
Explorations in
Second-Temple Judaism

Edited by Wayne O. McCready and Adele Reinhartz

Minneapolis
Fortress Press



58 Common

writers were the led rather than the leaders.But it is scarcelypossibleto assertthis

without falling into a circular argumentabout what is centerand what is periphery.

Rather, we can seeGreek-speakingJews as sharinghonorablyin "commonJudaism"

and as linked to thoseotherJewishworlds of Palestineandof the Diasporathrougha

commondedicationto Scripture,albeit expressedin their own ways.

Theconstraintsofliving asaminority demandprotectionoftraditions;self-imposed

boundariesare soughtandconstantlyredefined.Adherenceto the Bible was a tool for

this purposefor Greek-speakingJews,from which otherroolscouldbederived.Yet there

is no reasonto think that DiasporaJewshuddledaroundtheirTorah-or,rather, their

nomos.Fat ftom it. While the GteekBible cateredto theJewishidentityof "Hellenized"

Jews,it also,andpatadoxically,providedthe intellectualroute by which Mediterranean

Jews becamemote "Hellenized," becauseit ensuredthat the entirety of their lives,

includingtheir religiouslives, couldbelived in Greek.TheGreeklanguagegaveaccessro

theworld. Greek-speakingJewsperhapslived with Torah,ratherthanfully byor through

Torah. Paradoxicallyagain, it was the spreadof the Jesusmovementthat openednew

opportunitiesin the Diasporator a moretotalizingbrandof text-centeredexistence;yet

this camenow with a radical redefinitionofwhatsuchan existenceentailed.

EHezer Segal

Scholarsof rabbinic literature from the Talmudic or late classicalerahavegreatly

valuedE. P. Sanders'sartemptsto rescuerabbinic texts from abuseat the hands

of theologians,New Testamentscholats,and historiansof SecondCommonwealth

politics and society. It is not simply a marter of calling artention to the negative

presuppositionsthat are often attachedto such terms as "Pharisees"I or "ritual."2

His contributionsextendto a moresubstantialscholarlyrecognitionthat the extant

compendiaof rabbinic teachings,all of which postdatethe secondcenturyC.E., were

not treatiseson theologyor chroniclesof their authors'or protagonists'times. For

that reason,they provide little if any evidencefor the doctrinesof the early church

or the life of the hisrorical Jesus.It is unfortunatethat TalmudicJudaismhas not

left us a Paul or an Augustine,a Josephusor a Eusebius.Artempts to reconstruct

historical narrativesout of specializedworks devotedto the minutiaeof legal debate

Ot rhetoricalpreachingcan be undertakenonly with extremecaution.;

By way of illusttation of thesemethodologicalperils, I turn to a familiar passagefrom

rabbinic literature that claims to preservehistotical information about an important

milestonein the developmentof Judaismin the third century B.C.E. I will argue that

the failure to take into accountthe distinctivepurposesandliterary characterof rabbinic
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traditionshasled to fUndamentalerrorsin thehistoricalconclusionsthatweredrawnfrom

this text.

The rabbinic text is a legendabout the circumstancessurroundingthe translarion

of theTorah into Greekand the supposedemendationsthat were introducedinto that

documentby rhe sageschargedwith that translation.The tradition is preservedin

numerousversions,whetherin the form of briefallusionsor exhaustivelists of verses,in

works emanatingfrom the tannaitic,amoraic,andmedievaleras.4

Thetradition,in its variousvetsions,wasexaminedwith characteristicthoroughness

by EmanuelTov in an article that appearedin 1984.' Tov undertook a detailed

comparisonof the rabbinic traditionsand the extantGreekversionsof the LXX. He

classifiedthe variants into different types and proposedreconstructionsof rhe Greek

texr that underlaythe rabbinic Hebrewversions.After noting rhe manydisagreements

between the rabbinic versions and the standardLXX, he arrived at a far-reaching

conclusion:

The surprisingthing is that two-thirds of the biblical passagesin the list

werechangedin the courseof the textualtraditionof the LXX, andif this is

really so, thenclearly the original text of the LXX complerelydiffered from

the translationknown to us from the manuscripts.6

Tov'sclearpreferencefor therabbinictradition,which is containedin worksredacted

halfa millenniumor moreafrer the composirionof the LXX of rhe Pentateuch,over the

manuscriptsof LXX itself, wassrartling.The reasonsfor my surprise,andrheobjections

I haveto Tov's judgmenton this matter,will form the basisfor the presentessay.

Let us begin with a presentationof the text under discussion,as it appears1fi

b. Megillah 9a-b:

King Ptolemyassembledseventy-twoelders,andplacedtheminsideseventy-

two rooms without disclosingto them the reasonwhy he had assembled

them. He approachedeachoneindividually andsaidto them:Wrire for me

theTorahof your masterMoses.

The Holy One instilled counsel into the heartsof eachone, and they all

arrivedat a singleconsensus.

Theywrore for him:

"God createdin the beginning" (Genesis1:1).

"Let me makeman in the image,after the likeness"(Genesis1:26).

"And on the sixth day God finished ... andhe restedon the seventhday"

(Genesis2:2).

"Male andfemalehe createdhimlit"7 (Genesis5:2).

"Come, let mego down, and thereconfUsetheir language"(Genesis11:7).

"So Sarahlaughedto her relations" (?; Genesis18:12).8
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"For in theirangertheyslayedmen,andin theirwantonnesstheyhamstrung

a stable" (Genesis49:6).

"So Mosesrook his wife andhis sonsandset themon a carrierof persons"

(Exodus4:20).

"The time rhat rhe peopleof Israel dwelt in Egypt and in other landswas

four hundredandthirty years"(Exodus12:40).

"..<\nd hesentnobles[zaatutei] of the peopleofIsrael" (Exodus24:5).

"And againstthe noblesof thechildrenof Israel he put not forth his hand"

(Exodus24:11).

"I havetakennot onevaluable[hmdl of theirs" (Numbers16:15).

"Which the Lord thy God distributed to give light to all the peoples"

(Deuteronomy4:19).

"And he went and servedother gods which I commandedshouldnor be

served"(Deuteronomy17:3).

They alsowrote for him "the beastwith hairy legs" and they did not write

"the hare" (Leviticus 11:6) becausethe nameof Ptolemy'swife was"Hare";

lest he shouldsay, The Jewshave mockedme by putting the nameof my

wife in theTorah.

Oneimportantquestionraisedby this list is whetherit witnessesto the text of the

LXX or the Hebrewon which it wasbased.

From the Parts to the Whole

It would seem that there is a strong propensity among scholars to arrach greater

credenceto documentsor editions that lie outsidetheir strict domainsof expertise.I

personallyusedro envy the lot of scholarsof the Qur'an,whosetexts seemedro have

beenestablishedmuch closer to the time of its revelationand hencewere not subject

to rhe complex issuesof redactionand flexible transmissionthat plaguethe discipline

of rabbinicphilology. Such,at least,was my impressionuntil I actuallyconsultedwith

Qur'an ｾ ｸ ｰ ･ ｲ ｴ ｳ andheardaboutthe thornychallengesthey face in trying to extrapolate

the original text from the significant changesintroducedduring the era of the caliphs

manygenerationsafrer the rime of Muhammad.9

The sameproblem applies to the presentquestion.As Bible scholarsexamined

the tradition about the seventy-twoelders,their responseswere markedby a credulous

faith in traditions that professionalrabbinistsregardedwith the utmostsuspicionand

skepticism.

Thestoryof Ptolemyandthe eldersclearly and unequivocallybelongsto the genre

of rabbinic haggadah.In the discipline of Talmudic philology, there are established

methodologicalapproachesthat guide our analysesof texts and traditions of the
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The Midrash Haggadoland the YalqutShim'oni,while useful as textualwitnessesto the

documentsthat are anthologizedtherein, are nothing more than late compilationsin

which passagesfrom the Talmudand Midrashare organizedaccordingto the sequence

of theHebrewBible. Theycannotunderanycircumstancebecountedasrabbinicworks

in their own right. Although theseobservationsmight strike somereadersas obvious,

theyhaveprovento bestumblingblocksto somedistinguishedscholars.1?

When a tradition appearsin diverseforms in different rabbinic collections, the

versionsfound in the BabylonianTalmudareunlikely to representthe original or even

an early form of that tradition. Of the various rabbinic compendia,the Babylonian

Talmud is the most removedfrom the main wellspring of haggadictraditions, the

land of Israel. It was also the last of the classicalrabbinic works to undergoits final

redaction,perhapsnot until close to the Islamic age.is Despite the skepticismwith

which we customarilyapproachBabylonianhaggadah,in the presentspecificinstance

thereare good reasonsnot to dismissits accountof this story. First, ir is introduced

by the formula tanya ("it was taught"), thereby indicating ｩ ｾ ｳ tannaitic provenance.

Second,it is hard to find a reasonto suspectthat it was inventedby the Talmud's

redactors.Third, its agreementwith the Letter ofAristeasand Philo further enhances

the story'sclaims to authenticity.

Nevertheless,we would do well to reconsidertheconnectionbetweenthe two parts

of theBabylonianpericope,andto askwhetherthetwo componentsarecomplementary,

or even if they reflect a consistentapproach.This question in and of itself will not

necessarilysparka revolutionarychangein thehistoriographyof theSeptuagint,or in the

history of rabbinic thinking. Nonetheless,the separationof the text's two components

hasimplicationsfor severalimportantissues.

Onesuchtopic concernsthe rabbis'attitudestoward the Septuagint.Conventional

wisdomin almosttwo centuriesofhistoricalwritingwouldhaveit thattheJewishsagesofthe

Talmudiceraweremovedby overthostility to theAlexandrianGreekversionoftheTorah,

whetherbecauseof its adoptionby the Christianchurchor becauseit is not sufficiently

faithful ro the Hebrewsyntax to allow for sophisticatedmidrashic interpretation.19 At

first glance,ourTalmudicpassage,takenin its entirety,would not supportsucha point

ofview, sinceits main point is to showthat the elderswere imbuedwith the Holy Spirit

whenperformingtheir task; the activity of the Holy Spirit is evidentparticularly in their

departuresfrom the Hebrew.2() If, on the other hand, the list of narrativesis not seen

as connectedoriginally to the narrativeabout the translators,the passageupholds the

conventionalunderstandingof the rabbis' stancetoward the Septuagint.21 At the very

least,the list ofalterationscanbedescribedandcharacterizedwithout imposingon it the

assumptionsof theprecedingpassagefrom the BabylonianTalmud.

A second issue concerns the homiletical point of the literary unit. Rabbinic

haggadotarenot usuallyknown for their thematiccomplexity.Sincetheyarefrequently

rooted in homilies that were deliveredbeforesynagoguecongregations,they are likely
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haggadicgenreandthatdeterminetheappropriatewaysfor basinghistoricalconclusions

on them.

The most rudimentaryliterary analysisof this tradition will observethat it can be

subdividedinto two main parts:

1. A narrativeframeworkthat is similar in its main outline to thewell-knownstory

of the LetterofAristeasJO-or,to be precise,to the supplementsprovidedby Philo (Mos.

2.25-44)11 concerningthe seventy-twoelders who were assembledby the emperor

Ptolemy,andwho weregiven thesupernaturalinspirationthar allowedthemto produce

identicalGreektranslations.12

2. Lists of biblical verses for which the translators'versions differed from the

establishedHebrewtext.

The final product gives the impressionthat the two segmentsconstitutea single

unified entity, such that the miraculousstatusof the translation,as establishedby the

narrative,is demonstratedby theexistenceof thevariants.That is to say: if the translators

had arrived at a unified translationonly with respectto the versesthat were translated

literally from theHebrew,thentheirachievementwould not necessarilyhavebeengrasped

as a supernaturalone,sinceit might be arguedthat their agreementmerelyreflectstheir

identical Vorlage. However,this cannotbe arguedaboutthe caseswhentheir translarions

constitutedeparturesfrom the Hebreworiginal. For howwould so manytranslatorshave

arrivedat the sametranslationif not throughmiraculousmeans?It thereforeappearsthat

the two componentsof the haggadahareinterdependentandmutuallycomplementary.13

The apparentintegrity of the story, however, is called into questionby the fact

that the tradition aboutthe miraculousconcurrenceof rhe seventy-twotranslatorsdoes

not figure in any rabbinic tradition other than the BabylonianTalmudandworks that

derive from it. By contrast,lists of "things that our rabbisalteredfor King Ptolemyat

the time that they wrote the Torah for him in Greek" (and similar formulations), or

the identificationsof particularversesthat belong to those lists, are cited with some

frequencyin the literature, in suchdiversecollectionsas theMekhilta,14 the Palestinian

Talmud, classic Palestinianmidrashic compendia,and the Tanhumas-withoutany

allusionwhatsoeverto the tale of the agreementbetweenthe translators.15

It shouldbe notedthat not all scholarswould concurwith my claim that the full

story is limited to the BabylonianTalmud. Historiansand biblicists are quick to cite

additionalworks from the rabbinic corpusthat provide independentcorroborationof

the tradition. In this connection,they are likely to bring supportfrom TractateSoferim,

included amongthe "Minor Tractates"of the Talmud; the Midrash Haggadol; or the

Yalqut Shim'oni. Thesecollections, however, are not primary documentsof rabbinic

literature, but rather medieval anthologieswhose compilers were striving to collect

diverse material from the classicalTalmudic era. In particular, the provenanceand

purposesof Soferimhaverecentlybeenthe topic of intensescholarlycontroversy.There

is a growing tendencyto datethe tractate,or at leastsectionsof it, aslate as the eleventh

century,16although the openingchapters,which include the tale of the seventy-two
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to focus on a single issue,which is capableof beinggraspedby the folk who assemble

for suchoccasions.Indeed,the presenceof more than one homiletical topic is often an

indicationof the compositenatureof a given passage,whethercompiledin antiquityor

from themarginaladditionsby medievalscribesandglossatorsthatwerecopiedinto the

main body of the manuscript.As we shall arguelater on, the identificationof multiple

messagesin the passagecanassistus in reconstructingthe pathwaysof the development

of the Babyloniantradition regardingthe writing of the Septuagint.

The needto identifY the homileticalpoint of a rabbinicdiscourse,as a steptoward

unwrappingits "historical kernel" from its ancillary elements,is borneout by the fact

thatnoneof thelistsofalterationscomescloseto beingcomplete.We know of numerous

variationsbetweenthe Greekand Masoretictexts that find no mentionwhatsoeverin

theTalmudictraditions.22

It is undoubtedlydifficult to use haggadicmaterial for historical purposes,but it

can be done. Though he was speakingabout PalestinianJewishhistory, the principle

articulatedby Saul Liebermanin his 1944 article "The Martyrs of Caesarea"holds for

our materialaswell:

The simple rule should be followed that the Talmud may serveas a good

historic documentwhen it deals in contemporarymatterswithin its own

locality. Thelegendaryportionsof theTalmudcanhardlybeutilized for this

purpose.The PalestinianTalmud(andsomeof theearlyMidrashim)whose

materialwas producedin the rhird and fourth centuriescontainsvaluable

information regardingPalestineduring that period.... The evidenceis all

the more trustworthysince the facts are often recordedincidentally and

casually.23

In otherwOtds, rhe historicalcredibility of rabbinicsourcesis in inverseproportion

to their explicitly historicalobjectives.24 Rabbinicsourcesareof greatesthistoricalvalue

whentheyarespeakingunguardedlywithout consciouslyintendingto providehistorical

information.This premisewill serveus in goodsteadwith respectto our traditionabout

theemendationsintroducedby theseventy-twoJewishelders:what theyhaveto teachus

telatesmore to the generationsof the tannaiticandamoraicsagesthan to third-century

B.C.E. Alexandria.

The Absence of Important Septuagint Variants

The historicalnatureof the list is furthet castin doubtwhenwe observethat the list of

variantsdoesnot containany halakhicpassagesandthat theJewishsagesnevercite the

LXX variantsin supportof normativehalakhicpositions.2) Indeed,thereareat leasttwo

well-known examplesof momentoustranslationsthat do not figure in the tabbiniclist.
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The first is the nonliteral renderingofLev 23:11 as teepauriontesprates("the morrowof

thefirst day") ratherthan"themorrowof theSabbath."This readingis consistentwirh the

Pharisaicand rabbinic methodsfor dating the Feastof Weeks,a topic of deepsectarian

controversyduring the SecondTempleera. Second,the LXX renderedExod 21:22-23,

dealing with causinga miscarriageto a pregnantwoman (ruling that the difference

betweena civil anda capitaloffensedependson thestateof the fetus'sdevelopment):"If

ir be unformed,heshall be fined ... but if it is fotmed, then thoushaltgive life for life."

This is drasticallydifferent from the conventionalJewishreading,accordingto which

thedifferencehingeson the fate of the morher'slife: "And if no harm follows [that is, to

thewoman], the onewho hurt hershall be fined.... If any harmfolJows [to her}, rhen

you shallgive life for life." TheLXX, evidentlyreRectinganAlexandrianGreektradition,

becamethe basisfor the normativeChristianposition on abortion.26 If the list in our

passagewere the resultof a serious,and real, attemptto collectsignificantvariationsin

the LXX translation,it could not possiblyhaveoverlookedcaseslike this, which wereat
the centerofJewishexegeticalconcern.

The Talmudic List as a Hybrid

Theseomissionsfrom the list suggestthat irs rabbiniccompilersweremotivarednot by

historicalorhalakhicconcernsbutbyhomiletics.Onthebasisofhisdetailedexaminations

of the respectiveverses,GiuseppeVeltri concludedthat mosr of the examplescan be

justified as attemptsto resolveexegeticaldifficulties thar elsewherein rabbinic works

werediscussedwithoutexplicit connectionto theGreektranslation.EmanuelTov found

this conclusionutterly bizarre: "It remainsdifficult, andactuallyunexplained,how and

why difficulties in a biblical versewhich oneor more tabbispresentaccordingto some

sourceshouldbe ascribedto the translarionalactivity of the seventytranslatots."27In

the end, even Veltri does not call into question the basic historical reliability of the

rabbinictradition.All heproposesis thatadistinctionbemadebetweentheactualGreek

translationand a separareinterpretativemidrashthat the eldersprovided for Ptolemy.

This conclusionseemsarbitraryandmotivatednor so muchby theevidenceasby aprior
commitmentto the historicity of haggadictexts.

If onesetsasidesuchprior commitments,adifferentpictureemerges.A goodstarting

point for an acceptablesolution to our problemmay be found in the approachadopted

by Rashi to b. Megillah. Throughouthis commentaryon our story about the seventy-

two elders,Rashi repeatsthe phrase"so that they shouldnot say..." This formula is

usedto deRecta lireral readingof the versethat would otherwiselead the na'ive reader

to conclusionsthatareunacceptableto Judaism.28 In severalinstances,Rashigoesso far

as to spelJout the natureof the heresiesthat the elderswere trying to avoid, principally,

thebeliefthat thereare"Two Powersin Heaven,"andthepossibilityof finding scriptural
supportfor polytheisticbeliefs.
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Rashi'sclaim that the text was intendedto countersuchheresiescan be borneout

by a closelook at someof the translationsfound in the list:

1. Genesis 1: 1: "God createdin the beginning"-The intention is evidently to

avoid a readingsuch as "The beginning [bereshit] createdGod," which would

haveimplied that Godwas thecreatureofa priot being.Note that the ambiguity

allowed by the Hebrew could not teally be replicated in Greek, where case

structurevery clearly designatesgrammaticalsubjectsandobjects.

2. Genesis1:26: "Let me make man in the image,after the likeness"-Theuseof

the first-personplural form hasbeena long-standingsourceofembarrassmentfor

Jewishmonotheistsconfrontingdualists,pagans,or trinitarians.

3. Genesis2:2: "And on thesixth dayGodfinished... andhe restedon theseventh

day"-Thisversion,which doesin fact agreewith the receivedtext of the LXX,

was evidently tespondingto a perceivedconttadictionin the Masoreticversion:

eitherGodwasfinishing thework on theseventhday, or he rested,but not both!

The Greekversionmakesit clear that the creationwas completedby the end of

the sixth day.

4. Genesis11:7: "Come,let me go down, andthereconfusetheir language"-Asin

1:26, the Hebrewsuggestsa plurality in the divine.

5. Exodus 12:40: "The time that the peopleof Israel dwelt in Egypt and in other

landswasfour hundredandthirty years"-TheGreektradition removesa glaring

incongruity betweenthe claim of the verse and the chronologyof events in

Genesisand Exodus by allowing that the count does not refer strictly to the

sojournin Egypt but in fact beginsduring the patriarchalera.

Thissummarylendssupportto Veltri's thesisthatwhatwehavehereis notanarbitrary

collection of problematicversesbut a selectionof texts with commoncharacteristics.

Unfortunarely,it is in the apologeticreadingsthat we are leastlikely to find agreement

with the Greektradition of the LXX. The versesin which God is designatedas a plural

appearthereunaltered.Thesediscrepanciesled Tov to questionthe authenticityof the

manuscripttradition of the LXX.

A verydifferentpictureemergesif we treatthepericopeasastandardhaggadicpassage

ratherthana historical record.Thereis considerableevidencein Talmudicandmidrashic

literature that the Jewish sageswere sensitive to problematicbiblical texts that could

provide supportfor hereticalor paganpositions.The rabbinic corpuscontainsseveral

disputesbetweensagesandsectariansor heretics,someof which revolve aroundsimilar

lists of biblical texts that generatedpolemicalarguments.Following are two examples:

1. Y Berakhot9:1 (12d):29

The heretics [minim] askedRabbi Simlai: How many deities createdthe

universe?
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Hesaidto them:You askme?GoandaskAdam,sinceit says(Deuteronomy

4:32) "For ask now of the days that are past. ..." "Since the day that the

gods createdman upon the earth" is not whar is wrinen, but rather"...

sincethe day that God createdman uponthe earth."

They said to him: But is it not wrinen "In rhe beginningcreatedGod

[Elohim, a plural nounform]"?

He said to them: Doesit say bar'u [the plural verb form]? What is written

is bam [the singularform].

Said Rabbi Simlai: In all instanceswhere the hereticsblasphemed,their

refutationcan be found right nearby.

Theycontinuedto challengehim: What is this versethat is written (Genesis

1:26) "Let us makeman in our image,after our likeness"?

He answeredthem: It is not written here:"So the godscreatedmanin their

own image," but rather: "So Godcreatedman in his own image" (27).

His disciplessaid to him: Thesepeopleyou pushedasidewith a reed.What

will you reply to us?

He said to them: In the past,Adam was createdout of dust and Eve was

createdoutofAdam. FromAdamonward,"in our image,afterour likeness."

Man cannotbe without a woman and womancannotbe without a man,

andthe two of themcannotbe without the divine presence.30

Theycontinuedto askhim: \X!hat is this text that is written Qoshua22:22)

"The Mighty One, God, the Lord! The Mighty One, God, the Lord! He

knows"?

He answeredthem: It is not written here "they know," but rather "he

knO\vs."

Theysaidto him: Rabbi,you couldpushthosepeopleasidewith a reed,but

whatshallyou reply to us?

He said to them: The three namesrefer to the sameone, just as a person

might say"King CaesarAugustus."

Theycontinuedto askhim: What is this that is written (Psalms50:2): "The

Mighty One,God the Lord, speaksandsummonsthe earth"?

He' said to them: Doesit in fact say: "they spoke"or "and they summon."

What is written is "speaksand summonsthe earth."

His disciplessaid to him: Rabbi, you could pushthosepeopleasidewith a

reed,but whatshall you reply to us?

He said to them: The threenamesrefer to the sameone, just as a person

might say"a craftsman,builder, architect."

Theycontinuedto askhim: What is it that is written Qoshua24:19) "for he

is a holy God [efohim qedoshim]"?
He said to them: "They are holy gods" is not written, but rather"he is a

jealousGod."
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His disciplessaid to him: Rabbi, you could push thosepeopleasidewith a

reed,bur whatshall you reply to us?

Rabbi Isaacsaid: Holy in all typesof holiness....

Theycontinuedto askhim: What is this that is wrirten (Deuteronomy4:7)

"What greatnation is therethat hasa Godso near [elohim qerovim] to it?"

He said to them: It is not written hete "as the Lord our God is to us,

whenevetwe call uponthem," but rather"whenevetwe call uponhim."

His disciplessaid to him: Rabbi,you could pushthosepeopleasidewith a

reed,bur whatshall you teply to us?

He saidto them: Near in all mannersof nearness...

2. b. Sanhedrin38b:-lJ

RabbiJohanansaid: Whereverthe hereticsblasphemed,their refuration is

right nearby:

"Let us makeman in our image,after our likeness"-"SoGod createdman

in his own image."

"Come,let us go down, andthereconfusetheir language"(Genesis11:7)-

"And theLord camedown [sing.] to seethe ciry andthe tower" (verse5).

"Becausethere God had revealedhimself [literally: themselves]to him"

(Genesis35:7)-"to the God who answered[sing.] me in the day of my

distress"(verse3).

"What grearnation is theremar hasa Godso near [elohim qerovim] to it?"

(2 Samuel7:23)-"Whatornernationon earthis like thy peopleIsrael?"

In light of theseandsimilar passages(which may reflect the kinds of disputations

that rabbiswere involved in with somefrequency),'2it seemslikely that at somestage

in me evolution of the tradition about the alterations that were introducedbefore

King Ptolemy, the narratotsdecidedto graft the original list of variant readingsin the

Greektranslation33 onto a sequenceof versesthat werewell-known subjectsof religious

debates.In me rabbis' historical imaginations,theseversesshouldhave beenemended

in the rranslationin order to avoid misrepresentationsby actual or potential hererics.

This reconstructionof the rradition's developmentfollows a readily understandable

ideologicallogic that is familiar to anyonewith experiencein tracing the development

of haggadictraditionsacrosstheTalmudicera. Evidently, this grafting precededall the

extantversionsin rabbinic literature.

Dwatted Wabbit

Ofespecialinrerestis the"hare"example,which is highlightedin the BabylonianTalmud

by being moved to the end of the list, in contrastto the other examples,which are
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listed in rheorderof their appearancein the Pentareuch.A briefcomparisonof how this

particularelementis includedin thevariousmidrashicandTalmudiccollectionsprovides

us with a textbookcasefor the evolutionof haggadictraditions. In rheJvfekhilta,melist

of thevariantsintroducedfor King Ptolemyincludesthehareor rabbit (Lev 11:6or Deut

14:7).This reading,like all the othersin the passage,is presentedwithour anyadditional

explanation,and thereis no mentionof Ptolemy'swife andher problematicname.54

A discoursein LeviticusRabbahin which variousrabbisproposepropheticreadings

of someunlikely biblical passagescontainsthe following pesher-likeinterpretationof

the dietarylaws (13:5):3';

Mosesour mastersaw the empiresin their activities: "the camel, and the

hare,andthe coney.. ." (Deuteronomy14:7).

''And thehare"-This is Greece.King Ptolemy'smotherwasnamed"Hare."

In this passage,the commentaboutPtolemy's"mother" createsa link betweenthe

hare and Greece.However, it is not linked to any textual variants in the Bible, and

certainlynot to the legendof the seventy-twotranslators.

ThePalestinianTalmudtractatelvfegillah (1:9 [71d])36 is evidentlytheearliestsource

to incorporatethe information aboutPtolemy'smomeras a gloss, in order to explain

thesignificanceof thevariant in theGreektext. Thatit is a laterglossis indicatedby rhe

facr rhat it is cited partially in Aramaic, though the actual list of variants,presumably

a baraita, is in Hebrew.3? The Yerushalmi'sversion, like the Mekhilta's and unlike the

Bavli's, includestheversein its propersequentialorder; it is given no specialprominence

by beingplacedat the endof the list.38

Although there is no indispurableproof that the tradition evolvedin preciselythe

orderj\1ekhilta-)LeviticusRabbah-) Yerushalmi-) BabylonianTalmud,thehypothesis

is an eminently plausible one, and it correlatesnicely with rhe chronologicalorder

of me respectivecompendia.As has beennoted, neitherof the Palestiniantraditions

connectsthe list of Greekvariantswith the legendabout the miraculousagreementof

the translators.Thatdecisivestepwaslikely an innovationby the Babylonianredactors.-l ?

Ihe"hare"variamis (to all appearances)notofa theologicalcharacter.This fact supports

rhe hypothesisthat the theologicallyproblematicexampleswere grafted on at a later

stagein the tradition'sevolution.

As manyscholarshavenoted,theTalmudhasgot its historya bit garbled.Ptolemy

II Philadelphus,in whosereign the Bible was translaredinto Greek,did not havea wife

named"Hare," "Bunny," or anythingof the sort. He did, however,havea grandfather

who bore the epithet "Ptolemy Lagos," meaning"rabbit." The Talmudic story would

havebeenjust as effective if it had alludedto the correcthistorical information.40 The

fact that it did not do so is yet anotherindication of the unreliability of the historical

tradirionsin the BabylonianTalmud.This unreliabiliryappliesalso to the traditionsrhar

it claims to preserveof rhe textualvariantsin the old GreekBible.
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In fact, Talmudicandmidrashicliteraturesuggeststhat theJewishsagesof that eta

did not have firsthand familiarity with the AlexandrianSeptuaginr,which they knew

merely as a legendaryepisodefrom the distanr pase.What is preservedin our list is

a credible descriptionof inrerreligiousdisputarionsthat rook place during the tabbis'

own days. The tendencyro conElatea list of texrual varianrswith a list of apologetic

inrerpretationswas likely facilitated by the fact that therewas an overlap betweenthe

tI'Vo lim. Gen2:2 andExod 12:40 figure in both traditions.41

The methodologiesthat we adoptedfor this analysisdovetail nearlywirh the data

presenredby Tov, accordingro which it waspreciselythoseversesthatseemedto suggest

duality or multiplicity in thegodheadthat remainedunemendedin the textusreceptusof

the Septuagint:that is, Gen 1:1, 26; 11:7; and Deut4:19.

The LXX TranslatorsWere NotBotheredabout Theology

Furthermore,we have good reasonro suspectthat the LXX uanslarorsmight have

preferrednot ro drawroo muchattenrionto theTorah'sseverecondemnarionof idolatry,

at leastinsofaras it wasextendedro Gentiles.If the translarorstendedro avoid physical

or anrhropomorphicdescriptionsof God, theywere not nearlyasstrict when it cameto

allusionsto multiple deities.

This point is well illustrated by the LXX tenderingof Exod 22:28 (LXX 22:27),
"You shall not revile God," as theousou kakologeseis.This readingprovided Philo of

Alexandriawith a rationalefor teaching(Mos. 2.205):

No, clearlyby "god" he is not herealluding ro the PrimalGod, the Begetter

of the Universe, bur ro rhe gods of the different cities who are falsely so

called,beingfashionedby the skill of paintersandsculprors.For the world

as we know it is full of idols of wood andsrone,andsuchlike images.We

mustrefrain from speakinginsultinglyof these.42

In light of suchan attitude,it is not surprisingthat theAlexandrianrranslarorsdid

nor hastento eliminateplural verbssuchas "let us makeman" or "let us go down."

Basedon his survey of anthropomorphism-relatedpassagesin the Greek Bible,

CharlesT. Fritsch concludedthat "for the most part, the LXX revealsno consistent

methodof avoidingthe anthropomorphismsof the Hebrew."43Harry M.Orlinsky went

evenfurther. Basedon his reexaminationof the evidence,he declaredthat

what have been regardedby virtually everyoneas instancesof an anri-

anrhropomorphicattitudeon the part of the Septuaginttranslarorsare the

result of nothing more tendentiousthan mere stylism, with theology and

philosophyplayingnodirectrolewhateverin thematter....ThusFritschmade
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nothingof the fact thar the LXX translatedthe "face" of God literally 18 (!)

times in the Pentateuch,and proceededro createan anri-anthropomorphic

ficrion our of one (!) instanceof this phenomenon-andan allegedone at

that. ... What is involved is not theology,bur stylismandintelligibiliry.44

Although onecan poinr ro caseswherethe LXX translarorsprobablydid rephrase

the Greek ro avoid anthropomorphisms,the pracrice was not carried out with any

consistency;45furthermore,suchcasesdo not appearamongthe onesenumeratedin the

rabbinic traditions.

TheLXX Was Not Knownin Palestine

Even if the variantsmentionedin the Talmudicaccountsoriginatedin a Greektext that

wasknownro therabbis-unlikelybntpossible-wewould not needto acceptthepremise

that the text theywerereferringro wasanearlyeditionof the LXX. Therewere,aswe now

knowwell, numerousGreektranslationsof theBible circulatingin ancientPalestine.Based

on thenine fragmentsofGreekBible rranslationsrharwereunearthedat QumranCaves4
and7 andat NahalHever, the presentscholarlyconsensus46 holds that during theSecond

Commonwealthera thereexistedPalestinianversionsof the LXX that wereemendedby

Hebrewspeakerswho were accustomedro a Masoretic-liketexe.47 This phenomenonis

normallyundersroodasanattemptto produceamoreliteral adherenceto theHebrew.The

resultingtextswereneitherLXX nor rabbinicbut, asfar aswe cantell, merelytheattempts

of individual users,scholars,or communitiesro comeup with the mostfaithful rendering

they couldof the Hebreworiginal.48 It is conceivablethat scholarsmight haveusedtheir

linguistic proficiency in order ro producea revision of the LXX that was distinguished

by its theologicalintegrity, of the sott describedin our rabbinic tradition. However,such

a revision would not have beena witness ro the original Alexandrianversion. On the

contrary,such a Greek text would have beenyet anotheradaptarion,whosedistinctive

readingscannotbecreditedro the original seventy-wosages.49

If the Septuaginttext was not currentin the Holy Land in their time, thenwe are

forced to assumethat the rabbismusthaveknown of its usein Alexandriaor someother

Diasporacommunity. However, I am awareof no convincingevidencethat the rabbis

of the land of Israel during the tannaiticera possesseddetailedknowledgeabout the

Alexandriansynagoguesor aboutGreekBible versionsin their times.50

Conclusion

Our analysishas demonstratedthat the Talmudic version of the Aristeas legend is a

compositethatwasassembledoverseveralgenetationsfrom numerousdiscretesources.
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When studiedaccordingto the methodsof literary and philological analysisthat are

routinely applied to Talmudic and midrashictexts, the passagecannotbe viewed as a

reliablerecordofeventsthatoccurredcenturiesearlierthanthecompendiain which it is

found. On the contrary,the exegeticalattitudesthat it ascribesto the Greektranslators

are inconsistentwith what we do know about their theological concerns(or lack

thereof);andmoreglaringdisagreementsbetweenthe LXX andthe MasoreticText find

no placein theTalmudiclists of variants.Theassumptionthatsecond-or third-century

Palestinianrabbiswould havepreservedauthenticmemoriesof the original text of the

AlexandrianTorah is contradictedby the literary and archaeologicalevidence.51

In light of theseconclusions,it is hard to understandhow scholarshipever treated

the storywith suchrespect.It is here, I believe,that we shouldremindourselvesof the

tenacityof theoutdatedhistoriographicattitudesthatE. P. Sandershasbeeninstrumental

in discrediting.

It is notsimplyamatterofourhavingmoreinformarionthanpreviousgenerationsof

scholars,thoughoneshouldnot minimize the importanceof the discoveriesat Qumran

and elsewherein challengingconventionalwisdoms about ancientJudaism.Rather,

earliergenerationsoften studiedthe lives, values,andliteratureofancientJewsprimarily

from theologicalperspectives,which promotedthe tendencyto force thedata-andthe

people-intorigid conceptualcaregories.After all, it is somuchneaterto divide theJews

of the lateSecondCommonwealthinto Josephus'seasilyrecognizablesects-Sadducees,

Pharisees,and Essenes-andto acceptthe claim (which servedthe interestsof both

JewishandChristianapologists)that a single, linear, andconsistenttradition extended

from the Phariseesthroughto the BabylonianTalmudas interpretedby its authoritative

commentators.Only whenspeakingabout rabbinicJewsas a theologicalcategoryis it

possibleto imagine that they maintaineda uniform Bible text, uniform observances,

and uniform beliefs; and that they and their Pharisaicpredecessorscould imposethem

on all Jews.It is only by subscribingto thosena'ive beliefs that rabbinic literaturecan

be used as the basis for reconstructionsof PtolemaicAlexandria or the age of Jesus.

Comparedto thoseneatclassifications,the alternativesarejust too ... well, messy.Even

if we could be persuadedthat ancientPalestinianpeasantswere, for somereason,more

consistentin their beliefs and ptacticesthan our own experiencewith humannature

would suggestpossible,53 a taith in clearly definedsectariandivisions is mucheasierto

dealwith thantheevidenceｯ ｴ ｾ say,anEssene-likecommunitythathonoredtheZadokite

priesthood,observedSadduceehalakhah,andyet maintaineda belief in survival after

death,perhapsevenin bodily resurrection.54 The tidy consistencyof the oldercategories

is unquestionablyattractive,evenif it is historically indefensible.

David M. Miller

Freedom,accordingto E. P. Sanders,was an ideal that wascommonto mostJews

living in RomanPalestinedespiteconsiderabledisagreementaboutwhatit entailed

or how it shouldbe realized.J Sandersenvisionsa spectrumof freedomseekers,with

those who waited passivelyfor divine intervention,willing to die rather than give

up theit own way of life, at one end, and thosewho promotedviolent resistance

to Roman rule at the other end. Both groups could appeal to role models from

1 Maccabees-theformer to the pious individualswho refusedto defendthemselves

on the Sabbath (l Macc 2:29-38), the latter to Mattathias and his sons, who

eventuallysecuredboth religious freedomand political independence.Even among

thosewho opposedthe later Hasmoneandynasty,Sanderssuggeststhat memoriesof

the successfulMaccabeanrevolt encourageda generaldesirefor freedom.2

The popularprophetsJosephusaccusedof inciting revolt againstRomeare located

towardthemiddleof thespectrumamongfreedomseekerswho were"readyto fight, but

hopingfor miraculousintervention."3These"sign prophets"-so-calledbecauseof their

associationwith miraclesthat weresupposedto playarole in divine deliverance4-are

often regardedas independentfigures whoseeschatological"signsof freedom"or "signs

of salvation" distinguishedthem from their more politically mindedcontemporaries.5

Suchprophetsaregenerallythought to haveframedtheir activities not in termsof the

Maccabeesbut in termsof theexodusandconquest,6if notalsoanexpectedprophetlike

Moses(Oeut 18:15-18).7
Someofthesignprophetsdoubtlessdid evokethedistantbiblical past,includingthe

conquestof Canaan.According to Josephus'saccountin Ant. 20.169-72,an Egyptian
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