this de-

bate found in Genesis Rabbah 68:4 in which the matrona became indignant

the way in which Eve had been created.

['And God caused a deep sleep to fall upon the
man, and he slept, and He took one of his ribs . . ..'
(Genesis 2:21)7

A certain matrona asked R. Jose, '"Why by theft?'
He saild to her, 'A parable; if a man deposited an ounce
of silver in your care in secret, and you returned a
litra of gold to him in public, is this robbery?' She
said to him, 'Why in secrecy?' He said to her, 'At
first He created her for him, and he [Adam] saw her
full of discharge and blood; [Ehereupon/ He removed
her from him, He returned and created her for him a
second time.'

She said to him, "I can corroborate your words,
It had been arranged that I should be married to my -
mother's brother, but because I grew up with him in the
same house, I was repulsive to him, and he went an%7
married another woman who 1s not as fair as I am.' (IX)

This aggada is interesting in that it finds the matrona verify-
ing a statement R. Jose has made with an experience she once had. We

have seen this earlier in connection with the feast the niatrona had

prepared.,
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One question which can be asked about this aggada centers on

the arranged marriage between the matrona and her uncle. Would this in-
]

dicate that she could only have been a gentile? What did the Jewish

{

world have to say about such a match? According to Louis Epstein, the
Pharisees had no taboo against such matches; the Zadokites and Samaritans
did, but
: [algainst all this weight of public sentiment in =
; favor of the Zadokite ruling the Pharisees taught that
: marrying a niece was permitted, and not only permitted

but meritorious. They opposed the very basis upgp which

the new law of the Zadokites was founded . . ..
It would thus seem that the Rabbis had no objection to this kind of
union. As for Rome, there would seem to be little stigma attached to
this kind of union. Augustus' laws were pointed towards encouraging
marriages among the upper classes; the only prohibitions seem to have

. . 89
been marriage outside of one's class.

Thus this aggada does not tell
us for sure what the nationality of the matrona might have been.

It is interesting to note that there is a parallel dialogue

between a Egﬁg;?o and R. Gamliel's daughter which appears in Sanhedrin
39a. It is common to find that parallel texts will be found in the
Talmud and Midrash quoting a different rabbi, or involving differeﬁt
personalities. For example, in Berakot 55a there 1s a discussion be-

tween a matrona and R, Ilal. Its parallel is found in Ecclesiastes

Rabbati 8:1. There the same rabbi is reported to have been met by a
gentile.91 In that case, assuming exact parallelism, we could prove
that the matrona was definitely a nbn—Jew. But such a conclusion cannot
yet be made.

We next find our matrona approaching R. Jose with another ques-

tion about a passage of Scripture., It 1s a difficult passage, and it

31




can be presumed that many questions arose about it in the rabbinic
period. Appearing in Genesis 5:24, it reads, "And Enoch walked with God

(
and he was not, for God took him;" 1In the Midrash Rabbah we find two

adjolning discussions of this wverse:

The minim?2 asked R. Abbahu, 'We do not find that
Enoch died?' He said to them, 'Why?' He is written here
"taking" and it is written further on/in Scripture/,
"know thou that the Lord will take away your master from
your head today?" (II Kings 2:3)' He said to them, 'If
you are asking about ''taking," it is written here "taking,"
and it is written there "taking," "Behold I take away
from you the desire of your eyes." (Exodus 24:16)' R.
Tanhuma sald, 'He answered them well,'

A matrona asked R. Jose,'We do not find death in
connection with Enoch?' He said to her, ' 'If it said,
"And Enoch walked with God," and no more, I would agree
with you. Since it says, "And he was not, for God took
him," it means that he was no more in this world, "For
God took him." '93 (x)

These are fascinating exchanges. They deal with a theological
question which was raised in reference to an apparent omission from the
‘Torah like the missing "ki tov." Only, unlike the missing "ki tov,"
the text under discussion was of vital importance. Jastrow, as we see

in note 92, interpreted the expression min to refer to that largely

unknown group of Jewish-Christians who formed the backbone of the early
church in Palestine. They certainly existed at the time of R. Abbahu,

~and it is not surprising that they would bring this question before him.
Had Enoch been raised bodily from the earth without dying? If so, they
might be able to find a precedent for their claims about Jesus, as his
bodily resurrection seems to have been one of the oldest dogmas of Chris-
tianity. Moses Mirkin, in his commentary to this passage, makes this
assumption: '"Perhaps 1t was the intention of the Christians who sought
to prove by the 'death' of others their contentions concerning the

N messiah."?% 1t 1s also interesting to note that R. Abbahu did not enter
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into a theological debate with these minim. Rather, he chose to answer

them with a gaéerah shavah, proving from the passage in Kings that the
(
verb "to take' meant death, so that there could be no confusion that

Enoch had been taken bodilyttoiheaven.

The matrona asked the same question, yet for what reason is not
obvious. Her question might have been inspired by the émission and
nothing more, as we found in her question about the second day of crea-
tion. The fact that the rabbi does not use a proof text would seem to
indicate that no real deep theological meanings were sought. R. Jose
answers that the text 1s self-explanatory, and the matrona seems to
accept this answer. Whether or not she was motivated to ask the ques-— i
tion by the same reasons as the minim, we do not know.

Along with Fnoch, Essau also stirred up a question for the
matrona. He was older than his brother Jacob, therefore 1t would seem
he was entitled to all of the rights of a first-born son. If he was
not destined to receive them, why then was he the first born? This is

how the aggada appears in Genesis Rabbah 63:8:

A matrona asked R. Jose b. Halafta,'Why did Essau
issue first?' He said to her, 'The first drop was Jacob's.'
He continued, 'A parable: if you place two gems in a tube,
is it not that the one you first gut in will come out last?
So, the first drop was Jacob's.'? (XI)

This dialogue between R. Jose and the matrona appears in connec-
tion with several other explanations for Jacob's receiving the rights of
the eldest son. R. Abbahu suggésts that Essau's issuing first could be
compared to a bath attendant who first scours the bath before washing
the prince, meaning that by issuiﬁg first, Essau brought all of the

offensive birth-material with him.?® There are other explanations, for

this text did open some knotty problems for the Rabbis, who had to
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justify Jacob's case for receiving the rights of primogeniture. R.
Jose's explanation in terms of physiology, poor as the explanation was

(
(even though accompanie@ by an example--called a mashal here), seems to
have satisfied the matrona. How it 1s possible that it did we cannot
know, for in essence R. Jose b. Halafta seems to have established a pre-
cedent for giving the second twin all of the rights of the first-born.
The matrona's question was justified, and it was important. It may be
some reflection on how R. Jose views her that he answered her in an
essential;y fatuous way.

R. Jose's answers to the matrona regarding Enoch and Essau in-
dicate that he did not take her questions as seriously as other rabbis
took the same questions posed by others. In neither answer do we find
the well-honed rabbinic mind at work, using the tools of interpretation
which had been learned in the yeshiva. Yet we have seen that R. Jose
was a very élever man with a wide range of knowledge on both theological
and secular topics. His responses to these questioné, and to the ques-
tion about the missing"%g;gng would seem to indicate that they were
not asked by one with a deep theological insight or leaning. It wouid
seem rather that the matrona might have been a woman with some idle ques~
tions and not too much mental depth, for in the case of both her ques-
tions about Enoch and Essau, she seems to have been content with almost
a "non-answer." Yet in the next discourse between the matrona and R.
Jose, we find that she did ask a question to which the rabbi felt he
should give a serious answer.

The matrona was perplexed. How was it possible that Joseph, a
mere teenager, could have withstood the advances of Potiphar's wife?

This i1s how the aggada appears:




'And it came to pass, as she spoke to Joseph day
by day, that he hearkened not unto her, to lie by her,
or be with her.' (Genesis 39:10)

A matrona asked R. Jose, 'Is it possible that
Joseph [Who was/ seventeen years old, and who stéod in
all his heat, that he could have done this thing/ /[i.e.
resisted temptation7?' He brought the book of Genesis
to her and began to read the story of Reuben and Bilha
and the story of Judah and Tamar to her. 'If in the
case of these, who were older and in their father's
housés, that Scripture did not cover up [their deeds7/,
this one, who was younger and under his own authority,
how much the moreso.'9 (XII)

Of all of R. Jose's answers to the questions of a matrona, this

one seems to be the most reasoned of them all. The Torah, R. Jose told
her, is a human document. It does not hide the fact that certain of
Israel's ancestors were not morally untainted. This he showed her hy
quoting, "And it came to pass, while Israel dwelt in that land, that
Reuben went and lay with Bilhah his father's concubine'" (Genesis 35:22)
and from Genesis 38:18, concernipng Judah and Tamar, "And he said: 'What
pledge shall I give thee?' And she said: '"Thy signet and thy cord, and
thy staff that is in thy hand.' And he gave them to her, and came in
unto her, and she conceived by him."

Moses Mirkin offers this interpretation of the aggada:

Joseph was then at least seventeen years old, yet

we have the fact that a grown man stands in all of the

hot bloo#l of his age, thus how did he withstand his trial?

The matrona sought to prove that his master's wife, [re-

garding/ what she said about//Joseph/ was the truth, and

what the Torah reports is not the truth, rather it sought

to guard his honor. And [R. Jose/ proves to her that the

Torah does not keep quiet re%arding the truth in even

more damning stories . . ..9

Again the matrona inquired about a seeming omission from the
Torah. This particular question, impugning the reliability of Scrip-

tures, tells us a bit more about the matrona herself. For it would seem.

that she did not ask about Joseph as a matter of curiosity alone. As we
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find in Mirkin's analysis, the matrona's purpose was for R. Jose to
admit that what Potiphar's wife said might have been the truth. By
proving that Scripture could have cov;red up the actual story, she might
have wanted to undermine the whole of Scripture. If it were God's re-
vealed word, and yet it harbored falsifications, how then could Jews--
let -alone the other peoples of the world--accept it? On this basis, it
is not difficult to see why R. Jose b. Halafta took pains with his ans-
wer to demonstrate to the matrona that she did not have enough informa~
tion to make her assertion. Her accusations were very threatening, thus
they had to be answered thoroughly.

An element of attack can be found in the next aggada of our
'study. This is the last question a matrona asked R. Jose in reference

to Genesis (not last in time--we have no date by which we can fix time

sequence--rather it comes near the end of Genesis Rabbah). It appears

in regard to Genesis 37:35: Jacob had just heard the news about the
"death" of Joseph; at this point, the text relates, "All of his sons and
all his daughters rose up to comfort him; but he refused to be comforte
ed . . .." This statement bothered the matrona
A matrona asked R. Jose, 'It is written, "For
Judah prevailed above his bretheren . . ." (I Chronicles
5:2), and it is written, "And Judah was comforted . . .."
(Genesis 38:12)., This one [Jacob/ was the father of
them all and yet "he refused to be comforted?!''
He said to her, 'They are comforted for the dead,
but not for the living.'99 (XI11)
Judah was comforted for the death of his wife, Shua's daughter,
And, as the matrona pointed out, Judah was the leader of hés brothers
(just as the tribe of Judah was the strongest of all the tribes).loo

Yet even he was comforted, But Jacob, his father, was not comforted--

in fact, he refused to be comforted. How was this possible? R. Jose's
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answer 1s ambiguous. It does not seem that he was worried about whether

Jacob knew that his son was alive (he seems to think that Jacob knew);
( .
nor is he worried about how Jacob might have known. Rather, R. Jose was

more interested in teaching the matrona a lesson about Jewish mourning
rites. Mirkin offers this interpretation of what R. Jose told the

matrona: "It is man's nature to be comforted for one for whom 1t is

clear that he 1s dead, and not to be comforted for one whom one thinks

w101

may still be alive, According to Mirkin, it was Jacob's doubt that

his son was dead which prevented him from being comforted, but this may
be rationalizing R. Jose's answer to the matrona. According to R. Jose,
Jacob knew for sure that his son was still alive.

This same question could have far-reaching theological implica-

tions, as we find in the Tanhuma:

A certain EEE?Z asked our Rabbls, 'Is it possible
that the dead shall live? Your fathers don't agree with
you. What is written concerning Jacob? "All his sons
and daughters rose to comfort him /[and he refused to be
comforted/." Rather, if he had known that the dead shall
live, would he have refused to be comforted, and would
‘he have saild, "Nay, I will go down to the grave to my
son mourning'?' The Rabbils answered, 'Fool. Because
Jacob knew, by means of the Holy Spirit that Joseph was

still alive, he refused to accept condolences for him.'l02

(X1IV)
The min attacked the Rabbis on the question of resurrection.

Whereas in another aggada, the minim appeared to support the concept

fdﬁresurrection,103 here we have one who claims that the Patriarchs had

no conception of life after death. The Rabbls answered by saying that
the question was lrrelevant to the matter under discussion, for Jacob
knew all along that his son was alive., How did he know? Because God
informed him, and Jacob knew not to accept condolences on behalf of the

living. 1In thils answer, the Rabbis seem to have agreed with R. Jose.
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In addition, they gave the information concerning how Jacob had known
that his son was alive. The WIpH nY4, God's holy spirit,lo4 provided
the information. As for the giglg.inéention in asking the question, we
do not know., He suggested that Jacob should have been aware of a future
life. It might have been his intention to demonstrate to the Rabbis
that the Patriarchs did not know everything, and that they were ignorant
on this subject. There is another possibility. If the min was not, in
fact, a Jewish-Christian, the meaning of his statement might have been
something else altogether. It is possible that he wanted to convince
the Rabbis that their belief in a life after death had no support in the
Torah. By pointing to the example of Jacob, he provided evidence for
his contention. However, the min intendéd his question, though, it was
an important question, and the Rabbis had to regard it as such. On the
other hand, judging from R. Jose's response to the matrona, when she
phrased the question he did not take it as seriously. She might have

meant 1t as a reproof of Jacob, or else it might have been a simple re-

quest for information. If the question demonstrates anything about the

matrona, it is that she was familiar with the book of Genesis.

Assuming that the matrona who appears in these aggadot was the
same woman each time, we can safely assume that she was familiar with

Scripture. For example, in Exodus Rabbah we find her asking a question

aboutvMoseé. The quotation which interested her was Exodus 4:3, which
refers to Moses' staff: "And He sald, Cast it on the ground. And he c
cast it on the ground and it became a serpent.'" From her question, we
learn some more about the matrona:

A matrona sald to R. Jose, 'My god is greater

than your God.' He asked her, 'Why?' She said to him,
"When your God was revealed to Moses at the bush, Moses
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hid his face. But when he saw the serpent, which is
my god, immediately, "And Moses fled from before it."'
He said to her, 'May your wind leave your bones ., 103
When our God was revealed at the bush, he had no place
to which to flee. Where could he flee? To the heavens?
Or to the sea? Or to dry land? What is mentioned in
regard to our God? '"Do I not f#ll heaven and earth? =
says the Lord." (Jeremiah 23:24) Whereas, [in regard
to/ the serpent, who is your god, when a man flees two
or three paces from it, he is able to be saved from it. 106
Therefore it is written, "And Moses fled from before it"' (xXV)

We learn much from this midrash. For one, we know that this
matrona is not Jewish. Rather, she probably belongs to one of the many
mystery cults which existed at that time in the oriental world. Theo-
phrastus wrote this account of snakes in Roman superstition:

Your superstitious Man will not sally forth for
the day till he have washed his hands and sprinkled him-
self at the Nile Springs, and put a bit of bay~leaf
from a temple in his mouth . . .. Should he spy a snake
in his house, if it be one of the red sort he will call
upon Dionysus; if it bfo? sacred snake he will build a
shrine then and there.

This superstition was probably not native to Rome, but rather, probably

came from the Eagst:

The new deities came with war captives, return-
ing soldiers, and merchants. Traders from Asia and
Egypt set up temples . . . for the cult of their tradi-
tional gods. The Roman government treated these alien
faiths for the most part with toleration; since it
would not admit foreigners to its own worship it pre-
ferred that they should practice their imported rites
rather than have no religion at all. In return it
required that each new failthishould exercise a similar

- tolerance towards other creeds . . .. Encouraged by
this lenience, the Oriental faiths already domiciled
in Rome became major religions of the populace.

There can be little doubt that the Rabbils came into contact with the
worshippers of such strange gods as serpents, since the Rabbis lived in
one of the most strategic areas of the world. It was a time of some

religious curiosity among most people, so that Judaism must have been




under the scrutiny of many who wanted to know what solutions to the human
predicament it offered. Thus to find a gentile who lived among the Hews
and who also was knowledgeable about tLeir rites and texts would not be
surprising. Nor would it be surprising to conceive of such a gentile
entering into a debate with a:fabbi in order to both understand Judaism

a bit better and to challenge the rabbi from the basis of the gentile's

belief. This is what the matrona does in this aggada,

This aggada stands in contrast to the Genesis Rabbah account of

"God asmmatchmaker.” There the matrona was reported as saying, "Our god
is not like your God." Yet here she is quoted as making the claim, "My

god i1s greater than your God," 7Unlike the Genesis Rabbah text, though,

here the matrona offered evidence for her contention. There she did not
describe the differences between the two deities, while here she does.
It would seem that the Jewigh concept of God provided the gentiles who
chaitllenged th; Rabbis with ammunition for their charges. For example,

we found in Midrash Samuel a matrona who wanted to prove that R. Jose's

109

God had ceased to exist, Thus we cannot ignore the thread of competi~-
tion that can be found in several of the accounts of conversations be#
tween R. Jose and the matrona. Again, in the text about the serpent,

we do not know how the matrona reacted to R, Jose's answer. But the

response R, Jose gave her would indicate that he thought her question

important, just as her question regarding Joseph and Potiphar's wife

drew out of the rabbi a detailed response demonstrating that the Torah
did not hide the truth.
Another question of some theological importance was that of cir-

cumcision. The particular question that the matrona asked on this sub-

ject appears in Pesikta Rabbati. Along with her question,'there can be
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found two other variations of the same question, one asked of R. Judah
ha-Nasl by a "philosopher"; the other is asked by Aquilos the Proselyte
of R. Eleazer. Although the ”philoso;her” and Aquilos asked the same
queétion as the matrona, each received a slightly different answer. Thus
we find, with regard to the '"philosopher" and Rabbi:

The philosopher asked Rabbi, 'If circumcision
is beloved [by God7, why was it not given to the first
man?' Rabbi said to him, 'Why does this man /1.e. why
do you/ cut the corner of his [your7 hair, yet leave
the corner of his [your/ beard?' 'Because it grew
with him since his youth.' Rabbi said to him, 'If so,
let him put out his eyes and cut off his hand and break
off his feet, because they grew with him since his
youth.' The philosopher said, 'To such words we have
come.' Rabbi said, '/This is7 to let you know pain-
lessly is impossible. Rather, everything which was
created in ghe six days of creation needs perfecting.
Mustard needs sweetening, and lupine needs sweetening.
Wheat needs to be milled. ZEven man needs perfecting.'llo (XVIL)
The conversation between Aqullos and R. Eleazer revolved around
the same question:

'Since clrcumcision is beloved by the Holy One,
why was it not included in the Decalogue?' He answered
him, 'Before the Decalogue, it [¢ircumcision/ was given,
as it is written, " . ., . and [if/ you guard My command-
ment ., . .." (Exodus 19:5). This is /what it meant
about the word/ covenant-~The Sabbath and circumcision.'lll (XVII)

The question the matrona asked R. Jose was the same as
Aquilos', but her answer from the rabbi was different:

A matronita asked R. Jose b. Halafta, 'If cir-
cumcision is beloved by the Holy One, why was it not
given in the Decalogue?' He said to her, 'It had al-
rea$¥2been given, [as it is written,7 ". . . and the ¢
ger who is within your gates . . .." This is th%lB
ger who observes the Sabbath "b@brit'" like Israel.' (XVIII)

There is some question about the meaning of the word "babrit" (R7*H23).

Its primary problem is in the " 2" prefix: does it literally mean "in

the covenant?" and if so, what does that mean? Friedmann suggests,




quoting Hiyya who once said that an uncircumcised gentile risks death

for observing the Sabbath,llz+ that this "a" should be taken as a '"y'';
this would have the text read, " . .r. who observes the Sabbath and
Circumcision like Israel [i.e. the Jew/." If this were the intention
of the text, then the ger would mean a proselyte.115 Whether this is &
the way R. Jose took it cannot be known for certain, but Friedmann's

suggestion clarifies a difficult text,

In any case, the question of the iImportance of the rite of cir-

cumcision must have been paramount in the minds of non-Jews, particular-

ly if they might be interested in becoming proselytes, This wasiprob-
ably not the matrona's reason for asking the question, but for a prose-
lyte such as Aquilos who probably had to undergo it, circﬁmcision would
be a major question. And as we have seen, the gentile world did not
have a positive reaction to this ritual. Hadrian, in his decrees, ex~
pressly forbade circumcising Jewish children, and Jews in the Hellen-
istic world were known to have surgery in order to erase their circum-

116 Thus it is not surprising that a 'philosopher," a learned

cisions.
Greek or Roman, would want to know 1f it were as important as the Jews
made it seem; and if it were, why it was not given to all men at birth.
And it is not surprising that the rabbi would answer him in a didactic
style, which ultimately serves to ridicule him. 1In all three cases the
Rabbis treated this as an important question, one that they probably
heard quite often, even from matronot.

But, as we have seen before, quite often the questions posed to
the Rabbis by others could be called ridiculous, so much so that one

might suppose them to be the inventions of playful rabbis. For ex-

ample, we find this aggada in the Midrash:
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'Thousshalt not take the name of the Lord thy
God in vain.' (Exodus 20:7) A matronita asked R. Jose,
'"What reason is there that the lamed is taller than
the other letters?' He said to her, 'Because it is a
public crier, and it is customary for public criers to

stand on a high place and make announcements.' (XIX)
In the Decalogue one word stands out: the word is "®Y%," the
negative. imperative, "thou shalt not." It makes twelve appearances.

It thus is not surprising that we find aggadot devoted to this word,
Whether this aggada stems from a matrona's question to R. Jose or not
cannot be known., If someone wanted to record R. Jose's homily on the
lammed, in the context of the Decalogue it would find its perfect spot,
for the letter's height called attention to an important part of Torah.
On the other hand, we have found that the matrona was not held in the
highest respect by the Rabbis; in fact, a common rabbinic dictum was

that all women were ''weak minded.”ll8 That being the case, it would be S

possible that the Rabbis came by this opinion honestly, by being asked

this kind of question by both Jewish and gentile women. A gentile woman,

which we have presumed the matrona to have been, learning Hebrew out of
curiosity or-for other reasons, would be learning a new alphaﬁet, which
might be more than enough reason for her to ask about the shape of the
letters., It is doubtful that she would have asked this question strict-
ly in the context of the Deecalogue; on the other hand, it would make
sense for R, Jose to explain the lammed's height in terms of the Deca-
logue, as he is quoted as doing in this aggada.

The question of the lammed was not one of the most theologically
important questions a matrona is reported to have asked of a rabbi. But
as has been mentionéd, quite often her question seems to have been theo-

logically oriented, and she is reported as raising questions which could
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be embarassing to the Rabbis, and particularly R. Jose, One question

of that nature can be found in Midrash Tanhuma. And, as we shall see,
(

the matrona had some skill in rabbinical hermeneutics, for here she

attempted to use Scripture against the Jews:

'Tt is written, "That your days may be multi-
plied, and the days of your children, upon the land
which the Lord swore unto your father to give them as
the days of the heavens above the earth." (Deutero-
nomy 11:21) JTherefore/ you will exist only as long as
the heavens and the earth exist., 1In the future the
heavens and the earth are going to wear out, for so
Isddah said, "Lift up your eyes on high and see: who
hath created these . . ."(I#&aiah 40:26) and it is
written, "Lift up your eyes to the heavens and look
[upon the earth beneath; For the heavens shall vanish
away like smoke, And the earth shall wax old like a
garment/."(I{$aiah 51:6)

He said to her, 'From the same prophet that
[you use tq] rebuke me, I shall respond to you. As
it is written, "For as the new heavens [and new earth,
which T shall make, shall remain before Me, saith the
Lord, sQ shall your seed and your name remain/.'(Lsaiah
66:22) "9 (xx)

R. Jose's answer to the matrona turned her interpretation of
the two texts from Isaiah against her, On their face, the two verses
she interpreted presented a formidable argument for the fact, as she
saw it, of the non-eternality of the Jewish people. Using the Isaiah
verses iIn conjunction with Deuteronomy, she set out to prove that only

as long as there were "heavens and earth'" would there be Jews. This
g

argument was based on g/lzerah shavah., It is not surprising that R.

Jose brought a strong argument against her. Were he to permit her

interpretation to stand, it could undermine the heart of rabbinic
authority, which was derived from the ability of the Rabbis to interpret
Torah using the same hermeneutics. For she was proving that Torah said

the Jews were not an eternal people, and R. Jose interpreted Scriptures

to say that they were: therefore he had to go back to the same prophet
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to find counter-balencing statements to substantiate his position and
disprove the matrona's conclusion, There will be, said R. Jose, in the
future a time when the present heaven; and earth do wear out. The
matrona therefore was correct up to a point. But Isaiah also said that
there would be new heavens and a hew earth created when the present ones
wear out, and God has promised that at that time there will still be
Jews. The matrona's explanation of Scripture did not give the full
story. But it is interesting to see the matrona enter into intellectual
competition with a rabbi on hié own territory. This would give us
greater reason to suspect that she was a woman who knew the rabbinic
mind wery'well, and who was not adverse to exploiting it in either play-
ful, or polemical (and this debate could be either) arguments,

If there is one theme which can be found in questions the
matrona asked R. Jose, it would be that errors could be found in the
Torah, or else that the Rabbis misinterpreted the Torah. Here we have
three versions of a matrona's debate with R. Jose on a verse which
seemed to cast doubt on both the logic of the Scriptures, and on the
powers of God. The Qerse is Daniel 2:21: " . ., ./[God7 gives wisdom to
the wise."

The version appearing in Midrash Tanhuma is in reference to Exodus
31:3, "And I have filled /[Bezalel]/ with the spirit of God, in wisdom. . ..
This is how it appears:

'And T have filled him with the ppirit of God, i

in wisdom . , ..' For he already had wisdom. This

teaches you that the Holy One does not fill one with

wisdom who does not aglready have it.

A certain matrona asked R. Jose b. Halafta,

'What is the meaning of the passage, "He gives wisdom

to the wise"? It would seem more proper to say, "to

simpletons."' He said to her, 'My daughter, if two
men came to you, one poor and one wealthy, and they
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needed to borrow something of value, to which of them
would you lend?' She said to him, 'To the wealthy man.'
He said, 'Why?' She said, 'If it were lost, he would
have something of value to repay, but in the case of
the poor man, if he lost my money, from whence could it
be repaid?' He said to her, 'Listen to what you have
just said. For if the Holy One gives wisdom to fools,
they would sit in the toilets, the busy alleyways, and
the wash houses, and would not be busy /using/ it:
rather, the Holy One gives it to the wise, for they
would sit in the academy of the elders, in the syna-
gogues, and in the schools and occupy themselves with
it; therefore it is written, "I have filled him . . .."
He filled him who already had wisdom.'120 (xx1)

The variation of this text found in Buber's Tanhuma has some
interesting differences from the other Tanhuma text. It is found here

in the chapter on the sedra 'Mi-ketz." The subject which openg dis-

cussion on wisdom is the verse, "Now Jacob séw that there was corn in
Egypt . . .." (Genesis 42:1) "This is what Torah teaches," it con-
tinues, "'It is not the great that are wise nor the aged that discern
judgement,'" tJob 32:9) The text interprets the verse from Job thusly:
"Not everyone who is occupied with the Torah becomes wise . . . unless
the Holy One gives him the spirit so that he will be accustomed to
study , . ..”121 At this point the matrona appears to ask her question

of R. Jose:

‘ A matrona asked R, Jose b. Halafta, 'See how
much the Holy One is praised because He gives wisdom to
the wise, as it is written, "He gives wisdom to the

wise . . .." There was no need to say this, rather,
"He gives wisdom to fools . , .."' He said to her,
'Do you have jewelry?' She said, 'Yes.' He said to

her, 'If a man came to borrow your jewelry, would you

lend /it/to him?' She sald, 'If he were a wealthy man

I would lend him my jewelry.' He then said to her, '~

'"You would only lend your jewelry to a wealthy man.

Should the Holy One give wisdom to a simpleton? There- 1292
fore it is written, '"He gives wisdom to the wise . S

(XX1II)

The version we have just discussed is the most unique of the

three variations of this aggada., The Ecclesiastes Rabbati text is




very close to the first of the two texts (from Tanhuma (Handipas).

The Buber text uses two Greek words not found in the other texts, for
"jewelry"~~" 1%m¥yp" and the Greek gor "wealthy'"-~"" ®?3pIX.," Yet for
the slight differences, the force behind the texts is similar in all
three cases. What should be noted, as in previous conversations,123 is
that these texts also have the matrona lending substance to R, Jose's
answer to her question by having her cite an experience from her own

life which would substantiate the logic of his answer.

Our own text from Ecclesiastes Rabbati brings us back to the

two men who want to borrow from the matrona. The text introducing this
aggada is, "All rivers run into the sea, yet the sea is not full."
(Ecclesiastes 1:7) The métrona is introduced asking her question of R.
Jose about the meaning of the Daniel 2:21 verse; she complains, "'Scrip-
ture ought -to have said, "He gives wisdom to those who are not wise and
knowledge to them that know not understanding.”'”124 This is how R.
Jose is quoted as answering:

'If two men came to borrow something of value
from you, one of them rich and one of them poor, to
which of them would you lend? To the trich man or the
poor man?' She said to him, 'To the rich man.' He
asked, 'Why?' She answered, 'If the rich man lost
my valuable thing, he has some source from which to
repay, but if the poor man lost my valuable thing,
from whence could he repay me?' He said to her, 'Lis-
ten to what you have just said. If the Holy One gave
wisdom to fools, they would sit and meditate upon it
in toilets, theatres, and bath houses; but the Holy One
gave wisdom to the wise, and they sit and meditate upon
it in the synagogues, and in the academies. Hence, 'He
gilves wisdom to the wise, and knowledge to them that
know understanding,"'125 (XXIII)

This text may be the most satisfying of the variations. For in

it we find an explanation for the matrona's choice of lending to the

rich man rather than the poor man, an explanation not clearly made in
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Buber's text. Also, there is the image of fools squandering their God-.
given wisdom, as they are not able to put it to constructive uses.

An interesting question could{Be asked here. Why did R. Jose
choose to speak specifically of "toilets, busy alleyways and bath
houses" in connection with fools squandering their wisdom? It may be

that he meant also to chastise those people who had adjusted their ways

of life to the Roman world. If we remember the debate between R. Simeon,

R. Judah and R. Jose, R. Judah is said to have praised the Romans: '"How
good are the deeds of this people. They have built marketplaces, bridges,

and they have erected baths." Simeon responded, "Everything they have

1nl26

made they made for themselves. The Romans not only sent their le-

gions and governors to Palestine, but they also exported their culture.

R. Judah probably reflected the opinions of a substantial proportion of

the Jewish population in his positive remarks about what the Romans had
erected, R. Jose, of course, remained silent., But this does not mean

that he had no opinion concerning the imposition of Roman culture upon

the Jews. When here he singles out some of the expressions of that cul-

ture, its bath houses and theatres and marketplaces, he is giving his

answer to R. Judah. These are places for fools to sit and meditate;
the wise would be better off in school. This may also be an indication
of R. Jose b. Halafta's own wisdom, for we know that had he spoken these
words during the debate, he too might have incurred the death penalty as
did R. Simebn.

That we have a text which makes no mention of these public
buildings (in Buber's Tanhuma) may.indicate one of several possibilities.
Either it is the oldest text, and the other two are expositions on the

"core" text which Buber presents, or the aggada may have changed during
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the period of its oral transmission. Or else R. Jose's implied criti~
cism of the Romans might have been suppressed by the editors of the
original text, just as many reference; to Rome in rabbinic literature

of the time were cloaked by references to "Edom." Criticism could bring

a death sentence, so those who transmitted the text we find in Buber may

have found it to be a dangerous thing to preserve the aggada in toto. A

less offensive (to the Romans) variation, teaching the same essential
lesson, might have been the one that was transmitted for the sole pur-
pose of protecting the rabbis from the fate of those who were outspoken
in their condemnation of the Roman government and who had to pay for it.
As mentioned, in these aggadot concerning the matrona's ques-
tion about God giving wisdom to the witse, R. Jose asked her to provide
evidence from her own experience (or ‘common sense) to substantiate his
contention. And as we have noted, there are other examples of R. Jose
doing the same thing in other conversations with a matrona. Now we come

- to Numbers Rabbah 3:2 and Midrash Samuel where we find R. Jose employed

the same technique. The theme of the aggada found in these two places
is that of God choosing one tribe or pne person from among many. The

-two texts are almost identical. The Numbers Rabbah version is intro-

duced by two passages, Number 3:6, "Bring the tribe of Levi near," and
Psalm 65:5, "Happy is the man whom Thou choosest and bring near." The
matrona briﬂgs up the question of how God selects; perhaps even those
who are unworthy are brought near.

A matrona said to R. Jose, 'Whomever your God
wants He brings near.' He brought her a basket of figs
and she chose well, choosing and eating. He said to her,
"You know how ‘to choose; and the Holy One does not know
how to choose? He who He_sees has good deeds, He chooses
and brings to Himself, '127 (XX1IV)
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The text in Midrash Samuel introduces this subject of God's

choosing with the examplé of Eli: "And did I choose him out of all the
'

tribes of Israel to be My priest?'" (I. Samuel 2:28) The body of the

aggada only differs from Numbers Rabbah in some spelling; this is not
surprising in the light of the fact that Aramaic was not a precise lang-~ |
uage, and words could take several forms.128

Moses Mirkin wrote an extended commentary on this aggada. Why,
he asked, was the matrona upset about the verse from Psalm 659 His ans- ?
wer is a suggestion that the matrona thought "a man may not deserve
being especially singled out [Tor being brought to God/ except that it
hangs on the arbitrariness of God's will,"129 It was R. Jose's respon-
sibility to show that this was not the case: a man's works determine if i
God will bring him near. God is not arbitrary, |

Tt should be noted that the matrona here questioned the fairness
of R. Jose's God, This is a recurring theme which can be found through~

out these conversations., Her frequent references to "your God" seem to

point up the fact that she was not Jewish, and possibly was even hostile

_to the Jews.

Earlier we discussed the question posed by the min concerning

the biblical treatment of the subject of life after death.l30 That
question brobably was not answered to the man's satisfaction, and the
answer R. Jose gave the matrona seems to have ignored the whole area of ,

life after death. In FEcclesiastes Rabbatl the question arises again,

and is discussed in greater detail:

'"Who knows the spirit of man whether it goes up-
ward, and the spirit of the beast whether it goes down-
ward to the earth,' (Ecclesiastes 3:21) '

o A matrona asked R. Jose b. Halafta, 'What is the
' meaning of this which 1s written, "Who knows the spirit




of man whether 1t goes upward"?' He said, 'These are
the souls of the righteous which are placed in the treas-
ury, for so did Abigail say to David, "The soul of my
lord shall be bound in the buhdle of life." (IT Samuel
25:29) One might think that this will be so even for
those /souls/ of the wicked. Therefore Scripture says,
"And the souls of your enemies, them shall He slink

out as from the hollow of a sling.," (Ibid.)' She asked
him, 'What is the meaning of this that 4is written, "And
the spirit of the beast whether it goes downward to the
earth'?' He said to her, 'These are the sould of rhe
wicked; they descend to Gehenna below, as it is written,
"In the day he went down to the netherworld I caused o
the deep to mourn and cover itself for him," (Ezekiel
21:15)'531 (XXV)

In this exchange, the matrona again demonstrated a good knowledge

of Scriptures, as she quoted text to R. Jose. Her question here was
geared to finding some information. The interpretation of "wicked men"

for "Beasts" can be found in Ecclesiastes Rabbati where R. Bun used

.Johah.ézll to interpret the word '"cattle" for men.lé’.2 It does not seem
that the matrona was aware of this midrash when she asked R. Jose to ex~
plain the rabbinic concept of reward and punishment after death. This ?
dialogue did not have the same bitterness as in its parallel involving !
»the Qig,>but it did produce more information about these rabbinic con-
cepts.

In this aggada we do not find the matrona drawnuin the rich

colors that we have in eohbher aggadot. There seems to be an alr of

artificiality in the aggada. Yet she does appear in the context of an

important theological question, that being whether the Scriptures did
.contain the doctrine of 1ife after death. In answer to this question,
R. Jose provided an interpretation that supported the rabbinic thesis
that the concept could be found.there, and therefore must be accepted as

valid. R. Abbin (Called Bun in the midrash133) lived a generation after

R. Jose, and he may have been aware of the older rabbi's-interpretation
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of Ecclesiastes when he offered his interpretation of Jonah. R. Meir,
R. Jose's contemporary, is quoted as using the verse from Ezekiel with
the punishment of the wicked: ”Wbere;ith are the wicked covered when
they go down to Gehenna? With the deep.”l34 Thus what R. Jose said
was not unique in the midrash, and his interpretation of text was in
the mainstream of rabbinic thought.‘

We find in rabbinic literature onte moge discussion R. Jose had

with the matrona. This one is recorded in several sources:; Leviticus

Rabbah, Pesikta Rabbati, and Pesltkta d'Rav Kahana. Again the text under

discussion is a difficult one; the command in Leviticus, "And he shall
wave the sheaf before the Lord, to be accepted for you; on the morrow

after the Sabbath the priest shall wave," (Leviticus 23:11) The sub-

ject which the matrona brought up was also a difficult one, This is

how the text appears in Leviticus Rabbah:

+ « R. Johanan said, 'Never allow the command-
ment of the omer to be taken lightly, for by means of
the commandment of the omer was Abraham worthy to inherit
the land of Canaan, as it is written, "And I will give !
unto thee, and to thy seed after thee . . .." (Genesis !
17:8)" R. Abbahu and R. Simon and R. Joshua b. Levi
said, 'It stood for them in the days of Gideon, as it
is written, "And when Gideon came, behold, there was a
man telling a dream unto his fellow, and saying, Behold,
I dreamed a dream, and lo, a cake of barley bread . . ..
(Judges 7:13) What is this '"cake of barley bread?'" Our
Rabbis said, '"Because that generation was devoid of
righteous men, by whose worth were they saved? By the
worth of ‘the 'barley bread,' What worth was that—-the
commandment of the omer.''

Our Rabbis said, 'It was [the same merit] which
stood for them in the days of Ezekiel, as it is written,
"Take thou also unto thee wheat, and barley and beans
and lentils, and.millet and spelt . . . and thou shalt
eat it as barley cakes." (Ezekiel 4:9). R. Hama b.
Halafta said, 'He mixed in barley into /the cakesg/.'
and R. Samuel b. Naham said, 'He mixed in things to
loosen the bowels.' And R, Samuel Said, "Therel35

they say that they made some of 1t for a dog, but he
refused to taste [fit/.'.
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A certain matrona asked R. Jose, 'How much this
righteous man was troubled. How many slaves and maid-
servants he had and they were finding fault with his
food and drink.' He answered;her, 'Why /[does it say/
all this? To teach you that all of the time Israel was
in trouble, so the righteous are with them in trouble.'136 (XXVI)

The commentator Ez Joseph made this explanation of the dialogue
between R, Jose and the matrona:

[The matrona here is perplexed because/ a rich
man like this whose servants are wastinghis food, eat-
ing that food to satiation, how can he now be troubled
to eat strange bread which is opposite to his normal
routine? So Ezekiel could be an example. He did not
have to go to such lengths; but as Jose answered, there
is yet a need for the righteous to be in sorrow when
the multitude &f the people are in sorrow; this is
included in the general principle in Ezekiel 4:13, 'And
the Lord said, Even thus shall the ghildren of Israel
eat their briad unclean among the nations whither I will
drive them. '™/

The version of this aggada found in Pesikta Rabbati reads slight-

ly differently. It is found in the chapter on the "Omer." The para-
graph is introduced by R, Hami, who described how the sheafs are to be
waved, Following that come the comments of R. Johanan, "Do not let the
commandment concerning the omer seem light to you . . .," and the
various midrashic statements ofi those who benefitted by observing the
commandment, namely Abyaham, Gideon and Ezekiel:

: [And the Rabbis said] 'It was this [merit]
whichgtood for them in the days of Ezekiel . . o
"Take #hou also unto thee wheat, and barley and

beans and lentils, and millet and spelt, and put them
in one vessel, and make thee bread thereof; according
to the number of the days that thou shalt lie on your
side, even three hundred and ninety days, shalt thou
eat thereof." (Ezekiel 4:9) What is the meaning of
'make thee bread thereof? He mixed barley into it.'
R. Samuel B. Nahman said, 'Things which loosed the

bowels.' R, Samuel said, 'There they said that they
made some of it for a dog, but he refused to taste
[ie] .

A matronita asked R. Jose, 'How much this
righteous man was troubled. How many slaves and




maidservants he had and they were shaming him about
[his] food.' Finally he answered her, 'To let you
know that in every place Where Israel is in distress,
the righteous are with them in distress.'l138 (XXVII)

The third version is to be found in Buber's Pesikta, again in
the ﬁhapter on the "Omer.'" The discussion about the "barley bread' here
is identical with the above except in the introduction where the
matronita claimed that the servants were "wasting food and drink."139
What this meant was explained by Buber in a note: "they ate delicacies
and he ate loathsome food."#0 Otherwise this text is identical with

Pesikta Rabbati.

All of these texts open an interesting question. In the bib-
lical texts there is no mention that Ezekiel ever had any servants, let
along that they ever "found fault with his food," "8hamed him about his
food," or "wasted food and drink." Moses Mirkin commented: "It is not
the intention of the text to say that he had many servants, or even
that it was clear to her that he did; rather, that they despised his

. w14l
food and drink, and would not eat it.

R. Jose's answer to the matrona had two points. The first is

that Ezekiel afflicted himself by eating "barley cakes' to identify with

the Jews in Babylonian exile who were in distress on account of their
captivity. He ate the same foods as they so that he could be one of
them, The second part of this answer centers on the nature of the food

he ate. FEzekiel, by eating food with barley mixed in, was in essence

performing the mitzvah of the omer, one of the ingredients of which was
raw barley. And because he did edarry out~-in one form or another-~—the

commandment of the omer, he brought ultimate benefit to the people.
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Thus we have sixteen conversations which are reported as having
occurred between the matrona and R. Jose.. In none of the conversations
is the woman named, nor is there any ﬁint as to where they might have
taken place. They were all initiated by the matrona, and we do not have
a record of R. Jose ever refusing to answer the matrona's inquiry.

Quite often the matrona had another question or comﬁent after having
heard what the rabbi said, and some of the conversations are particular-
ly rich in detail and imagery, But it seems most of themwere brief and
right to the boint, ending with R. Jose's original answer.

In many of her questions, the matrona challenged R. Jose. For
example, we find the matrona claiming that God ceased to exist after
the act of creation,t42 This might have been a question, but it seems
to have been an assertion by the matrona. If we were to decide that
this was her assertion, and if we were also to accept the hypothesis
that this was the same woman, then the matrona's statement, "He who is
your God is good”l43 would be her self-refutation. This might even
mean that she had an inclination towards becoming a proselyte, but even
this must'rémain in the realm of theory, for we have no proof that she
ever became Jewish,

Many of her questions were more than questions. The rich debate
in which she asked R. Jose why "ki tov'" had not been included in refer-
ence to the second day of creation ends with the matrona claiming that
the second day was shortchénged.144 It demanded all of R. Jose's
homiletic skills to explain why the expression did not appear. Never-
theless, the matrona used a favorite aggadic tool, the parable, to argue

her case against him, demonstrating that she had a good, quick mind, and

.Was something of an expert in rabbinic method.




We can find other areas where her antagonism to Judaism appear.
For example, in reference to Genesis 2:21, she accused God of being
(
a thief. The idea of thieving gods was not an unusual theme at that
time. The major Greek and Roman gods, such as Zeus, Hera, Prometheus

and Jason were not always moral in their treatment of their fellows or

of humanity. Why, suggested the matrona, should she accept the Jewish

assertion that God was wholly moral and was entitled to insfst on moral-
ity from His worshippersil45

Included in the matronati questions was the whole area of Jewish
practice. For example, she wanted to know why circumcision was practiced

by the Jews, and if it were so important, why it was not included in the
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Decalogue.

And in two of her questions, she used passages from Scripture to
make her point against the Jews. For example, she found that Moses fled

from her god, the serpent, yet when he was addressed by God, he stood

his ground. Would this not demonstrate that he feared her god more

than his? Iﬁ repponse, R. Jose leveled his only oath against her.

After rebuking her for asking the question, he went on to explain that
one could not escape from God's presence, a concept about which she was
probably ignorant.147 J

Her strongest challenge, in that the texts the matrona.used

seem to support her, was that the Scriptures predicted that the Jews :

would not exist eternally, It is not clear if she were suggesting that
other peoples were eternal. It is possible that she might have been in
touch with one of the many religions of the Oriental world which taught

an afterlife, such as the cults of Dionysus and Osirus, or possibly she

knew incipient Christianity.l48 Their doctrines did include the subjects




of life after death and resurrection, and she might not have known about
the rabbinic view on these subjects. The question she asked would seem
(

to be:pointed to a future world, after there was no longer either heaven
or earth. Thus it was up to R. Jose to demonstrate that Scripture did, -
in fact, refer-to a world to come, and that the Jews were alfeady assured
of arplace in that world to come. He felt rebuked by her question,
therefore he had to rebuke her back with the answer he gave her.149

One of R. Jose b, Halafta's favorite techniques of answering the
matrona was to have her give evidence for his point of view from her own
experience, or by her own example. Therefore, when she asked about God's
ability to choose those He wants to bring near, he had her demonstrate
his point by having her select between good and bad figs.150 We have
many examples of such a technique,

vThe lady challenged, inquired, and debated with the rabbi. She
demenstrated that she had a good knowledge of the Hebrew Scriptures, and
that she also had some knowledge about how the Rabbis interpreted them.
She asked for information. She asked in order to debate. In only one

of her questions does she seem to have been able to "defeat" R. Jose.
Some of her conversations with him have all the trappiings of a real
encounter. Others seem much more stilted; these sometimes duplicate
exchanges between an anonymous person with another rabbi. These con-
versations are sometimes left dangling on R. Jose's answer, in compari-
son to much fuller development in other parallel texts. A good example

can be seen in the case of Genesis Rabbah' 84:21 and the parallel text

to be found in Buber's Tanhumal51 This might indicate that there was

more to the conversation which was not recorded. Otherwise, this might

be evidence to support the contention that these conversations did not




really take place. Rather, that they were a litérary device employed by
the Rabbis to discuss texts or concepts of importance and about which

(
questions were raised not only by non~Jews, but also by Jews.

We know as a fact that the Rabbis did converse with their gen-

tile neighbors. Living in such close proximity with them (as we find

R. Jose b, Halafta living in Sepphoris, a town largely populated by gen~
tiles), there can be no question that debates such as those recorded in
rabbinic literature did exist. We know that rabbis even conversed with -

such powerful men as Hadrian and Antoninus. As in the case of the con-

versations between R. Jose and the matrona, those other conversations

were usually introduced by a fixed formula, such as "so-and-so asked

Rabbi so-and~go . . .." So just as we can argue that R. Jose never con-

versed with the Egtrona, we can say with perhaps greater probability

vthat in fact he did converse with her, and at least some of those conver-

sations we have studied here are accurate reports of those conversations.
In these conversations, R. Jose made a strong defense of his

faith against some very difficult questions. From what we know about

him, he was a very learned man, both in aggada and halakah, so such

statements as we find him making could very well have been his. And,
from what we have seen of his background, R. Jose seems to have had not

basic antipathy to speaking with a non-Jewish woman, especially if he

had the possibility of convincing her of the veracity of his faith. He
surely had the opportunities for such conversations, living in a cross-
i roads town of great importance..

We can speculate that such a woman, if the matrona was just one
woman, might have been very wealthy (after all, she is supposed to have

owned "one thousand slaves and handmaidens"), learned, probably a ¢
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"heathen" (she worshipped a snake), inquisitive, and she may have been

a potential proselyte. We know of her praising God and the Torah, and

even of telling the rabbi, "Our god i; not like your God.'" If becoming
a proselyte was her intention, then we would have a good reason for R.

Jose's conversations with her. They would not only serve to inform her
about Judaism, but also to bring her to it. He is quoted as saying,

"In the time to come 1dol worshippers will come and offer themselves as

proselytes.”152 It is possible that in these conversations, R. Jose b.

Halafta was trying, in the case of one woman, to speed up that process.
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CHAPTER II

OTHER RABBIS AND THE MATRONA

In the Talmud and Midrash we find many exchanges, conversations,
debates, and meetings between the Rabbis and a matrona., The list of the

rabbis who encountered a matrona, and whose encounter is recorded in

rabbinic literature is long. The list includes R. Zadok, R, Eliezer b,

Hyrcanus, R. Joshua b. Hanania, R. Akiba, R, Judah B. Shammu'a, R, Judah
b. I1ddj, R. Johanan b. Nappaha, R, Kahana, R. Hanina b. Pappi, R. Hisda,

Rabba, R. Huna, R, Joshua b. Tanhuma, R, Samuel Susratail, R. Abbahu; the

list will also include Ketilah b. Shalom, who became a proselyte, accord~
ing to the midrash, at the time of the visit to Rome of R. Eliezer, R,
Joshua and R. Gamaliel. These men span a long period of time, living

during both the Tapnanitic and Amoraic periods., Some of them were very

influential both during their lives and after their deaths: they were
highly regarded for either their halakic opinions or their midrashim,
and in some éases, for both. Others included in this list of rabbis who
had some kiﬁd of relationship with a matrona seem to have had little
influence, for they are rarely quoted in rabbinic literature.

It will be our purpose in this chapter to take each incident in
chronological order, to discuss it in the context it appears in the Tal~
mud or Midrash, to present the text and translation, and to discuss its

content, then to use these separate texts to attempt to build a com-

R posite picture of the matrona. We will want to ask why she appears in




this literature as often as she does, and what function did she serve?
Later in another chapter we shall look at those women who are named in
rabbinic literature, and who might ha;e been given the title matrona.
The earliest rabbi to have any dealings with a matrona to be
found in rabbinic literature is R. Zadok. R. Zadok was one of the
heroes of the Jewish resistance to the Roman beseigers of Jerusalem.
Tradition tells us that he fasted throughout the seige in order to seek
God's intervention and to prevent the destruction of the city by Titus

and Vespasian., The story of his fast can be found in two placesy Gittin

50b and Lamentations Rabbati 1:5. In fact, these sources record that

the fast lasted not just through the period of the seige, but rather in
that it lasted forty years, Unfortunately, it was not enough. In Lam-

entations Rabbati, Vespasian is quoted as offering R, Johanan b, Zakkai

one request after the rabbi had been successfully smuggled out of the

city, R. Johanan's request, it is recorded, was that the Romans bring

R. Zadok out and spare him, although by that time he was both emaciated
and old. R, Johanan's reasoning was simple, according to the text; R,
Zadok was important fecause '"he eats one fig, and on account of the
strength /it gives him/ he offers up a hundred lectures. "t This con-
fidence was borne out by future events. After being freed by the Romans,
R. Zadok accompanied R. Johanan to Jabneh, and these he sat in R. Gam-
aliel's hgg‘gig.z

R. Zadok is reported to have had two meetings with matronot.

One source 1s Avot d'R, Natan, and this source seems to have taken 1ib-

erties with the chronology of R. Zadok's life. Yet, as we shall see,

the text was probably not so concerned with historical accuracy as it

was with describing the personalities of the individuals involved.
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This is how it appears:

R. Zadok was a prominent man of his generation.
When he was taken prisoner to(Rome, a certain matronita
took him and sent him a beautiful handmaiden. When he
saw her he set his eyes on the wall in order that he
should not see her, and he was sitting and studying all
night. In the morning she went and complained to her
mistress. She said to her, 'I am worthy of death
rather than your giving me to this man.' She /the
matronita/ sent and called to him and said to him,
"Why did you not do with that woman as men do?' He
said to her, 'What should I do? I am descended from
the high priesthood. I come from a great family. I
said /[to myself]: Perhaps I will come to her and cause
the multiplication of bastards in Israel.' When she
heard what she said, she commanded concerning him,
and dismissed him with great honor.> (I)

As mentioned above, this text took liberties with the events of
R. Zadok's life. Although he was taken prisoner by the Romans, he was
not brought to Rome. In addition, it is very unlikely that, supposing
he actually had been brought to Rome, he would have been desirable to a
handmaiden. Aftér all, after forty years of fasting, he must have been
in generally poor physical shape. But, if we look at the people invol-

ved, we learn some things about the reputation of R. Zadok, and about the

reputation of the matrona {matronita).

The matroma in this story seems to have had a plan. By offering
one of her handmaidens to R. Zadok, she clearly intended to turn him
into her slave, WWere he to give in to his sexual appetite, she reason-
ed, her task of making him a slave would be much less difficult. For R. i

Zadok, the temptation became a test. He knew that he could give in, but

he chose not to for two reasons. First, as a descendent of priests, he
was very careful with the halakic standards to which he had become heir.
Any offspring resulting from his illicit intercourse with a heathen

would become mamzarim, bastards. Secondly, he would have to deny his

69




background, abandon his task, and become a slave to the matrona were he
to partake in illicit intercourse. He knew that he ran a high risk.
(

Rabbinic literature is full of stories of martyrdom resulting from the
refusal of a rabbi or other Jew to acceed to the demands of a gentile,
For example, we read about R. Ishmael. He was regarded as one of the
seven most handsome men in the world. When the king sentenced him to
death, the 'king's daughter" saw him and fell in love. 1In one version
she attempts to save him, and failing that, asks for the skin which is
stripped from his face.a In another version, she promises him his life
if he does her will, but he refuses and is flayed alive.® R. Zadok
made himself very vulnerable by refusing the matrona's offer of her
handmaiden. Since she was his mistress, the matrona could have had him
punished. Yet by standing his ground, not only was R. Zadok able to
save himself from possible servitude, according to the midrash, but he
was also dismissed by the woman with great honor.

This midrash teaches us dome details commected with the matrona,
For example, here Bhe is clearly Roman. As we shall see in other mid-
rashim, theré may be some doubt about the nationality of the matrona.
Here she is also a slave-owner, This would compare to the incident of
the matrona and R. Jose b, Halafta, when the lady attempted to play the
part- of God by matching her "thousand slaves and thousand handmaidens."®
The matrona of this midrash, though, was not interested in making theo~
logical points when she tried to match her newly acquired Jewish slave
with her handmaiden. By her response to following events, it would seem

that the matrona was really surprised when her plan failed.

Temptation is the key word describing both encounters between R.

Zadok and a matrona. In addition to the incident reported in Avot d'R.
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Natan, we find this rather bizarre midrash in Kiddushin:

R. Zadok was summoned by a certain matrona. He
said to her,'®My heart is faint and I am not able.’/ Is
there anything to eat?' She said to him, 'There is un-
clean food.' He said to her, 'What am I to learn from
this? That he who does this, eats this.' She fired
the oven /and put/ the portion into it. He went up and
sat inside it. She said to him, 'What is the meaning
of this?' He said to her, 'He who ddes this falls in
this.' She said to him,_ 'If I had known this, I would
not have tormented you.'® (II)

Rashirfound some difficulty with this text. In explaining R.
-Zadok'sVQueétién; "What can I learn from this?{ Rashi stated: R. Zadok
meant "one who has done this, who has intercourse withza Roman woman, is
fit for eating unclean food."9 What is implied in the Talmud text is
expressly pointed out by Rashi. The woman has enticed R. Zadok to have
intercourse. The whole point of his asking for food is to teach her a
lesson, that being, he who has intercourse with a gentile woman deserves
the same punishment as he would for eating non-kosher food. The fact
that R. Zadok was a descendent of the priests would make this lesson
even more vivid. Rashi took this one step further in his commentary.
In commenting on the phrase, '"she fired the oven," Rashi said:

This same Aramean woman added wood to the oven's
fire to roast the unclean thing, and a huge flame was
rising [and7 he had the opportunity to belgree from her

and give her the opportunity to kill him. (I11)

In saying this, Rashi was reporting two things. First, he called her an

"Aramean." This would recall Berakot ¢b,, Where Rabba is quoted as say-
ing, '"Do not sit upon the bed of an Aramean woman." Some sources be-

lieve this refers to a proselyte Woman.ll But in this context what is
probably meant 1s the same thing gmplied in another phrase in Berakot

8b. The woman is a gentile prostitute, Also Rashi states that R. Zadok

was willing to give up his life rather than give up his honor to this lady.
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There are great similarities to be found in the two agegadot.

In both cases, R. Zadok is presented with an opportunity to have sexual
relations with a gentile woman, and i; fact he risks punishment for re-
fusing the opportunity. Yet he takes the chance of risking his life,
and is rewarded in the end for his perseverance. These aggadot point up
a major concern among the Rabbis, one which we find repeated quite often
in the context of the meetings between rabbis and matronot. In coming
into frequent contact with gentile women in Palestine, it would seem
that these was a degree of sexual‘anxiety felt by the Rabbis. Quite

often we will find a rabbi enticed by a gentile woman for some sexual

immorality, and we will find the rabbi taking a course of action which

is.sometimes quite dangerous in order to escape the situation, Among
the rabbis who we will find in similar situations are R. Hanina and R.
Kahana. As a body of unique rabbinic literature, these stories, as well
as those aggadot in which wifchcraft plays a significant role, may tell
us quite a bit about how many of the rabbis viewed their contacts with
gentile women, and with the gentile world in general.

The next rabbi wéiwill be discussing is R. Eliezer b, Hyrcanus.
He was the brother-in-law of R. Gamliel II, and he taught at Lydda,
which became a major rabbinic academy in the early part of the second

12

century, The following incident is related in two versions, in Yoma

and in Numbers Rabbah., Both texts describe an incident which closely

parallels those which take place in R, Jose b. Halafta's life. In these
versions, a matrona came to R, Eliezer with a question regarding a bib-
lical text with which she was having difficulties: why did those who
had sinned with the golden calf die by three different kinds of death?

But in this instance, unlike R. Jose, R. Eliezer refused to answer the




woman. He would not have anything to do with her, and he pushed her

away with a curt phrase. After he had pushed her away, R. Eliezer stir-
(

red up a controversy among his fellow rabbis, among whom was his father.

In Numbers Rabbah the aggada appears in the context of a dis-—

cussion on Numbers 5:27. This section deals with testing the sotagh, the
suspected adultress., The Rabbis used this section hémiletically, assoc-
iating the different steps in the examination of the sotah with the
examination Moses made of the people after the incident of the calf.
Thus, the aggada is introduced as part of the discussion of the test for

the sotah:

'And afterward /[the priest/ shall make the woman
drink.' (Numbers 5;26) After he//Moses] entreated for
their sakes and turned away /[God's/ anger, ag,you read,
'And Moses turned away . . .' (Exodus 32:15) 3 then he
tested them /[the people/ like sotot; [for] he made them
drink the water. (cf. Exodus 32:20)14 (IV)

After establishing the parallel between the two tests, the midrash uses

the analogy to describe what happened to the people:

‘ 'And when he hath made her drink the water, then
it shall be if she is defiled, and has acted unfaithfully

against her husband, that the water . . . shall enter her
and become bitter . . .,' (Numbers 5:27) When they drank,
some of them were_ tested, and all who had sinned died
unnatural deaths. (V)

Now, having set the stage by describing how the people were
tested, and by stating that those who had sinned with the calf died un-
natural deaths, the midrash records the matrona's question to R. Eliezer:

A matrona asked R. Eliezer, 'Why is it since

there was only one sin in conjunction wiEE the calf,

that they died by three kinds of death.,' He said to

her, 'Women have no knowledge other than of the spin-

dle, as it is written, "And all the women that were

wise~hearted did spin with their hands." (Exodus 35:25)'7 (IV)

In saying this, R. Eliezer sent the matrona away without giving
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her an answer. This brought a rebuke from Hyrcanus, and the following
statement, about which there is some question:
(
Hyrcanus said to him, 'Since he did not answer
her with onejword of Torah, she d%Brived him of three
hundred kor™ of tithe annually.' (IV)
We are not positive about what Hyrcanus meant by this remark. Did R.
Eliezer, being a priest, have a tithe? Was this the tithe he would re-
ceive as a priest, or was it some kind of tithe he was required to give
as a rabbi? Did the matrona indeed punish him for not answering her
by confiscating something that was his, or was this a threat on the
part of his father that he could be punished for his rudeness? Does
this indicate that the matrona had the authority to make a confiscation,
or did she have friends in authority who could do it for her? These
questions remain questions. There is no answer in the text, just R.
Elizer's answer: "It is better to burn the words of Torah than to give
them to women."20
The text continues with a discussion of the matrona's question,
and possible answers, It seems that the question was a major one for
many of the rabbis, for several are engaged in trying to supply an answer:
His students said to him /R. Eliezer/, 'Rabbi,
you pushed her away with a fragile reed. What answer
will you give us?'
R. Berechiah bar R. Abba b. Kahana in the name
of R. Elazar said, 'Everyone who sinned who had wit-
nesses and a warning died by the decision of the court;
witnesses, but no warning, he was tested like the sotah;
no witnesses and no warning, he died in a plague.' Rav
and Levi bar Sisi, both said, '/If7 he sacrificed,
offered incense, or poured a libation, he died by de-
cision of the court; /[if7 he clapped his hands, danced
or laughed, he was tested like a sotah;2 if/ he was
happy in his heart, he died by plague.' (IV)

It would seem here that it was not for a want of answers that R. Eliezer

refused to answer the woman. He seems to have been of the conviction

74




that a woman has no need to understand Torah, and should not, therefore,

‘waste a learned man's time with questions. His remark to the matrona is
(

one of the most hostile delivered by the rabbis we will be discussing,

and there is no question that R, Eliezer meant what he said to her.

There is an abbreviated version of this midrash in Yoma, and

some variations in the opinions of some of the rabbis:

A wise woman asked R. Eliezer, 'Since in the
deed of /making7 the calf all were equal /ly/ guilty-,
why were their deaths not all the same?' He said to

“ her, 'Women have no knowledge other than of the spindle,
for as it is written, "And all the women that were wise-
hearted did spin with their hands.''

It is stated, Rab and Levi were disputing the
matter. One said, 'Whosoever sacrificed and burned in-
cense died by the sword; whosoever embraced and kissed
it died by "the death" /Rashi: ''plague'7; whosoever re-
joiced in his heart, by dropsy.' The other said, 'He
who had witnesses and a warning, by the sword; wit-
nesses without a warning, by "556 death'"; neither wit-
nesses or warning, by dropsy.' )

The significant difference between the two texts besides the
fullness of their treatment of R. Eliezer's encounter with the matrong,

is the fact she is not called a matrona in Yoma. Rather, there she is

called " 720N AwWR," "a wise woman." This is the only time that we will
find this parallelism, In most cases, a parallel text will use matrona.
Yet there may have been a reason for the rabbi who transmitted this par-
ticular aggada to call her a "wise woman.'" For example, it would seem
that she had some mastery of the Torah. In addition, the fact that

there were three different kinds of death meted out to those who wor-

shipped the calf is not Toraitic. Rather, it was arrived at homiletic—
ally.23 She would have had to be aware of rabbinic thinking on this

issue in order to bring her particular question to R. Eliezer. This

might indicate that the rabbi who transmitted the aggada pictured the
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woman as being a Jew; this can be borne out by the fact that the Yoma
text does not record that she tdok any action against the rabbi when he
refused to answer her, (

There are other differences between the two texts. It is pos~
sible that R. Berechiah was quoted in R. Eliezer's name in Numbers
Rabbah, though we find there that R. Eliezer was quoted. Also, Yoma
makes no mention of Hyrcanus' or Eliezer's students. Also, the tradition
of Rab and Levi is different in the two texts, the fuller answer being
found in the Talmud. Which of these two texts is the older cannot be
known for sure, but they offer us a unique view of the woman as seen by
at least one of the great rabbis of his time. |

A contemporary of R. Eliezer was R. Joshua b. Hananiah. Of all
the rabbis who had relations with important non-Jews in the tannaitic
period, he was among the most prominent. R. Joshua lived between 40 C.E.
and 125, He was a Levite, and tradition teaches that he was a member of
the Temple choir. After the destruction, he became a student of R.
Johanan ben Zakkai.ZL4 Upon his teacher's death, he succeeded to the head
of the Great Sanhedrin in dlabneh. There he disputed with R. Gamaliel II,
who served as Nasi.. His residence was either the town of Pekiin or
Bekiin, and his trade was either that of needlemaker or smith.25

The Talmud is replete with meetings between R. Joshua and Emperor
Hadrian. R. Joshua is known to have made at least one trip to Rome (in
95), and it is possible that he might have gone earlier (in 75). 1In the
trip of 95 he travelled with Rabbis Gamaliel, Eliezer and Akiba. In

Rome he probably debated with court philosophers.26

The topics about which he and Hadrian debated were mainly theo-

logical in nature., Hadrian asked him about how God created the world.
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He also wanted to see God. He wanted to put a meal before God. And he

wanted to know the significance of Amos' statement (3:8) about God roar-
' {
ing like a lion.27 The following has been written about those conversa-—

tions:

The conversations between R. Joshua b. Hanania
and Hadrian have a common characteristic, for R. Joshua
always bases his answers on the trials, deeds, tricks
and /his7obbservations to bring the matter to the atten-
tion of the emperor. In the presentation of the con-
versations, one must words on account of the exaggera-
tion or alteration of the aggada. A few of the conversa-
tions must be considered absolutely untrue. But in the
general view of the conversations, we can derive a pic~
ture from the give and take between the great tana and
determined empergy who loves knowledge . . . as Tertulian
gives testimony,

In connection with these conversations, there are some who believe that
they did not take place in Rome, but rather in Alexandiia. For example,

we know of conversations R. Joshua had with citizens of Alexandria (who

).29

were probably Jews Those conversations were concerned with issues

of halakah. 1In addition, it is known that Hadrian was in Alexandria,
and it is possible that Joshua encountered him there.

In the context of this study, it is not R. Joshua's conversations
with Hadrian with which we should be concerned, but rather with his en~
counter with a matrona. When or where this encounter might have happened
we do not know. This is how it is recorded in the Talmud:

Our Rabbis taught: The students of the sages
were once in need of something from a certain matronita
around whom all of the prominent men of Rome could be
found. They said, 'Who shall go?' R.. Joshua said to
them, 'I shall go.' R. Joshua and his students went.
When he reached the door of her house, he removed his
tefillén at a distance of four cubits, entered, and
shut the door in front of them. After he came out he
descended, took a ritual bath, and studied with his

students., He said,'When I removed my tefillin, of
what did you suspect me?' 'We said, our Rabbi reasons,
"Let sacred words not enter a place of uncleanliness.'!
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'When I shut /[the door7, of what did you suspect me?'
'We said, "Perhaps he must discuss an affair of state

with her."' 'When I descended and had a ritual bath,
of what did you suspect me?' ( 'We said, "Perhaps she
spit from her mouth onto our rabbi's clothes."' He

said to them, 'By the service, thus it was, and just

as you judged me favogably, so may the Omnipresent

judge you favorably.' (V1)

This 1s a fascinating story, for it tells us much about the
times in which R. Joshua lived. We do not know what "the students of
the saged' needed that they would have to delegate someone to visit a
matrona. That it had something of importance tosido with the government
can be supposed first by what R. Joshua' students answered him, and also

by the fact that this was a woman "around whom all of the prominent men

of Rome could be found." It would thus seem that the matrona was:a

woman who held power, or else that she was very influential among those
who did wield power for the Roman govermment. We do not know the out-
come of R, Joshua's meeting with her, but it may be assumed that this
was the only course open to the rabbis for getting what they needed.

Who might'the matrona be, and where did this take place? The
second part may be the easier of the two to answer. The likely location
1s Palestine. The reason for eliminating Rome or Alexandria is simply
that we have no record that when R. Joshua travelled he was accompanied
by his students. Another reason for eliminating Alexandria is that R.
Joshua, in one of his conversations with Hadrian there, 'described him~

n3l That being the case, we cannot suppose that

self as old and weak.
his students would have harbored any fears about his conduct with the
woman.

As for who the matrona (she is called a matronita in this text)

might have been, or as for what she might have been, there is a possibility
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that shevmight have been a member of the class of women known as hetairai.

This is a Greek term that was applied both to the women of Greece and
(
Rome. These women were courtesans. They are described by one of their

number in these werds: they were

usually women of the citizen class, who have fallen from
respectability or fled from the seclusion required /of
both Athenian and Roman wivesg/. They live independently,
and entertain at their own homes the lovees whom they

lure. . . ,By occasional reading, or attending lectures,
some of them acquire a modest education, and amuse their
cultured patrons with learned conversation. . . Many of

them are renowned for their wit, and Athenian literature
has an anthology of hetairai epigrams. Though all court-
esans are denied civil rights /in Athens/, and are for-
bidden to enter any temple but that of their own goddess,
Aphrodite Pandemos, a select minority of the hetairai
enjoy a high standing in male society . . .; no man is
ashamed to be seen with these; philosophers contend for
their favors; and an higEoriaﬁn chronicles their history
as piously as Plutarch.

These women, according to Durant, were the intimates of powerful men,
anda

and quite often they were bilingual or multilingual,

It is not so unusual that a Jew might be found visiting one of
these courtesans, There 1s little reason to believe that the situation
of the Jews of Palestine was much different from that of the Jews of
Rome, about which we find this statement in Radin:

[Tt is especially necessary to note the inval-
uable records of actual life that appear in the papyri
and inscriptions, especially where they show that the
intercourse between Jews and pagans was far from being .
as precisely limited as the Mishna would compel us to
suppose, and men who are at no pains to conceal their
Jewish origin permitted themselves certain inditlgences
that would certainly not have met w%gh the approval of
the doctors of Jamnia and Tiberias.

Radin continues that according to the Epigrams of Martial regarding Jews

who lived in Rome, they 'did not live aloof from /their7 fellow citizens,

and wealthy Jews did not scruple to purchase in the market the
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gratifications they were especially enjoined by their faith to forgo.”34
According to Radin, the Mishna might have been a reflection of the
rabbinic view of the ideal life of th; Jews, and not as a record of how
they lived. 1In Menachot we find an aggada that bears out the fact that
among the pagans with whom some Jews made contacts were women who might
have been members of the hetairai class. That story concerns a student
who went to visit an expensive courtesan, and was prevented from sleep-
ing with her by his zizit. He explained the meaning of the zizit to
her, and on the strength of his explanation she abandoned her sinful
ways and became a convert.35

For R. Joshua to be closeted with a woman who was known to
entertain the "prominent men of Rome" would most certainly be a subject
of cbncern for his disciples. And it is not at all surprising that the
Rabbis would recognize their concern. Therefore, when he tests his
students, he attempts to vindicate himself in their eyes, and to pre-
serve his own reputation.

So here we have another, very enlightening description of a
matrona. Again there are unanswered questions, but this much seems
certain. The matrona of this piece is a powerful woman, probably Roman,
with close ties to the government. She 1s someone who can intercede
with the government, and has a reputation whioh is so well known that
the rabbis would have been aware of her. She would also seem to be a
potential threat‘to Rabbi Joshua, much like the matronot we encountered
in connection with R. Zadok. Her morals were not above question by
R. Joshua's students, and her sexual attraction to men was seemingly

Wall known to them. The possibility of their Rabbi falling prey to her

seems to have occurred both to the students and R. Joshua. And this
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element would make his visit to her a very dangerous affair. As with R.
Zadok, the matrona whom the rabbis encountered was seemingly not just

(
like all other women, for the overt sexuality expressed in these aggadot
seems an almost omnipresent subject of rabbinic concern. As we shall
see in other examples, there was an exchange of roles in many of these
encounters: the matrona was pictured taking the aggressive role, while
the rabbi remains passive, almost to the extent of preserving his virtue.
This lent another dimension to the encounter, and heightened the tension
of the meeting. These meetings were very threatening to the Rabbis, and
thus the need of this aggada to clear R. Joshua's reputation, and
remove the questions which arose out of the meeting with the matrona.

We now come to R. Akiba. He too had dealings with a matrona,

yet in the case of this aggada the sexual element is missing. The

aggada is alluded to in Nedarim 50a, but the details are to be found in

Rashi's commentary. This is what we find in the Talmud text:

From six incidents did R. Akiba become rich:
from Kalba Shebu'a; from a ship's ram. For every ship
is provided with the figurehead of an animal. Once
this was forgotton on a seashore, and R. Akiba found
it. From a hollow trunk. Once he gave four zuz to
sailors, and he told them to bring something. But
theysfound only a hollow log on the shore, which they
brought to him, saying 'Do tarry (?) on it, our master.'
It was found to be full of denarii, for a ship sank and
all of its treasures were placed in the very same log,
and it was_ found in that time. From serokita and from

a matrona.3 (VII)

It was left to Rashi to explain the meaning of the expression,

". . . and from a matroma.' This is what Rashi wrote:

And from a matrona. For once the Sages were in
need of a large sum of money for a school. They dele~
gated R. Akiba to go to a certain matronita and borrow
a great sum from her. And she she gave [it]/ to him, she

said to him, 'Who will be 8 suretX for me that you will
repay me at a fixed time?' He said to her, 'Whomever
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you wish,' 8She said to him, 'The Holy One and the sea,
for your school will be on the seashore.' R. Akiba said
to her, 'I agree.' When the time arrived R. Akiba fell
ill, and was not able to bring the money. The same
matronita went to the seashore, and she saild, 'Master
of the Universe, it is revealed and known to You that I
entrusted my fortune to You and this sea.' The Holy
One caused a mad fit in the heart of the Emperor and

he entered the treasure house and took a chest full of
treasures and threw 1t into the sea. And the sea con-
veyed it to the doorstep of the matronita, and she

took it. After a time R. Akiba brought her the money
and said to her, 'Don't be angry because I brought you
the money after the time we had fixed, for I was ill.'
She said to him, 'You may keep it all because my money
came to me at the proper time,' and she told him what
happened, ?nd gave him large presents and sent him away
in peace.3 (VIII)

As we will see, the role of tﬁe miraculous plays a large part
in the aggadot of the Rabbis and the matronot. The idea of the elements
being brought into force by God in order to redeem a rabbi's pledge is
not uncommon in rabbinic literature in general.38 In some of those
cases, though, the Rabbis had to pray for God's help in rescuing them
from difficult situations., For example, the aggada concerning R. Nak-
dimomn b. Goria takes this form: R. Nakdimon was obligated to borrow
water from a Roman officer and to repay him in a period of time. At the
last moment, when he found he did not have the required amount, R. Nak~
dimon had to go to the‘Temple to seek God's intercession. And, in that
situation his prayers were answered.39

In this aggada R. Akiba is passive. It is the matrona who seeks
God's intervention on R. Akiba's behalf. The fact that her request is
answered would indicate that according to the Rabbis, God found that R.
Akiba's merit was so great that something must be done to protect his
reputation. The money was acquired for a good cause, so there must be

no reason for not seeing that the money was returned.
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We learn some things about the matrona in this midrash. i'For ex-
"ample, she is pictured as being quite wealthy, qnd willing to lend from
her wealth to a rabbil so that he can épen a school. Not only will she
lend to him, but she also requires no collateral. In effect, she only
requires the rabbi's word. It would seem also that she is no stranger
to Judaism. She is quoted as addressing God as '"Master of the Universe,"”
reminding Him of His omnipotence.40 This address could be a prayer; it
could also be a challenge to God to fulfill R. Akiba's promise. Yet, un-
like the Roman officer in the story of R. Nakdimon, the matrona does not
come after R. Akiba for repayment. This would indicate a large degree
of genteelness on her part, indicating that she was, in fact, a woman of
high rank and stature.41

We find in this aggada many unknowns. For example, we do not
know if the matrona pictured in this story is necessarily a non~Jew.
The one indication that she might be is the fact that R. Akiba, one of
the most respected rabbis of his generation, is singled out to make the
overtures to her. This might indicate that the Rabbis thought there
would be some difficulty in obtaining the money from her. Yet, the fact
that she lends the money for the unprofitable venture of building a
school would indicate her confidence in the rabbils to fulfill their words.
The point of themmidrash, according to Rashi, i1s that in the end the
money was repayed out.of God's respect for R. Akiba, and for his promise
that God would assure repayment. Thus the aggada serves as a subtle
praise of the good rabbi.

The next rabbi we encounter who had dealings with a matrona

is R. Judah b. Ilai. He was mentioned with R. Jose b. Halafta, his

fellow scholar. R. Judah b. Ilai is regarded as one of the great auth-
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orities of his time, which makes the aggada concerning his discussion
with R. Jose and R. Simeon and what came out of that discussion very
illuminating. While discussing the Réman occupation the three rabbis
were divided in their opinions, the aggada relates. R. Judah is re~-
ported as praising the workdg and projects of the Romans, for which he
was honored by the Romans; R. Simeon disagreed and earned the death sen-
tence, and R. Jose, for remaining silent, was banished by the authorities.42

R. Judah b. Ilai was a student both of R. Tarphon and R. Akiba,
and he was '"one of the five students who received ordination from Judah
ben Baba during the Hadrianic persecutions."#3 TLater we find him at
Usha, where he played a strong part in the rabbinic discussions which
served as the basis of the Mishna. He meanwhile had no trade, and had
to find work wherever he could.44 His statements demonstrate that he i
had some ambivalent feelings about Rome. On one hand, he could praise
their works, yet on the other, he id quoted as saying, ". . .the de-
stroyers [Rome/ are going to fall into the hands of Persia,'#>

R. Judah is mentioned in conjunction with a matrona one time in

rabbinic literature, and the aggada is to be found in three different

|
versions appearing in four different sources. i
Two of the sources are to be found in the Babylonian Talmud in |

Berakot and Nedarim. This is how it appears in the former:

R. Judah said further, 'There are three things
the drawing out of which prolongs a man's days and
years: the drawing out of prayer, the drawing out of
a meal, and drawing out in the privy.

+ « A certain matronita said to R. Judah b.

R. Ilai, 'Your face is like that of pig-breeders and
usurers.' He said to her, 'By the faith, both are for-
bidden me.:: Rather, there are twenty-four privies be~
tween my lodging and the school, and whenever I go
there T test myself in all of them.'46 (IX)

84




This is how we find tha aggada related in Nedarim:

A certain matronita said to R. Judah, 'A teacher
and a drunkard!' He sald to her, 'My word on this woman's
head /"I swear to you// that I taste /nho wine/ but that
of the kiddush, havdalah and the four cups of Passover,
on account of which I have to bind my temples from Pass~
over to Shavout. Rather, "a man's wisdom makes his face

to shine." (Ecclesiastes 8:1)!
A certain Sadducee said to R. Judah, 'Your face
is like that of a money lender or pig breeder.' He

answered, 'Among the Jews both of them are forbidden.

Rather, I have twenty~four privies between the house

and school, and every hour I enter one of them. "4/ x)

Here we have two traditions for the same story. It would seem
that either the Nedarim text was compacted in Berakot, or that the Ber-
akot text was expanded. In both instances R. Judah encounters a matrona

who, seeing his face red and shining, deduces that he is a drunkard.

She condemns him by comparing him to a pig-breeder (a lowly occupation)

and a asurer (another occupation not held in high favor). In the Nedarim

text we also find a Sadducee, an« interesting designation seeing that
the Sadducee party came to an end with the destruction of the Temple.
This title is probably a circuﬁlocution, seeing that R. Judah is quoted
as saying, "Among the Jews ., . .." It is highly probable that the '"Sad-
ducee'" is really a non-Jew, and possibly a Christian, for we find that
the Rabbis often used such circumlocution to attack their enemies, pri-
marily the Romans and Christians, for to use direct attack would leave
the rabbi open to reprisals from those in power.

These two accounts appear in different contexts, and therefore
their significance is different in both cases. The Berakot text is
specifically referring to the last part of R, Judah's introductory state-
ment that spending time in the privy will lengthen one's days. An argu~-
ment is presented. Another rabbi suggests that one can shorten his days

by straining himself there. The story of R, Judah b, Ilai is brought in
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to demonstrate the case of one who did strain himself by "testing him-
self" in all of the privies between home and school. In the Nedarim
text, this is the answer R. Judah giv;s to the "Sadducee," but not to
the matrona. His answer to her is that he is not able to handle large

gquantities of wine. The reason for his shining face is to be found in

Ecclesiastes 8:1: "A man's wisdom makes his face shine." He is a

learned man, and that is the reason for his shdming face.

This last answer, quoting Ecclesiastes, is also found in Eccles~

iastes Rabbati:

A certain gentile saw R. Judah b. Ilai that his
face shone brightly, and he said, 'This man is one of
three things-—-he is drunk with wine, or is a usurer, or

|
a pig breeder,' R, Judah heard him and said to him, 'L |
am not a usurer, for it 1s written, "Thou shalt not lend |
for interest.'" (Deuteronomy 23:20) I am not apig breed- |

er, for this is for?%dden a son of Israel to breed pigs,

for we have learned™ '"In no case shall a man raise pigs."”

And T am not drunk with wine, for even the four cups that .

I drink on the night of Passoverrhurt my head from Pass-

over to Shavout.' He said to him, 'Then why is your face

shining?' He answered, 'It is Torah which brightens my

face, for it is written, "A man's wisdom causes his face

to shine."'49 (XI)

What should be noted here is that so far the matrona has been
linked to a Sadducee and a gentile, both of whom are stereotyped opponents
of the Rabbis in rabbinic literature., This is heightened when R. Judah
answers the "'Sadducee'" as if he were a foreigner, which, in all prob-
ability he was meant to be regarded.

R. Judah's meaning in the Nedarim text about pig-breeding is

cleared up in Eccleslastes Rabbapl where he quotes a mishna in his de~

fense. His argument against the '"Sadducee'" is the most personal, as the
"Sadducee's" original question seems to be an attack on the rabbi and

his sobriety.
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We have one more source of this aggada; this variation would &

lend support to those who might claim that R. Judah's answer to the
(

matrona based on Ecclesiastes 8 is the one around which the original text
was built. It comes in the Jerusalem Talmud:

R. Jonah drank the four cups of wine of Pesach and bound

his head until Shavout, and R. Judah b. R. Ilai drank

four cups of wine on Pesach and bound his head until Sukkot.

A certain matrona was angry at him /because of/

his shining face. She said to him, '0l1d man, old man,

you are one of three things. You are a drinker of wine,

or a money lender, or a pig breeder.' He said to her,

'May her breath be stopped! I have done none of these

things, rathy my study is found with me, for it _is writ-

ten, "A man's wisdom makes his face to shine.'' 9 (XII)

This is the only source which quotes R. Judah cursing the matrona,
perhaps coming in response to her denegrating address to him. It is
very uncharacteristic of the rabbis to openly disparge female questioners;
thus it would seem that we find in the case of this midrash the comment
of the traditionary, and not the words of R. Judah. R. Judah's hostile
response to the woman i1s not difficult to understand in the light of her
addressing him as '"old man.'" Yet the question of these being the words
of the original tradition, or later embellishment, cannot be solved in

any way other than to look at how the tradition has come down in its

different forms. This text is close to Ecclesiastes Rabbati. We have

no mention in J. Shabbat, for example, of R. Judah's using the privies

between his home and the school, as we find in Berakot and Nedarim. T

the end it would seem that we have in these four variant texts two trad-
itions, and in only one place (Nedarim) are they to be found together.
The common elements are the appearance of the matrona; her accusation;
and the rabbi's self-defense. Fach version has its own embellishments

vhich were brought in by the transmitters of the aggada. Therefore,
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it 1s difficult to decide which of these texts might have been the old~

est, for just as a text could be embellished, it could have been given

{
in shorthand. It remains interesting, though, to see how many themes,

and how many ways of being told a basically simple aggada could have.

The next rabbi we encounter whose dealings with a matrona
received mention in rabbinic literature is R. Judah b. Shammua. This is
one of the tannaim who received Qery little mention in the sources, con-
sequently very little is known about him. It would seem that the only
information we have about him is to be found in this particular midrash
which deals with his meeting &he matrona, and some brief halakic state~-
ments ascribed to him in the Talmud.

The aggada is introduced by a discussion of fast days, which
days may be set aside for fasts, and on which days fasts are forbidden.
The particular day under diécussion is the twenty-eighth of Adar:

R. Tobi b. Mattenah raised an objection: 'On
the twenty-eighth came the gcod news to the Jews that
they should not turn from /[the study/ of Torah. For
the government issued a decree which forbade them from
studying Torah, and from circumcision of their young,
and /it commanded them/ to profane the Sabbath. What
did Judah b. Shammua and his colleagues do? They want
and took counsel with a certain matronita around whom
all of the prominent men of Rome could be found. %he
told them, 'Go and cry for help in the nightime.'5 i
They went and made entreaty at night, saying, 'Woe O
heavensg are we not your brothers, are we not all
children of the same father, and are we not all children
of the same mother? Why are we different from every
nation and tongue, that you issue such harsh decrees
upon us?' And they /[the government/ canceled them.
And on that day /[the Rabbis/ proclaimed a holiday. Now,
if you maintain that Megillat Ta'anilt was annulled, if
the established /days for fasting/ are annulled other
ones should be added? If you shotld say that this was
in the period when the Temple was still standing, this
Judah b. Shammua was the student of R. Meir, and R.
Meir was after the destruction of the Temple.52 (XI11)

What the decrees mentioned in this aggada might have been cannot
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be positively known because of our ignorance about R. Judah b. Shammua's
dates. Most likely, the Rabbis were referring to Hadrian's decrees,
issued before and after the Bar Cochb; revolt. The earliest of those
decrees, unmentioned in the aggada, was for the erection of a temple to
Capitoline Jupiter over the site of the Temple. The edict proclaimed
against the Jews by Hadrian after the revolt is similar to the edict
which appears in the midrash. It may, as Baron suggests, have been pro-
claimed to bring the Jews into the empire by denying them those things
by which they were able to keep their identity, in order to make the

empire more homogeneous.53

It is possible that Hadrian wished to destroy
Judaism in Palestine in the process. This edict contained a ban on all
circumcisions, which were put into the same legal class as castration.
Hadrian also, according to rabbinic sources,

prohibited public gatherings for instruction in Jewish

law, forbade the proper observance of the Sabbath and

holidays, and outlawed many important rituals.

oty
The edict)céntained in the aggada is identical. The source of Baron's
Information might be this aggada and its parallels in the rabbinic
sources, In any case, the edicts remained in force until Antoninus
Pius became emperor in 138 C.E., and it is possible that R. Judah b.
Shammua may have had a hand in getting the edict revoked.

There are many theories about the reasons for Antoninus re-
moving the decrees. At least one Jewish historian, Graetz, suggests
that there might be some historical validity to the story of R. Judah;
he even goes so far as to say that the matrona may have been none other
than the wife of Tinnius Rufus, the governor of Judea.55 A1l of the

information Graetz had, though, came from the Talmud, so the authority

of his sources can be questioned. Yet, it is possible that the Jews of
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Judea, who were probably the only Jews in the Roman Empire affected by

Hadrian's edict,56 did make petition to Antoninus. If so, Judah may

f
have been among the petitioners. In any case, the emperor did relax

the restrictions, and Jews were permitted to reestablish their schools
|

and circumcise their sons. They were also permitted to observe the

57

Sabbath. The date tradition fixed for the revocation of the edict is

the twenty-~eighth of Adar, either in 139 or 140 C.E. Thus the point R.

@obi b. Mattenah made would have support: for Jews should not fast on a
i

ﬂay‘in which such a great event happened for them.

i This midrash would place R. Judah b. Shammua around the time of
|

ithe Bar Cbchba revolt. If werwere to assume that the events as they

were described in the Talmud were factual, there is a possibility that
we could ask a question about the matrona. Namely, was the matrona who
helped R, Judah b. Shammua the same woman who. R, Joshua encountered?

i . .
There are many similarities between these two aggadot. Both rabbis come

to the matrona with a piece of urgent business which pertains to rela-
tions between the Jews and the Roman govermment (this is implied in R.
Joshua's encounter with the matrona). In both cases, the matrona is a
n58

lady "around whom all of the prominent men of Rome can be found.

Thus it would seem that this woman, or women, was- very close to the

most powerful men in the government.
|

i
j But was this the same woman? R. Joshua was closely connected
!

Mith the ‘destruction of the Temple, yet he was quite young at that time,

Eprobably in his teens. Later in life he was close to Hadrian, having

hany conversations with him, and possibly attempted to stop him from re~

fbuilding Jerusalem as another Roman city.59 The probable date of R.

;Joshua's death was around the year 130. R, Judah b. Shammua's protest
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fiould have been about 139 C.E. If R. Joshua went to see the matrona

late in his life, it is possible the same woman could have been alive in
| (
139, The fact remains that in both aggadot the matrona is pictured as

Powerful, and these are the only instances of rabbis going to a matrona
for advice or intercession in regard to the government. Thus, there is
a possibility, although it is remote and relies on many suppositions,

%hat the two matronot were the same lady. But to say she might have beeh
the wifelof Rufus, or any other woman specifically for that matter,

would be to ask too much from our sources. If she existed, she might
have been anyone from the wife of a leading official to a successful

courtesan., In at least R. Joshua's case there was some concern with

her sexual appeal to the rabbi, but that really gives us little addition

|
bl information about her. All we know from our sources is that she was
|

a "matrona," All else must remain conjecture.

At this point we can derive some picture of what the Rabbis
: A

heant when they called a woman a 'matrona." TFor the Rabbis, she was a

]
woman of wealth, a woman of some wisdom, a woman who either possessed or
|

was close to power, a woman who could be alluring to the Rabbis. She
was also seen as a woman who could be hostile to a particular rabbi, or

to Jews 1n general, and whose purpose might have been to destroy a

rabbi--such as R. Zadok. From this brief analysis, it would seem that

the matrona was a unique kind of woman as far as the Rabbis were con~

{
icerned.-

| In one aggada we found the matrona involved had some knowledge

both of the written Torah and rabbinic interpretation of the Torah.
[

There is an aggada which describes a matrona who was skilled in a diff-

lerent area entireiy. We find her pro¥iding medications to R. Johanan




b. Nappaha.
R, Johanan lived in Palestine(between 200 and either 279 or 289,
Like R. Jose b, Halafta, R. Johanan lived in Sepphoris, and later moved
to Tiberias. He was a student of R. Judah ha-Nasi there. His most im~
Loftant work was carried out in Sepphoris, where he estabiished an
»academonf his own. Later he moved i1t to Tiberias, which would become
one of the major centers of rabbinic leawning in the Amoraic period. In
his career he taught such important rabbis as Abbahu, Ammi, Assi, Eleaza
%en Pedath and Hiyya b. Abba. Some of fhese men would carry his teach-
ings to the great talmudic academies of Babylon. Among R. Johanan's
closest associates was R. Simeon b. Lakish. As a teacher, R. Johanan b.
Nappaha's greatest work was involved with the finished Mishna, which he
interpreted and explained. He became one of the key rabbis in the
formation of the Jerusalem.Talmud.60

R. Johanan's meeting with a matrona appears in connection with a

mishna attributed to R, Matthia b. Heresh, who is quoted; as saying,

| If a man has a pain in his throat they may drop
f medicine into his mouth on the Sabbath, since there is
} doubt whether /his7 life is in danger, and whenever

i there is a doubt whether life 1s in danger this over-

i rides the Sabbath,

The incident involving the matrona appears in this form:

R. Matthia further said: R. J6hanan suffered

thing for him on Thursday, and on the eve of the Sabbath.
e said to her, 'What shall I do on the Sabbath?' She
sald to him, 'You won't need it.,' He sald to her, 'If

i I need it, what will be?' She said, 'Be sworn to me

! that you will not reveal [that you use it/.' He swore,

! 'To the God of Israel I shall not reveal 1t.' He left

i her and expounded on it in his lecture. But had he not

f sworn to her, 'To the God of Israel I shall not reveal

|

I

|

|

i from scurvy. He went to a matrona. She prepared some-
i

it?' /[Does this mean,/ 'To thepeoplé of Israel T
shall reveal it?' Is this not a profanation of God's
z name? He revealed this to her from the beginning.62 (XIV)
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Rashi claims that R. Johanan somehow conveyed from the outset to

the matrona that when he made his oath he took it literally, meaning he
(

Would not reveal his taking medicine on the Sabbath to God. 1In additionl
%e made no reference in the oath to the people. So he felt under no
constraint to hide the fact of his taking medicine-on the Sabbath from
the people.63 This 1s a very strange aggada, for on the face of it, it
%ould seem that R, Johanan did deceive the lady, who presumed when he

made his oath that the oath was binding in all respects, and that her

secret was safe,

If we look at this aggada in context, though, the oath seems to
take on secondary importance. As noted above, R. Matthia permitted med-
icine to be taken on the Sabbath, even if there was only a slight pos-—

Eibility of 1ife being in danger. And it is R. Matthia who quoted the

story of R. Johanan, with the ¢lear intention that the aggada serve as

roof for his halakah., If R. Johanan, who merely suffered from scurvy,

as willing to take medicine on the Sabbath, then, according to R.

Matthia, there should be no further debate on the subject.
! As mentioned previously, this aggada points to the fact that

matronot may have been knowledgable about cures for certain ailments, in-

bluding the very common disease suffered by R. Johanan. The Rabbis were

very curious about the ingredients she used. One rabbi suggested that

%he used leaven, olive oil, and salt; R. Ashi was sure that she used the;
!

i
Fat of a goose wing; R. Abaye offered his own cure.64 From what the !

Eidrash_suggests, matronot who dabbled in cures relied on a type of folk!

1
|
i
i
!
|

ﬁedicine which was probably widespread. It is possible the matrona here
|

hay have been familiar with cures used by Greek physicians; the pro- i
‘ |
|

Bability is that she knew nothing of Greek medicine, and that her cure




lyas the equal of that of any Greek physician. It should be noted here

that in the age of Rome, women had a long history as healers, and in
{
Rome itself there was a firm tradition of women serving as physicians.65

There is one major question which could be asked about this
aggada. Why would the matrona demand that R. Johanan keep the fact that
aggaca marrona

he took her medicine on the Sabbath a secret, both from God and the

beople? A possible answer can be offered. Possibly there was some dan-

ger for her to be known to prescribe medicines to be taken on the Sab-

bath. This may be because the general population did not accept R.

Matthia's dictum., Therefore, we would have a reason for R. Johana's

%oing ahead and revealing the matter to his students, in order that he
1

[
could justify his taking the medicine.
N &

J To his point, the matrona has only been mentioned in connection

bith Palestinian rabbis., But this does not mean that they alone had

ﬁealings with those women whom the rabbis called "matronot." In the

- Talmud we find Babylonian amoraim who had dealings with matronot. Yet
| : TS R

the interesting detail about the talmudic citations is that those meet-

ings pfobably took place outside of Babylon. One of the few cases

where the location of the event is in doubt is found in the case of R,

Kahana, a contemporary of R, Johanan b. Nappaha. Although he originally

kame from Babylon, R. Kahana spent much of his rabbinic career in Pal-

iestine. He studied with R. Johanan.66 Therefore he was #in:edther-+or-

1
both Sepphoris and Tiberias. 1In this area, as we have already seen,

meetings between a rabbi and a matrona were not infrequent.

As we shall see, the temptation of R. Zadok by a matrona was not

lan isolated incident in the rabbinic sources. Closely associated with
1 .

‘that story, we find two others, one of them referring to the temptation




bf R. Kahana,'the 6théf7fefer£iﬁgito R. Hanina b. Pappi, R. Kahéna's-

contemporary. In reference to Rab Kahana, the aggada gives us some bio-
{

graphical information as it rélates the incident of his meeting the
matrona:

R. Kahana was selling reed baskets. A certain
matrona urged him [For sexual immorallty] He said to
her, her, 'I shall go and make myself ready.' He went up
and threw himself from the roof to the ground. Elijah
came [and/ caught him. He said to /R. Kahana76 "You
troubled me [to come/ four hundred parasangs.'”’ [R.
Kahana/ said to him, 'What caused me Zto do this7/?

Was it ngg poverty?6 ; [Elljah] gave him a shifa of
denarii. (XV)

The matrona, attempting to entice R. Kahana to have intercourse
with her, forced him to make a difficult decision. She seems to have

been a powerful woman. Rashi comments that she was a great lady, and

he could not escape from her."70 Whether or not that was true, R,

L
Kahana reacted to her overtures in the most extreme manner possible. He

Freudian psychology might be able to find a great deal of information
about the rabbis who transmitted this aggada from this passage in Kid-
Qi§hig. The theme of the sexually aggressive woman and the rabbi trying
ko protect his virtue (intercourse for R. Kahana here most certainly was
a "fate worse than death') appears several times in the context of these
laggadot. It can be conjectured that there may have been some projection

by the Rabbis of their own feelings towards non-Jewish women to be found

in these aggadot. For example, the Rabbis' attraection towards non-

Jewish women and the concomitant need to repress that feeling may have

i
been translated into stories of women who wanted to seduce the Rabbis.

For justification for the extreme measure R. Kahana took, for example,

‘to protect his '"virtue," the rabbis of later generations need only have

95

was willing to take his own life. It is possible that those trained in




Fnd of the world just to save R. Kahana's life, In including this mir-
acle, the author made the point that g. Kahana had done the right thing
in attempting to take his life; if he had not been right, what reason
would Elijah have had to exert himself in R. Kahana's behalf, and then
by giving R. Kahana a large sum of money, to remove the rabbi physically
from the market place where future problems with such women might arise?
R. Kahana found himself in a threatening situation. But where was the
reéi threat? Did it come from the woman's sexual aggression, or did the
threat arise from the rabbi's desire to do just what the matrona in the
aggada wanted him to do? By acceeding to her invitation, R. Kahana may
well have committed the sin of giving in to his "evil inclination." The
moral of the story, then, would be better possible death than to give in

to one's inclination, especially if that inclination was to have inter-

course with the kind of woman the rabbis called limatwona."

| Sex was not the only element to be found in these aggadot. As

|

we saw, the miraculous had a part to play when the Rabbis attempted to

I

save themselves from following after their " etzer hara,'" their evil
8 g yetzer hara,

inclinations. The miraculous will again appear. Also, there is a theme

of mégmc which the Rabbis included in their tales of the battle of wits

between matrona and the rabbi. These elements all appear in our next

gggada,

R. Hanina, as already mentioned, was a contemporary of R. Kahana

g e

le was an amora, a close associate of R. Simon b. Pazzi, R. Abbahu, and

. Isaac Nappaha. A student of R. Samuel b. Nahman, he studied in Ti-

o

Of all. the rabbis, it would seem that R. Hania b. Pappi was one of the
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erias, and later he moved to Caesaria where he worked with R. Abbahu.’~t

|
[
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mgétgiﬁféfeéfédviﬂ EhéuSﬁbjettéiof'mégic éthSuperétiEion. It is re-
ported that he would study the '"Book of Creation”72 every Friday, and,
uith R. Oshaiah's aid, would form a calf for the Sabbath meal out of

nothing.73

Many other of his appearances in the Talmud are also con-
nected with magic, as the following will demonstrate.,

This aggada, like those concerning R. Zadok and R. Kahana,

appears in Kiddushin. All support a contention that one who is tempted

|

fto commit a transgression and who resists should receive the same re-
ward as one who had performed a mitngﬁ.74 What was the temptation R.
Hanina b. Pappi had to resist? This is what the aggada says:

« « « [A]s in the case of R. Hanina b. Pappi,
whom a certain matronita urged /for sexual immorality/.
He said something and /[covered/ himself with boils and
scabs. She did something, and he was healed. He fled
and hid himself in a certain bathhouse where [people]

; would go in pairs; even in daytime they would suffer

| harm [there/. The next morning the Rabbis said to him,
i "Who guarded you?' He said to them, 'Two armor-bearers
' of the emperor guarded me all night.' They said to him,
| 'Perhaps you were tempted and overcame the temptation,

f - as it has been taught, "You mighty in strength, who ful-
I

{

]

|

f

|

|

fil His word, lisgening to the voice of His word."
(Psalms 103:20)'75 (XvI)

According to this aggada, R, Hanina, in protecting his "virtue,"
took two chances. First of all, he pitted his magicalipowers against |

i
Ithose of the matrona. As the confrontation developed, 1t would seem
fthat they were equally adept in this area. Strangely, the idea of a

woman being adept at the "black arts'" evoked little comment from the

!
|

Rabbis, just as the idea of a woman preparing herbal medicines was ac~ |

fcepted by R. Johanan as a matter of course. What is more interesting

|

| |
iin this particular incident is that R. Hanina took an even greater ,
i : ‘

i ;
ichance than using magic against magic: he spent the night in a bathhousie

;where one was certain to be harmed by demons,76 Yet R. Hanina took the !
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the chance and survived his ordeal, Ffomrthisﬁéxpefience'thé Rabbis

a reward (in this case, being guarded by "two armor-bearers of the emp-
eror" throughout the night),
Thus, if we analyze the three confrontations between a rabbi

and a matrona in Kiddushin, a clear paktern emerges. To have succumbed

ithree were willing to die rather than to have illicit intercourse. Be-
cause of this willingness, in two cases, miracles intervened to save
the rabbis from harm. In sherstory of R. Zadok, his attempt to take
his own life taught the matrona a lesson, and she repented that she had
ever forced him into such a situation.

In all three events, the matrona appears as a threatening, sex-
ually motivated woman who has a special penchant for rabbis. She can
panipulate nature to gain her ends. She is thus a consummate threat to

|
the Rabbis, the provoker of their ''evil inclinations.'" The only way

With these aggadot in mind, it would seem obvious that the
Rabbls were very dubious about the mofality of the matrona, even if she
had not tempted one of them. This can be seen in the instance of R.
Joshua, who visited a "popular" lady in order to discuss a matter of
importance. It can also be seen to have played a part in the meeting
'between R. Judah b. Shammua and the matrona (where the déscription of

‘the woman not only implied her political power, but also her loose moral

|

| i
'seem to indicate how much of a threat she could be to the Rabbis. This !

98

drew a reasonable conclusion: by resi%ting temptation R. Hanina merited

to the woman's overtures would be a "fate worse than death," yet to have

resisted could, according to Rashi, have meant death for the rabbi, All

the Rabbis thought they could resist her would be to take their own lives.

To add the dimension of magic'to the description of this woman would alﬂo

s).




can be seen in the ﬁext”égéadértb'béidischséed:'

The Rabbis were travelers, But‘travelling from place to place

during the rabbinic period was not absolutely safe. The proverb that

|

was current at the time reflects this: '"When you travel from one house
' y

to another, you lose g shitrt; from one country to another, you lose a

life."77 Another parable went this way: 'Travelling causes a person

|
Egypt.) /8

!

to become despised," (This parable comes regarding Sarah, who seened
surprisingly attractive to Abraham, even after their long trip into
At best, travelling was not good for one's appearance. At

worst, travelling could mean the loss of omne's life. Even in the Roman

Forld, with improvements in transport and communication, there was dan-

@er in travelling long distances. Yet, as we shall see, sometimes the

|
hanger came from an unforseen source.

|

|
! Such was the case of R. Hisda and Rabba,

%e have no idea where they were travelling; this detail was immaterial

|

#o R. Abaye, who transmitted their tradition. As in the cases of the

|

I
bother rabbis we have discussed, Hisda and Rabba came upon a matrona.
! Jatrrona

I

i
|

The aggada is brought in to support R. Abaye's statement that

bne should not eat vegetables which are tied up by the vegetable dealer

|

I

1
I

|

]
)
i

|
I
|
i

:
|
'
|
|
!
]
i
i
I
i

a ship,
with you.' They did not let her sit with them. She
said something and she stopped the ship. They said the
same thing, and it was freed. She said to them, 'What
can I do
potsherd

{or gardener, not because it might appear as an act of gluttony, but
rather because to so do might lay one open to the dangers of nagic.

This is how the aggada appears in Hullin:

Rab Hisda and Rabba b, Rab Huna were leaving on
A certailn matronita said to them, 'Let me sit

0 you who do not cleanse yourselves with a
or crush a louse on your clothes, nor do you

eat vegetables from a bunch tied up by a vegetable deal-
er [or gardener7,'80 (XVII)

two Babylonian amoraim.




Raéhi”éugéeéfsriﬁrfhisigbntextighéf the two third éentury rabbis were
experts in magical formulae, "and thefe are some who say they pronounced
a name, but there is no evidence for what the words might be,"81

Of interest in connection with the aggada is the reasoning of
the matrona to explain her inability to have power over the rabbis. For

some reason not mentioned in the aggada she "knew" that the rabbis were

observant even of the most minor parts of the halakah. She was aware of

B. Johanan's halakah concerning the use of a potsherd on the Sabbath.
She also seemed to know that both rabbis were cautious in their obser-
|

bance of this rule. She must, therefore, have been an extraordinary
Woman, having this knowledge on top of her ability to use magic. Rashi
suggests that she was a gentile.82 Yet she must have been a gentile who
had an acute knowledge of rabbinic law, and of Jewish life, and she must

have known with whom she was dealing. These things are in the realm of

pogsibility, but only that. If the Rabbis granted that gentiles cotld

use magic, it was not difficult for them to assume that earlier rabbis
%new and were able to use magic if necessary. Yet if we are to grant
Lredibility to any of the aggadot involving a matrona and a rabbi, this
particular aggada must rank as one of the most incredible.

Rabba and R. Hisda's encounter with this woman while embarlking

for a long voyage has parallels with an aggada found in Genesis Rabbah,

his concerns R. Joshua b. Tanhuma, a fourth generation Palestinian

amora., He too planned to take a sea voyage, and he too.ran into some
|

trouble.

There are two variations of this particular story, one found in

Genes#$ Rabbah and the other in the Jerusalem Talmud. From these two

sources we learn that R. Joshua's home was either K'far Hanun or Agin




almud;

[ —— -

bf them is the fact that the Rabbis were proven right in what they said

|

(ﬁéééiﬁi&Ith names for the Sémeipléce).83 This 1s how the aggada ap-

pears in both sources. Fdrst, Genesis'Rabbah:

Pbout the dangers of sailing the "Great Sea" (the Mediterranean) during

R. Jonathan said, 'Three things were given as a
gift to the worldw# the Torah, the luminaries, and the

rain.' . . .R., Isaac b, Marion said, 'The crossing of
the Great Sea also, as it is written, "Thus says the
Lord, who gives a way in the sea." (Isaiah 43:16)"

The Rabbis say, '". .who gives a way in the sea''--

this is from Shavuét to Sukkot; "And a path in nighty
waters''--from Sukkot to Chanukah.'

R. Nathan the Cohen, the brother of R. Hiyya
bar Abba was going to sail the sea./He said to his
brother, 'Pray for me.' He said to him, "Why - should
we pray for you? When you bind your lulav you should
bind your foot /[i.e. ldon't go any distance"]. 1If
you enter a synagogue and hear them praying for rain,
do not rely on my prayers.'y

R. Joshua b4 R. Tanhuma b. R. Hiyya of K'far

Hanun was in Asia. He wanted to sall. A matrona
said to him, 'You want to travel during these days?
I'm surprised.' His father appeared to him in a

dream [and/ said to him, 'My son, without a grave

[i.e. 'you will not be buried in a grave'7, as it is
written, "He also had no grave." (Ecclesiastes 6:3)"'
And he did not listen to the words of this one 055
the words of that one, and such happened to him. (XVIII)

This is how the parallel texts appears in Shabbat in the Jerusalem

R. Isaac b. Marion said, 'Even though it is
written, "Thus says the Lord, who gives a way in the

sea . . .,." When a man would enter it, he would die.'

The Rabbis say, '"who gives a way . . .'" means between
Shauvot to Sukkot, "and a path in mighty waters" from
Sukkot to Chanukah.' R. Joshua the sqn of R. Tanhum
of K'far Agin happened to be in Asia. He wanted to
cross [the Great Sea] between Sukkot and Chanukah. A
certain matrona said to him, 'At a time like this vou

are crossing?' His father appeared to him Zgaying{’

'""He also had no grave."' And he did not listen to
the words of thi§60ne or the words of that one, and he !
died in the sea. (XIX) :

These two texts are full of fascinating details. Not the least

|
I
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‘Minor, or rather the Roman province embracing the Western part of the

the late fall and early winter (between Sukkot and Chanukah). Durant

presents this following account of the dangers of sea travel in the days
(

of the Roman Empire:

Ships were driven with sails, aided by one or
more banks of oars. . . [Nleverthéless, voyages ex-—
cept along the coasts were still dangerous, as Safnt
Paul found; between Novembér and March only a few
vessels ventured across the open Mediterranean, and
in midsummer eastward voyages were made almost im~
possible by the etesian winds.

Evidently, this trip was the one taken unsuccessfully by R.
Joshua. There is some doubt among the experts just what is meant in

jboth texts by the word "Asia." Jastrow offers two definitions: "Asia

peninsula of Asia Minor" and '"/it is the/ name of a town supposed to be
Essa, east of the lake of Tiberias.'"®® vet it seems clear from the

context in which the aggada appears, especially in Genesis Rabbah, that

the place meant is Asia Minor, for travel from there to Palestine (the

presumed destination) meant crossing the "Great Sea." What R. Joshua

fmight have been doing there is not important for the purposes of the
text. What is important is the fact that he disregarded two strong
iwarnings that he delay the trip, and he paid for his mistake.

! The two warnings warrant some study. On one hand, it seems to
'have been common knowledge that travelling after Sukkot on the Mediter- !
!ranean was a dangerous proposition. It might for this reason alone
;that the matrona warned R. Joshua. But she might have had another

ireason. It is possible this woman could actually see into the future,
! /

jaccording to the text. The rabbis who transmitted the aggada seem to

fhave been sure that she knew he would not survive the trip. We have |

| . . |

ialready discussed the fact that in some cases the matrona was regarded
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as something of a witch. And it is known that by the Augustan age in
Rome, ]

magic and sorcery, witcheraft and superstition, charms

and incantations, 'portents' and the interpretation of

dreams were deeply woven into the tissue of Roman life.89
These were not unknown to women. In all probability, women were among
the leading practitioners of the "black arts." In some aggadot the

word "woman'" is synonymous with "witch," so the problems of Rome were,

to some degree, the problems of the Jewish world in regard to women.

For example, in Leviticus Rabbah we find the story of the woman who dis-

fobeyed the king's order not to gather fruit “during the sabbatical year.
‘She was punished by being marched in public. Her response was this:

she begged the king to hang the fruit around her neck so that the people
would not suspect that she was being punished for either immorality or
witchcraft.90 The Rabbls, as we have already seen, were wary of women.

As much as the Rabbis seemed to know about the opposite sex, and as much

as they prescribed rules for them, they were very naive about women.91

|
iIt was not uncommon for the Rabbis to accept general feelings about wo-

men which were circulating in the gentile world. Thus it would seem sig

%ificant here that, of all of the people who might have warned R. Joshua

|
vance what his voyage would bring.

f We do not know that the matrona actually "knew" in advance the
! T
i

outcome of the journey. But this is implied when joined to the warning
fin the dream. Like their Roman counterparts, the philosophers and the

|

Priests, the Rabbis were very interested in the study and interpretation

i , !
of dreams. In tractate Berakot there appears an extended discussion of

| |
t .

the subject of dreams and what they might mean. From this chapter we
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learn that there were men who made theiy living from interpreting dreams ,
' r
and that they would give a more favorable interpretation to those who

paid them more.92

Also of interest was the discovery by the Rabbis of
something Freud would rediscover hundreds of years later--that dreams
contain puns, and that even the most innocuous subject matter might be
full of,meaning.g3

Warning which came in dreams were usually heeded. In Ta'anit
the following midrash appears: Rabba put a man to death for having in-

'tercourse with a gentile woman. This action angered King Shapur, who

sought to punish him. Ifra Hormuz (about whom more will be said later)\

tried to convince the king that Rabba had the power to influence God.

}The king devised a test: the rabbi would have to pray for rain during

}the dry time of year. He did, and the resulting rains produced a flood..
gThen, the story continues, Rabba's father appeared to him in a dream,
iasking, "Is there anyone who troubles Heaven so much?" This was a re~
fproach. But he also warned his son to change his sleeping place, as

doing that would change his luck. Rabba listened and complied. The

!
i
|
mext day he found his bed cut with knives.94 Here we have a close

{ .

fparallel to R, Joshua. BEven if the matrona could not forsee the future,
the dream did accurately predict what would happen.

|

| In the midrash on Psalms called Shoher Tov and in J. Baba Mesi'a

we find similar aggad et they must be put together for better under-
: ind similar aggddot, y y m p g |
Jstanding. Both concern a highly-placed woman, but in only one of the
I

'texts is she called a "matrona," and only in the other do we find out
|

fwho the rabbi involved was. He was R, Samuel b. Susratai, a rather anOnL

|

;ymous Palestinian amora who, these aggadot relate, truly was worthy of

i
i
{
;
i
i

!being called a "hasid."
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" The text in which we find the rabbi's identity is related in

Baba Mesi'a. This is how it appears:
(

R. Samuel b. Susratai went to Rome. The queen
lost her jewels and he found them. She made a decree
throughout the land that whoever returned them within
thirty days would receive a reward [literally, "would
receive thus and thus'']. After thidrty days, they
would cut off his head, He did not return them dur-

ing the thirty days. After thirty days he returned

! them. She said to him, 'Weren't you in the country?'
He answered, 'Yes.' She said to him, 'Why didn't you
return them during the thirty days?' He sald to her,
'So that you would not say that it was because of fear
for you that I did it, rather it was for the fear of
heaven,'! She said to him, 'Blessed is the God of the
Jews.'”> (XX)

In this aggada we find similarities to the conversations between
F"t‘he‘i'friatrona and R. Jose bw Halafta. As with those conversations, the
rabbi, having proven hils case, gets a positive response from the lady,
an expression of praise for God. Yet the difference is that this text
claims she was the queen. In Shoher Tov there appears another explana-
tion of whom she might have been:

". . .[A]s David said, "Help Lord, for the right-

eous ceases.'" (Psalms 12:2)' It once happened concern-
ing a certaln righteous man [1iterallg9‘”hasidﬁ7 that a

‘ matronita lost a box full of denarim, and the righteous
| man found it and brought it to her. When he brought it,
they said to her, 'He does not know what it is, there-
fore he brought it to you.' She said to them, 'The box
is eovered on the outside by gold, and you say he does
not know what it is?/ She said to him, 'May it be that
your people are given over to you [i.e. '"may there be

| no others like you''/. She said to them [probably "they
said to her'J, 'He returns your lost [bo¥/ and you curse
him?' She said to them, 'Were there another like him
among his people, we could not survive in the world. 90 (XXI)

The two aggadot are dissimilar enoughithat they might be sup~-

|
|
!
|
I
|
|
|

'posed to come from two different traditions. In one the person who

l
1
|
1returned the lost box was named. In the other he is not named. In one,

it is the queen who lost her jewels; in the other, it was a matrona who




Féstabox“fullof”money. In one, the rabbi returned the jewels out of
Fear of God, not of the queen: the hiiii’ on the other haﬁd, had no de-
crees to fear, and his motivation:iwas not explained. Yet, even as the
details of the two aggadot are different, the essential elements are
Fimilar. In both there appear a pious Jew and a foreign woman of power
and wealth. And in both cases the woman learned the essential lesson

?f the righteousness of God, and of God's people.

If the two aggadot are tied by the same tradition, then we might

ﬂearn a bit more about who the matrona might have been. She is, for ex-

|
%mple, the equal of royalty, if not royalty itself. She possesses the

Fower of life and death over others. This would make this particular
!
aggada unique among those we have been discussing. In the other place

%heme the woman had this power oter a rabbi, in the case of R. Zadok, it

l

%as hers because the rabbi had granted it to her. He put her in a posi-

%ion which gave her the choice of letting him live or die. In the case

i
i

|
of R. Samuel, the woman had the option because she held the power.

The point of the Baba Mesi'a text is the conflict between human

I

i

J

|

r

hnd divine law. The rabbi must demonstrate that in the face of divine
[

law, human law is of secondary importance to him. He has returned the

ﬂady's missing jewels because God commanded it. He waited until after

I

|

the period she set to demonstrate that her threatened punishment could
|

‘Hiot compare to God's punishment. We thus find a measured contempt for

|

%h$s queen and her power (which is seemingly the power of Rome) voiced
Ehrough this aggada. That would put it in the class of anti~Roman state
ﬁents by the rabbis (such as those which label the Romans "the wicked -

%overnment" and "Edom," Israel's traditional enemy).97 As for human
i

éovernment in general, the same sentiments would apply.
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Sﬁch'boliticalfconsidéféfidns‘ﬁay>ﬁof have been as important in |
the aggada of the pious man who returns the matronita's box of denarim.
The man's act seems to have been a simple act of righteousness. There
,is a political element here, though. We do not know in what spirit the
'lady cursed the rabbi, but an element of anti-Jewishness on her part can
‘be detected in her statement, here translated, "'May it be that your
!people are given over to you'" meaning, "' . . .may there be no other
‘like you among your people.’”98 The unusual element is that she gives

; .
ithe hasid permission "to enter and leave without needing permission."99

f By combining these two meetings between a rabbi (or "hasid")

fand matrona we see that very strained relationships between Jew and

;gentlle are to be found in some aggadot. This would reflect the general

lsituation of the Jewish people who found themselves in a gentile world.

i
;Relations were almost of necessity strained. There were many instances,

fsuch as that between R, Akiba and the matrona who lent him money to

4bu11d his school, when we find good relations between the two sides re-
l

I
flected in the Midrash and Talmud. We know from the conversations be- '
| |
[tween Hadrian and R. Joshua that between Jews and gentiles there were ‘
01vil relations. But the world of the Rabbis was in many ways incom-

patable with that of Rome, and in general it would seem relations be-

!
{tween the two were very strailned,

E In mentioning R. Joshua b. Hanania, we should also mention the

|
ifourth century Palestinian amora, R. Abbahu. He was a student of R.
]
iJohanan b. Nappaha and a disciple of R. Joshua b. Hanina.100 According

‘to Rosh Hashona 34a, he was active in Caesaria, and was probably head

f
i
I
|
f
I
!
]
*of a school there. Another source states, '"He was a student of the GreeL
|
e

language and culture,"101 This knowledge he brought to good use to argu

107




with the minim (either early Christians or Gnostics).102 1In fact, R.

Abbahu probably adopted much of Hellenistic culture for his own per-
: (

sonal enjoyment; as Graetz reports,

He was wealthy, kept Gothic slaves, and had ivory
seats in hiis house; his trade was the manufacture of
women's veils. He understood Greek perfectly, which was
the case with but few of hils contemporaries; he frequent-
ed the society of educated heathens, and had his daughter
taught Greek., . . .By reason of his familiarity with
contemporary civilization, which many people regarded as
sinful, a verse 1n Ecclesiastes was applied to him: 'It
is good that thou takest up this (the study of Halakah)
and neglectest not that (the learning of the Gisgks),iﬁf
for the pious are able to fulfill all duties.’

What is of special interest here is what Graetz addediin his
description of R. Abbahu, for it has direct bearing on the rabbi's en-
counter with the matronot:

Abbahu was held in great esteem by the Roman Pro-
counsul, and probably also by the Emperor Diocletian, on
account of his profound learning, which was heightened by
the charm of a dignified figures and a generous character.

By means of this influence with the auigzrities he was
enabled to avery many severe measures.

This is the aggada which relates how R. Abbahu was received at
the Emperor's palace:

When R. Abbahu came from the yeshiva to the Emp-
eror's residence, the matronot of the Emperor's residence

came out and /were/ singing to him, 'Great one of his

people, leader of his mnation, a lanterp which gives light,

may you coming be blessed with peace.’ 05 (xx11)

It is followed by a Rashi comment which tells that R. Abbahu wa
worthy of this designation of "leader" because he was the parnas
[Mchief"] of the Jewish community, and was close to the Roman government.
Rashi also suggests that when the women called R. Abbahu a "lantern" it
106

was because of his physical attractiveness.

It is difficult to know 1f the aggada was intended to report




historical truth. We know a good deal about the court life of Dio-
cletian, with whom R. Abbahu was linked, and this could cast some light
on the authenticity of the Sanhedrin report. Thus we find in Durant:

. « .Diocletian developed the cult of the Emperor's
genius into a personal worship of himself as the earthly
embodiment of Jupiter, while Maximian modestly consented
to be Hercules; wisdom and force had come down from heaven
to restore order and pegce on earth, Diocletian assumed
a diadem--a broad white fillet set with pearls--and robes
of silk and gold; his shoes were stuidded with precious gems;
he kept himself aloof in his palace, and required visitors
to pass the gantlet of ceremonious eunuchs and titled 107
chamberlains, and to kneel and kiss the hem of his robe.

It is possible to assume, then, that the Emperor's retinue did contain a
chorus of noblewomen, whose function it was to sing the praises of visi-
tors to the palace. This abundance of ceremony was probably copied in
local Roman capitals throughout the empire. Thus the welcome reported
in the Talmud might have been pro-forma and nothing more, the kind of
welcome given to any visiting official. Of course, it is impossible to
know what the text meant when it spoke of "matronot." Were they noble-
women or slaves? Most probably they were the former, for Durant speaks
of the "gantlet of ceremonious eunuchs and titled chamberlains," and to
this point we have found no indications that the Rabbis meant anything
but a freewoman when using the designation of "matrona." Therefore, it
would seem that we can learn more about R. Abbahu than about the iden-

tities of the matronot from thig aggada.

With R. Abbaghu we come to the end of our survey of the meetings

between individual rabbils and a matrona. We have begun with the strange
tales surrounding R. Zadok, the survivor of the fall of Jerusalem, and

ended with an equally unusual report of how R. Abbahu was received when

Pe came to court in Caesaria. At this point we should go back in time
|




|

e e

and introduce yet another unusual meeting between rabbis and matrona.
We must, thewefore, go back to the yeaf 95, when Rabbis Eliezer, Joshua
and Gamaliel travelled to Rome. The purpose of that trip is still as
yet unclear to the historians. It was possibly makde in reaction to some
threat made against the Jews by the emperor. The matter must have been
of significant urgenéy for these three rabbis, who at times had been
rivals, to join together in order to make the long journey.108

The journey is described by Graetz in the following manner.
Fhavius Clemens, a cousin of Démitian, and his wihfe, Flavia Domitilla,
converted in secret to Judaism., The news of their conversion was kept
secret from.all but the "Jews of Rome" and "leaders in Palestine.”lo9
iUpon hearing this news,
. . .together with the information that a decree of
extermination had been passed against the Jews resid-
ing in the provinces of the Roman Empire, the four
chiefs, the Patriarch Gamaliel and his coadjutor
Eliezer, the son of Azariah, JOTETa and Akiballo,

set out on the journey to Rome.

Domitian, according to Graetz, was at that time "at the height of his

Ploodthirsty tyranny,"l12 and among his measures against the Jews there

!
was one preventing Jewish proselytizing. When Domitian heard of Flavius

i
lLeaning towards Judaism, the emperor condemned his cousin to death.
I

|
Not only that, but Graetz continues,

{ The four teachers of the Law from Palestine,

} - who had come to Rome on his /[Flavius}] account 3,

; and who expected a bridghter future from him were wit-
! nesses of his death. His wife . . ., who was exiled

J to the island of Pandataria, is said to have declared
| to the teachers of the Lawligat Clemens had been cir-
cumcised before his death.

A slightly different view of these happenings is offered by

[Bernard Banberger. This is how he relates the story:

i
i
i
i
t
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- It is a matter of historic record that Flavius
Clemens and his wife Flavia Domitilla, who were closely
related to Domitian and whose sons were intended for
the imperial succession, were' denounced and punished
for impiety, because they leaned to 'Oriental super-
stition.' Flavius Clemens was executed, his wife ban~
ished. There is some doubt as to whether they were
converted to Judaism or to Christianity. At any rate,
Flavius Clemens has been plausibly identified with the
pilous Senator of the Midrash and with Ketiah b. Shalom,+1°
We need not follow Graetz in his elaborate theory that
the journey of the four Rabbils to Rome was expressly
to be present at the conversion of this eminent pat—
rician, and that a reference to the affaircis pre-
served in the New Testament . . .} but it is highly
probable that in these Talmudic stories there is a re-
collection, correct in essence even though confused
in detail, of_ the conversion and martyrdom of a great
Roman figure.

which purport to be a description of these events. Their protagonist is

j=p

Jone of the interesting figures who appear in rabbinic literature, Keti'a
‘b. Shalom. He is a shadow figure, but from these stories, it is poésible
to suppose he was a high official who was martyred for saving the Jews
in the face of a desree made against them. As Bamberger points out,

his name might be a circumlocution, for it literally means, "the cut

(circumcised) one who obtained peace.”ll7 This is how Keti'ah appears

En the Talmud:
What about Keti'ah b. Shalom? There once was

an emperor who hated the Jews. Oné day he said to the
prominent members of his government, 'If one has a wart
on his foot, shall he cut it away and live, or leave it

and suffer?' They said to him, "He should cut it away
and live.' Keti'ah b. Shalom said to him, 'You are not |
! able to do away with all of them, for it is written, "I

| have spread you abroad as the four winds of heaven."

(Zecheria 2:10) What Laoes this wverse meaq?? Unless it

| said that they were scattered as the four winds, it i
i would require saying to the four winds: rather just }
| as it 1s Impossible for the world to be without winds,

; it 1s as impossible for the world to be without Israel.

: And in addition, your kingdom will be called "the cut—off
% kingdom."' He said to him /[Keti’ah/, 'You speak well,
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With this background, we can address ourselves to the two aggadot




yet.anyone who corrects a king, they throw him into
the circular furnace.'

When they were taking{him away, a certain
matronita said to hi?% '"Pity the ship that sails with-
out paying the tax. He fell on his foreskin, cut
it, [and] said, 'You render the taxes, you pass and
enter.' When they threw him /[into the furnace/ he
said, 'All of my possessions [8a] to R. Akiba and his
companions.' And R. Akiba interpreted, '"And it shall
be unto Aaron and his sons," (Exodus 29:28) meaning one-
half to Aaron and one-half to his sons.' A bat kol
[a voice out of heaven/ went out and said, 'Ketd'ah b.
Shalom is invdted for life in the world to come.' Rabbi
wept and said, 'There is one who acquires eternity in
a single houiigand another who acquires it only after
many years.,' (XXIII)

* In the Avodah Zarah version of the story, we find that the rabbis

did not play a consequential part in Keti'ah's decision to become cir-

‘cumcised and to receive God's judgement as a full Jew. The version

appearing in Midrash Rabbah offers another view entirely:

Another explanation of "Thou shalt return to the
Lord thy God." (Deuteronomy 4:30) You shall not have
anything greater than repentence. Once our rabhis were
in Rome, R. Eliezer, R, Joshua and R. Gamaliel ', and
the Senate of the king decreed, saying 'From now and i
for thirtly days there shall be no Jews [left] in the
world.' A senator of the king was a 'Fearer of heaven. 'V 2l
He came to Rabban Gamaliel and revealed the matter to
him. Our rabbis were very disturbed. The same 'fearer
of heaven' said to them, 'Do not be disturbed. In the
next thirty days the God of the Jews will help you.'
After twenty-five days he revealed the matter to his
wife. She said to him, 'Behold, twenty=five days have
passed.' He said to her, 'There are still five days.'
His wife was more righteous than he; she said to him,
'Do you not have a [poison/ ring? Suck it and die, and
the Senate will cause thirty days to pass on your account
and the decree will be nullified.' He listened to her
and sucked his ring and died. Our rabbis heard and
they went up to his wife to express sympathy. Our rabbis
said, 'Alas, the ship that sailed without paying its tax,'’
which 1s to say, 'This righteous man was not circumcised.'
His wife said to him, 'I understand what you are saying.
By your li¥es, the ship did not sail without paying its
tax.' Right away she entered the chamber and brought
out a box to them in which was the foreskin, and rags
filled with blooll placed on top of it. And our rabbis
proclaimed upon him this scriptural passage: '"The
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princes of the peoples are gathered together, the

people of the God of Abraham; for unto God belong the
shields of the earth. He is greatly exalted." (Psalm
47:10)' What is the meaning of 'the shields of the
earth?' God said, 'To Abraham I became a shield of
strength.' Whence do we know this? From this passage:
'I am thy shield.' (Genesis 15:1) 'To this one /[Ketdi'ah7
I shall become many shields.' How? The Holy One said
to Abraham, 'I shall make you a great nation, and I will
bless you . . . and I will make your name great.' (Gen~
esis 12:2) And only after that did he circumcise him-
self. To this one--I gave him no assurances. What is
the meaning of 'He is §§%atly exalted?' This one is
exalted above Abraham. (XX1IV)

These aggadot leave several questions unanswered. The first of
ithem would be the real identity of Keti'ah. Was he Flavius, er another
anonymous official in Rome? Another question would be this: why the
emphasis on Keti'ah being circumcised before his death, especially
seeing that there is no mention that he did so because he had converted
or was consldering converting? All we have is the statement of the

matronita: "'Pity the ship that sails without paying the tax,''" a

remark which he understands to mean that she pitied him that he was not
écircumcisedl By his not being circumcised, it would seem, she thought
he would be denied thé privileges accorded to a Jew after death, that
Ehe would be forbidden entrance into Paradise. Keti'ah assured his en~-
trance by circumcising himself. In the other version, he permitted him-
self to be circumecised by his wife prior to his death by poisoning. We
do not know the circumstances of his decision,oonly that it was a fait
accompli when the rabbis made their appearance. If in fact this aggada,

or its parallel in the Talmud, does reflect the historic fact of Flavius

conversion, then there is much more meaning to the act of circumcision

in the case of this notable Roman.
i .
i There 1s yet another question which can be asked in this context

If Keti'ah were a rabbinic pseudonym for Flavius, why the act of circum~
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cision at all? It would seem that Flavius was already considered a
proselyte before the rabbié arrived i? Rome. What was then the function
of circumcision? The answer comes out of both versions: clrcumcision
was the final act of conversion, and it was an act of defiance towards
the emperor and the ultimate act of identification with Judaism. Accord
ing to Rashi, since he was to be put to death on account of the Jews,

nl123 When the

he should receive their portion in "the world to come.
rabbis quoted the parable about the ship paying its taxes, they alluded
to this fact; having "paid his tax,”" Keti'ah was entitled to enter "port]
i.e. Paradise,

There remain many problems with the two texts. We do not know
which is the older and closer to the original tradition. And what was
the nature of the emperor's original threat--to kill all the Jews of the
empire, or just those living outside Rome? What provoked him? And why

would a matrona make a statement about his not being circumcised, and

phrase it as she does? Or, in the Midrash Rabbah, why do the rabbis

|
use the expression otherwise quoted from the matrona? (The allusion to

a ship paying its taxes would not seem to have been a common expression

iamong the rabbis as 1t seems to be Greek or Roman in origin.)124 In any
In the face of all the questions which can be raised in connection with
him, his story remains both fascinating and enlightening in that the

rabbis found champions for Judaism even in the court of Domitian.

with matronot. We will next be asking who some of these ladies might

We now come to the end of this study of rabbis who had dealings

case, Keti'ah b. Shalom remains a unique personage in rabbinic literature.

1
this category by the rabbis some time in their lives. Perhaps we can

114

have been, or if we have examples of women who might have been put. into

i
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make some tentative suggestions about how the matrona appears in rabbini
literature to this point. (

We learn from the commentary of Rashi to Nedarim 50a that a
matrona can be a ''fearer of heaven,'" not necessarily a semi-proselyte,
but one who has respect for the God of the Jews and for the Jews them-
selves. Had she not petitioned God but gone after R. Akiba to repay her
loan, we might have a different picture, a picture of a woman who knew
the rabbi could not repay her, therefore giving her a chance to discredilt
his surety, his God. We also find that here she was a wealthy woman,
and willing to lend from her wealth. On the other hand we have the two
matronot encountered by R. Zadok. One is a temptress who corners him in
the kitchen, The other lady is the mistress of a great house in Rome,
the owner of slavesw Yet unlike the wealthy matrona who helped R. Akibd,
this woman had the same intentions as the matrona in the kitchen. The
!Roman lady wanted to #estroy R. Zadok by igniting his sexual passions.
Unfortunately, she, like her hister, failed in this attempt. We find
|
similar stories in regard to R. Kahana, who was approached in the market,
Jand in regard to R. Hanina b. Pappi, who had a magical contest with the
matrona in order to save himself from sexual immorality. On this theme,
we find that magic plays a major role in the encounters between rabbi
:and matrona. R. Hisda and Rabba bothwwewe confronted by a matrona who
possessed magical powers, and whose incantation could stop a ship from
salling. And at least one matrona was mistress of magic's stepchild of

that period, that being medicine. In this case; the elements of the

potion remain a secret, but the matrona seemed quite expert in prescribj

ing her potion for R. Johanan. It must have been helpful, for R. Johan%n

[was willing to take it on the Sabbath, when only drugs of life-saving
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capabilities were permitted to be taken. On the other hand, the mastery
of the medicinal properties of some e}ements could, and usually did,
imply mastery over thelr other uses (and thus the other side of the

coln of matrona as physicilan would be that of the matrona as poisoner),

We have in these aggadot several examples of a matrona's hos-
tility towards a rabbli. R. Judah is accused in several texts by a
matrona of being a drunkard, money lender or pig breeder because of his
redness. His answer is that his wihddom caused his face to be red.

Thus the picture these aggadot draw of the matrona is that of a
thoroughly unappetizing woman, a temptress, a witch, a shrew, a threat
to men of the high standaxds of the rabbis. She could use sex or magic
in order to gain her ends. Thus she would be the opposite of the woman

encountered by R. Akiba.

Were these the only characterizations of the matrona to appear

in rabbinic literature, obvious conclusions could be drawn. For example|,

Eone conclusion would be that the matrona personified for the Rabbis all

gof the negative aspects of the female. Strangely, this was not the casel
EIn some places the matrona was clearly pictured as a licentious witch.

But in other places she appears as a helper, or else as a counselor and

Efriend of the Ragbbis. The matrona who lent a sum of money to R. Akiba

has her counterparts in many other aggadot. : !

i
i

We find a favorable picture of the matrona in two aggadot. Even

!
i
i
though the woman's moral qualities may be questioned by the Rabbis, in
i
both aggadot she gave a rabbi needed help. For example, R. Joshua had

to speak to a matrona "Around whom all of the great men of Rome could be

Eound" about a subject of great urgency. Even though she might have beeF

a courtesan, he spoke to her in private, and she provided him with i
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ééfisfacfor&”anéWéTé; - In another case, R. Judah b. Shammu'a also had
to seekihelp from a Egtrona in order to get the Roman government to
remove its restrictive legislation Whiéh it had imposed against the Jews
And again the woman provided the help the rabbi needed. There might be
a question of the morality of R. Joshua's action, but that question was
squelched by Shabbatl27b, which upheld the rabbi's honor.

It seems significant that we find only one rabbi who had an ex~
perlence similar to those of R, Jose b..Halafta and his dialogues with
a matrona. That rabbl was R. Elie;er b. Hyrcanus who, like R. Jose, was
approached by a woman with a question based on Scripture. Her question
centered on the punishments arising out of the episode of the golden
calf. Surprisingly, both versions of the aggada have R. Eliezer re-
fusing to answer her; in fact, in one version he even curses her. This
is significant for what it tells us about R. Jose's conVersations with
a matrona. For even though R. Ellezer was brought to task for refusing
'to answer her, and possibly»was punished by the woman as well for not
Ianswering, she did not receive a direct answer in either version of the
aggada: In R. Jose's case, on the other hand, the matrona usually did
receive an answer of some kind. This would point to those sixteen con-
vefsations being unique in rabbinic literature. Debates between rabbis
iand gentile women over such issues did not often occur, it would seem.
‘We have debates between emperors and rabbis, anonymous gentiles and
rabbis, but only in R, Jose's case do we have multiple dialogues between
a matrona and rabbi. This could present two possible conclusions. The

'first possible conclusion is that the woman who questioned R. Jose,

le

supposing that there was just one woman, was unique. She was knowledgab

about Jewish belief, and the possible flaws which could be found in the
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doctrines and texts of that belief éf}actdfé:¥iofhefwise, she”might have

been a foil, invented by the Rabbis, whose purpose was to expose those
parts of Falth or Bible which troubled the Rabbis. They then could have
couched their own questions in the form of the debates with the matrona.

It is probably true that this technique was used to give the Rabbis an

opportunity of dealing with their colleagues' and their own questions.

3 R. Eliezer's reaction to the matrona may not have been too far away from

the common opinion shared by his associates towards foreign women, no

matter what thelr status, when he told her that she would be better off
at home kndtting rather than asking deep theological questions of him.
In view of the questionable character of most women known as "matrona,"

it would not be surprising for the rabbi not to answer her. This would

probably be the closest to an authentic situation between rabbi and |
i
I

@atrona.

What about R. Jose? We have mentioned that the conversations he
had with the matrona might not have taken place, that they might have
been invented by later rabbis for expressing their own theological

questions. There may be some evidence to support this. First, there is

the reputation of R. Jose, He was an accepted halakist, his opinion
Ieing accepted hundreds of times in Mishna and Gemora. In spite of all
the material that can be gleaned from the sixteen conversations, the i

lifferent texts bear a very close relationship to each other, a regular-

ity that would seem to be formula. In those conversations we find littlé
information per se about the matrona. We find out more in this chapter

ff unrelated conversations. This also would tend to support the con-

_fention that there was no real matrona to question R. Jose. The. question,

though, can still be plausibly argued the other way. Unfortunately,




there seems to be no conclusive evidence available.

In conclusion, the woman whom the Rabbis called "matrona" remains
an object of fascination throughout rabbinic literature. From what we
have seen in these two chapters, we can be almost positive that the

Rabbis did have contacts with foreign women in Palestine. The events

recorded by the Rabbis reflect the time in which they lived, and the
b difficult circumstances in which they strove to keep their society alivel.
Though the Rabbis are often pictured sitting in their yeshivot and
schools in Jabneh and Usha, locked away from the world, in reality they
were citizens of theilr time and place. They were involved in the daily
life of their people. Though thelr interests may have been different
from the gajority of the Palestinian Jewish community, they shared the
same experiences. Inclgded among those experiences must have been meet-

ings with those women who would become known in their literature as

"matronot."
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CHAPTER III
THE IDENTITY OF THE MATRONA

There seems to be ample evidence that the Rabbis of the Talmud
and Midrash did come into contact with women who, in some way, ful-
filled the description of the matrona. Who might these matronot have
been?

We have already discussed one possibility, that advanced by
Graetz. In the context of the events following the ascent of Antoninus
Pius to the throne, Graetz wrote,

A noble Roman lady of Caesarea or Antioch, who

had pity on the sufferings of the Jews, advised them to

petition the Roman authorities that the persecutions

might cease. This lady was perhaps the wife of Rufus

[a Roman governor in the time of the Hadrianic per-

secutions/, and is said to have had inclination towards

Judaism. Following this advice, a few men, headed by

Jehudah ben Shamua, repaired to the governor to beg for

mercy.

Such a viewpoint as that advanced by Graetz 1s speculative in

the extreme. But what he wrote bears out a certain tendency in rabbinic

literature, as we find in Avodah Zarah:

« +« . When R. Akiba saw the wife of the wicked
Tyranus Rufus, he spat, then laughed, and then wept.
Spat, because she came from a putrefying drop. Laughed,
because he foresaw that she would become a proselyte,
and thatihe would marry Ber. Wept, because such beauty
would decay in the dust.

As we see in the text from Avodah Zarah, there was great concern

on the part of some rabbis about the great women of their time. Not

only would this Roman woman become a proselyte, she would even marry the
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foremost rabbi-of the time. Such an eventuality never came to be; but
it 1s in aggadot such as this that we may be able to find the identity

of the anonymous matronot. For if we were to look at Rosh Hashonah 19b,

we would find R. Joshua discussing an Important matter with "a matronital
around whom all of the prominent men of Romé could be found." Such a
woman might possibly have been of the rank of the wife of Rufus,
then one of thé highest placed Roman women in Palestine.

Other women who appear in the Télmud might also be deserving of

the designation of "matrona." This is hecause the women have a certain

function in the text which is very similar to that of the woman who is

specifically called a matrona. These women are challengers of the Rabbils,
or questioners of the Rabbis.,

An anonymous "daughter of the emperor" appears in the story of

the ten martyrs as one of those challengers. She may be the same woman

who is found in other texts of the Talmud and Midrash. She is presented

|

in the texts as a foe of the Rabbis. For example, in Ta'anit and Hulin

[the rabbi is R. Joshua b. Hanania. As for the possibility that he might
i

i
l
I

have come into contact with a "daughter of the emperor,"” we find him de-

bating with Hadrian in many texts. It is highly possible that he did

come into contact with her during the course of his visits to the emperoyr.

In any case, she appears as highly antagonistic to R. Joshua; for example,

i !
| i
| !
|

in Ta'anit 7a she criticizes the rabbi for his appearance, saying, '''0
glorious wisdom in such an ugly vessel.'" This is interpreted to mean,

"It is a shame that such a wise man [and perhaps she meant this sarcas- |

tically/ should be so ugly." R. Joshua answers her by asking a question:

"'But does not your father keep wine in an earthenware vessel? You who

are noble should keep it in rich vessels,'" She leaves the rabbi and |




reports her conversation with him to the emperor. Upon her request he
puts his wine into vessels of gold and silver, where it sours. Called
tip account for his advice, R. Joshua éells the emperor, "'I answered her
according to the way she spoke to me,'" meaning that knowledge is like
fine wine--both come to their best vintage in ugly containers.

In another aggada we find the emperor's daughter challenging R.
Joshua's beliefs. She tells him, "'Your God is a carptenter, for it is
written, '"Who layeth the beams of His upper chambers in the waters."

(Psalm 114:3)'" 1In making this statement, the "emperor's daughter"

challenged the basic Jewish belief in creatio ex nihilo. Were God a

1

"carpenter,'" He would need preexisting materials for creation. This con
cept would contradict the Genesis account. But since the "emperor's daur
ghter" employé a scriptural passage to support her point, R. Joshua can-
not lgnore her. But in this instance we do not find him answering her.
Rather, he teaches her an object lesson. He prays, and she contracts
leprosy. As a leper, she is taken #o the open square of the city and is
given a spool; the common treatment for lepers in those days. She is

also given a certain wrap to put on so that people will recognize her

conditlon and pray for her recovery. But their prayers do not avail herl

The text contilnues, saying that one day R. Joshua was walking through
I
the square and saw her:sitting there. He is quoted as saying, '"'My God

has given you a beautiful spool,'" meaning that God is responsible for

her condition. He says to him, "'I pray you, ask your God to take back
4

what He has given me.'" R. Joshua's answer is simple,~and cruel (which

; . l
might reflect some of the intolerance she showed him in their earlier
113

meetings): ''Our God grants a request, but never takes it back.

In these two aggadot we find clear parallels to the matrona.
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In tﬁé*’caééﬂbf' R. Judah b. Ii'ail, we find ‘the matrona commenting on the |
rabbi's appearance, accusing him of being either a pig breeder or a
dnunkard.4 Here we find the "emperor's daughter" commenting on R.
Joshua's appearance. And, of course, the Hullin text is very similar to
the many conversations R. Jose b. Halafta had with a matrona.

Although we know that the matrona who debated R. Jose was not i
the anonymous 'daughter of the emperor" ¢for example, we know that R.
Jose never went to Rome), it is still possible to suppose that the woman
involved in those debates and conversations~—again, if it was only one
woman--had a high status. And there is no reason to suppose that the

-|rabbis would not have called the "emperor's daughter" a matrona. Not

only did she have a lofty social position, but she appears to have heen

a shrew, a common characteristic among the matronot.
f There are other women who are named in rabbinic literature who
}might also have deserved being described as matronot. For those women,
jthough, the term would be compliméntary. We have seen, as in the case
}of the matrona who lent money to R. Akiba to build his school,5 the
idesignation "matrona" had positive connotations. One woman who might
have been called a matrona was Beluria the Proselyte, Like the matrona
;who questioned R. Jose, Beluria questioned Rabban Gamaliel about Deut-
Ieronomy 10:17 and Numbers 6:26. She found a coﬁtradiction in them. The
former text reads, "For the Lord your God, He i§ God of gods and Lord of
llords, the great God, the mighty and awful, who regards not seasons, nox

i

takes rewards." The text from Numbers reads, "The Lord 1ift His count-

enance upon thees . . .." Beluria polnted out that one text saild that |

f
God was uncaring of man; it literally reads, "who does not 1ift His |

‘Countenance." The other text said the opposite, that God does care. ;
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R. Jose the Priest resolved her question. He presented the ﬁarablé of
a man who lent his friend a valuable iject with the king as witness.
The other man promised to repay it in the king's name. When the‘time
arrived fof repayment, the bofrower did not have enough money to repay.
He went to the king to beg forgiveness, which he received; but thé king
told him fhat he sould seek forgivéness from‘the man who lent to him.
R. Jose the Priest resolved Beluria's dilgmmabby telling her that the
verge froﬁ Deuteronomy mwéferred to de's treatment of transgressors,
While_fﬁe verse 1In Numbers, ;o those who had not transgressed.6

| Inlher questioning of the Rabbis, Beluria wanted to know more
about Judaism, and heraquestions to R. Jose and R. Eliezer reflected hér
iseqrch; ‘This search parallels the many passages discussed in the chaptj
lon Rabbil Jose and the #atrona.whenpe the woman seems to have wanted to
inquife into the tenents of Judaism, and to come to a better understand-
ing of the JeWS. In the case of the matrona, though, there was the
Iposéibility that she wanted to ehtrap the rabbi. We have no sugh questdl
about Beiuria.
: Wevao not know for sure who Beluria might have been. Bernard
Bambétger collected many opinions, and his conclusions offer some reason
itoibe‘lieve,that Beluria, too, might be regarded as é matronag. Bambérger

wirote:

r

The name of this distinguished woman convert
appears in various forms: Beluria, Beruria, Beruziah.
Some scholars regard it as equivalent to Valeria; but
| , Graetz has identified Beluria with Veturia Paula (or
Paulina) whose tombstone has been found in Rome. She
was converted to Judaism at an advanced age, took the
name of Sarah and was known as 'Mater Synagogarum.'
There is a good deal to commend this identification,
though it does not seem to me beyond question. In-

cidentally, the custom of conferring annew name on
converts, which later became standard in Judaism,




mseems in our period to have been customary only in the

Diaspora . . ..

_In Talmudic works, 'Bgluria' is mentioned chief-
ly in connection with the problem created when her slave
women took ritual baths in her presence . . .. Elsewhere,
she is represented as asking Rabban Gamaliel about the
apparent contradiction between Numbers 6:26 and Deuter-
onémy 10:17, her question being answered by R. Jose the
Priest. The identification of Beluria with Veturia
Paula appears to involve the rejection of this trad-
ition as unhistorical. Rabban Gamaliel indeed visited
Rome with several of his colleagues: and on this occa-
sion the problem of her slaves might have 'come before
the sages,' and she might have sought help in under-

‘ standing Scripture. But there is no record {to my
knowledge) that R. Jose the Priest was among the schol-
ars who went to Rome.

In any event, Belurla is represented as a wom%n

- of means, possessingfa considerable number of slaves.

From Bamberger*s account, Beluria was a woman of means who con-
verted to Judaism. She would thus come into the category of matrona
because of her position in gentile soclety and because of hef role in
rabbinic literature.

Two other foréign women of high rank could also have been known
to the rabbis as matronot. One was Queen Helena of Adiabene, the mother
of King Izafes. The other was Ifra Hormiz, the mother of King Shapur,
|

a fourth century monarch in Pergia. The aggadot and other stories in

Jewish literature about these two women are rich in their detail.

} The full story of the conversion of the royal house of Adiabene

lhas received detailed treatment in Josephus, Graetz, Talmudic accounts,

and more recéntly, in Jacob Neusner's A History of the Jews in Babylonld
All historians, though, must ultimately rely in Josephus and the Talmud.

Adiabene was a state located within the territories of ancient

| ' ‘
Assyria. It was located between Armenia and Babylonia. In the year 64

|

\B.C.E. 1t was a Parthian satrapy, and had a feudal relationship to the |
1 - !
i

‘Parthian government.9 Aécording to Josephus' report, Queen Helena
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ﬁaffféa‘ﬁéfwaBthéf,WMBﬁdﬁééﬁég7éﬁdwgé§e75iffhmfowthréé sons. Izates,

the eldest, was sent to a town on th% Persdan Gulf where he was instruct

ed in Judaism by a Jewish merchant. In the meantime, Helena and Monobaz

received instruction and became proselytes, this around the year 20 C.E.

‘According to the sources,

The royal family maintadneéd close ties with Jerusalem

and made every effort to impress the Palestinians, par-

ticulgrly the Pharisees, both with their loyalty to

Judaism and with their benevolent attitude toward the

Jews. That they succeeded is indicated by numerous

Talmudic stories about the piety and generosity of

both conxsrtes, as well as of Monobazes II, Izates'

brother.

But all was not calm in Adiabene. There was a great deal of resistance

on the part of the nobility, threats of revolt, and more threats of ex~

ternal intervention. Adiabene was invaded, but not because of the re-

ligion of its royal family, but rather in the course of a Parthian civil
11 -

. war. Through all this, Helena and Izates, who came to the throne in

36.C.E.; remained steadfast in their failth and were able to weather the

storms for thirty years. When Helena died, she was buried with Izates

|
in Jerusalem by Monobazes II.12

Helena often appears in rabbinic literature. She and Monobazes
Lo
;decorated parts of the Temple in Jerusalem. Monobazes had the handles

of all the vessels used on Yom Kippur plated with gold, while Helena

|

Pmaﬁe a golden candlestick over the door of the Holy of Holies, and she

i

even made a golden tablet, on which the section of the sotah was written
.

ﬁer piety is also described in Sukkah 2b. There a halakah is found whic

o

eads, ". . .a sukkah which is higher than twenty cubits is not valid."

Judah disagreed, stating that "it is valid to a height of forty or

TR TET T

fifty cubits." R. Judah cited the case of Helena who built her sukkah

T T
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theless the elders still entered it, %nd spoke not a word to her."

The Talmud says that Heleﬁa was so pious that she pledged to be-
come a Nazirite'for‘seven years if her son returned safely from war.

As we find in Nazir 19b, he. returned and she fulfilled her vow. After
thé»seﬁen years, she travelled to Palestine where the rabbis of Bet
’Hi;lgl>insisted that she observe their dictum and remain a Nazirite for
she is said to have become ritually unclean,vand was therefore obliged
to ex@egd the period of her vow yet another seven years for a total of
tweﬁt&—one years.

Hellena remains a rare woman in Talmudic literature. She is one
of the few converts to whom the Rabbis often referred. The praise she
receives from them is expansive, and probably well-deserved. Whether
:she was considered a matrona by those same rabbis is questionable, but
such credentials as her feeding Jerusalem in the famine might qualify
;her as one of the great benefactors of rabbinic literature. Not all of
jthe matronot were witches or sexually demanding women. As we have seen,
'the matrona could be a God~fearing and helpful person. That would make
Helena a paragon among the matronot.

Such could also be said of Ifra Hormiz. Ifra is reported as

sending a .chest of gold to R. Joseph, a fourth century amora in Pum

\
IBeditha, with the request that it be used to carry out an important

|
| |
lreligious precept. According to Baba Batra 8a, R. Abaye told R. Joseph
gthat he shoulld use 1t to redeem captives, that being one of the great

.religious precepts. Ifra is also recorded as sending four hundred dinar

to R. Ammi, who refused to accept méney from her because she was a heath

another seven years, This she did. Close to the end of the second period

[




But the lady was not to be dissuaded,and she sent the same sum to Rabba,

who accepted it. According to thg text in Baba Batra (10b-1la), his
reason for accepting was to maintain peace between the Jews and Persian
governmént. Subsequently, R. Ammi became indignant and chastised Rabba
for accepting. The text then asks, "Was not R. Ammi also anxlous not to
offend the government?" vIn answer to this question, Rabba i1s reported
to have told him that he distributed the money to gentile poor, and was
‘therefore not guilty of any wfongdoing. The text adds that R. Ammi was
angry because he had not been consulted by his colleague.

Another story in the Talmud may indicate that Ifra was a "fearer
of heaven," because she sent Rabba an offering which she requested be
offered up in honor of heaven. Rabba devised a scheme which allowed him
to fulfill her request without defiling an altar. He did not see her as
having a formal relationship to the Jewlsh community. What is probably
closer to historical fact is that this Queen Mother of Persia, like most
Eastern potentates, pald her respects to all religious groups found in
her sons' empire by offering on their altars.14 Yet in Niddah we find
that Ifra sent some of her menstrual blood to Rabba to determine if she
were ritually clean. Rabba inspected it and reported that it was ''the
blood of lust," abdischarg% resulting from sexual desire.. This was the
correct answer (although it demonstrates the lack of knowledge both had
in the area of female physiology); Ifra went to her son to prove the
wisdom of the Jews. She then devised a test for Rabba. She sent him
sixty different kinds of blood, all of which he correctly identified
save one, lice blood; to save face, she sent him a hint by which he was
able to make the right guess. She brought this further proof to her son,

saying, according to Niddah 20b, that the Jews "seem to live in the inner
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chamber of one's heart." As far as she was concerned, the Jews were

all-knowing. (

As Ifra was not a proselyte, nor probably was she a true "fearer
of heaven' or semi-proselyte, her case is much different from that of
Queen Helena. Yet Ifra seems to have been very friendly to the Jews of
the Persian empire. She seems to have exerted a restraining influence
M En her son when he was imclined to punish the rabbis for invoking Jewish
law instead of submitting the case to Persian law. As Graetz relates,

Shabur /Bhapux] II was not friend of the Jews.
In ancient times numerous Jewish families had been
transported to Armenia, and now lived thefe in their
own cities; of these, Shabur led an immense multitude
+ » . into captivity, and colonized them in Susiana
and Ispahan. Shabur appears to have oppressed the
Jews of Babylonia in no less degree for Raba was ob-
ligated to expend considerable sums of money in pre-
venting persecution. . . . On one occasion it was with
great difficulty that he managed to escape a personal
danger which threatened him in his capacity of prin-
cipal of the schools. He had ordered a Jew to be
flogged for having held carnal intercourse with a Per-
+ sian woman, and the chastisement had caused the death
of the culprit. The case happening to come to Shabur's
knowledge, he commanded a heavy punishment to be in-
] flicted on Raba for having exercised the criminal juris-
diction. The latter appears to have escaped the pen-—
alty by flight . . .. All furthur consequences of this
occurrence were averted by Ifra, the queen mother, who
is reported to have said to her son: 'Do not meddle in
i any way wiEg the Jews, for God grants them whatever they
| |
|

pray for.'
Though she lived after the time when the term "matrona" was mosti

i
commonly used by the Rabbis to describe foreign women with whom they camé

into contact, it would seem that the designation might have been fitting’
’ 1
i

for Ifra Hormiz because of her particular role in Jewish history as it is
| |
?eported in rabbinic literature. Her deeds strongly resemble those of f

4 i |
H ; :
i _ the matronot, and her status in the gentile community would clearly qual%
! |

| .
ify her for this designation.
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a matrona, that being Sarah. Yet even in reference to her the word
T (

"matrona' has some non-Jewish connotations, as for example in this

aggada found in Genesis Rabbah 52:12:

'Behold, it 1s a covering of the eyes for you.'
(Genesis 20:14) R. Johanan explained: 'Makes a cover-
ing for her so that all will look at the covering and
not at her beauty.' 'A covering of the eyes' [means]

'a covering that attracts the eyes.' R. Berechiah said,
'He made her a matrona.® 'n1®>d ' means that she is
eovered from the eyes. (I)

In referring to this aggada, Ez Joseph suggested that the word

"'pirp2’ meant a head-covering which served as a mask with holes for the

16 As for her being called

eyes and nose so that she could not be seen.
a matrona, it would seem obvious that it was a high rank befitting a
woman held in such high esteem both in the eyes of Pharaoh and the Rabbils.

Also in Genesis Rabbah 41:2 do we find Sarah identified as a

matrona. This is in reference to Genesis 12:17: "And the Lord plagued
Pharaoh and his house with great plagues because of Sarai Abram's wife."

What was the Pharaoh's sdn? A rabbi provided this answer: "Because he

dared to come near the shoe of that matrona.' (II) This is interpreted

r
!to mean that Pharaoh's servants entered her chamber at his command to re

: !
move her shoe and lay her on the bed against her Will.17

The important aspect of these aggadot i1s that in them Sarah

shared a designation with a disparate group of women whose common bond

| .
was only the shared designation "matrona.' Perhaps this means that they

held a ppsition in society-~the ladies who have been discussed in this
gchapter certainly had high rank. Yet we have found many types of womeni
galso cdlled matrona--from benefactresses to witches and women knowledgabhe
jin magic formulae. In spite of this factor, it seems unreasonable to !
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(think"'th'aE the Rabbis did not have some precise idea of what they meant |

when they used the word. We do not kpow if the Rabbis thought of Ifra
as a matrona, or of the anonymous "emperor's daughter," or even of Queen
Helena. All three women share common characteristics wilth matronot we
have discussed in other contexts, in that they either helped the Jews

when they were in distress, or asked a rabbi a question about Judaism or

Scriptures, or troubled another rabbi. Yet to make a guess as to what

TR

the Rabbis intended by using the term "matrona" would be difficult because
of the many contradictions that appear in regard to the women who re-

ceived the designation.

The figure of the matrona is very contradictory. In rabbinic
|literature she appears often as a woman of quality, a wealthy woman pos-

sessing large sums of money or jewels and a quantity of slaves. At

|times she appears as a woman of great political power, or else with con-

|

g  {nections to such power. Yet she uses the power she has to help the

{Rabbis. She might, therefore, have been the wife of a major official.

i

[

|Otherwise, she might have been a successful courtesan. In other places,
i

:thoﬁgh, the matrona appears as a destructive force. as a seductive and

‘dangerous woman whose goal it was to destroy an individual rabbi. In ;

many cases she is an inquisitive person, but her reason for asking a

|
|
[
gquestion of a rabbi might either be to trap him into making a contra-

:dictory statement, or else to have him hélp her decide to become a con~-
|

'
i

vert to Judailsm.

. |
can only conjecture that when the Rabbis used the term, they were think-

f In any case, the matrona is, in all but one case, anonymous. We
I

|
ing specifically of those forelgn women with whom they or their colleagqes

came into contact in their daily life. Inasmuch as the word held many !

|
z
i
I




7ﬁééﬁiﬁgé;iifﬂﬁigﬁE seem that the Rabbis might have done better to use
more than the one term. Yet, on the(other hand. the réle of the matrona
in rabbinic literature was rather circumscribed. By using the word, the
aggadist could set a mood among his audience towards the lady in question.
His specific intentioén in using her would be spelled out as he continued
his story. The sum total of those aggadot which have been retained in
Talmud and Midrash enable us to arrive at the meaning the Rabbis put on
the word by induction. And while no specific conclusion can be made as
to the precise identity of the matronot we find in the literature,
through this study of encounters between rabbis and a matrona we can
better understand why she appeared as she did, and what purpose she

served in the literature.
|
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matrona in a distinctive kind of rabbinic literature. Her meetings and

CHAPTER IV
THE MATRONA IN THE PARABLE

In previous chapters we have been discussing the role of the

dealings with the Rabbis were recorded as aggadot, part of the non-legal
compendium of literature which is found in the Midrash and Talmud. The
term "aggada" encompasses a huge range of literature: tales, such as
those we have already discussed, homiletical interpretations of the
Bible, anecdotes, descriptions of historical events, paradigms for the
religious life, fables, and proverbs, along with many other kinds of lit
erature. But in speaking of the occurence of the mdatrona in rabbinic
literature, we must not neglect another branch of the aggada, that being
the ”mashal"‘(”parable“).
The mashal was a much used tool in the hands of the rabbis of th
Talmud and Midrash. The value of the parable was that it could lend con
creteness to intangible concepts, and it could be used to substantiate a
rabbinic statement by offering an illustration of that statement. Its

introductory phrase, YT 9270 MDY " Mo uhat can this matter be liken
Yy P 5

T

T

ed,"

use. In fact, it was so highly regarded by some rabbis that the followi

was sald in its behalf:

J The rabbis said: Let not the mashal be lightly
regarded, for by means of it a man can understand the
words of Torah. It i1s like a king who has lost a pearl
and finds 1t with the aid of a candle worth only a

140

would seem to be the best indication of how the Rabbis put the mashal to

Fg

|
1
I
|
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centime. Solomon clarified the Law by means of para-
bles. R. Nachman, R, Jose, R. Shila and R. Hanina
illustrated the idea thus: THe wise king tied a rope
at the entrance of a labyrinth-like palace, and was
able to find his way out of it; he cut a path in a
wild thicket of reeds; he fashioned a handle for a
cask of liquid so that it could be moved; he joined
rope to rope, and was able to draw water from the
deep well. Thus from word to word, from mashal to !
mashal, Solomon attained the uttermost secret of the -
Torah.i

It is in these m'shalim that we find many references to the
matrona. Yet, though the word "matrona" is the same as that we have
discussed, we find that the term "matrona" had a new meaning for the

parable-makers. No longer was she the noble lady, or lady of high rank

|

whom the rabbis found in their Roman world. Rather, in the parable the
matrona had a very new identiﬁy, as we shall see in our discussion of
the m'shalim, This new use of the tepm precluded its referring to a
ispecific person; 1t would not be possible to claim that the matrona we

find in the parable could possibly be Rufus' wife or Queen Helena. The

importance of the term lay in its symbolism, in what it represented.

f It is interesting to note that to a man, the rabbis who were | 3
1

;all Palestinians. They may have taught in Babylonia. but their roots

;
!and in almost every case, thelr own education lay in Palestine. It

would seem that the word "matrona,'" like many other words borrowed from
| l

|
Greek and Latin Words, such as ''epicurus," the pronunciation was kept

pretty much intact in the Hebrew, but the meaning was changed to bring ‘

1
ithe term into the Middle Eastern context. The epicurian philosophy of
i

i
[
|

materialism and free will, of Joyful gods and a godless world . . . LBﬁ%
! i
ithe omnipresence of law, the self-ruled independence of nature, the for-

: |

givable naturalness of death,"2 was reinterpreted in the world of the




i

the word "epicoros," ”matrona”‘changed in meaning and significance from

Rabbis, and the word "epicoros" was used by them to refer to the heretid,
the one who denied their rvelipion. Though thewe afe links, the word did

not convey the same meaning to both the Greek and Jewish mind. Like

the world of Greece and Rome to the world of the Rabbis. And even among|
Ithe Rabbis, the word held different implications. This can be seen as
we follow the.use of the word "matrona" chronologically as it was used
in the rabbinic parable.

Two fifth-generation tannaim seem to have been among the earliesit
rabbis to build a mashal around a matrona. They are R. Miyya bar Abba
and Simeon b. Halafta, The two were very close associates. The former,
a native of Kaphri (Near Sura in Babylon), came to Tiberias in the latter

part of his life and became a silk merchant., There he became a close

laggadot are particularly rich in thoughts concerning the moral life and

associate of Judah I. He also became a physician and master halakist

and aggadist. He collected beraitot and formulated his own halakot, de~

rived from the Mishna through the use of hermeneutics. He contributed

;to the Sifra and was credited with authoring the Tosefta, although this
|

'has been debated by some scholars. In aggada, R. Hiyya also made his
|

w

{mark. He is quoted extensively both in the Midrash and Talmud. "Hiyya'
|
|

irelations of human beings to one another."3 One of those aggadot can be

|

|

{ .

}found in Deuteronomy Rabbah. It is offered to explain Deuteronomy 7:14:
i

!”Thou shalt be blessed above all [ 2507 peoples." What did this mean,

|

particularly the word %9m, translated here "above all''? R. Hiyya . ex-
lplained both the use of that particular word and gave an example of itsj
i A
! |
fforce: : |

& matrona is not pralsed when her relatives do +: .- |

t
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~ the praising, rather when her enemies praise her.% (I)

The text should be interpreted to mean, "by all." This is under
stood in R. Hiyya's comment, and 1s also explained in the same fashion
by Ez JoseEh.5 Unfortunately, the Midrash tells us very little about
what a matrona might be.

We get much more information from the aggada of R. Simeon b.

Halafta. A friend of R. Hiyya, he lived sear Sepphoris at either 'Es

the middle and end of the second century C.E. He, like R. Hiyya, was a
frieﬁd and student of Judah ha-Nasi, who held Simeon in high honor. He
is especially noted in the Midrash and Talmud for the miraculous events
which filled his life, and it was related that he was a confident of
Elijah. As a rabbinic authority, he was strongest in the‘aggada.8
""Simeon b. Halafta is rarely mentioned in the halakic tradition, but
frequently in the Haggadah, in which he is especially noted for the para

9

bles which he employed in his Scriptural exegesis."® He is often men-

tioned in Midrash Rabbah, where we find several m'shalim, including one

Fn which a matrona plajs a part.
| This particular midrash appears in reference to Deuteronomy 7:12
fonnnxs n»=qan nx % q*abx. ‘n opwd," " . . . that the Lord thy God
shall keeb for thee the covenant and mercy ( ven) . . ." What did the
text mean by using the phrases " mnv"nmn," and " 7en,"” here translated

!"covenant' and merey'"? R. Simeon gave this explanation.

To what can this matter /phrase] be compared?
To a king who bethrothed a matrona and she gave him two

precious stomes; the king also had two corresponding
stones set for her, The matrona lost hers and the king
£31s0) took his. After several days she arose and set
herself aright with him, and brought the same two stones,
and the king also brought his, The king said, 'These
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and these [stones] will make a crown, and it shall be
placed on the matrona's head.' Similarly you find
Abraham: he gave his sons two precious stones, as it
is written, 'For I have known him to the end that he
may command his sons and household after him, that they
guard the way of the Lord to do righteousness and
justice.' (Genesis 18:19) God also set for them two
precious stones~-'<an' ('mercy') and ' @®*mnd ('com~
passion'), as it is written, '"that the Lord thy God
shall keep for thee the covenant and mercy.' And it
says, 'And He will give thee mercy and have compassion
upon thee.' (Deuteronomy 13:18) TIsrael lost theirs,
as it 1s writtem, 'For ye have turned justice into
gall, and the fruit of righteousness into wormwood.'
(Amos 6:12) And even the Holy One took His, as it is
written, 'For I have taken away My peace from this
people, saith the Lord, even mercy and compassion.'
(Jeremiah 16:5) 1Israel arose and rightened themselves
and brought the self-same precious stones. Whence
[do we know thig/? As it is written, 'Zion shall be
redeemed with justice, and they that return to her
with righteousness.'(Igaiah 1:27) The Holy One also
brought His. Whence [do we know thig/? Thus it is
written, 'For the mountains may move, and the hills
topple, but My mercy ("7®n) shall not depart from
thee, neither shall My covenant ( "n"93 ) of peace
be removed, saith the Lord who has compassion ( @"nm4)
upon you.' (Isaiah 54:10) When Israel brought theirs
and the Holy One gives his, the Holy One says, "These
and these shall make a crown and be placed on Israel's
head, as it is written, 'And I will betyoth thee unto

} Me for ever, and I will betkothh thee unto Me in

i righteousness and in justice and in mercy and in com-

! passion, and I will betioth thee unto Me in faithfulness,

| and thou shalt know the Lord.' (Hosea 2:21) 0 (I1)

|

|

|

This is a beautiful aggada by any standards. And it establishes

)a pattern for other m'shalim in which the matrona plays a part. The

basic idea, which is expanded upon homiletically, is the comparison of |
the matrona to the people of Israel and of the king to Israel's God. ;
The matrona is no longer seen as a foreign woman of high rank. Now she;
1s seen as a queen, and "matrona' becomes synonymous with "malkah”——thei

Hebrew word for a queen. As we shall see, there may be very good reason
: I

|

f

‘for this substitution of terms.

In parables, metaphor was widely used by the Rabbis to convey
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their message. 'Godfs two precious stones which he bestowed upon the
people represented justice and righteousness. The people gquandered
them, as we see in Amos 6:12, For His(part, God then put aside the
istones he had received in his reiationship to Israel, namely mercy and
compassion. The wastefulness and extravagance of the people caused them
!td lose the benefits of all of the "stones." It is only when they vin-
dicated themselves by '"rediscovering" the stones which wefe originally
in their possession, that God granted them the benefits of the other two
stones which they had given him. Once they dedicated themselves (as we
see in Isaiah 1:27) to make use of the gifts God had given them, and
learned how to use justice and righteousness to their full advantage,

then God could cement the original covenant with mercy and compasgion

from His side. In the end, all four "stones'" were for the advantage of

Israel, as we see in Hosea 2:21. Just as, in the mashal, the king makes

F crown out of all four of the precious stones for his matrona, God

|
crowned Israel with the '"precious stones" of righteousness, justice, :.

Fercy and compassion. In this aggada R. Simeon showed himself to be a
Faster of the mashal, using a simple idea to convey a rich sermon on the
Listorical'conduct of the Jewish people, and their future possibilities.

In discussing the Amoraic period, we will find that the pattern

he matrona became a symbolic figure in the aggada, a metaphor, used to

-+ T ——

each a particular lesson. This we find with R. Hama b. Hanina, a

Palestinian who lived during the third century and was a contemporary of:

-

. Johanan. He directed a school at Sepphoris, and was noted ‘as both a &

g

iistinguished halakist and aggadist. "In his homilies Hama sought to
} ’

tonvey practical lessons," and interpreted Scripture so that it taught

145

xemplified by the mashal of R. Simeon was carried on by the later rabbis




one how to live a godly life.ll “one guen aggada may be found in Genesig
Rabbah. This particular aggada was directed towards God, rather than
man, and the matrona-parable was invoked to illustrate a case not of a
mation as we have found before, but rather of an individual. The ques~

tion which provoked the midrash grew out of Genesis 22:15f, "And the

fangel of the Lord called unto Abraham a second time out of heaven, and

sald, 'By myself I have sworn . . .'" The question asked by the Rabbis
|

%as this™ what need was there for thils particular oath? What provoked
!it?

I
Two answers to this question were provided by the Rabbis, one

ianonymously, the other by R, Hama. The first answer proposed by a
frabbi was that the oath came in response to an appeal by Abraham: 'Pro-
#ise me that you will not again try me or ever try my son Isaac.”12 R.
hama disagreed with this interpretation, and he offered one of his own;

[
@ccording to him Abraham made another request of God:

[Abraham said to the angel/ 'Swear to me that you
shall not again try me from this time forth.' A parable. (

————

[It can be compared/ to a king who was married to a
matrona. She gave birth to hig fdrst son and he divorced
her., A second, and he divorced her, A third, and he

divorced her, When she had given birth to his tenth son,
all of them entered before him and said to him, 'Swear

to us that you will not divorce our mother from now on.'
! Thusly, when our father Abraham was tried with the tenth
[ trial, he said /to [the angel/, 'Swear to me that you

[ sall not again try me from this time forth.'1l3 (I11)
|

|

|

|

[
|
f
f
v
|
!
f
I
f
|

1

f

|

i
(Actually, these two explanations do not give the full reason behind |
|

| l
the purpose, as otherRabbis saw it, for the oath. They both assumed it

'

zas a second oath, and that it was given in response to a reQuesthbrahaﬁ
! )
pade, vet which went unreported in the text. What was the first oath? ;
3 |
EE_JoseBh glves us that answer: the first oath came when God made a |
i

i

covenant with Abraham (which can be found in Genesis 15:9 ff.)
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' The difference between the anoﬁyﬁous authorisrénéwéfrgivénragove
and that put forward by R. Hama 1s not that easy to perceive. One opin-
ion has Abraham pleading for both his’son and himself; R. Hama had him
pleading only for himself. R. Hama's reasoning may have centered on
interpreting the events of Isaac's life as "trials," just as the Rabbis

were able to find in the midrashic manner that God tried Abraham ten

as Avot d'Rabbi Natan,14 were arrived at homiletically, seeing the word

"

nieab" "to try' appears but one time in conjunction with Abraham.
|
Just as these nine other trials were the results of interpretations, it

yas possible to see Isaac's life as also filled with trials.,
E The mashal which R. Hama presented to support his interpretation
ﬁf the text offers much interesting material to consider. In point of
fact, for example, was the practice of a king divorcing his wife after

she gave birth, and then remarrying her, a common enough occurrence that

did not happen in real life.b R. Hama seems to have employed another
much-used rabbinic tool to make his point——-exaggeration. Yet this pre-

sents another possibility. If his matrona, who seems to represent

%braham in the context of the homily, was unfairly treated, could this
ﬁot be taken as an implicit condemnation of God's treatment of Abraham?
hust as the ten '"trials" of the matrona seem to be unjust, as well as
%eaningless, could the rabbi also be saylng that God's treatment of
%braham was equally unfalr? Obviously, R, Hama contended,after ten

‘trials Abraham felt he had enough, and that he asked God to let him be

i(even though we have no such statement in the Torah text). It was
|

|
lassumed. though, that Abraham did make such a request., On this one
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times. These ten trials, which are spelled out in many different sources,

to use it in a parable would not becloud the issue? Such a case probably




'an outgrowth of R. Joshua's halakic and aggadic erudition. "It is be-

pieEé"df’eVi&eﬁee,WWe'haVe'the possibility that R. Hama was not willing|
to accept God's tests of Abraham, which he thought both willful and per-
nicious, or so his mashal would indic;te. This would be one of the few
negative uses of the ten trials in rabbinic literature if such a con-
clusion as this aould be made.

Another rabbi of the third century who made use of a mdtrona in
parable was R. Joshua b, lLevi, another Palestinian gmora. He headed a
school in Lydda, and was a contemporary of R. Johanan bar Nappaha, about
more whom later. He is known in the literature as a peace-loving man,
and even in his many dealings with minim was quoted as pronouncing upon
them nothing worse than Psalm 145:9, "The Lord is good to all; And His
tender mercies ere over all His works.'" (Berakot 7a) ‘Although related
to the nasi, he broke with him by ordaining his students without the
nasi's permission; his status was not damaged by this, though, as he
was still regarded as a representative of the community. At one point
in his life he and R. Hamina came to present a case on behalf of their

community before the Roman proconsul in Caesaria. His high status was

yond doubt, however, that the Hagadah occupied a very important place
in the teaching of R, Joshua b, Levi; thils is evident from the many

aggadot quoted in his name directly or given in his name by his dis-
nlb

ciples and contemporaries.

R. Joshua authored two parables in which ammatrona appears.

|
|
|
Both appear in Exodus Rabbah. The earlier midrash appears in referencej
to Exodus 3:11, "And Moses said unto God: 'Who am I, that I should go ;
|

unto Pharoah . . .?'" It deals with Moses, and what Moses perceived to1
i
!

-;be an unfinished promise from God. Of interest here is that the
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reference to a matrona goes back to our previous chapters. In this

case she 1s not a queen. This i1s how the midrash appears:
{
'And Moses said unto God: "Who am I . . .?"' R.
Joshua b. Levi sald, 'A parable. [it can be likened7 to
a king who gave hils daughter in marriage and allocated

to her a state, and a handmaiden /who was/ & matronita.
And he gave her a black handmaiden. His son-in-law said

for me." Thus said Moses before the Holy One, "When

Jacob went down to Egypt, did you not say to him, 'I
shall go down with you to Egypt, and I will also surely
bring you up again' (Genesis 46:4)? Now, You are say-
; ing to me, "Go and I will send thee unto Pharaoh," /

(Exodus 3:10) but I am not he about whom you said, "I

will adso surely bring thee up agadn."'10" (IV)

This aggada revolves around the word " "23R," This form of the
personal pronoun is usually found in connection with God. Very in-
frequently do we find a biblical character apply it to himself when he
says, "I." Thus there must be a lesson in its being employed by Moses
in this context. And to support this contention, not only did R. Joshua
supply the explanation, but he gave a parable to support his explanation

The use of " ?D3IR" can be compared to the use of the same word

‘in Genesis 46:4: '"4q%yx *23R81," ("I shall go down with you). . . and

I will adso surelyibring you up again.' There is a g#Zerah shavah. In

the past, God, using the word ""23IR,"” promised to bring Jacob's des-
cendents out of Egypt. But in Exodus 3:10 God seems to renege on His

‘promise by commanding Moses to go to Egypt to do the job. Moses was E

|
minded God that He had promilsed to rescue the people Himself, and not !
|
1
leave it to someone else. This could be compared to a king promising i
his daughter and son-in-law a handmaiden of high status, a mdatronita, f

and then reneging on his promise by giving them a black maid servant in-—
|

istead. In authoring this midrash, R. Joshua said that God was not
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Wiiling"ﬁd‘ﬁarfﬁ out His prbmise‘to jacdb to théﬁlétter,'and'waérénly

willing to send Moses as a poor substitute. Moses, for his part, tacitl
{

reproved God: when he said, "Who am I," he meant, "I am not the ' 53t
17

for whom the people are waiting.'
This is one of the few times when the matrona who appears in the
parable is not a queen. Ez Joseph claims here, though, that the hand-

maliden promised by the king came from royal stock.t®

The next mashal also speaks about the carelessness of Israel.
The tradition of the mashal is delivered in R. Joshua b. Levi's name by
R. Simeon. This is how the mashal appears in context:

"They have turned aside quickly." (Exodus 32:8)

R. Jonah in the name of R. Samuel b. Nahman [said/,
'Every prophet who arose repeated the prophecy of his
companion. And why did he speak the word of his com-
panion? In order to clarify it.' R. Joshua b. Levi
sald, 'He needed say only his own prophecy. Only Moses
said all of ilhe words of the prophets and his own. And
everyone who prophesied, his prophecy was an outcome of
Moses' prophecy. And all of the commandments he declared
outside of two, for the Holy One Himself gave them to
Israel [namely/ "I am the Lord your God," and "Thou
shalt have no other god." The Holy One said, "You had

- to sin with just the two commandements which I command-
ed you?"'

R. Simeon said in the name of R. Joshua b.

Levi, 'A Parable. [This matter can be compared] to a
king who beehrothed a matrona with two precious stones
which he gave her. And he returned and sent her eight
more by a messenger. As:i she was jesting with her lover
she lost the two stomes which the king had given her.
When the king learned [of this/, that she hdd lost them,
he exiled her from his house. Her intimate friend came
to him to intercede with the king. He said, "My lord,
King, when shall you find one so praiseworthy and pleas-
ant as she?" The king said, "By heaven. I gave her

two precious stones and I sent her eight through you.
She coitld have lost yours, or three of them, or all.

cious stones which I personally gave her she lost."
It is as the Holy One said to Jeremiah, "For My people
have committed two evils . . ." (Jeremiah 2:13)

\
1
|
i But so much did she condemm me that the selfsame pre-
4
1

‘ But [was it only/ two evils they committed? Egr them
| He was fndulgent towards twenty-two [others]? What
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~is the meaning of, "For My people have committed two
evils?'" [They transgressed] "I am the Lord your God,"

and "Thou shalt not have . . ." Therefore, "They have
turned_aside quickly: from the way which I commanded
them.'20 (v)

In this aggada we again find a king, God, bethothing a matrona,
Israel, with two precious stones. These precious stones represented thg
two commandments which, tradition teaches, God transmitted to the people
directly. The people's transgression was in construction and worshipping
ithe éalf, (represented by the matrona's adulterous affair), thus the
reason for therlocation of the midrash. As we have seen, the matrona
(Israel) was not careful with those precious stones, and the king‘ban—
ished her. Moses. is represented in the mashal by the intercessor, the
lconfidant of both God and Israel, and the one whose responsibility‘it
becomes to reconcile the two. Again we see the matrona (Israel) pic~
tured as a frivolous and untrustworthy queen who earns the king's dis-—
pleasure with her irresponsibility. Only Moses' intercession and the
lpeople's repentence returned them to God's favor.

There are contemporaries and students of R. Joshua b. Levi who
were lils traditionaries. R. Alexander was one of them. Another was R.
Simeon b. Pazzi.2l R. Alexander was the older of the two, but both
rabbis were probably R. Joshua's students in Lydda during the late third
century.22 It may have been from thelr teacher that they learned how to
use the matrona in the parable. R. Alexander kept his attachments with
»Tiberias while R. Simeon made his home in the south, and travelled to
‘Babylonia where he lectured on aggadic subjects.23 As we have seen
iabove, R. Simeon ofiten quoted R. Joshua b. Levi in his- aggadot, but in

}the'following aggada we have a direct statement from him. It is also

ifound in Exodus Rabbah.
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In R. Simeon's aggada we again find the metaphor of king and
matrona. This parable is found in a protracted discussion of Amos 3:8,
‘ {

"The lion has roared, who will not fear.'" The Rabbis associated this

verse with the giving of the first commandment, "I am the Lord thy God"

(Exodus 20:1). The tradition was that, as we have seen, this commandmert

jwas given to the people directly by God during one of the few times God
fis supposed to have spoken to the people directly. The Rabbis thus
=wished to describe the event. Amos came to their minds, as it came to
R. Simeon's. With the use of the word "lion" there, R. Simeon found
another use 6f the same word, and therefore put two texts together to

form a gitzerah shavah; the other verse came from Hosea:

Another explanation for "The lion has roared."
As it 1s written, "They shall walk after the Lord who
shall roar like a lion." (Hosea 11:10) R.i$imeon said,
'A parable. : /This can be likened tq] a king who enter=
ed his palace. His matrona heard and gave a place
[made room] and was trembling. If the matrona is afraid,
what should the handmaidens and slaves do? Thus when
the Holy One revealed himself to give the Torah to
Israel, they heard his voice and died, as it is written,
"My heart failed when He spoke." (Song of Songs 5:6)
If Israel was_thusly, how much the more so the peoples
of the earth,2% (VI) ’

The purpose of the midrash is to fill in information which seemdd

to be missing from the Exodus text. The glzerah shavah shows that Isradl's

God cotld be‘comﬁared to a lion. His pronouncing the first commandment
was as frightening to the people as 1f they had heard a lion roar. What
labout the other people, the non~believers? If Israel should be afraid

of their own God, how much the more so (using a kal va—homer——inference;

a minori ad maius) ®hould other peoples of the world be afraid. For

'they were pictured in the aggada as slaves and servants compared to

‘Israel's exalted position as God's consort, his matrona.
t
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‘R. Alexander (he is usually called R. Alexandri) is qﬁote& in

the Pesikta d'R. Kahana as presenting a wvery convoluted midrash on the
(
subject of Shemeni Atzeret. What was that day's purpose? For hils ans-

wer R. Alexander compared the festival of Sukkot to the feast of a king.

Again the matrona appears metaphorically, but this time she represents

isomething new:
| R. Alexandri said, '/It may be compared] to a
king who celebrated a happy event, and all seven days of ti
the feast the matrona was hinting to the people of the
palace and was saying to them, "While the king is busy
with his day of rejoicing, make your requests of him."
When they did not understand, the matrona squeezed in
one more day for them, Thus, [during/ all seven days
of Sukkot, the Torah hints to Israel and says to them,
"Akk God for rain." How do you know this is so? [The
Torah says,/ "on the second day . . . and their drink
offerings" ("mn»o2823') (Numbers 29:17,19), '"on the
sixth day . . . and its drink offerings" ("n>2el")
(Numbers 29:29,31) and on the seventh day . . . accord-
ing to their ordinance" (mwpwns”)(Numbers 20:32,33)
This gives us " ®," " *," " n, "ewand thus we have
"B*n," From this we know that on Sukkot the prayer
"To pour forth water" [is recited/ /[because it comes/
from the Torah. When they did not understand [this]
the Torah squeezed in another day, therefore the

Torah had to say, "The eighthday shall be a holy con-
vocation unto you." (Numbers 20:35)'25-(VII)

By extrapolating the last letters of the three phrases, and ig-
noring the final " 1" of "N"2393" in Numbers 29:31, RicAlexander was

' How was

able to discover that the Torah text formed the word 'water.'
this possible? He drew an analogy between the word 'drink offering" and
rain., Also, in all of the other days we find that "n2w31" always

appears in the singular. In these three instances, the same word appears
1

in the plural, or else the word "wnwnd" ("according to the ordinance') |

appears in the singular, as gpposed to its appearance in Numbers 29:33

with the plural pronominal ending. And thus we have the reason for the

setting aside of the eighth day for Worship--it was set so the people
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could influence God to send the rain during the'autuﬁn and winter. As
for our matrona, here she represented the Torah interceding on behalf of
the people (the servants and other me;bers of the king's household in
Ithe parable), and having them éet the ear of God, the king in the parable.
The amora R, Johanan was a contemporary of R. Alexander's. Alsc
called R. Johanan barnNappacha, he ranks as one of the most influential
rabbis of the Talmudic era. He was a student of R. Judah, and as a
|teacher he influenced a large number of students (partly due to the fact
that he lived as long as he did, from 199 to 279). He became an assoc~
iate of R. Judah II., A teacher in Tiberias, and head of a school there),
he became an often-quoted master of the Mishna. He was one of the main
'supporters of Hellenization for the Jewish community, yet was adamantly
ghostile to the Romans.26

Among his many aggadot we have two in which the matrona appears.

One of them was transmitted by R. Hiyya, the other by R. Abba b. Kahana.

iThe mashal found in Deuteronomy Rabbah is widely quoted in the Midrash
‘and Talmud. It deals with the Sabbath, and explains why the Rabbis were
opposed to non-Jews observing it,
The discussion in this text is derived from Deuteronomy 2:31, '

!but R. Johanan's comment is more directed towards the halakah of the
sages and R. Levi, who is quoted as saying, ”When the sons of Noah were
igiven commands, they were only commanded concerning seven things, and

na? ;

the Sabbath was not one of them .

This is R, Johanan's comment, as it appeared in context: i

R. Jose b. Hanina said, 'An idol worshipper who
| observes the Sabbath before he permits himself to be
circumcised deserves death. Why? Because they were not

commanded to observe it.' But what proof do you have f
that you can say, 'An 1dol worshipper who observes the |
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Sabbath deserves death?': R. Hiyya b, Abba said, 'Thus
did R. Johanan say, "It is cuptomary in the world, [when]
a king and matrona are sitting and conversing together,
whoever comes and interrupts them /Mcomes between them"7,
does he not deserve death?" Thus this Sabbath brings
Israel and the Holy One together, as it is written, "Be-
tween Me and the ¢hildren of Israel . . .. "(Exodus 31:17).
Therefore, thus /[in the case of] the idol worshipper who
comes between them before he germits himself to be cir-
cumcised, he deserves death. < (VIII)

We see from this aggada that even though R. Johanan might have

Jews might adopt some of the trappings of foreign cultures,

but R. Johanan was ready to condemn any non-Jew who might atftempt to

adopt the trappings of Jewish culture. Hié statement here is very str
as strong as thec@oWment he makes which is.found in Sanhedrin 59a, "Th
i1dol worshipper who studies Torah deserves death, for is written, 'Mos
commanded us a law for an inheritance.' (Deuteronomy 33:4) It is our

inheritance, not theirs."

As for the matrona, as is usually the case in the parables, sh

epresents Israel in itg relationship with God. Just like the convers
tion between the king and matrona, the Sabbath is a shared intimacy be

tween the people and God.

This basic theme is carried through his other mashal in which

ffind the matrona. Of this one we have three variations: from Lamenta

|
'tions Rabbati, the Pesikta Rabbati, and Pesikta d'R. Kahana. Again we

fand Israel. This is how it appeared in its three forms:

'"This I recall to my mingd, therefore have I
hope.' (Ecclesiastes 3:21) R. Abba b. Kahana in the

name of R. Johanan said, 'To what can this matter be
likened? To a king who betrothed a matrona and wrote
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‘have a description, framed in a parable, of the relationship between Goq
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T "é’maffiégé“¢6ﬁtrac5”fb'hér'whECh was large, and said to

’ her, "Thus and thus number of bridal chambers I ap pre-

v paring for you, thus and thud number of purple garments

f am I giving you," The king left her and went to a land

/ across the sea and remained there, ALl of her neighbors
came in to her and vexed her and were saying to her,
"The king left you and went to a land across the sea, a

{ and,mmoreover, he will not return to you." And she cried
and sighed. But when she entered her house, she would

’ open and take out the marriage contract and read and

| see in her marriage contract, "Thus and thus number of

‘ bridal chambers I am preparing for you, thus and thus
number of good purple garments am I gilving you." And

! right. away would she be comforted. After awhile, the

f king came and said to her, 'My daughter, I am surprised

' how you waited for me all of these years." She said to

i him, "My lord, King, were it not for the marriage con-

{ tract which was generous which you wrote and gagg me,

|

|

already would my neighbors have destroyed me."' (IX)

Having presented the parable in this formulation, R. Abba then

explains what R. Johanan meant when he composed it originally:

'In such /a manner] are the nations vexing Is-
rael and saying to them, "Your God has hidden His face
from you and removed Rilss gfeshiimsh /divine presence/
from you, and He shall not again return to you," and
‘ they [Israel7 are crylng and sighing. But then they
! enter their synagogues and academies and read the Torah
{ and find that is written there, "And I will have respect
{ unto you and make you fruitful and multiply you ., ., ..
|
|

|
|
1
|
|

l

I will set My tabernacle among you and I will walk among g

i you," (Leviticus 26:9), and they are comforted. 1In the |
} future, when in the end redemption shall come, the Holy !
f One will say to Israel, "My sons, I am surprised at you, ;
ﬂ how have you waited for Me all of these years?" And |
they answer, "Master of the Universe, were it not for '
f

|

|

|

l

|

l

|

i

!

|

I

|
f Your Torah which You gave us, our neighbors would al-
f ready have destroyed us.''30 (IX)

f The presentation of this mashal is pretty straightforward, It
i

points up the different purposes which the Torah was seen to fulfill by

the Rabbis. Not only did it embody God's pPromises to the Jews, but it

[
|
i
|

also served a purpose similar to the Sabbath. It bound Israel and God

i

[ : i
together. And this opinion would seem to support a theory that R. Johanﬁn
|

! I

was very jealous on the $ubject of Torah and Sabbath. The Torah was g

1
I




‘EgEéél;ggabdaaéhfméibné;7ém5éfébnélufeéééméﬁt frderod to his only be~-
trothed. This implied, as R. Johanah explicitly stated in Sashedrin,
that the Torah was not g universal document intended for a1l nations—-

that is, until they not only acceded to the fact of there being one God

but also became proselytes to Judaism. The hope the Torah embodies has

been seen as g refuge from the realities the Jews have had to face, for
it contains Israel's ultimate vindication by God.

! _ Our variant texts are elaborations on Lamentations Rabbati.

|

Though different in context and details, they yet remain faithful to

R. Johanan's original intention in formulating the aggada.  For example|

ithe aggada is presented in Pesikta Rabbati in the discussion of "I am

| i
the Lord thy God." (Exodus 20:1) Here it details the marriage contract{
]

the king gives the matrona treasuries, boats on the sea and forests.31

|

1"

It also details how Israel's neighbors vexed her: + + .(they were say-

ing to her), '0ld woman, your husband left before you grew up while you

were not yet full strength.'"32 (x) Leaving the metaphor, the text ther
goes on to describe what the nations have bean saying to Israel:

'"How long will you die for your God, and be killed
for Him, and give up your lives on His acoount? How many
retributions He brings upon you; how much He shames you;

|
|
i
|
|
|
!
{ how many kingdoms He hag brought against you . . ..' (X1)
r

Then the text adds a section not found in Lamentations Rabbati.
’Y .
IThe other nations aoax Israel to forsake God and comecover to their
fside. They offer all kinds of inducements: 'Return to us, and we will
|

émake you dukes and prefects and military governors.'34 (XI1)

f The conclusion of the text is very close to that of Lamentations

: 1
! i

! |
{Rabbati. But in the meantime, we have a text which 1is much more inter—i
For one thing, we have different ranks and titles. "B ®32y7,"|

i

I
jesting.




might better be rendered "commanders'; it is Latin, "dux."3 As for

the word "X29p°X," according to Jastrow 1t is Greek, and means ''prefect

(
of a province or townj; governot, lieutenant.”36 “And the title
" yonY v o R" must, according to the same authority, also come from

n37 It is

the Greek word for "commander in chief or military governor.
not unusual that these titles would be uéed, seeing how Israel had bee
icome the "host'" of the two cultures from whose languages the titles
came. And, of course, if other nations were to lure Israel away from
her God, those nations would probably be led by Rome; so it 1s totally
understandable that the rabbi would have them address the Jews in the |
international languages of the time, Latin and Greek. An& since Israel ‘
was a Roman prévince, such titles must commonly have been used in any

case.

In the Pesikta d'R. Kahana, the parable is given in the context

:of Isaiah 51:12, "I am He, I am He, your comforter." It is very close

LA

to the Pesikta text. The king gives his matrona " 1°w°won, jewelry,'

ithey say: '"For how long will you sit? Your husband is too old for you
while you are yet young, while you are not yet at full strength."39 (XI11I)
When we come to the situatlon of Israel among the other nations,

we find this text parallel to Pesikta Rabbati. Israel is asked by them

why'she has put up with so much suffering, some of which is at the handd

. |
of God (which is a surprising statement in the mouth of non~believers).4o

The conclusion of the aggada, when Israel 1s redeemed, 1s related this way:
!

[Israel says,i #Master of the Universe, were it |
; not for the Sefer Torah which You wrote for us, the
‘ nations of the world would already have caused us to

perish 4Before Youl. As it is writtem, "This I recall i
to my mind, therefore I have hope," (Ecclesiastes 3:21), !

“ 158




- and thus ﬂid'David’édy,'”Uﬂlesé Thy law had been my de-
light, I should then have perished in my affliction."
(Psalms 119:92) 41 (x1y) f

{ With this conclusion we have arrived at the place where the
!

Pesiktg Rabbati began. The Torah ig Israel's eternal sourée of hope,

lits marriage contract with God.

f Chronologically We are at the point which Strack calls. "the {

third generation of amoraim, "4 Among these rabhis were some of the

|
f
’foremost aggadists of the entire v Ahotadc period. We will be discussing

several of them, nobably R. Samuel b. Nahman, R. Isaac Nappaha, R, Levi

i
{and R. Samuel b, R. Isaac, all of whom used the figure of the matrona in

I
!their m'shalim,
i
j
I

|
f A
in Babylonia. He wag a noted aggadist as well as halakist., He was ofte

]
!
{

R. Isaac Nappaha was a pupil of R. Johanan who transmitted that

rabbi's teachings and Statements. He was active in Caesaria and later

lquoted on the subject of Israel and Rome. He "paraphrased Ecclesiastes,
{'A kingdom cometh, a kingdom passeth away, but Israel abideth for ever, '

i

f(Ecclesiastes Rabbati I:9 on verse 1:4)" on the subject of the eternal-
!

f Rome from Teuton mercenaries.44 ’ ‘
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|

what that experience demonstrated about the relationship between God andl
1 i

ﬁsrael. The midrash appears in Exodus Rabbah on the subject of Israel
in Egypt:

Another explanation [of] 'And the Lord spoke to
Moses and Aaron #n the land of Egypt.' (Exodus 12:1)
What was the Holy One doing for Israel in Egypt? R,
Isaac Nappaha said, 'A parable. [It can be compared/
to a matrona who angered the king, He put her into




prison, and hé'Weht'éwai:f7[Theﬁ7’héwwés‘With her in
prison. They asked him, "What does it matter to you?"

He said, "As long as I am with her she will not acquire

an evil reputation." Thus, Israel was in servitude in

i Egypt, and God was exiled with them, as it is written

| "I shall go down to Egypt with you." (Genesis 46:4)'45 (xV)
| .
|

The rabbi tried toimake an analogy between the situation of the

king who joined his matrona in prison to protect her reputation, and God,

who came to Egypt to be with His people in captivity. Yet there is a

point where the analogy fails, for we do not find in Genesis that God

placed his people in servitude. Rather the Torah ascribes the blame to

the Egyptians. But this was not the crucial matter as far as the rabbi

was concerned., Rather, he wanted to know why God was willing to exile

Himself to a land filled with idol worshippers and their gods:46 R.

Isaac's answer demonstrated the intimacy between Israel and God. God

|
I
.exiled Himself both to protect His people and to prevent them from

"breaking forth in scandalous conduct while in Egypt."47 This is the

strong part of the analogy, for like the king, God put Himself into a

}prison for the sake of His beloved, the people of Israel (represented

|

fby the matrona).
i Like his contemporary, R, Johanan bar Nappaha, R. Samuel b.
|

|

' Nahman was active in Tiberias., Born at the beginning of the third cen-

tury, R. Samuel lived dntil the beginning of the fourth. He studied

|
fwith R. Jonathan b. Eleazer, one of the foremost aggadists of his time. |

|
! '
fHe was a native of Palestine, but made at least two trips to Babylonia-+
! .
;once in his youth, and once in some official capacity to the Jewish {

I

fcommunity there to help determine the calendar. In the year 286 he

accompanied R. Judah II to Tiberias at Emperor Diocletian's order, and

I

|

I
| |
|
| |
| !
| |
| i

later he joined the emperor at Paneas. As an aggadist, R. Samuel was
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very highly respected, and "he was asked questions by many of the great

scholars including Judah II."48 /

following mashal:

gether two chapters, Genesis 16 and 18, which describe the appearance of
an angel to Hagar and the visit of the three angels to Abraham. During

their appearance before Abraham, described in Genesis 18, Sarah remained

| :
esty, and thus was not able to see the angels. It may also be because

she was afraid, as we find was suggested by a commentator:

R. Samuel b. Nahman's ability as an agegadist can be gseen in the

"Thoustart a God of geeing: for she said, Have
I ever hewe seen Him that seeth me?' (Genesis 16:13)
[Hagar] said, 'It was not enough that I was granted
speech, but also with royalty, as it is written, "Who
am I, O Lord, God, and what is my house Zhat Thou hast
brought me thus far?" (II, Samuel 7:19)%% ‘'Have T
even seen Him that seeth me?' 'Not only was I favored
to see the angel with my mistress, even my mistress who
was with me did not see [him7.'

Another explanation: 'Not only was I worthy
[to see him] with my mistress, but also when I was
alone,' R. Samuel b, Nahman said, 'A parable. [This
can be likened7 to a matrona to whom the king said,
"Pass before me." She passed before him, and she was
leaning on her maidservant and was hiding her face, and
she did not see the king, but her handmaiden saw.'20 (XVI1)

In his analysis of the text from Genesis, R. Samuel brought to-

It may be that R. Samuel presumed she did this because of mod-

'Pass before me.' She should pass before him

for inspecting. It was customary  for the queen to lean
on the maidservant while walking, and the queen would

be afraid of the king, for perhaps he would find that

she needed being improved upon. So she did not see the
king. But the maidservant was not afraid, so she look~-
ed at the king. Here the fear was principally Sarah's
[Tor she had forced Hagar out of her home against God's—-
and Abrg?am's—~will7, therefore she did not see [the
angel7.”~ (XVI)

l

|

|

I

|
According to the commentator, Sarah was afraid that if she appeaF—

ed before the angels (God's representatives), she would be found flawed |
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because of her previous conduct toward Hagar. This transgression might

disqualify her from having a son. If this was also R. Samuel's meaning (
the midrash would be that much more understandable. Hagar was unafraid |
for she, like the handmaiden, had no reason to fear. Sarah had reason
to fear, and therefore she hid herself from God's sight, just as the
matrona hid herself from the king.

The most prolific author of m'shalim in which we find the matrona
was a contemporary of R, Samuel h. Nahman's, and a student of R. Johanan.

This was R. Levi. R. Levi was in the main an aggadist, though he is

frequently cited as the transmitter of the halakic statements of his

predecessors. A close associate of R. Abba b. Kahana, he became a trad+

itionary of R. Hama, who was probably one of his teachers. At R. Johan-

an's direction, he took an independent lectureship for twenty~two years 52

'mostly in connection with some Scriptural phrase supporting the dicta o

!
{others. In the Haggada, on the contrary, he is one of the most frequen%ly
‘!cited."s3 5o well was he received that many rabbis who were hostile to; i
| : ’
;aggadists would send their students_to hear him lecture., "To render !

1

i "Levi's name but rarely appears in halakic litewature, and thenl
!

|

‘Scriptural terms more intelligible Levi frequently used parallels from
|
I

|
jcognate dialects . . .; and to elucildate his .subject he would city pop—‘
| I

ular proverbs and compose fables and parables.'"54 This is borne out by

!the m'shalim which will be discussed here.
; The first midrash which we shall discuss has striking similar-
|

|

|

|

|

|

|
ities to that of R. Samuel. Tt too discusses a matrona who was command%d

|

| : i
ito pass before the king. It appears in a discussion of Genesis 17:1, |
|

"And when Abram was ninety years old and nine, the Lord appeared to %
' |

| Abram and said unto him: I am God Almighty; walk before Me and be i

. 162




tBoﬁ’whblé‘[mibn])”

R. Levi said, 'This can be compared to a matrona }
' to whom the king sald "Pass before me." She passed be-
| fore him and her face wags pale. She said, "Shall you say
| that a defect is found in me?" The king sald to her,
; "You have no defect except for the nail of your 11ttle
/ finger which is a little bit too long; remove it and

the defect will be gone." Thus said the Holy One to
} Abraham our father, "You have noddefect other than
( this foreskin; remove it and the defect will be gone."155 (XV1I)
{
!
l

While in R. Samuel's parable the matrona representéd Sarah, here

[the matrona represents Abraham. The same kind of fear is present in both
Earables. Each matrona was afraid that the king will in some way find
I

!
%er unworthy, and that he might punish her as g result, Sarah, accordin%

Eo one view, was afraid of being judged harshly. 1In R. Levi's parable,

%brabam was safraid that some physical defect would disqualify him from
I

God's consideration. After all, God commanded not only that Abraham

pass before Him, but also that he be found "tamim'--which the a radist
. tamim aggadist

ﬁnterpreted to mean "without a flaw." And, as opposed to the Hellenistic

#he intention of this parable to teach that God recognized only circum- !
c1sed men as being physically flawless. One of the intentions of this !
‘ggada then might have been to attack those Hellenizing Jews who were re%
luctant to remain circumecised and to have their sons circumcised. 56 ILf
khls was the rabbi's intention, he made @ very strong case for a very

Fmportant issue.

; We find two more m'shalim of this nature in Leviticus Rabbah.

ﬁoth refer to Leviticus 22327, "When a bullock, or a sheep, or a goat,
i

ﬁs brought forth, then it shall be seven days under the dam; but from

the elghth day and thenceforth it may be accepted for an offering made

by fire unto the Lord. In one aggada R. Levi attempted to give a reason
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Why'the animals were mentioned in this particular order. In the other,
there is an explanation of why there should be a deven day delay.
Why was the bullock mentioned first in ths passage? This is the

interpretation R. Levi provided:

R. Levi said, 'A parable. [This can be likened7

’ to a matrona who was given a bad name in connection with

‘ one of the important men of the kingdom. The king made
inquiry into the matters and did not find any substance

! in them. What did the king do? He made a great feast

| and sat that same man at the head of the guests. Why

| &1l of this? To make known that the king had inquired

i into the matters and did not find any substance in them.

f Thus}yvbecause the nations of the world were vexing Is-

i rael and saying to them, "You made the calf," the Holy

: One inquired into the matters and did not find any sub-

| stance in them, therefore the bullock was made the first

: of all the offerings, as it is written, ", . . a bullock,

{ ~ a sheep, or a goat , . .."'37 (XVIII)

|

uJ

This particular midrash is incomplete as it stands, for all sign

point to the fact that the people did transgress by fashioning the calf.

rhat‘then did God discover when He made His inquiry? This is answered

Fy R. Huna and R. Aibu in R. Samuel b. Nahman's name :

Israel was saved from that deed, for if Israel
had made the calf, they should have 'said, "This is our
god."' Rather the proselytes that came with them from
Egypt made it, and they taunted Tsrael by saying, 'This
is your god, Israel.' (Exodus 32:8)-%8

Thus i1t can be seen that the aggada not only explained the text

|
!
|
|
I
|
|
|
|
}
|
I

Fo make the scripture more understandable, but it also provided apolo-

E .
getics. Scripture, as we have seen, was not the exclusive property of
3 : .

the Jews. Their rivals,iincluding naiscent Christianity, were quick to

!

!

|

|

, |
bick out those passapes from Scriptures which they could use to discredl%
|

]

I
’

|
the Jews., This particular section was one of those, so the aggadists

ﬁook upon themselves the task of nullifying the negative aspects of the

g
bassage. The true Hebrews, they recounted, were not responsible for the§
t : i
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calf; iatﬁé%”it“Wéé'EHe'pfoséiytéé who jeered at the Hebrewsraftér‘buildr
( .
ing the idol.

| As for the other mashal on the same verse from Exodus, it can be
| :

| . . : '

ifound in two places: Leviticus Rabbah and the Pesikta d'R. Kahana. The

Guestion was, why must there be a seven day period before an animal

could be offered as 3 sacrifice? And again, R. Levi provided a suitable

} - R. Joshua of Biknin said in the name of R. Levi,
'A parable, [This can-be likened] to a king who enter-

! ed approvince and made a decree and said, "All of the

‘ inhabitants who are here cannot see my face until they

| see the face of the matrona before." Thus said the

| Holy One, "You may not bring a burnt offering before

} Me until a Sabbath hasg passed over it." For there is

i not a seven day period that does not have a Sabbath,

' and there is no circumecision without a Sabbath, as it

' is written, ". . . but from the eighth day and thence-

|

forth it may be accepted.''59 (XIX)
This particular parable is not complete according to Buber. It
[s only complete when joined with the sentence which appears before it

hn Leviticus Rabbah. There it said that the period of walting was to

[

hake sure the animal was free of blemishes.60 But this is not clear I
1

r |

Fither. Thus Ez Joseph suggested that it was only after seven days that

|

8 young calf could stand upon his own legs-—if hig mother had not trodde#

Lim underfoot.61 Only after that period could they be sure that the ;

' |
|

|
#oung animal could stand.

|
| | |
by this passage. There was no real need to explain it. Yet they wanted)|
i |
:

j
to understand the point of view of the text and the reasoning behind such
| |
| f
minor commandements, The reason as R. Levi saw it was that it was imporF~
i

Pnt that a Sabbath pass over the animal, just as it is customary that

; .
the circumcision ceremony take place after a Sabbath has come and gone.
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It is also’ in’t'e"fésfirfg"tb note that in his parable, the matrona came to
symbolize the Sabbath. This appears in other places, and would be in
!line with the adage that the Sabbath is the "queen of days,"

|

In Song of Songs Rabbah we again find R. Levi quoted comparing

I

'Israel to a matrona and God to a king who has betrothed her. "In a sim-
I

fple and beautiful way he describes their relationship, using passages
krom Song of Songs. The parable is introduced by a quotation from R.

|

!

-Kahana which describes God and Israel praising one another. R. Levi's

%arable appears in this form:
[Tt can be compared/ to a king who betrothed a
matrona and said, 'I wish to see her.' When he saw
her he began to praise her and do her honor, as it is
written, 'This thy stature is like to a palm tree.'
(Song of Songs 8:8) She also said, 'I wish to see
him.' When she saw him, she began to praise him with
praise: 'His mouth is most sweet, yet, he is al-

together lovely.' (Song of Songs 5:16)62 (XX)

f

!

!

|

|

; Also in Lamentations Rabbati we find parables attributed to R.
i

Levi. Both illustrate very difficult texts relating to the crimes com-

|
: !
mitted by Israel, and the punishment God meted out to the people. 1In |
l B

|

|
these we have come a long way from the previously discussed parable on

|
Fong of Songs--which would seem to illustrate just how well the parable
kould be used for any text.
; The first parable to be discussed arises out of an anonymous ex—f
%lanation of Ecclesiastes 1:9, “Her filthiness was in her skirts." |
ﬁhis discusses how Topeth was used as a place to sacrifice children, and!

|

how one man sacrificed a child whom he took from school., The midrash !
f

J

r

i .
i

huoted God as saying, "Evil man, of all of the. sons you have there is
f .
none you are willing to sacrifice for idol-worship except this child who

i i
!
P

s consecrated to My name." (XXI) At this point, the text introduces the
! !

i :
: I

ol




following parable:

R. Judah b. R, Simeon‘[@ai@7 in the name of R.

Levi, '"/This can be compared/ to a matrona whose lover

said to her, "Make me hot food." She took the picture
i of a king and made him hot food, The king said to her,
| "0f all the wood available to you in this house, you
/ had nothing with which to make a hot dish for your
’ lover besides my portrait?" So did the Holy One say

to. the selfsame evil] person, "Of all the sons you
) have there is not one to sacrifice for idol worship o
; other than thig one, who is sanctified to My name?'''63 (XX1)
!

There are several important ideas to be found in this text. One
Ff those ideas is that there was no question that Jews, if called upon
%o do so by one of the "wicked priests" of Zedekiah's day, were willing
%o sacrifice théir children. Yet they would sacrifice only the child
#hey would be most willing to give up, the one who was the least pro-
éuctive. O0f course, for the rabbi, a child who studied Torah was really

|
%he most important of all of the sons; and in his quotation of God, R. |
l !
"

!

[

he place of the school child who was ultimately given up. So imporatan

was the school child, according to the parable, that he could be com-

ared to the image of the king. Thus it would seem that according to R.

—————

|

b

I

#evi if man was created in God's image, a man, or a child, who devoted
%is life to study of Torah was even more go.

1

| The role of the matrons presented here is much different than ’
ihe roles she plays in other parables. She is here the adulterous wife

|

|

of the king, who demonstrates her lack of respect for her husband by
|

u

|

{
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3
)

6f’LéﬁéﬁEéEiéﬁ§'5:1;'”i'éﬁfthéﬁmén'thét’hafﬁ'ééen affliction."

is quoted by R. Joshua of Siknin again,

Talmudic tradition, that Israel was not the first nation asked t

R. Joshua of Siknin said in the name of R. Levi,

Jceive the Torah--even though Israel was God's ultimate choice:

|
|
|
/
|
i

|
|
|
|
!
|
|
|
|
|
|
|
|
|
|
|
|
|

|
|

1

|

r

have a king who was angry at his matrona

""I am the man, I am he who has gseen affliction [who is
learned in suffering/." What pleases You pleases me,

A parable. [This can be compared/ to a king who was
angry at a matrona and thrust her out of the palace.
She went and hid her face behind the pillar. The king
happened to pass by and he saw her. He said to her,
"Restrain your anger." She said to him, "My lord, King,
such is fine for me, and such is pleasant for me, and
such is fit for me that you have not received another
woman besides me." He said to her, "I am he who dis-
qualified all the women for your sake." She said to
him, "If this is so, why did you enter such and such
alleyway and such and such courtyard, and such and such
place. Was it not for such and such a lady, and did
she not receive you?" Thus did the Holy One say to
Israel, "Restrain your anger." They said to Hitm,
"Master of the world, such is fine for us and such is

. pleasant for us and such is worthy for us that You:

did not receive another nation for Your Torah other

than me." He said to them, "I am He who disqualified
all of the other nations for your sake.'" They said to
Him, "If so, why did You take Your Torah around to the64
nations, and they did not receive it, as it is taught,
in the beginning 1t was revealed to B'nai Essau [Edon/
as it is written, 'And He said: The Lord came from
Sinai, and rose from Seir unto them' (Deuteronomy 33:2),
but they rejected it, He transmitted it to B'nai

Ishmael /the Arabs] but they did not receive it, as it

is written, 'He shined forth from Mount Paran' (Deuts
eronomy 33:2). Finally He transmitted it to Israel,

and they accepted it, as 1t is written, 'And He came
forth from the myriads holy, at His right hand was a
fiexy law unto them, as it is written, "All that the
Lord has spoken we will do and we shall hear,"'65 (XXI1)

This is a rather involved use of the parable, yet here again we

{that God was angry with Israel. There is one quotation here whi

I
open to some question, "What pleases You pleases me,'" "

i 17 ." This is how it is explained:

Here he

His parable deals with a common

O re-

ch is

"MART N2 Yy K3

|
|
|
|
|
|
|

» just as we seenin the Scriptur%s

i
X
|
|

g




+ « The rendering adopted is that of Matnah

Kehunah, meaning, I recognise that when it pleases God
to make me suffer, itiis for fmy own benefit, The illus-
tration which follows, however, seems to be entirely ir-
relevant on this interpretation. Yefe 'Anaf and Ez

( Joseph=sexplain thus: What gave pleasure to Thee viz
Wy acceptance of the Torah) has indeed been of benefit

‘ to me! (Spoken in a mood of bitter sarcasm.) For had
I not accepted the Torah T would not have been called

! to account for my sins any more than the heathens have

| been called to account. But because I pleased Thee by

, accepting it when no otggr nation would do so, I am now

| so grievously punished.

|

l

This idea that God offered the Torah to all of the other nations
is very popular in rabbinic literature. In Avodah Zarah 2b we find God
alling all of the nations before Him and asking them 1f they will re-

elve the Torah. FEach nation finds & reason why it cannot uphold the

faws written in the Torah. Part of this section is to be found in R. !

ievi's midrash. Many rabbis, including R. Levi, thought since God offer+
[

d the Torah to the other nations, 1t would then be fitting to have Israel

?sk God why He had done this. This is similar to the case of the matrona
i

who suspected her king of looking for another w.oman, and who thought
|

|
%he had caught him in the act. Tt then becomes necessary for the king

|
|
|
(God) to justify himself, saying that it was done for the sake of his beT

loved; it gives him a chance to prove that there was none as worthy as

This assurrance was important for the Rabbis, especially in the

T
=
o

fest

ight of R. Levi's first statement in the midrash. Since the Torah brought
|

#ixed blessings for the Jews, they had to be reassured that it was speciél

{
%nd that they were special by having it. This would indicate a great

tion among the Rabbis, who lived in difficult times, about the value of
{

i

|

i |
?mount of ambivalence about the possession of the Torah, and some ques~ ;
‘ |
|

|

l
being the possessors of this great document. Yet, because the Torah was
!

] . I
the greatest of all documents, there could be no question about it being!
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éggféétwgift, and thus we have the conclusion which R. Levi made in his

aggada. {
R. Samuel b. R. Isaac, who was a pupil of R. Hiyya II bar Abba,

spent some time in Babylonta, where he studied with Rab Huna®’ He is
quoted in both Talmuds, and was known both as a halakist and aggadist.

Among his aggadot is this one found in Genesis Rabbah:

1

'In the beginning God created . . ..' R. Huna
and R. Jeremiah in the name of R. Samuel b. R. Isaac
said, 'The intention to create Israel preceeded every-
thing else. A parable. [This can be compared/ to a
king who was married to @& matrona yet had no son by her,
One time the king happened to pass through the market
place. He said, "Take these inks and pen for my son."
And they all were saying, "He has no son, yet he says,
'Teke these inks and pen for my son.'" They returned
and said, "The king is a great astrologer. Were it not
that he foresaw that he would raise up a son from her,
he woitld not have said, 'Take these inks and pen for my
son.'" So, were it hot that the Holy One foresaw that
after twenty-six generations Israel would receive the
Torah, He would not have written in the Torah, "Command
the children of Israel" (ggmbers 28:2) [and] "Speak unto
the children of Israel."' (XXII1)

Along with the idea that the Torah was effered to all of the
nations of the world, we also find in R. Levi's mashal the idea expressH

ied that it was intended for Ismael all of the time. This midrash is

-very much connected to the same theme. Just like the king who!could
I
Iread in the stars the birth of his son, God knew well beforehand that

!

iIsrael would receive the Torah, This woilld happen after twenty-six gen-

!erations (the length of time between Adam and Moses).69 Also understood
|

here is that the Torah was preexistent to the world, as we find in the

section preceeding Samuel's mashal: ' =

was contemplated. The Torah and the Throne of Glory were
created. The Torah, for it is written, 'The Lord made me
as the beginning of His way, prior to His works of old.™"
(Proverbs 8:22)"70

|

| |
! "Six things preceded the creation of the world; ;
! some of them were created, while the creation of others

| |
| |
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In Genesis Rabbah we even find that the Torah came a thousand

years before the world.7l Thus, just; as the king made provisions for
his son, God made provisions for Israel in the Torah, as we see in many
commands which were directed solely to Israel, of which R. Samuel b.
Isaac gave but two examples. And thus we have the evidence which would
fully support the contentions of R. Levi that theiTorah was meant for
Israel along, and an argument against the nations (especially the Christ
ians) who would claim that the Torah was meant for them. The only way
the gentiles could make claim on the Torah would be to become proselytes

In the "fourth generation" of amoraim (the fourth century C.E.),
the men we will be discussing are R. Judah b. Simeon (Simon), R. Aha of
Lydda, and R. Abin (Rabin), three of the most important teachers of
their generation,

R. Judah b. Simeon (Simon) was the son of R. Simeon b. Pazzi of
Lydda. He was known as an aggadist, transmitting aggadic aphorisms in
the name of hié father, R. Joshua b. L?Vi, and R. Johanan, and R. Simeon

b. Lakish. Though not a halakist, he transmitted some of their halakic

statements as well. In this aggadot, R. Judah made much use of parables

as this aggada will demonstrate.72 It comes from Song of Songs Rabbah,

|
l
!
and it carries with it a criticism of the Jews:

'Turn away thine eyes . . ..' (Song of Songs 6:5)
R. Azariah said in the name of R. Judah b. Simon, /'This
can be likened/ to a king who was angry with a matrona,
and who forced her from the palace. [When she was/ outw
side, what did she do? She went and pressed her face
behlnd a pillar outside of the palace. When the king
passed by he said, "Remove her from my sight, for I am
not able to bear [&q].”’|mhub, when the bet din proclaims
a fast, and only a few fast, the Holy One says, "I am not
able to bear [it], 'for they have overcome Me.' (Song of
Songs 6:5) Théy have forced Me to stretch out My hand

against My world." When the bet din proclalms a fast,
and the children fast, the Holy Oneé says, "I cannot bear

|
|
I
!
|
|
|
|
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- [At], 'for they have overcome e, ' 'The§rmédé’Méwking”""W
over themselves,'" (Exodus 15:18) And when the bet din
proclaims a fast and only the old men fast, the Holy One
says, "I cannot bear [1t], "for they have overcome Me,™
They received My kingship upon themselves at Sinai, and
they said, 'All that the Lord has saild we shall do and
we shall hear,' (Exodus 24:7)s and it is written, 'r
will make mention of Rahab and Babylon as among them that
know Me.'" (Psalms 87:4)173 (XX1V)

R. Judah's complaint in this aggada is obvious. In his days,

the rabbinical court (bet din) was not powerful. Tt theoretically had

authority over both the daily and ritualistic life of the Jews in Pal~
estine. For example, we know that the bet din had the authority to

!
|
|
|

,intercalate the year.74 A bet din was the gathering of three or more

learned men acting as a Jewish court of law. Among their ritual powers
fwas the power to declare fasts.. But they did not have the authority to

|
lcompel the Jews of their area to carry the fast out, indicating that

f
|
frabbinic control over the religious lives of the people was in a period

!
’of eclipse at the time R. Judah formulated his aggada, and their auth- I

;ority was ignored by the mass of peeple. As a rabbi, R. Judah was very

;unhappy about the lack of respect the people gave to ritual decrees of

|
'the be#l din. So in his midrash, the incident between the king and mat~}

|
'rona is incidental to the second part of the statement, in which R.
rona

|
i

fJudah has God complaining that the people are ignoring Him because they
|

|
jare ignoring His appointed authorities on earth, the Rabbis who con-

| ' ‘
fpunished his matrona, by exile. The people have gone against their
1‘ .

ﬁpromise to God that by making Him king over the, that He would command

i A
iand they would obey (and this obeying related equally to the oral law .
|

'and those who interpreted it.) As for the meaning of Psalm 87:4, it ig

|

i

|

|

|

[

o |
}stitute the bet din. God would like to punish His people as the king !
|

l

r

|

|

|

I

;suggested byigg_JoseEh that this has reference back to God's complaint
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‘that His people forced Him to raise His arm against the world, by pun-

ishing Egypt (''Rahab'") and Babylon op Israel's account.

The aggada also reinforces the fact that in the past God acted
on behalf of the Jews, yet now they ignored the directions of the inter-
preters of God's law, the Rabbis of the bet din. Those who should not
be fasting were the only ones to carry out the dictates of the court.
Those who should be fasting, the healthy people, were the ones who 1gs
nored those dictates. This was a serious matter for the Rabbi, for it
indicated a break-down in the peoples' respect for the authority of his
'colleagues and himself.

R. Judah b. Simon is also responsible for two more aggadot in
which we find a matrona mentioned. They are variations on the same

theme, which receives elaboration in the text we find in Numbérs Rabhah.

The shorter text is found in Song of Songs Rabbah.,

In Song of Songs Rabbah the discussion centers on Song of Songs

5:1, "I am come into my garden." There is a discussion by R. Manahem
|'A

‘about how once God dwelled on thésearth, but with each sin committed by

mankindg He removed himself farther and farther from the earth, until
with the coming of Abraham, God was to be found in the seventh firmament.75

Abraham brought Him down to the sixth firmament, and when Moses came on

the scene, God's shechinah (His divine presence) came back to rest on

the earth, to remain as long as there were righteous people on the eartﬁ.

|

In line with this discussion, we find this statement by R.‘Judaﬁ
i !

as it supplies evidence for R. Isaac:

f
b R. Isaac said, 'It 1s written, "The righteous {

shall inherit the land, and dwell therétn forever." |
. (Psalms 37:29). . . . When did the shechinah rést upon |
E the earth? On the day when the Tabernacle was estab- ’
| lished, as it is written, "And 1t came to pass oh the |
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113:2,

‘day that Moses had made an end of setting up the Taber—-
nacie, etc." (Number 7:1)'

R. Azariah said in the name of R, Judah b. Simon,
'A parable. [This can be compared] to a king who was
angry with a matrona and forced her out of his palace.
Afterwards, he sought to be reconciled with her. She
sent to him and said, 'Let the king make something new
for me and he can come to me.' Thus, in the past, the
Holy One used to receive burnt offerings above, as it
is written, 'And God smelled the sweet savor, etc,'
(Genesis 8:21) Now He receives below, as it is written,
'T have come into my garden, my sister, my bride. T
have gathered my myrrh with my spice.' (Song of Songs
5:1) This is the incense of spices and the handful of
frankincense, 'I have eaten my honeycomb with my honey.'
(Song of Songs 5:1) These are the parts of tyg burnt
offering and the lambs, the most holy things. (XXV)

The variation of this aggada 1s tb be found in Numbers Rabbah

It appears in a section devoted to discussions of the offerings.

The opening verse comes from 7:12, "And he that presented his offering

the first day was . . .." Numbers Rabbah fills in more detail than we

1find in Song of Songs Rabbah. For example, it explains that it was

!Adam who forced God to expell him, and, in a sense, who alienated God

|from mankind. This was touched ppon in the previous text. It is spel-

|

'led out much clearer here, though, why God wanted a reconciliation:

!
|
|
|
|
[
i
‘,
|

I
r
|
r

j
|
i
|
i
i

R. Azariah said in the name of R. Judah b. R.
Simon, 'A parable. /This can be compared/ to a king w
who was angry with a matrona and drove her out of his
palace. After a time he sought to bring her back.,
She said, "Let him make something new for me and after-
wards he can bring me back." Thus, in the past, Adam
lived in the Garden of Eden in the camp of the shechinah.
The Holy One was angry with him and exiled him from His
camp. When Israel went out of Egypt, the Holy One
sought to return Israel to His camp. He told them to
make Him g tabernacle and He would dwell in their midst,
as it is written, '"Make Me a tabernacle . . .." Tsrael
said to Him, "Let the Holy One make something new, for
He seeks to cause us to return to Him" What was the
new thing? 1In the past the Holy One received burnt offer-
ings above, "And God smelled the sweet savor, ete." (Gen-
esis 8:21) And now, He ig receiving burnt offerings below,
as it 1s written, "Let my beloved come to his garden''--
this is the shechinah. "Ahd eat his precious fruits"




~ (Song of Songs 4:16)--these are the burnt offerings.’7 "

(XXVI)

Just as R, Judah b. Simon u;ed the parable to castigate the
{people, there 1s a theme of castigation in the aggada of R. Aha, Only
this time, it is not necessarily for what the people were doing (or pot
!doing) in his day, but for what they had done in the past. Yet, as ip
many of the aggadot, there seems to be an underlying reason for the
Rabbi's statement; possibly he saw that what was happeniﬁg in his own
Iday was similar to what happened in the distant past of the people.
IThus, as we see in the parable of the matrona who lost the ten pearls,
it would not be farfetched to say that R. Aha saw the matrona again

'losing the pearls. This will become clearer as we look at the next

mashal, (Of interest about R. Aha lhimself, in the context of R. Judah's

Istatement, is that he, R. Huna II and R. Judah b. Pazi constituted a

bet din in the middle of the fourth century in Tiberias, and that he
was noted both as an eminent halakist as well as aggadist.)78 This par-

}
|
l
|
|

‘ticular aggada is found in Exodus Rabbah:

'[And Moses besought the Lord his God, and said
+ + .: Remember Abraham, Isaac and Israel . . ..' (Ex-
odus 32:11, 13)7 R. Abin sa#d in the name of R. Aha,

'A parable. [It can be compared] to a king whose friend

1

l

|

|

i entrusted ten pearls. His friend died, and he left a

[ single daughter. The King arose and took her as his 4

| wife, and made her a matrona, and gave her a necklace of j

‘ ten pearls and ghe put them on her neck. After awhile, |

l she lost the #ecklace. The king began to seek to exile

! her. He said, "I shall drive her from my house, and put

r her away from me." Her close friend entered before the

| king and he was appeasing him, but the king would not !

i listen to him; rather he said, "I shall banish her." !

; He [the friend] sald, "Whyy my lord King?" Said he, "I !

! gave her ten pearls, and she lost them:" He said, "By |

l ’ the life of my lord the King, nevertheless you need to !
be placated and reconciled to her." The king did not !

] listen to him. When the friend saw what he intended to f

| do with her, and that he was not appeased, rather angrier, |
saying, "I shall banish her myself,'" he/the friend] said,
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/ to drive her out? Do you not know what I know, that her
father entrusted ten pearls with you? Let the ten be in

i exchange for the ten.' Thus, when Israel performed that

l same deed /[that is-~constructing the calf/, God was

! angry with them; He began to say, 'Leave off from Me that

’ I might destroy them." (Deuteronomy 9:14) Moses [then/

| said, "Master of the world, why are You angry with Is-

| rael?" {God7 said, "Because they nullified the Deca-

| logue." [Moses] said to Him, "They have a source from

| which to repay." He said to him, "Whence?" [Moses] said,

‘ "Remember. You tried Abraham with ten trials, so let the

‘ ten be in exchange for the ten." Therefore//[we have the

i statement/, "Remember Abraham, ''7’9 (XXVII)

|

We see here several themes which have appeared in earlier para-

bles in which the matrona can be found. For one, there is the issue of

the missing jewels. We can see that a like theme appeared in the aggadal

|
'of R. Joshua b, Levi. God, in that aggada, gave the people two precious
!
;gifts, the two commandments which He spoke directly to the people. The

rabbi compared this to the king who Bave his matrona two precious stones;

|

she lost them while jesting with her lover. The rabbi compared that to!

’the incident of the Calf.BOé’]
|

|

!another case of the matrona losing precious stones. 1In that case they

In R. Simeon b. Halafta's aggada we have

represented the gifts Israel received through Abraham, those being

f”righteousness” and mjustice.”gl In both those cases, as in the case
|

gpresentéd by R. Aha, the king sought to exile his matrona (representing

|

!God's desire to exile Israel). 1In R. Joshua's parable, the king actualﬁy
|

Edid exile her. 1In R. Aha's, he contemplated it, only to be prevented b%

| |
|

the intercessor, the mutual friend of both the king and the matrona. Iﬂ

I

‘every case the intercessor represented Moses, who sought to lessen God'4
i

l

!

!wrath towards the people by convincing Him that there was no other peoplie
‘ |

|
who could be compared to them. In R. Aha's aggada the intercessor ad- E
' ' |
!
fmitted to the klng that the matrona had indeed broken his trust; but, on
: !




the other hand, her guilt was offset by some ébliaféral'(némeiy;rfher
ten pearls entrusted to the king by her father, i.e. the ten trials
which Abraham withstoo#l on his own and on the people's behalf,)
The three parables all point up one major fact. The people often

did transgress the command or will of God. They often did break His
trust. But they could be vindicated, and this kept their relation with
God alive,

| In this context we could also mention R. Levi's mashal on the
order in which the animals were listed as possible sacrifices.82 g,
Levi's aggada did not go as far as R. Aha's in admitting that the peopile

were at fault. According to R, Levi, the people were not guilty, and

God knew it. Accepting the argument of R. Samuel b. Nahman, R. Levi
|

seems convinced that it was the proselytes who had done the deed,nnot
the native-born Jews.
The fact that there is sommuch rabbinic literature on the sub-

ject of the calf shows that the Rabbis could be very flefensive on the

subject of the past sins of the Jews. And they probably had good reasoin.
i

Incipient Christianity, looking for a scriptural vindication of their

’claim to being the "new Esrael," surely used the episode of the calf to
!
fdemonstrate how "perfidious" the Jews had been and continued to be, andi
I

‘how much they rebelled against God. The aggada, then, probably served

{
las a means of rabbinic apologetics against the attacks of the Christians
!

|

rand other gentiles who were bent onousting the Hebrew Scriptures against!

! I
| |
|

|cern with the Jews' squandering the gifts they had received from God, we
! |
| :

i

the Jews.

|

!

; _ .

{ As far asvthe other aspect of R. Aha's, and the others', con-
|

|

need only look at R, Judah b. Simon's condemnation of the people for
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ignoring the dictates ofwthe'E§E §ié! In the past, the people incurred |
God's wrath by disregarding the gifts He had placed before them, or by
throwing those gifts away. In their gwn world the Rabbis saw the same
thing happening. Many people with whom they came in contact daily may
have been Jews in name, but when it came to practicing their Judaism,
gthey fell short. The Rabbls saw fhese people as dangerous, for they
threatened the continuation of Judaism and the Jewish people. This is
reminiscent of R. Simeon b. Yohal's aggada about the three men who were
sailing 1n a boat; one of them started to bore a hole beneath his seat.
When questioned about this by his companions, the man defended himself,
saying, "What business is it of yours? Am I not boring under myself?"83
Just as Israel once squandered its gifts and responsibilities with the
fashioning of the calf, the Jews of the Rabbis' time were seen as squan-
dering their gifts from God, and thelr responsibilities to God, by their
disregard for the practices of Judaism. So, while R. Aha's midrash

seems directed solely to the past of his people, his message was prob-

ably directed to the people of his own time as well.

. R. Abin was a younger contemporary of R. Aha and a traditionary
| .

period, and like R. Aha was a native Palestinian, He studied under R.
Jeremiah in Tiberias, and later went to Babylon, as so many of his col-
leagues did.: During his life R. Abin frequently made the joutney be-
tween the two countries, and was able to blend in himself their two

irabbinic traditions in halakah and aggada. In these journeys he carried

iof that rabbi. He spanned the fourth and fifth generations of the amoraic

with him halakic decisions arived at in the academies, and earned a high

reputation among such leaders as R. Abaye and Raba, who learned that
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they could rely upon him for the traditions of the Palestinian schools. !
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I
|
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”YW]heh;'in the réignréf'Coﬁstaﬁius,fpérsecutions of the Jews occurred
in Palestine, R. Abin, with a considerable number of scholars, deserted
his native land and settled in Babyloﬁ « « «+ In old age, however, he
returned to Palestine, where he died, and where R. Mana ordered general
mourning for his death."84 Constatius' persecutions took place around
339, and we find that R. Samuel b, Judah exiled himself from Palestine
about the same time.S> Thus .we can fix R. Abin's dates.

R. Abin was responsible for four aggadot 1n which he used the
matrona in a parable in order to clarify the lessons to'lbe found in
Scripture. Two of those m'shalim involve a purple cihoak, the garment of

royalty. The parable we find in Numbers Rabbah not only speaks of king,

hatrona and purple cloak, but it also presents an interesting insight
into the mentality of the falr sex:

|
|
|
’ 'And it came to pass [on the day that Moses had
! made an end to establishing the tent of meeting . . ../’

(Numbers 7:1) There was woe.%® Who said, 'Woe?' R. Abin
‘ said, 'If it could be said, the Holy One said, "Woe."

To what can this be compared? To a king who had a dis-
’ contented matrona. The king said to her, "Make me a
| purple cloak” All the time that she was busy with that
I purple cloak, she did not complain. After a while she
f finished the purple cloak and gave it to the fuller
! who made//finished/ it, and she brought it to the king.
f When he saw her, he began to cry, "Woe. Oh that she not
| return to her discontent." Thus, you find that Israel
| were complaining all of the time, as it is written, "And
( the people murmured against Moses." (Exodus 15:24) And
| also, '"The whole congregation of the children of Israel
, mirmured, etc.' (Exodus 16:2) And also, "/The children
' of Israel murmured, saying,/ 'You have killéd the people |
] of the Lord,'" ”(Ngmbers 17:6) The Holy One requested ?
5 that they make Him a ‘sanctuamyy, as 1t is written, "And
make Me a sanctuary, etc.' (Exodus 25:8) You find that
all of the time that they were occupied with the work on
| the tabernacle they did not complain, but when they fin-
| ished the work of the tabernacle, the Holy One began to
oo cry, '"Woe. Oh that they not return and complain just
| as they were complaining /[in the past.]”'87 (XXVIII)

Just as the unfortunate king just put up with a nagging and com-
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plaining woman, whom he dfher@ise'loves, God has to put up with a whole
nation of complainers. How to divert them? God's solution was the solu
tion of the king; give the beloved something to keep her busy so that
she will not have the time or the energy to complain.

In composing this particular aggada, R. Abin might also have had
the intention of answering another question. Given the fact that the
people were wandering in the desert, and were without a large number of

costly or finely worked objects with which to build the tabernacle, why

were God's commands about what should go into the construction so exact-
'ing? The answer is provided by this midrash. God was not overly con-

cerned with the objects that went into it; He really did not need them.

;What He wanted was the work to take so long and to take so much of the
‘people's energy that He would have a period of peace and quiet from thei
incessant demands upon Moses and upon Himself., No matter how great and

jomnipotent God might be, His patience had a breaking point. Thus, it

;

would only be normal that once the work was complete, God would exclaim,
|

"Woe," because He was faced with the possibility that He would again be

|

1

(troubled as the people returned to their normal routine. The analogy
|

to the complaining matrona seems very appropriate to describe how the

people behaved in the wilderness. R. Abin would allude to their conduct

f
An another of his aggadot,

{ But first, we should discuss the other appearance of the purple
|

J
@guteronomy Rabbah, and again we find that the matrona is a metaphor for

|
Moses:

[

'Behold [ 17/ your days approach [to die/.' (Deut-
: eronomy 31:14) R. Abin said, "What is the meaning this
i "behold?"” To what can this be compared? To a matrona
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cloak in one of R. Abin's midrashim. This particular midrash appears inl




ho made a purple cloak for the king which was praise-
worthy. The king took it and put it down. The time
approached when the matrona would die. The king said
to her, "Take the same purple cloak with which you
honored me." So did the Holy One say to Moses, "You
praised Me with 'behold,' therefore, I decree death
for you with 'behold.'"'88 (xxTx)

|

} In this midrash, R. Abin referred back to Deuteronomy 10:14,

khere Moses said, "®awn q°n%x *HY 17," "Behold, unto the Lord thy God
#elongeth the heaven . . .." 1In using the same form of the word to begi
%is decree of death for Moses, God was both praising him (for the word
Lad been formerly incorporated in a phrase of praise), and also God was

|

(king was willing to reward his matrona with the same garment of royalty

|
reminding Moses of the high esteem in which he was held. Just as the l

’she had made for him, God would bestow on Moses the prailse Moses had
once given Him to accompany him to his death.

| In Song of Songs 1:4, we find the phrase, "Draw me, we will run

after thee." The Rabbis were interested in drawing implications for

midrashic purposes from particular words used in the Scriptures. Here
,

e have the only appearance in Scripture of this form of the verb, "to
| p

I
(pull or draw." What could " ?39%%" mean homiletically? R. Abin, among

other rabbis, thought he had an answer. He offered a parable to support
| |

the theory (which was proposed anonymously) that the word was in actualJ

!ity a contraction of two words, " *3ow N "from my neighbors." Is- !
i : |
‘rael's neighbors had something to do with Israel's running after God. ;
| |
What could that be? Here is a possible answer:

"". . .we shall run"-~from my hostile néighbors i
whom Thou hast stirred up against me." R. Abun /Abin/ ;
said, '[This can be compared to/ a king who was angry !
at the matrona and who incited her evil neighbors against |
her, and she began to cry, "My lord, King, save me!" i

1
|
!

Similarly, Israel . , "The Sidonians also, and the

I
|
|
|
|
|
! Amalekites, and the Maéﬁites, did oppress you, and you




cried unto Me,
(Judges 10:12)"'

ggd’I"séVéd you out of theéir handg. ™"
(XXX)

This text reminded R. Abin of Judges 10:12, in which God reminds
Israel that it was only after they were endangered that they sought His
assistance. Thus wé have a text which ostensiﬁly discusses a verse from
Song of Songs, but in effect is a commentary on a verse from Judges, ex~
plaining that God was responsible for the h&stility and successes of Is~
rael's enemies in the past. His intention was that fear would bring
them back to Him. We see this in R. Abin's mashal. R.‘Abin saw the early
Hebrews as a complaining and forgetful people, and seems to be in full

sympathy with God's problems of the past, as his aggadot make clear.

In Numbers Rabbah there is an extended discussion of Proverbs

|

19:29, "Judgmentiss are prepared for scorners and stripes for the backs:.

;7f Lf fools." 1In this context, R.Berechidh interprets the word "nimyYynn,"

[

l

rstripes," as "min 1% nn," "what unto him? Death." This is 1in referenc
%o a man who has incurred the penalties mentioned before in the chapter
|

namely the five scourges--the different diseases of the skin God pre-

ared with which to punish men).go R. Abin provided a mashal to show that

one whose actions incurred all of God's penalties then deserved deathy also,
[ .

| R. Abin said, 'A parable. /It can be likened]

to a matrona who entered the palace and saw staffs and

f lashes and was fiff:ghtened. The members of the palace

| sald to her, "Do not be afraid. These are for the

| slaves and handmaids. As for you, [you are/ to eat,

| drink, and be honored." Similarly, when the children

| of Israel heard the section of the curses and afflictions,
| they became frightened. Moses said to them, '"These are

i for the mations of the world. For you, /you need only/

; to eat, drink, and engage in the study of Torah."'?1 (XXX1)
|
I
1

!
Ez Joseph makes the comment here that, ". . . if you guard the f

Forah you will be worthy of all godd,.and to rejoice in [all good thingsL]"gz
i

!

; |
R. Abin's mashal points out the contemporary world view of many |
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of the Rabbis. TWhen eVii’befelira”man; it was because of some sin,

or else because God had a definite reason for afflicting him, The up~-
right, the person who was loyal to God, should not, in theory, have any

fears of God's retributions. Only the eyi] had to fear the punishment

of leprosy. Such was the view expressed throughout Scriptures, egpeciallly

in Proverbs (although in Job, questions about the sufferings of the in-
| v
]

‘nocent were asked which aems ﬁot fully answered). The interesting idea
!
bf this aggada was the assertion that Israel need not Worry about the

;afflictions, a sentiment which might have been debated by other rabbis

! .
of R. Abin's time. R. Samuel b, Nahman 1s quoted in R. Jonathan's name,

|

|
for example, as saying:

A visitation of punishment comes upon the world
only when there are wicked people in the world, and it
begins with the righteous. When permission is given to
the Destroyer, he makes no difference between righteous
and wicked, and he even begins with the righteous.

And we have this statement from Tana d'Be Eliyyahu:

When Moses came down from Mount Sinai, and saw
how corrupt Israel had become, he gazed at the Tablets,
and saw that the letters which were on them had flown
away from the stone. 8o he broke the Tablets beneath
the mountain. Immediately he became dumb, and was un-
able to utter a word. At that very time a decree was
issued concerning Israel that Israel should learn them
through affliction and enslavement, through exile and
banishment, through straits and through famine. And on
account of that suffering which they had undergone, God
/ will repay their9£ecompense in the days of the Messiah
1
|
|

i
|
|
;
|
:
!
|
r
|
?
I
|
|
|
r
|

many times over.

The popular opinion, 1t would Seem, among the Rabbis was that Is
Fael deserved God's afflictions; in fact, they seem necessary for the
%eople in order for them to accept God. The afflictions were not to be

held in abeyance. Rather God meant to freely mete them out in order to

#eep the people in line, Given this tenor in rabbinic literature, R.
1
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Abin's mldrash was very optimistic,

! It would seem from these few midrdshim that R, Abin's view of
!God Israel and the world was both very insightful, and optimistic as

well. While Israel could be compared to the complaining- matrona, it

also was God's chosen people for whém He created a new and special con-

|
|

dition, and for whom He made special provisions in the world.

f
, One other Palestinian amora is quoted as giving a parable which
{centered on the matrona. This was R. Tanhuma b. Abba, a Palestinian

|

|

amorg of the fifth generation, and one of the foremost ‘dggadists of his

!time. A pupill of R. Huna b. Abin, he transmitted his teacher's halakic

Iand aggadic statements, along with those of his other teachers, R. Judaﬁ

]b Shalom and R, Phinehas.

l
R. Tanhuma 1s noted mainly for his aggadot. He often pointed to

Scripture to give a basis for the sayings of older authors, and often
I
lexplained statements which had been handed down from earlier times. He

'often made use of symbolism to illustrate his thought. n95 He had much

f
;contact with the gentile world, arguing religious matters with Christian

26 and this produced in him a general feeling of tolerance, as!

ye find in J. Berakot 12c¢, where he is quoted as saying, "When a non—Jej

'greets you with a blessing, answer him with an 'Amen.'"

i
|
}scholars,

! The exegetical talents of R. Tanhuma are apparent in his dis-

|

fcussion of how Moses sought to have the people intercede for him before
|

f
I

God when he knew he would not be permitted to enter the land of Canaan.
! : |
The question before the rabbi was this: what was the meaning of Moses"
|

fstatement to the people, "Thou art to pass over the Jordan this day.”

;(Deuteronomy 9:1) This 1s how R. Tanhuma interpreted it: [
i

I
i

R. Tanhuma said, 'Moses prostrated himself




before them and he said to them:‘"Yoﬁ”afé”paséing‘bvef.

I shall not pass over." And he gave them an opening—-

perhaps they would seek compdssion for him. But they

did not comprehend this. To what can this matter be

likened? To a king who had many children by a matrona.

She became offensive to him and he sought to expel her,
He said to her, "Know that T anm going to take another."
She said to him, "Yes. But will you not tell me who
she is whom you are going to take?" He said to her, *
!So and so." What did the matrona do? She gathered

‘ her children and said to them, "Know that your father

l seeks to divorce me and to take so and so. Is it

! possible that you could be subject to her?" They said

: to her, "Yes." She said to them, "Know what she in-

' tends to do with you." She was saying [this/ with the
possibility that they would understand and intercede
on her behalf with their father, but they did not under—

‘ stand. When they did not understand, she said, "I only

, command you for your own sake, that you be careful with
the honor of your father." So in the case of Moses,

’ when the Holy One said, "Take thee Joshua, the son of

i Nun, etc." (Numbers 27:18), "For thou shalt not go over

/ this Jordan" (Deuteronomy 3:27), Moses said to Israel,

"And it shall come to pass, when the Lord thy God shall
bring thee into the land whither thou goest to possess
it" (Deuteronomy 9:29)--"you are to pass over this day;
I shall not pass over." Perhaps they will understand

f and seek mercy for him. But they did not understand.

' When they did not understand, he said, "I am only com~
' manding you so that you will be careful with the honor

of your Father in heaven." Where [do we find thig/?

! It is written, "That thou mightest fear the Lord thy

‘ God ﬁéto keep all His statutes , . ..)" (Deuteronomy

| 6:2)'77 (XXXT1)
I

Again the matrona stands for Moses. As great as Moses was, and

|

:

ias triumphal as his life may have been, he was a man who also became
’ After many long years of shepherding a recalcitrant
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people to the promised land, he suddenly found the way into the land

gblocked for him on account of his failure at one time to fully trust in

I
fGod.’ Although he served God faithfully, much as the matrona served her
|

fking by raising up a large family, he found rejection in the end, just
;as the matrona found that she would be divorced and replaced. Moses,

'too, would be replaced. God had even told him that his replacement
| |




Ry

would be Joshua, and that Joshua would take the people across the Jor-
dan. For Moses of the Scriptures, h%s response is stoic. He receives
God's decision with equanimity. But the Rabbis read between the lines
of the Torah and found something altogether different, an attitude which
we find echoed by R, Tanhuma's midrash.

In rabbinic literature, Moses did not receive God's decision
calmly. According to the Rabbis, he fought for the chance to lead the
people into Canaan. Thus we find in Deuteronomy Rabbah:

+ + . When, however, Moses saw that the decree
against him had been sealed, he took a resolve to fast,
and drew a small cirecle and stood inside it, and said,

'T will not move from here until You blot out the de-

cree.' What else did Moses do ‘then? He put on sack-

cloth and wrapped himself with sackcloth and rolled
himself in the dust and stood in prayer and supplica-
tions before God, until the heavens and the order of

nature were shaken . 98

Moses put up a fight, as we also see here in R. Tanhuma's aggada.
But as we find in that aggada, Moses finally came to the point where he
knew he could not win. The children of Israel would not intercede on
his behalf, no matter how broad the hints he made to them. Therefore,
forsaking his personal interests, he communicated his concern for the
people who would no longer have his leadership, especially his concern
that they not break away for all time from God. Just as the matrona
told her children to be careful and guard the honor of their father,
Moses commanded Israel to contiﬁue to adhere to God's commandments, or
they would not only discredit themselves, but also God, who had given
them those commandments. Moses was thus like a loving parent, who, al-
though faced with the loss of hisvchildren, in the end was more con-

cerned about them than himself, and thus we find him in the aggada of

R. Tanhuma.
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This concludes our study of how particular Palestinian rabbis
were able to incorporate the matrona into their parables. These rabbis
. (
span the entire amoraic lilgstory of Palestine. Already in the early tﬁird
century, Babylonia was the undisputed center of rabbinic learning. Pum-
editha and Sura became the centers of Jewish intellectual life, as R.
Samuel and Rab were able to wrest intellectual supremacy from Palestine
in the middle of the third century.99 The Palestinian schools remained
in existence into the fourth century, but pressure from Christian Rome,
economic instability, and the opportunity for greater freedom to be
found in Babylonia, gradually led to their closing. The final blow to
rabbinic activity in Palestine happened in 425, when Emperor Theodosius
IT abolished the patriarchal office, which had traditionally been held
kby the head of the academy.loO
The Rabbis of Palestine had left their mark. Not only did they

lay the groundwork for post-Destruction Judaism by formulating the Mishna
and later mishnaic material, they also left a legacy of biblical inter-
pretation and exegesis by which future generations could keep Scripture
relevant to their own times. They formulated unique methods of coping
with the events of their times, especially with the pressures that were
put on Judalsm by an often hostile and very powerful Christianity. And
among their many formulae of self~expression and defence from the attacks
of Christians, they borrowed from the vocabuilary and ideas of the dom-
inant culture of the West, Rome, challenging their antagonists with

their own ideas, and in their own language. As we have seen, the word
matrona served such a purpose. It was a word which all could understand,
and to which all could relate}! and to use it in parables gave the Rabbis

an opportunity to bring a homiletic interpretation more clearly to the
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understanding of Jews and gentiles alike,

The word "matrona" was definitely a culturally defined term.

Although we find that some of the Rabbis who used it in theiy m'shalim
did spend some time in the Babylonilan centers, they were all natives or
long-time residents of Palestine. The kind of parables we have been
discussing wefe alsmost never employed by those Rabbis whose careers
were confined to Babylonia. About the only Babylonia amora who can be
quoted as employing a matrona in a parable is R. Huna, the third century
leader of Babylonia Jewry from Sura.

In the particular midrash we will discuss, we will see that R.
Huna had some familiarity with Greek. As one of the great authorities ;
of his time, it would be perfectly proper to suppose he had great know-
ledge of Palestinian tradition and the language of Palestine. As we
see with the word "matrona," Hebrew had no difficulty in adopting for-
elgn words for objects or ideas that were not indigénous to Palestine.
Thus, "PBIDIPL,DIDIPD " became a proper Hebracism of the Greek work !
for a litter in which one was carried. And, we find this aggada on the
subject of Proverbs 8:20, "I lead in the way of righteousness in the

midst of the paths of Jjudgment':

The Torah says, 'On which path shall I be found?
On the ways of those who perform righteousness, in the
midst of the paths of justice,' R, Huna [said,7 '/[This
can be compared/ to the litter of a matronia. When she
passes through the market place, they bring forth
weapons before her and after her. Such is the case of
the Torah. /[There are] laws before it [that is, the
Decalogue/, "There He made for them a statute and an
ordinance . ., .," (Esodus 15:25) and laws after it,
"These are the fratutes you shall set before them . . .."
(Exodus 21:1) "101" (xyyrrT)

R. Huna's parable points to a possible meaning of the verse from

Proverbs., The Torah guards one who is following its teachings; it also
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leads one to perform justice and righteousness, for only 1f one 1g so

disposed can he in the end receive the Torah as his own possession.
There is a fence around the Decalogue of laws which protect the becalogue
just as the weapon-carriers protect the matronia, and the Torah is a
protecting fence around him who practices its teachings.

Unlike some of the preceding; aggadot the parallelism between the
parable and the subject under discussion here is not as clear as it might
be. For example, there 1s a clear comparison between the Decalogue and
the litter of the matrona. Yet the connection to the person who per-
forms righteousness and justice remains difficult, unless we are to take
"on the ways' as meaning Torah preceeds him, and "in the midst" as mean-
ing that Torah follows him. What is clear here is that the form of the
matrona-parable was familiar to at least one Babylonian teacher who was
physically removed from the world of the Rabbis of Palestine.

In this study of the matrona in the parable, we find it also
occurs without being attributed to any particular rabbi. For example,

we find in Exodus Rabbah the following aggadot, one of which might have

given R. Huna material for his parable. This agsada refers to Exodus
31:1, "Now these are the ordinances':

Another explanation. What is written before
this section? 'And let them judge the people at all
seasons.' (Exodus 18:22) And it wag  here, 'Now
these are the ordinances.' And the Decalogue is in
between. It i1s likened to a matrona who was walking
with armed guards [ef. Ez Joseph/ on either side and
she in the middle., Thus the Torah /[the Decalogue/
has laws preceding it and laws following it, wi#th it
in between. Hence it says, 'I walk in the way of
righteousness.' (Proverbs 8:20) The Torah [ﬁecaloguq]
says, 'On which path shall I go3 I will go in the path
of those who perform righteousness in the midst of the
path of justice.' Thr Torah [Decalogue’ is in the

middle and laws precede and come after it. Before it,
as it is written, 'There He made for them a statute




and an ordinance.' éé&er, as it is written, 'These are
the statutes , , ,.,! (XXX1IV)

It cannot be known for sure %hether this anonymous aggada sup-
plied R. Huna with an idea for the aggada we have just discussed. Both
discuss a matrona surrounded by armed guards as representing thé Decg-
logue, which is flanked by commandments, Of the two, the anonymous
aggada seems to be the more coherent, for the additional material of the
performer of righteousness ig not found in:the anonymous agegada. Rather
it personifies~—énthr0pomorphizes~~the Decalogue trying to determine the
character of the whole Torah before the Torah hassbeen shaped into its
final form, Using the words which are found in Proverbs 8, it decides
that in its famal form the Torah be characterized by justice and right~
eousness. Therefore the Decalogue builds a fence around itself (the
laws which surround it in the preceding and following chapters) to keep
it on the path it has set for 1tself. As with R. Huna's parable, this
one may not be entirely clear, yet it sepves an important homiletical
purpose,

In another section of Exodus Rabbah we find another anonymous

mashal, authored by a rabbi who was disturbed by the appearance of two
very similar verses in Scripture: Exodus 12:43,-”This is the ordinance
of the Passover," and Numbers 19:2, "This is the ordinance of the law
( . . . that they bring the red heifer |, + +)." The question the rabbi
asked was which of the two ordinances is the more important? The solu-

tion to this question is presented in a mashal:

A parable. [This can be likened? to two matronot
who were walking side by side together, and who seemed to
be equal, Who is the greater? She whom her friedd ac-
companies to her house, and wo ig really following her.
Similarly it is written concerning Passover " npn' (Mthis
is the ordinance"), and concerning the heifer it 1is




written "npn' ("this 1is the ordinance'), Which is
greater? The red heifer, for those who eat the Paschal
lamb need it, as it ig written, 'And for the unclean,
they shall take of the askes of the burning of the
purification from sin , . o' (Numbers 19:17)103 (XxXXV)

The conclusion of the text is straightforward: if there were no
cleansing by the ashes of the sacrifice of the red heifer, those who were
rdtually unclean could not eat the Paschal lamb. Therefore, of the two
ordinances, that referring to the heifer must of necessity take pre-
cedence over that ordinance referring to the Passover itself, and so the
rabbi comcluded.

In Exodus we also find that Moses became upset with the people
several times. The Rabbis deduced that there was at least one time when
Moses became so angry with the people that He would not leave the Tent
of Meeting to go hack to the camp. The biblical portion which brought
about the following aggada is based on how the author read the text. The
text is Exodus 33:11: "And the Lord spoke unto Moses face to face, as a
man speaketh to a friend, And he would return into the camp, but his
minister Joshua, the son of Nun,:a young man, departed not out of the
Tent." The Hebreyw reads " aw1" ("and he would return"); but the rabbi
read it "aypy " ("return!") And thus this midrash:

God said to Moses, 'Return to the camp!' But he

said, 'I am not going back,' God then said, 'If you do

not return, behold there is Joshua., Know that he is in

the tent.' A pargble. /This can be likened/7 to a matrona

who became angry with the princess and left the palace.

And there was an orphan girl who grew up with her [the

princess/ in the king's palace. He said to her [the

matrona/, 'Return to your place.' But she did not seek

to do sq/. He said to her, 'If you do not return, know

that this orphan is in the palace.' So said the Holy One

to Moses, 'Return to the camp. And if you will not,

Joshua is in the Tent.' YB& caused Moses to return to .
the camp? Joshua b, Nun. (XXXVI)
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This midrash demonstrates just how far the Rabbis might go to

find a homiletic opening. The quest;on which our anonymous scholgr

wished to answer was thig: why mention the fact that Joshua was in the

Tent of Meeting when the relationship of Moses and God was the main sub-

ject of the verse? Since nothing in the Torah was superfluous, there j
must have been a meaning which was not apparent. And that meaning could

be divined by merely reading the word " sw4" as an imperative rather than

as a past temse with a pre-formative '"vav" which would render it as an

imperfect. By merely changing a ¥ovel, the author then could create a

midrashic situation in which the mention of Joshua could be accounted

for. When Moses fefused God's order to return to the camp, all God

needed to do was remind him that he could be replaced for not obeying}

and the man who would replace him would be none other than Joshua, who

already had the preferred place of being in the Tent all of the time

and was easily accessible for Cod. Thus, Moses could not, by this

author's point of view, «ever feel himself so well entrenched in his pos=.
ition that he was irreplaceable. God gave him fair warning that he
could be replaced at any time God so decided. Moses is again represented
in the parable by a matrona who becomes so self-righteous that she al-
most loses her position in the king's palace. |

Anonymous parables in which we find the matrona can be found in

other parts of the Midrash Rabbah. In Numbers Rabbah there is a dis-

cussion of whom might qualify from the generation of those who fashioned
the calf to enter the land of Canaan. In the midst of this discussion
which is based on Numbers 14:19, "Pardon, I pray Thee, the iniquity of

this people," we find a parable illustrating Malachi 3:18:
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Come and see what is the difference between
the righteous and the evil ones, 'Between him that
serveth God and him that serveth Him not.' (Malachi
3:17) A parable. [This can'be likened7 to a matronita
who had a Cushite handmaiden. Her husband left for g
land across the gsea. All night the same handmaiden yas
saying to that matronita, *I am comlier than you, and

the king loves me more than you.* The matronita said
to her, 'When morning comes we will know who is more
beautiful and who the king loves.' Thus do the nations
of the world say to Israel: 'As for us, our deeds are
fine and the Holy One prefers us.' Therefore, Isaiah

said, 'Let the morning come and we shall know whom He
prefers, as it is written, "The watchman said, The

morning cometh and also the night . . .."' (Isaiah
21:12) The world to come, which is called "Morning,"
shall come and we shall know whom He prefers. 'Then

ve shall discern between the righteous and the wicked.'
(Malachi 3:17)105 (xxxvII)

This is a very satisfying aggada for we find an excellent use
of the parable. The matrona is a metaphor for Israel, while the Cushite
handmaiden represents the other nationé. The nations tell Israel that
they are the favorites of God, just as the handmaiden claims that the
king favors her over his wife, the matrona. Rather than argue, though,
the matrona feéls safe in the assurrance that her husband loves her
alone. All she need do is await his return to prove this love. And is
this not the situation of Israel? While Israel is dispersgd, she is
fair game for her enemies to claim that God has rejected her and pre-

fers them. But Israel, according to this midrash, needs only look to

Seriptures, especlally to the verse from Isaiah, for comfort. The
interpretation of "morning" for the world to come is not unusual; such

seems to be its force in the Isaiah text. But even more,ithe theme of

light is often found in conjunction with the coming of the messiah and
world to come. For example we fird:
"At that hour will God brighten the light of King

Messiah and of Israel, so that all the nations who are in
darkness and in gloom, will walk in the light of the Messiah
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and of Israeio6as it says, 'And the nations shall come to
thy light.'"

In Deuteronomz Rabbah we fin& three anonymous Parables in which
the matrona appears. Two of them touch on subjects we have already
discussed: Moses' fate as decreed by God, and his reaction to the fate,
and the verse from Deuteronomy 9, "Hear 0 Israel, Thou art to pass over
the Jordan this day." (9:1)

On the subject of Moses, we have an interpretation of Deuteronomy

3:23, "And 1 besought the Lord at that time saying, . . .Let me go over, 1

"

I pray Thee, and see the good land that is beyond the Jordan . . .. The
Rabbis wanted to know why the use of the word "besought:" What did it
signify in this context? To explain, a rabbi presented this interpretation:

To what can this be likened? To a matrona who
gave birth to a son. All of the time that he was alive,
she used to enter the palace by right. Her son died,
and she began to request entrance with supplication.
Similarly, all of the time that Israel lived in the
wilderness, Moses would enter before the Holy One by
right: 'Lord, why doth Thy wrath wax hot against Thy
people?' (Exodus 32:11), 'Pardon, I pray thee, the in-~
iquity of this people.' (Numbers 14:19) When the Is-

- raelites had died in the wilderness, he began to seek
to enter the Land with supplications: Y*And T besought.'107
(XXXVIII) :

According to the commentator, Moses benefitted from the merit of

the generation of the Exodus. But, we also find in Ez Joseph:

b When none from that generation who Moses caused

to improve remained alive, their merit no longer bene-

fitted Moses, and the merit of the later generations

did not stand for Moses at al1,108

At that point God informed Moses, '"Let it suffice thee; speak
no more unto Me of this matter . ., . for thou shalt not go over this

Jordan." (Deuteronomy 3:26, 27)

Exactly what merit of that generation stood on Moses' behalf is




not clearly pointed out. But we do have a hint in the Commentary; be-
cause Moses caused them to improve, he was worthy of his POsition of
leadership. But that ended when the first generation died, for Moses
himself was not entirely blameless in God's eyes, and had to pay the
penalty of his transgression against God, when he smote the rock at
Meribah (Numbers 2038 ff.). Thus, when confronted with his fate, Moses
left off making demands of God, and began to make supplications that his
case be hea#d, and that he receive fair treatment from God, just as the
matrona sought entrance into the palace after the key to her high posi-
tibn, her living son, had been taken away from her.

On the theme of Mosesg' reaction to his fate, we earlier dis-
cussed how he hoped the people would intercede with God when he hinted to
them that he would not accompany them across the Jordan,19? Here is an-
other interpretation of that verse:

For what reaseon did he have to say, 'Hear 0

Israel' to them. Our Rabbis said, 'To what can it be

‘compardd? /It can be compared] to a king who betrothed

a matrona with two jewels, She lost one of them. The

king said to her: 'You have lost one. Guard the other.'

Thus did the Holy One betroth Israel with 'nwy3s' and

" ¥0WY ('we shall do and we shall hearken') (Exodus

19:8). They lost the 'nwy3’ ('we shall do') when they

made the calf. Moses said to them, 'You have lost the

"mwys n guard the "ymnwi " ("we shall hearken”).'

Therefore /we have] 'Hear 0 Israel . , .. "1l (XXXIX)

As we see here, the Rabbig found importance in single words and

found in them functions which were not intended by the Scripture. This

is a classic glgerah shavah--finding the same word in two different con-

texts, and by so doing, building a bridge between those two verses in
which the word appear. '"Hear O Israel" as a form of address was rarely
used in the Torah, therefore it must have another meaning, Moses was

using it to remind Isreal of the obligation they had taken upon
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themselves by agreeing to accept the Torah by reminding them of what
they had said. It was now for Israel to pay heed to the hint, for ldike
the matrona, they stood in danger of losing their relationship with
their Beloved. The function of the parable here can be explained this
way: though the '"we shall do and we shall hear" seems to have been the
gift of the people to God, in the text it is regarded as a possession of
the people which they had to guard. We find a parable in Exodus Rabbah
which is similar. There, the king gives his servant two cut-glass vessels,
one of which the servant preaks. The king then charges his servant to
be more careful with the other vessel.lll The jewels are possessions to
be guarded. The people must be careful that they uphold their respon-
sibilities, and cling to the commandments. And this would parallel the
other midrash on this verse, in which Moses is reported as charging the
people to be careful with God's honor.

Miriem also is discussed in one of the parables in which we find
the matrona. It comes into a discussion of Deuteronomy 24:9, "Remember
(what the Lord thy God did unto Miriam « + ..)" And this teaches a lesson
in proper conduct:

Our Rabbis said, 'To what can this be likened?

To a king who returned from the war. A matrona praised
him, The kin§ sald, "Let her be called the mother of
the senate,"l12 After 4 while she began to disturb the
king's provisions. The king said, "She did such and
such. Let her be sent to the place of exile." Sim-
ilarly, when the Holy One made war at the Sea, Miriam
chanted a song, and she was called a prophetess, as it
is written, "And Miriam the prophetess took |, M
(Exodus 15:20). But when she slandered her brother
(Moses), the Holy One said, '"Let her be sent to a place
of exile, " as it ig written, "And Miriam Yii shut up
(without the camp . . «)" (Numbers 12:15) (XL)

The transgression for which Miriam received punishment from God

was slander, for she and Aaron had spoken out against Moses "because of




the Cushite woman whom he had married" (Numbers 12:1). And this slander

was great enough to offset the Praise she had rendered to God. Ez

Joseph interprets the word " R3IIIK," as meaning ”gift.”114 She misused
the gift she had been given, that being, that God called her a prophet-
ess. She did this when she attacked her brother. Slander was her crime,
but underneath it was her contempt for God's gift to her. This inter-
pretation of the word "R33IR " by the author of Ez Joseph would also make
the parablé that much clearer: the matrona misused the gift (or title)
the king had given her, and thus her activity reflected upon his judgment
in bestowing that gift upon her. Thus the king, like God, had no choice
but to take action against the woman, and the chbice of punishment was
exile. 1In exile, neither the matrona nor Miriam could misuse their

titles, for in exile, those titles meant nothing.

In Song of Songs Rabbah, we find the following aggada:

. 'We will be glad and rejoice in Thee.' (Song of Songs 1:4)
[This can be compared/ to a matrona whose husband the king
and who sons and sons-in-law travelled to a land across
the sea. They came and said to her, 'Your sons have come.'
She said, 'What does it matter to me? Let my daughters-—
in-law rejoice.' When her sons-in-law returned, they
came and said, 'Your sons-in-law have returned.' She
said, 'What does it matter to me? Let my daughters re-
joice.' They said to her, "The king your husband has
returned.' She said, 'This is a real pleasure, a joy
on joy." So in the time to come, the prophets will come
and say to Jerusalem, '"Thy sons come from afar,' (Isaiah
- 60:4) She will say, 'What does it matter to me?' 'And
thy daughters are borne on the side.' (Isaiah 60:4)
She will say, 'What does it matter to me?" When they
say to her, 'Behold thy king cometh unto thee, he is
triumphant and victorious,' (Zechariah 979); she will
say, 'This is a complete joy.' As it is written, 'Sing
and rejoice, 'O daughter of Zionm.' (Zechariah 2:14) At
that time she will say, 'I will greatly rejoice in the 115
Lord, my soul shall be joyful in my God.' (Isaiah 61:10)
(XLI)

Here we have a variation on the theme that we have found in the




matrona-parable. Rather than to represent the entire people or one

single individual, the matrona is he$e meant to represent the city of
Jerusalem awaiting the fulfillment of -the prophetic promise of the re-
turn of God and her people. In the future, there will be people who

will echo the words of Isaiah sixty and sixty-one, announcing the imminent
return of God. And when such an announcement is made, the personified
city will react like the matrona who heard the news of the return of

her husband. God's return will be Jerusalem's triumph, a far greater

joy than even the return of the Jews from their dispersion.

This midrash is also to be found in Pesikta d'R. Kahana, and it

1s not radically differemt from the text that has just been discussed.
There the key text is that from Isaiah 61, "I shall greatly rejoice in
the Lord." There the city does not answer the announcement that her
sons are coming with the question, "What does it matter to me?" Rather,

Jerusalem given an answer similar to that found in Song of Sorigs Rabbah,

that is, the text of Zechariah 2:14. When she hears that her daughters
are also returning (in the Pesikta), Jerusalem is then quoted as re-
citing the same text that shé uses to welcome her sons: for her sons,
"Let Mount Zion be glad"; for her daughters, "Let the daughters of Judah
rejoice." (Psalms 48:12) This is the only significant difference be-
tween the two texts, and at that, it is a very minor variation.ll6

There is a much different note sounded in Lamentations Rabbati.

The two anonymous aggadot deal with a matrona who has angered the king,
and with a matrona who was unfairly treated by the king. The first
theme is the more common of the two in this kind of literature, but we
find examples of the badly treated matrona as well.

Lamentations 1:1 reads, "How is she become as a widow." What
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did the text mean by this? 1In answer, the following parable was advanced:
The Rabbis said, '/This can be compared] to a

king who was angry with the matrona and who wrote a "get"

(b11l of divorce) for her, and then rose ang snatched it

from her. Whenever she sought to marry another, he would

say, "Where is your get?" Whenever she sought provision-

ing for herself, he said, "Have I not already divorced

you?" Thus, whenever Israel sought to worship ddols, the

Holy One would say to them, "Where is the bi1] of your

mother's divorcement?" (Isaiah 50:1) And whenever they

sought that He do miracles as [He had done them/ in the

past, the Holy One would say, "I have already divorced

you," as it ig written, "I had put her TY?Y and given

her a bill of divorce," (Jeremiah 3:8) (XLIT)

The tension that many rabbis felt existed between Israel and God
is rarely as well expressed as we find it here. When the author of
thieemidrashe wrote, "How is she become as a widow," he described the
¢ity and the people as living in a condition in which God still made
demands of them, yet was at the same time alienated from them, Jeru-
salem, and the people, were like the matrona who had angered the king
and who paid for her transgressions by suffering all of the pains of
being a divorcee/widow without any compensation for that status. Jeru~
salem's sins had caused God to abandon her, to leave her to the forces
He had stirred up against her. He would no longer perform the miracles
that He had been responsible for in the past. Yet Jerusalem was still
the "holy city," and the Jews were still God's people~-apostacy and re-
volt against God could not be countenanced, They were not so worthy as
to have the miracles, but at the same time, they were not so unworthy as
to be rejected by God. No solution is posed in this parable, but recti-
fication of this situation was one of the main gubjects of rabbinic lit-
erature. The Rabbi's ultimate hope was for the repair of the breach be-

tween God and His people in the future, an option which this particular

midrash does not discount, for the king, like God, could also destroy
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the get when the time came to do so, and so return his matrona to fayor.

There is a parallel midrash éo,this one to be found in the gape
source and in Pesikta d'R. Kahana, again coming from an anonymous source.
The verse to be explained is Lamentations 1:21, "They have heard that 1
sigh, There is none to comfort me; All mine enemies have heard of my
trouble and are glad, For thou hast done it." And the midrash focuses
on the last part of the verse: "For Thou hast done it

'For Thou hast done it.' A parable. [This can
be likened] to a king who married a matrona. He said to
her, 'Do not converse with your friends, do not borrow
from them or lend to them.' After awhile, the king be-
came angry with her and drove her out of the palace.

She went around to all of her neighbors, but they did not
receive her, and she returned to the palace. The king
said to her, 'Restrain your anger.' The matrona said to
the king, 'My lord, were it that T had lent them some-
thing or borrowed something from them, and my handiwork
could be found with them, and theirs could be found with
me, would they not have received me?" Similarly, the
Holy One said to Israel, 'Restrain your anger.' They
said to Him, 'Master of the world, did You not write in
Your Torah, "Neither shalt thou make marriage with them;
thy daughter thou shalt not give unto hig son, nor his
daughter shalt thou take unto thy son.™ (Deuteronomy 7:
3)?" If we had lent to them or eaten with them, or
given our sons or taken their daughters, would they have
not accepted me?' Therefore, '"#8urThou hast done it, 'Ll
(XLIIT)

In the context of the Pesikta this particular'gggggi can be
found‘within a discussion of Isaiah 51:12, "I, even I, am He that com-
forteth you." After Israel's enemies entered Jerusalem, it was declared
that every place the people tried to flee, they would pe prevented. In
support of this idea the text presents different verses from Amos 1,
showing that God had cursed all of Israel's neighbors. These curses led
those nations to prevent the Jews entry, which was God's plan. The Jews
then asked God if He were not responsible for their conditi_on.119

In Lamentations Rabbati there is no discussion which leads into
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this aggada. The author took the verse on its own merit. Israel's
enemies, according to Lamentations 1%21, to&k delight in Israel's
troubles. How they took delight, what they did is not spelled out
clearly. It 1is expressed in the parable: because God commanded Israel
to isolate herself from her heathen neighbors, when it came time for
Israel to seek their help, that help was not made available to them. The
bitterness of the situation comes through in the parable. Left on her
own, Israel could have had good relationships with her neighbors, the
rabbi says. But God intervened between them, eommanding His people not
to have any intercourse with them. What this meant in the end was the
situation spelled out in the Pesikta. After the Babylonians had destroy~

" from the world.

ed Jerusalem, the people found themselves "outcasts
Of course this was not the real siﬁuation. As we see in Jere-
miah, a number of refugees made their way into Egypt and were able to
settle there. What then would the point of this aggada be? There are
two possibilities. On one hand, this could be a rabbinical condemnation
of the trouble Israel has had to bear throughout her history. As the
people God had singled out, they were obligated to be different and to
restrain themselves from the lifesﬁyﬂass of their neighbors, Israel's
role has always been to be alone in the world, and this has meanf a great
amount of hardship (much of which might seem to be unnecessary). This
particular aggada could be a rabbi's complaint--by being prohibited from
intermingling with the other nations, we have been made too vulnerable,
toouopen to the retaliation of our neighbors. On the other hand, the
Pesikta text begins with this phrase: 'hysyyn 19n2w3," "when the
transgressions were over." Accordingly, this parable may simply be

saying that the particular generation in question deserved their fate
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S et e e s

(even though their fate might be overstated in the aggada). They de-
served to be rejected by thedir neighhors, not because they were faithful
to God's laws, but because they had not been faithful to them (which was
the main reason for God permitting Jerusalem to be destroyed in the first
place). God was responsible. It was His plan that the people be for-
bidden to enter their neighbors' lands, God‘had‘foreknowledge of the de-
struction, and with this knowledge He imposed upon the people laws for-
bidding intercourse with the other nations. This was a punishment upon
punishment,

Perhaps both of these answers apply. There was, and remainsg, a
certain tension in Judaism about how much Jews should keep themselves

separated from other peoples. There are disadvantages to being separate,

as we have seen in the midrash (even though it might have been overstated).

But there are certain advantages in knowing that there are certain pro-
mises whose fulfilment rests on the bedrock of Jewish particularism,

We have seen how the Rabbig dealt with the tension arising out
of the destruction of Jerusalem in the previous midrash. There was an
inseparable bond between God and Israel, according to the Rabbis. Cod
and Israel were bound together even in the worst of times, when the
people had transgressed their responsibilities and forced God to punish
them. Bﬁt even in the act of punishing, God could not reject them,
They might be alienated for a time from God, but it was not to be forever.
For @God had made certain promises to Israel whicﬁ He bound Himself to
carry out, and those éromises Went all the way back to Abraham.

The relationship between God and Israel'could be represénted in
no better way, acecording to the Rabbis, than in the images of the Song

of Songs. God and Israel were pictured as lovers. They were even more




T

thanvthat according to the Rabbis. As we have seen in the preceding
parables, their relationship could aimost be called a marriage, with God

pictured as g king, while Israel was His matrona. This permitted the

maintain some standing with God even after some of her greatest tranps-
gressions.

The matrona whom we meet in the rabbinic parable gives us ap
interesting lookiinto how the Rabbis saw women. She lost the preciousg
stones her husband had given her, stones represenfing "mercy and com-
passion“lzo; and she lost two other stones (representing the first two
commandments of the Decalogue) when cuckolding the king (Israel's con-
structing the calf)lzl; and she lost a necklace of ten precious stones.
In other words, the matrona was often pictured as frivolous and careless,
There are other examples¢df her carelessness, each used to represent Is-
rael transgressing God's commands or her carelessness with God's gifts.

One of the most consistent themes to be found in these parables
is that of an angry king driving hig matrona out of the palace. She has
a continuing ability to incite the king's anger. Sometimes her trans-
gression is spelled out (as her losing the king's gift); more often it
is not spelled out. One of the more unusual results of the expulsion
of a matrona can be seen in R. Isaac Nappaha's aggada: the matrona
angered the king, who expelled her, yet later joined her in prison to
save her reputation, 1?3 And it would seem that this might have been a
real rabbinic preoccupation. For as we find 1in R. Levi's aggada, the

proclivities of the matrona were such that she could incite suspicion,

especially that she might have an affair with g court notable.L24
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She could thus be described as a careless, promiscuous, rebellious shrew.

And nowhere do we have g better pictqre of this than in R, Levi's aggada
of the matrona who used her husband's picture to cook warm food for her

lover125

» and the story of the discontented matrona who always complain-
ed until she had something to do (make a royal garment for her husband,
which parallels Israel's building the Tabernacle).126

The matrona, again representing the'people of Israel, could also

be very demanding. For example, we have R. Isaac's parable in which the

matrona angered the king. When the king sought to be reconciled with

the matrona, it was she who made the demands, telling the king that he
coﬁld only come to here were he to make something new for her (referring
to God receiving sacrifices on earth rather than heaven).127

Quite often #n these midrashim, though, the opposite case yas
true. The matrona is guiltless, and the king still treats her badly.
We have one example based on Song of songs 1:4, " . . . we shall run":
the king incited the matrona's neighbors against her so that she would
come to rely on him even more.+28 In the midrash just discussed we
find another example: the king commanded his matrona not to have any
intercourse with her neighbors, which left her isolated in her time of
distress, (although the Rabbis thought there was a legitimate reason
for the king's/God's actions).129 A good example of the guiltless

matrona being mistreated by the king is a midrash which speaks not of

the people, as is normally to be found, but rather of an individual,

Abraham. In that parable, the matrona was divorced by the king after
each time she gave birth, and in the end, she had to have her sons
plead for the king's consideration on her behalf, just as Abraham had

his ten trials set before God so that he could find a respite from any
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more trials,
Abraham was not the only ind%vidual for whom the metaphor of
the matrona was employed. For the Rabbis, there seems to have been
little need to correlate the sex of their characters in order to make a
point. Quite often Moses was wepresented by the matrona when the Rabbis
described his relationship with God., ILike Abraham, Moses sought inter-
cession from others in order to get God's consideration. Tn the parable,
his relationship with the people was compared to that of matrona and her
children. Thus we have the exquisite commentary on Deuteronomy 9:;1, "Thou
art to pass over the Jordan this day," in which, it is explained, Moses
hinted about his fate to the people in hopes that they would plead on
his behalf.t31 Moses was also compared to the spiteful matrona who was
almost willing to abdicate her position in court until she was reminded
that there was someone waiting to take her place.132 Another biblical : 'é

character was also likened to the matrona. This was Miriam, on whom the

status of prophetess was bestowed by God, yet who misused God's faith in

her by denouncing Moses. She was likened to a woman upon whom the king
133

bestowed a high rank, and who misused the perogatives she had been given.
There is yet another theme which can be found in these parables. |

That theme is the loving relationship between the king and matrona, a

relationship which survives the worst crises and the denouncements of

others, In these parables, there is no hint of the demanding shrew.

Rather, the matrona is pictured as the faithful loving wife. TFor ex-
ample, R. Johanan pictured the king and matrona sitting together in in-
timate conversation, so intimate that one coming between them would

deserve death.134 Another example involves a matrona whose Cushite ser-

vant insisted that the king liked her better (when the king was not there),
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Yet the matrona clung to her faith that she was the king's beloved. in

spite of the arguments made against Per.135 Also we find the matrona
rejoicing when her husband returns from a trip, discounting the fact
that her sons and sons-in-law have returned with hdm. Her main concern
was for the king.l36

The king is also regarded in éome of these parables ag having
special esteem and consideration for his wife. We have mentioned the
parable in which the king imprisoned himself to protect the'matréna's
reputation. There are other examples. R. Joshua authored a parable
about the king who entered a new province and declared that the inhab-
itants could not see him until they had beheld his matrona, the matrona
representing the Sabbath which had to pass before an animal could be
sacrificed. '3’ And we have R. Levi's mashal in which the king, upon
seeing His matrona begins to praise her, and she returns his compliments
in the words of the Song of Songs.138

Thus the parables covered the whole gamut of relations between
a king and his matrona, a man and his beloved, God and His servants
(Moses and Miriam), and perhaps.most importantly, God and the people of
Israel,

One question remains, one for which there is probably no precise
answer. Why did the Rabbis choose to use the word "matrona?" There are
several possible answers to this question. One of them is that it is
common to find in most literatures certain:paradigms thch fit into cer~
tain contexts. The matrons in the rabbinic parable served as a kind of
paradigm. In Latin, the word "matrona" carried with it the idea of a
married woman of rank and dignity.139 And since there was really no

word to compare to that in Hebrew, it was perfectly natural for "matrong"




to be incorporated into Hebrew. By using the matrona in g certain con-

text, the Rabbis were using a kind of shorthand to save their having to

explain what kind of woman they were dealing with, and how ghe fit into
the general structure of society, Yet, as we have seen here, there seemg
to have been two distinct meanings for the word when it was used by the
Rabbis. When they described a woman with whom they came into contact,
the term "matrona" was used in a different way whan when they employed

it in the parable. We rarely find the word "matrona" used to describe

a queen or member of royalty in the context of an encounter between such
a4 woman and a rabbi. On the other hand, in the parable the term more
often than not is used to describe the wife of the king. Thus, "matrona'
seems to have had different levels of meaning, depending on how she
appeared in the aggada. Yet, because there was such parallelism in the
particular aggadot of the rabbi-mgets-matrona genre, and also parallel-
ism in the parables in which the matrona appeared, the use of the term
painted such a clear picture of the woman that little further discussion
about her was necessary.

But why was she not called "malkah"ifn the parable? In other
parables we find the woman with whom the king has a relationship called
"NWR," meaning either "woman' or else "wife,"140 And she is sometimes
called "9%» npa,n meaning '"a princess,” specifically a princess whom
the king takes for his wife.141 The question is difficult to answer,
though, All fhat we can do 1s to speculaté on possible answers.

One reason for the word "malkah' not being used in the parable,
it may be suggested, is that the word was not current in the vocabulary
of the people. When the Rabbis formulated their parables using the fig-

ure of a king as g metaphor, they seem not to have gone back into biblical
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history for the picture of the king, but, they rather looked to the best

example of a king then available, namely the emperor in Rome. fThus, in
the parables of the Rabbis, we find such examples as this: "¢ is cus-
tomary that when g legion rebels against the king, it deserves death.”142

Another example can be found in Genesis Rabbah: "This may be compared

to two countries that revolted against the king. The king ordered one
to be burnt down at its own cost ., . ..”143 It can also be noted that

in discussing the king's officials and activities, Latin and Greek

titles were given; as we find in Leviticus Rabbah the word ”me1~wr11m,”
a Greek loan-word meaning "proclamation, 144 In fact, there is g large
number of Greek and Latin loan-words used in connection with royalty in
the m'shalim; "1owrYpap,” ”senators,”"@115bﬂbox,” "hodyguard,"
"7”$’ﬂm’sk,"”administrators,” etc.145 Allusions to the king putting
to death one who interrupted his conversation with the queen would also
seem to come out of the Roman context in which rulers proclaimed them-
selves gods.l46 Since there seems to have been a great deal of precise-
ness in naming the officials of the king's court, it would seem reason-
able to assume that the use of the word matrona might glso have its roots
in common Latin usage. This, again, can only be the result of conjecture,
seeing that the Roman rulers called themselves "Caesars," a term which
found its way into the rabbinic vocabulary in this form: "oprp "
(According to Reuben Alcalay, though, the word "melek" could also be
translated as ”emperor.”l47)

Here we can introduce another element. 1In every case, the king
of the pafable is a metaphor for God. This may have something to do
with the coice of "matrona" to designate the king's consort. It is pos-

sible that the Rabbis may have been reluctant to use the word malkah for




the biblical text or to the real-life situation, their enemies could

use the parable against them. This can be seen in the idea of the "Queen
of Heaven" which had a long history, dating back to the days of the
Canaanites. Jeremiah attacked the women of Israel who worsﬁipped this
goddess in Egypt (Jeremiah 14:24 ff), for seemingly the worship of a
female deity was very wide-spread towards the end of the First Common-
wealth, pdssibly reflecting the military and cultural expansion ofi Bab-

148 There may have been a fear among the Rabbis that if they

vlonia.
used the word "malkah" in the parable, that their enemies might claim
this as proof that the Jews were polytheists., After all, the Rabbis
lived in a worid in which the worship of female deities, malkot ﬁhamézim,
Was not unusual, and the cults of Isis and the Roman/Greek female deities
had numerous followers among the nations, including Palestine. During
Rome's period of Hellenistic revival in the second century C.E. Isis was
regarded By many Romans as '"Queen of Heaven" as well asg "Mother of God"
(that is, of Osiris).149 Thus, it might have heen with some trepidation
that the“Rabbis would want to asséciate, even in parable form, a "queen"
with God.

Even more important, the reriod we have been discussing saw the
rise of Christianity, which claimed that it was a monotheism. The ad-
herents of Christianity were the arch-rivals=of the Rabbis #in the area
.of'theological poieﬁics. It i1s possible that the Rabbis were reluctant
to give their enemies any opportunity to find evidence for their claims

against the Jews in the very words of the Rabbis. Not only did the
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Rabbis make it clear that they were not speaking about 5 divinity when
they employed the word matrona, they also made it clear that they spoke
only of the people whom God loved and singled out, or an individual whom
God held in high esteem, such as Miriam,

The function of the parable form of aggada encapsulates the whole
reasoning behind the rabbinic midrashim. The function of thege parables
was to be both edifying and apologetic. The purpose included teachlng
the meaning of Scripture and, at the same time, answering the claims
made on behalf of Chrlstlanity using the same text. The parable was
used by the Rabbis to explain God's relationship with Hig people, Israel,
and with the leaders of the people. As we saw at the beginning of the
chapter, some rabbis held the parable-form in very high regard as a means
cof illuminating difficult to understand scriptural passages and rabbinic
statements., Though sometimes the parable seems to héve been overly sim-
plistic, its function was all important, for it helped bring the message
of Israel home to its adherents and enemies alike in terms wvhich were
rapidly @emprleheddabde. Though the mashal everyone became like Solomon,

: 5¢
able to attain "the uttermost secret of the Torah.”l 0
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CHAPTER V
CONCLUSION

The appearance of the word "matrons" in rabbinic literature can
serve both to give us a deeper insight into the minds of the Rabbis and
to evoke in us many important questions. For the word is unique in the
Talmud and Midrash, not just because it was a Latin loan-word, but be-
cause for the Rabbis it took on a different kind of meaning than it did
for the Romans. As we have seen, the word "matrona," describing a cer-
tain kind of woman for whom little further description was necessary,
was utilized time after time by the Rabbis, to the point where it became
the key to a distinct style of aggadic literature.

In this study, we have seen how the matrona literature developed,
the word making its first appearance in the aggadot in reference to R.
Zadok. Thus the term seemé to have been used at the time of, or shortly
after, the destruction of the Temple by the Romans. It was a word which
would become almost the exclusive propert& of the Rabbis who would, over
the next two centuries, be in closest contact with the Latin-speaking
world, those rabbis being the teachers at Jabneh and Usha, Sepphoris,
Caesaria and Tiberias. The list of those rabbis who are reported to have
actually encountered matronot would include R. Eliezer b. Hyrcénus of
Lydda, R. Akiba, R. Hanina of Caesaria and Tiberias, R. Judah b. Ilai of
Usha, and, of course, R. Jose b. Halafta of Sepphoris. And their occa-

sions for meeting and dealing with those women who were called '"matrona"
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became the subject of many stories and much discussion in later gen-
erations by both rabbis and commenta?ors.

The literature dealing with the social and intellectual inter-
course between rabbi and matrona provides us with a good deal of pergonal
information about both the rabbi and the matrona: It also gives us
greater understanding of how the Rabbis looked upon the- foreign, non-
Jewish women in their midst. No two rabbis reacted to a matrona in ex-
actly the same way., R, JRweJosko most probably did deal with at least
one matrona, probgbly while in exile in Sepphoris. vHe usually bore her
questioning with equanimity, providing her with answers to her often in-
cisive inquiries into the Scriptures and offering her proof texts or )
proof drawn from her own experience in order to demonstrate the validity
of both his Scriptures and his faith. On the other hand, when a matrona
enquired aboutla passage of Scripture regarding the ‘punishment dealt out

to those responsible for the molten calf, R. Eliezer refused to answer

her, telling her that she had no business involving herself with the sub-
ject and quoting Exodus 35:25 to her: "And all the women that were wise-~
hearted did spin with their hands." While some rabbis made an effort to
educate an inquiring matrona, there were others who seem to have taken

the words of Avot I:5: ", . . and talk not much with womankind,'" to heart.

In the accounts of those meetings between matrona and rahbi, many

of the attitudes which were held towards women afong the Rabbis are appar-

ent. We cannot overlook the erotic content of many of those aggadot, es-

pecially Kiddushin 39b and 40a, where three separate accounts appear of
a matrona summoning a rabbi for illicit intercourse. The rabbis were R,

Hanina b. Pappi, R. Kahana and R. Zadok. These aggadot, as well as

those in which the matrona is related as having used witcheraft against
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a rabbi, would bear out Montefiore's contention on the subject of the
rabbinic attitude towards women: ”[Womeq] were the source of moral dan-
ger. They were incitements to depravity and lust,"l
Yet it is very difficult to characterize the matrona in this

literature. There are many themes which run through the encounters. ye
have on one hand a matrona who is very helpful to the rabbi: she either
provides him with the funds to build a school or help in solving a prob-
lem with the government. She may be a woman who is trying to come to a
better understanding of the Jews and their beliefs. She may be a woman
who is knowledgable in medicine who uses her skill to cure a rabbi. On
the other hand, she may be opefly derisive of a rabbi, accusing him of
being a drunkard. Or else she may be sexually aggressive, enticing the
evil inclination of a rabbi. Or else she might be a witch. All of
these descriptions of the matrona are scattered throughout post-Destruc—
tion rabbinic literature so that there does not seem to be a particular
pattern of rabbinic attitudes towards the woman. For example, we do not
find that the initial attitudes of the rabbis were positive, and that
the earliest rabbis to come into contactbwith 8 matrona were dealing
with a friendly, helpful lady, while those rabbis who came into contact
in later generations with a matrona dealt exclusively with witches.

The term Bore a meaning which we have been trying to infer from the
different aggadot, seeing how the many theses are intertwined.

Who was the matrona? As has been stated above, there is no one
single answer. The common characteristic of all of the matronot was
thelr anonymity. The evidence provided by the sources is that she was
not Jewish. We find matronot speaking to the rabbis of "your God,"

"your Torah," while also speaking of "our god." Their being foreigners
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in what was still a Jewish land, although it was part of the Romap Empire,
the matronot helped to both strength%n and destroy the fragile bridge
between the two cultures, Some demonstrated the Worst characteristicg
of gentile soclety at that time, reflecting those Roman aristocrats, who,
according to Jerome Carponino,

« + . evaded the duties of maternity for fear of losing

their goodilooks; . . . [iwho/ took a pride in being

behind their husbands in no sphere of activity, and

vied with them in tests of strength which thelr sex

would have seemed to forbid; ., . . [and who] were not

content to live their lives by theilr husband's side,

but carried on another life without him at the price

of betrayals and surrepders for which they..did not
even trouble to blush.

Others among the matwonot demonstrated another proclivity which
was symptomatic of their world. The religious world of the second cen-
tury was filled with what Durant called, "eclectic confusion."s The
Roman world contained hundreds of different sects and mystery cults, some
dating back into classical Roman and Greek times, others imported from
Egypt (the cult of Isigs), Persia and even farther east. The emperors of
Rome were worshipped as gods. Others worshipped the bull. The new
faiths appealed to the emotions of the time: many were classless and
raceless in nature, accepting anyone who accepted their beliefs; they
were also full of pagantry and aesthetically appealing. And it was into
this atmosphere of toleration and curiosity that Judaism made great in-
roads in the area of proselytization. As we have seen, 'probably among
the people most readily converted were women. We have spoken of Helen
and of Beluria. In the period between the Destruction and the rise of
Christian Rome, according to Jacob Raisin (who was one of the earliest
historians to do serious study of rabbinic proselytization), "Every Jew

constituted himself g self-appointed m:j.ssionary."4 We have seen that
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the subject of Judaism and its beliefs was a prime subject between em-
perors and rabbis, and between matronot and rabbis. As Raisin reports,
"The names of patricians as well as slaves are found on Jewish tombstones
dating to the days of Augustus,'? and, although there is sti1l much debate
in the matter, he sugpests that such notables as Pomponia and Sabina
Poppaea (Nero's concubine) might also have been secret adherents of
Judaism.6 It thus is a strong possibility that the conversations which

R. Jose, among others, had with a "certain matrona (or matronita)" may

have had the woman's conversion to Judaism as a primary incentive. 1In a
world where shopping for a religion was commonplace, it would not have
been too unusual to find that there were a significant number of people,
both men and women, who made the difficult decision to become proselytes
to Judaism. With our knowledge of R. Jose's attitudes on the subject of
converts, it would not be too difficult to understand why he would have

the patience to answer the matrona's sixteen questions, knowing that by

providing the proper answer, she could not help but be impressed with
the teachings of Judaism.

We have touched here on one set of appearances of the word "matrona'
in rabbinic literature. We should not neglect the fact that the word
appeared in a much different context at the same time as rabbis were
meeting matronot or transmitting the aggadot describing those meetings.
For the word "matrona'" also appeared in rabbinic m'shalim, parables. In
those parables‘she was used to illustrate certain biblical passages. In
many of the parables she represented the rebellious Children of Israel,
or an equally rebellious Miriam or Moses. Quite often the word "matrona"
was used by the rabbis to represent the wife of a king, who represented

God. This is an aspect of the word "matrona" which is not to be found
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in the accounts of personal meetings between a matrona and rabbi, The
bond of matrona and king in the mashal was comparable to the bond pe-

]
tween God and Israel. Though Israel did rebel against its King, it was
never rejected. The king might punish the matrona for her misdeeds, but
never would he totally reject . her, for she was the only person fitting
for him to make his beloved and bride. The king might make up a get for
his wife, and yet keep it, preventing her from seeking another husband
(or god), but he would not give it to her and thus divorce her. Rather,
he would, at least once, be willing to imprison himseif with her for the
sake of her honor.

The usage of the word "matrona" in the parable seems somewhat
more sophisticated that it was in the aggadot describing flesh and blood
women. The Rabbis, it may be contended, had to be very precise in their
use of the word. They had others to choose from, including the word
"malkah" ("queen"), to describe God's mate in the parable. Why they chose
"matrona" is a matter of conjecture to be sure, but it seems logical to
say that for the Rabbis the word "malkah" carried connotations they wished
to avold. We have already discussed the fact that in the rabbinic per-
iod, the word '"queen'" had a great theological importance. The cult of
Isis was very strong throughout the empire, and, according to Durant,
"devout litanies hailed her as '"Queen of Heaven.'"! Such a theology
would be abhorrent to the Rabbis, although they were most certainly
acquainted with the cult and its adherents directly or indirectly. By
refraining from using the word "malkah" in the parable, they may have
wanted consciously to avoid saying that they were talking about a literal
wife for God. For them the word "matrona" became a safer metaphor for

use in the parable, for its use in Hebrew, as demonstrated in the aggadot,
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was ambiguous,

What must be of central importance for us is that ip these aggadot
and m'shalim we have a literature built around an unusual word., Brought
to Palestine by its Roman conquerors, the word "matrona" became 3 common
word in the vocabulary of the teachers and leaders of the Jewish community
It must have been a word in common usage in the general community, for
in the midrashim~~the lessons derived from Scriptural passages—-the word
made many appearances without involved explanation as to what the author
of the passage meant. Yet what a rabbi meant when he used the word, and

what a Roman meant when he used the word was not exactly the same. The

lady could be introduced into a text and be recognized immediately by
those who read or heard it. There were many different kinds of matronot,
What happened in the course of the parable or story would explain which
kind of matrona was intended. Some of the texts might have been far-
fetched; some were probably inventions. But the mention that the anonys
mous woman was a "matrona" must have put the intention of the text across
to the audience. Whether it was the authar's intention to tell gz story,
relate a "true" event, or tell a joke, his use of the word "matrona!
created a mood which facilitated his making his point.

In the course of thig study we have come across other loan-words
which appear in rabbinic literature. It 1s not surprising that many did.
Palestine was a crossroads of the world. Even a small town like Sepphoris
had residents from Greece, Rome, Babylonia and points beyond. With many
languages in use in daily life, there must haVe been hundreds of words
which one language had that another had not developed. As the world be~

came more sophisticated, and therefore more sophisticated words and terms
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had to be used, it was probably easier then, as it 1s today, to borrow
the presise term from another language than to attempt to invent one in
(
one's own language. Since Rome Stationed a large garrison on Jewish
soil, Roman military terms most certainly crept into the daily language
of the Jews, as did the Latin for "litter," and other inventions which
were imported., On top of that, the Rabbis and general Jewish population
of Palestine, and of the world, came into contact with the philosophies
of both East and West, and adapted the terms of those philosophical sys#
tems, and to describe their opponents, such as the "epicoros." Since
their experience was different than that of the Greeks and Romans, the
words took on different significance for the Rabbis than they had for
other peoples. The incorporation of foreign words into the Rabbi'g vo-
cabulary has been called "linguistic rabbinic universalism" for their
language is indicative of thelr general world view. The inclusion of
'such a large number of non-Hebrew or Aramaic terms in their vocabulary
is one of the best arguments against those who choose to think of the
Rabbis as closed-minded and provincial, interested only in making heavier
"the burden of the Law." Such was far from the case. The Rabbis were
very interested in their world.

The Rabbis were keenly aware of their world and what went on in
it, because they saw as their primary task the preservation of a viable
Judaism in a rapidly changing and progressively hostile world. They
could not have the luxury of blinding themselves to what went on around
them, for all that happened vitally affected them. The Rabbis in Usha
wereinot isolated. They were in touch with the Jewlsh communities in
Babylonia and in the Mediterranean world, Many knew Greek and Latin, as

well as Hebrew and Aramaic. And they knew that the only way they could
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defend their faith was to provide their people with the tools with which
to dé this: halakah and aggada. Thﬁy provided the people with a guide
for living a godly life. And they provided, in the aggada, the lessons
and reasons for living a Jewish 1ife. In the course of their teachings,
the Rabbis also provided the Jewish people with the means of arguing
their case agadnst their growing rivals, the early Christians, who sought
to find in Scripture rationalizations for their own beliefs. 1In the end,
this became the most serious struggle of them all. Signs of that struggle
can probably be seen in the aggadot we have discussed in this thesdis.

But the primary purpose of aggada was not apologetic, The aggada formed
a thread which tied the individual Jew, be he rabbi or layman, to God.
The aggadot had to teach important messages so that all might learn and
understand., Thus language and brevity played an important part in con-
veying that message. It would seep that the inclusion of the word "mat-
rona" was far from accidental, for it helped the Rabbis succeed in their
primary task; it was a word with which all were familiar and therefore

it could convey a thought clearly and precisely. With the word '"matrona"
the Rabbis could set a modd, and having succeeded in that, they could
then teach their lesson.

In the end, the task of Creating aggada was not a light one, and

the success the Rabbis had in fulfilling and carryitng out this task is

nowhere better i1llustrated than in this statement from Sifre Deuteronomy

("Ekev," paragraph 49): ", . 'If you wish to know the Creator of the

World, learn aggada, for from it you will learn to know God and to cleave

to His ways.'“8
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7172 *% np3OR An naek L /ew/ noankn X Yy 9omiam
/e oaranr/ ywian poax 7Y X2 q93%n n3In AY 170w

/71 % na vxn vYoa /woww/ avnd1/nncbw xnaTn Ko oo

ayw WoIRa L f9aY 73°% na TAawsy '3 A aw/ atno
LPA%RA *wpa Yan ‘na wowk wiw /X ayow?/ napIx X°n

«TBYA Y an2Y NaYwn Y BYIW qhaY yoaax 732
770 ,anRY RwivY nwpanw (T YDy L7AIDD IBBLRY TRV
7°NY3VTD NYAIR ANCAW (AT YD1 LB 720 nY BN

YRAwTw 1mT YD oD L.9°nena 92D 8’9y A% aapIx non

"k aMapn @n% WIR 700 BYADYD ATIAY 11ayY nowpan
pnY hwyv ocwpanw nt YO .BYAX NIN?AD TBL AT
T"nn BORK Yhwaa 9ad a"apn an® IRk aYnnao ooul

JN°9K ANINCYD PR K INRY nonnYw /A nowav/

YR moavvenY Xwaw 9bnY Yws /R n2°%/ nowy nnx °D
«7IN2 *YOoRwn YXY yhm °HRwD YRY 9°hynan @y ncwn YR
Y2 %y watny yruReh yan aT7awy 9%an n°by ebyd avnb

9900 A% wx L 7°wbeY parAY MR abap X%y nUhiavow
TRY R PHYLOR P 3TR Yn% A3 awnn AR L L, 77BR NOwpK

IR TAX NTCAY AN Ran ynn BYRIwWY Bnb avURwa
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YRaw?Y ntapn vaRk 0 L *Y o pehapn 730 R 2ax anwvay
. nanas ®KY ponRayn 1120 1738% ek L 7I127BR 1INOwpX
IN2Y 132% 1NN KY qR32 @2 jhnnn K%Y /v pn@93v1/ qnaana
7I3?H 71282 7107 71O0PRwn 7370 *HaRoOR 9°32% npn RY
1Im KD [7ax R IR Y22 AYRYN2 RTYINY 737D 711K
LWy BNR *D YR °Y neYapne
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