
CHAPTER EIGHT

Disarming Phineas

Rabbinic Confrontations with Biblical Militancy

ELIEZER SEGAL

T raditional Jewishpiety is expressedlargely throughcommitmentto a
comprehensivesystemof religiouscommandments.Beyond the rituals

and actsof devotion that Westernliberalism recognizesas the legitimate
domainsof religious activity, the Torahestablishesa judiciary structureto
administercivil, criminal, andcultic offenses.It regulatesthe appointment
of judges(Dt 16:18-20),aswell as the rulesof testimony(e.g.,Dt 17:6-7)
and punishment(e.g., Dt 25:6-7). No person,including royalty or the
priesthood,is abovethe law; and violations of the law are to be adjudi-
catedaccordingto dueprocess(seeDt 17:5-13).To besure,theTorah tells
of individuals who took the law into their own handsand actedwith vio-
lent impetuosityagainstwrongdoers,suchas whenSimeonand Levi mas-
sacredthe Shechemitesfor dishonoringtheir sisterDinah (Gn 34). Their
actionswere not portrayedin a favorablelight, and the incident belongs,
after all, to theeraprior to theTorah'srevelation.So, too, whenthe young
MosesslewtheEgyptiantaskmaster(Ex 2:12) hewasnot yet subjectto the
Torah'sstandards.In his later years,after the receivingof the divine law,
Moses'leadershipwas typified by his reluctanceto issuedecisionswithout
explicit direction from the Almighty. We discern this trait, for example,
when an individual was arrestedfor gatheringsticks on the Sabbath(Nm
15:32-36);or when adjudicatingthe inheritanceclaims of Zelophehad's
daughters(Nm 27:1-11).

A blatantexceptionto theTorah'sinsistenceon judicial processesis the
episoderelated in Nm 25, where Phineasspontaneouslyexecutesan
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Israeliteleaderand his Midianire consortwho wereopenlyparticipatingin
the idolatrousand licentiouscult of Baalpeor:

And, behold,oneof the·childrenof Israelcameand broughtuntO

his brethrena Midianitishwomanin thesightof Moses,andin the
sight of all the congregationof the children of Israel, who were
weeping before the door of the tabernacleof the congregation.
And whenPhineas,the sonof Eleazar,the sonof Aaron thepriest,
saw it, he rose up from among the congregation,and took a
javelin in his hand. Andhe went after the man of Israel into the
tent, and thrust both of them through,the manof Israel,and the
womanthrough her belly. So the plaguewasstayedfrom the chil-
dren of Israel.I
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Phineasin the SecondCommonwealth

two Talmuds,while using other works mostly as textual witnessesfor the
earliercollections_ .

:-1
. i
. ｾ

i

When Rav Dimi came16 he statedthat the court of the Has-
moneansdecreedthatonewho hasrelationswith a gentilewoman
incursguilt on the countsof: menstrualimpurity, havingrelations
with a slaveand with a married woman. When Rabin came,he
said: he incurs guilt with respectto menstrualimpurity, having
relationswith a slave,with a gentile,and a harlot.I?

• '.-i

In diverseways, the rabbinic texts indicate that they associatedPhineas'
violent impetuositywith the eventsandattitudesof the SecondTempleera,
betweentheHasmoneanrevolt andthe destructionof theJerusalemTemple
in 70 C.E. Suchan associationis implied in the way that the rabbinicexpo-
sitionsof Nm 25 connectit to ananonymousteachingof theMishnah(San-

, hedrin9:6) that "Onewho hassexualrelationswith anArameanwoman 10

zealots [qanna'in] attack him."11 The descriptivestyle and invocation'of
J extralegalsanctionsset this passage,apartfrom the customarydiscourseof
- rabbinic legal literature, which is normally addressedto the sagesand

.,- ｣ ｯ ｵ ｲ ｾ ｳ that are chargedwith the administrationof ritual or judicial cases,
-;, and IS couchedin conventionalcategoriesof innocence,guilt, penalties,and
<; compensation.The treatmentof this mishnahin subsequenttalmudic and

midrashicdiscussionsreflectsthe rabbis'assumptionthat it derivedfrom a
ｾＮ particularly ancient oral tradition. On the whole, it would appear that the

rabbis were correct in identifying the mishnahpassageas belonging to a
. pre-rabbinicstratum,a datingthat is borneout by, amongotherfactors,its

juxtapositionwith othermotifs that belongto the SecondTempleera.12
The early miclrashictradition, however,takesthis premisea giant step

further by assumingthat the mishnahabout Zealotsavengingdalliances
, with foreign womenoriginatedat Mount Sinaiitself andwaspartof a body

of halakhic teachingsthat was revealedorally to Mosessimultaneously
with the written text of the Torah.13

In the expandedmidrashicnarrative,14this assumptionfunctions as a
i ｪｵｾｴｩｦｩ｣｡ｴｩｯｮ for. Ph.ineas'apparentviolation of judicial protocol in acting
Ｎ ｾ Without authorlzanOn from Moses, his master. The midcash resolved this

［Ｚｾ ､ｩｾｩ｣ｵｬｴｹ by assertingthat Phineaswas acting on the basisof an explicit
2 rulmgof theoral Torah,onethathadbeenmomentarilyforgottenby Moses
, himself.IS

Indeed,the BabylonianTalmud (Sanhedrin82a) explicitly ascribesthe
mishnahto the Maccabeanrevolt when it relatesthat:
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Many issuesarise from this story, but we will focus hereon the one that
drew the mostattentionfrom the rabbinicinterpretersandhomilists: What
normative lessonsare we expectedto derive from Phineas'act of zealous
assassination?2Phineas'role wassometimescontrastedwith thatof Moses,
who appearsconspicuousin his inactivity in the face of an extremeprovo-
cationof idolatry, promiscuity,and insubordination)

The rabbinic referencesto the Phineasepisodehave been explored
extensivelyby scholarsdealingwith ideological foundationsof the Zealot
movementduring the SecondTempleera.The mostsignificantstudyof that
sort is Martin Hengel'smonumentalinvestigationof theZealots.4 Thepres-
ent, narrowertreatmentof the questionwill differ from Hengel'sin several
respects.Most importantly, my principal concernis not to scour the rab-
binic corpusfor evidenceof the pre-rabbinicZealotphilosophy,but rather
to srudy the talmudic and midrashicmaterialsfor their own sakeand on
their own terms, paying attentionto how the rabbis interpretedPhineas'
action,and how their rhetoricalandhermeneuticapproachesallowedthem
to take a critical view of this biblical herowithout calling into questionthe
authorityof the TOrah.

A seconddifferencebetweenthis studyandHengel'shasto do with the
narrowerdefinition given hereto the phenomenonof "rabbinic literature."
Hengel5 made generoususe of medievalcompendiasuch as Numbers
Rabbah,6ExodusRabbah,7and assortedminor works from the medieval
era.8 Although he is cognizantof someof the methodologicalproblems
associatedwith this approach,and makesstrongargumentsfor the antiq-
uity of someof the exegeticaltraditionsthat showup in late sources,9I am
nonethelessconvincedthat it is morevalid to baseconclusionson textsthat
can be reliably classifiedas "rabbinic." In the presentcontext, this meant
restrictingmy analysisalmostexclusively to the Sifre on Numbersand the
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An additionalindicationof how therabbisassociatedPhineas' exploits

with the radicalismof the SecondCommonwealthmay be discernedin an
ostensiblytrivial detail that they injected into their retelling of the biblical
narrative: "'And wok a javelin in his hand'-Heremovedthe metal point
and placedit inside his bosom;and leanedhimselfon the woodenrod, out
of fear of [Zimri's] tribe who weresurroundinghim."18

In its midrashiccontext, the story of Phineas'concealingthe spear
bladeunderhis cloak doesnot appearto be a responseto any textualstim-
ulus; at most it servesto explain how he was able to gain closeaccessto
Zimri andCozbi by disguisingthe javelin asa walking-staff.19 However,the
imageevokesthe vivid imageof the Sicarii, the Zealot faction of the Great
Revoltwho derivedtheir namepreciselyfrom their attachmentto this prac-
tice, as recordedby Josephus(Wars 2:13:3 [255]; d. Antiquities 20:8:12
[186]}:20 "Sicarii, who slew men in the day time, and in the midst of the
city; this they did chiefly at the festivals, when they mingled themselves
amongthe multitude, and concealeddaggers[sica] under their garments,
with which they stabbedthosethat were their enemies."21

On the whole, the rabbis were accuratein their perceptionthat the
impetuouszealotry that animatedPhineas'violent responseto Zimri's
abominationwas representativeof the temperamentof the late Second
Templeera, a time when devotion to the Israelitecovenantoften took the
form of armedresistanceto Hellenisticor Romanauthority or to a Jewish
leadershipthat was believed to have deviatedfrom the true path.22The
authorof 1 Maccabees(2:26) invoked the precedentof Phineasin describ-
ing how Mattathiasthe Priestincited the revolt againstthe Hellenisticper-
secutionsby slaying a Jew who was offering up heathensacrifices.23 In
4 Maccabees(18:12), the motherof the sevenmartyredchildren mentions
Phineasas an inspirationalmodel for heroic resistance.Even the conserva-
tive priestBen Sira (45 :23) is full of praisesfor Phineas'zeal in wardingoff
evil from his people.24

Phineasin the Midrash

The earliestrabbinic midrashon the Phineasepisodeis comainedin the
5ifri on Numbers,a tannaiticcompilationascribedto the schoolof Rabbi
IshmaeL25The Sifre introducestwelve miracles26 that were performedfor
Phineasin the courseof his impaling the iniquitous Zimci and Cozbi. The
rabbinicpreachershad a proclivity for magnifyingthe supernaturaldimen-
sionsof biblical narratives,asa way of glorifying God andunderscoringhis
influenceover events,27particularly in instanceswhen the divine participa-
tion is not obviousfrom the surfacereading.28In the presentpassage,most
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of the miraclessuppliedby the midrashseemto promotethe specificobjec-
tive of making the offenseclearly visible to all observers.29 To this pattern
belongthe following:

[1] The culprits were forced to remaincoupledtogetherin fla-
grantedelicto.

[3] The javelin impaled them both in their genitals"and every-
onecouldseehis malenessandinsidehervagina;this wason
accountof the fault-finders3o who might otherwisehave
arguedthat he hadonJygonein therefor personalreasons."

[4] They did not slide off the javelin, but remainedimpaledon
it.

[5] An angelraisedthe doorwayso that peoplecould seeabove
his shoulder.

[7] The javelin waselongatedto allow it to impale both bodies.
[8] Phineaswasgiven the strengthto carry them out.
[9] The javelin wasstrongenoughnot to snapunderthe burden.

[12] "Normally, the upperbody dropsto the bottomon a javelin.
In this case,however,a miracle was performedand Zimri
was flipped on top of Cozbi as they had beenat the time of
their deed;andall Israelsawthemanddeclaredthemdeserv-
ing of capitalpunishment."

By linking the Torah's approvalof Phineas'violence with a sequenceof
uniquely miraculouscircumstances,the Sifre has implicitly challengedits
statusas a precedentfor emulationeven under otherwiseidentical condi-
tions. This is an inferencethat will havean impacton the subsequentdis-
cussionsin the Talmuds.31

TheJerusalemTalmud(Sanhedrin9:6; 27b), after a brief expositionof
the Phineasepisodein connectionwith the allusionto Zealotsin the mish-
nah,cites a tannaitictradition to the effect that he had acted"contrary to
the will of the sages."32 Therefollows the following pericope:

Could Phineashaveactedcontraryto the will of the Sages?!
SaysRabbiJudahbenPazi:33 They wantedto placehim underthe
ban, but for the fact that the holy spirit leapedupon him and
declared:"And he shall have it, and his seedafter him, even the
covenantof an everlastingpriesthood,etc." (Nm 25:13).

Theaudacityof this discussionis astonishingin the way that it pits the
authority of mortal judgesagainstthe dictatesof the Almighty.34 What
might havebeenimplicit in the Sifre is statedexplicitly by RabbiJudah:if
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SaysRav l:Iisda:41 If someonewere to consultabouthow to pro-
ceed,they shouldnot be instructedto act in that manner
So too was it stated:Rabbahbar barl;Iana42 saysin the nameof
RabbiJOQanan:43 If someonewere to consultabouthow to pro-
ceed,they shouldnot be instructedto act in that manner
Evenmoreso: If theculprit hadsucceededin disengaginghimself,
and Phineashad then killed him, then he [Phineas]would have
beenjudgedguilty of homicide;whereasif Zimri had managedto
turn aroundandkill Phineas,hewould not besubjectto the death
penaltybecauseit would havebeendeemedan actof self-defense.

tion. God's penaltiesappearrelatively benign by comparison:depriving a
teacherof studentsand colleaguesand a priest of offspring who would
inherit his sacredvocation.Although theseexampleswereobviously influ-
encedby thewordingof the biblical verse,they alsoreflecta homileticalset-
ting in which the chastisementswere being addressedto a law-abiding
communityof scholars.The authorsseemto have resignedthemselvesto
the fact that the meting out of penaltiesfor offensesof this sort requires
knowledgeof motives that are inaccessibleto mortalsand is thereforebest
left to the omniscientdeity.40

The pericopecontinueswith the following more explicit discussionof
the normativestatusof Phineas'deed:

The implicationsof ｴ ｨ ･ ｾ ･ talmudicdiscussionswerenot lost on the tra-
ditionalJewishexegetesof the medievalandmoderneras.Notwithstanding
the diversity of their interpretations,mostof them operatedwithin a con-
sistentset of parameters,assumingthat Phineas'zealousattack had been
justified by a specialconstellationof circumstances,personalitytraits, and
motivationsthatwerevirtually irreproducible.44

Ultimately, the normativestatusof Phineas'actionfor Jewishpractice
wasdeterminedby the interpretationsof the medievalcodifiers.45 The fore-
most of these,Maimonides(Issurei Bi'ah 12:4), summarizesthe talmudic
discussionas a normativeregulation,which he classifiesas an ancientoral
"halakhahto Mosesfrom Sinai." Zealotsmay attack individuals involved
in sexualacts with heathenwomen only if the conditionsthat existed in
Phineas'caseareall satisfied:46 theoffendersmustbecaughtin the act,and
in public. Nevertheless,no court must ever instruct an individual to emu-
late Phineas'zealotry.The divinely ordainedpenaltiesthat were designated
for thesesinnersin lieu of judicial sentenceswere equatedby Maimonides
with the biblical punishmentkaret ("cutting off"; usually understoodas a
supernaturallyinflicted prematuredemise).
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And immediatelyfollowing this it states(verse12):

"The Lord will cut off the manthat doeththis, the a!ert onesand
the respondersout of the tabernaclesof Jacob,andhim thatoffer-
eth an ｯ ｦ ｦ ･ ｲ ｩ ｒ ｾ unto the Lord of hosts."
-If he is a scholar,he shall haveno "alert ones"amongthesages,
and none"responding"amongthe disciples. 0

-If he is a priest, then he shall have no son who will offer up a
mealoffering unto the Lord of hosts.

ThO changebetweentwo third-centuryBabylonianscholarsgoesa
IS ex 0 d ' 'hID 39

long way towarddiminishingtheseverityof thecnme ｡ ｾ ItS pUIllS ent. f
The sametransgressiontbat would provokeassassmatlonat ｴ ｾ ･ ｨ ｡ ｮ ｾ 0

the Zealotswould, underdifferent circumstances,be left to dIVme retnbu-

In the meantime,Rav recalledhis receivedtradition. ｔ ｾ ･ Talmudnow goes
on to expoundeachof the transgressionsenumeratedIII the Malachi verse

andconcludesas follows:

"] d h bath dealt treacherously"-Thisrefers to ｩ ､ ｯ ｬ ｡ ｴ ｾ Ｎ
":n; hathmarriedthe daughterof a strangegod"-Thlsrefersto

one who marriesa gentilewoman.

the Jewishcourts bad beenallowed to deliberatewithout divine interfer-

h Ph' eas'I'mpetuousviolencewould neverhavebeencondoned.It
ence,t en m " f h
wasa violation of properjudicial process,aswell asan mfnngeme,nt0 t e
protocolthat forbids a discipleto issuea ruling in thepresenceof his master

(in this case,Moses).35 "

Th B bylonian Talmud (Sanhedrin82b) contamsthe followmg pas-
e a k' , .37

sages36attachedto the mishnahaboutZealotsattac mg smners.

Rav Kahanainquired of Rav: If the zealotsdid not attack him,

what is the law?
Rav could not recall his receivedtradition.
They38 recited to Rav Kahanain his ､ｲ･｡ｾＺ "Judahhath dea,lt

h sly and an abominationis committedm Israel and IIItreac erOll , d hi h
J I · for Judahhathprofanedthe holinessof theLor w cerusaem, d" (M I
he loved, and hath married the daughterof a strangego a

2:11). 0 ] Th h h
He [Rav Kahana] went and said to him [Rav : us ave t ey

recited to me....
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Conclusions

Thecourseof eventsthatwe havetraceddemonstratesan unmistakableshift
by the rabbisvis-a-vis the dominantvaluesof the Bible and SecondTemple
documents,all of which extolledPhineas'zealasa model to beemulatedand
asa herowhosedecisivelyviolent responseto sacrilegeandimmorality mer-
ited divine commendation.While nominally acceptingthat Phineas'assault
had beenjustified in its distinctivecircumstances,the upshotof the exposi-
tions in the midrashicand talmudic sourceswas to relegatethe episodeto
the past,if only as recentas the SecondCommonwealth.

As we attempt to accountfor the shift in attitude, it is tempting to
ascribeit to the changedhistoricalcircumstances,as the rabbisaccommo-
datedthemselvesto a newsituationin which zealousviolencewasno longer
a realisticoption. An instructiveparallelmay bediscernedin JosephusFlav-
ius' marginalizingof the Zealotsin his accountsof the JewishWars.Jose-
phus' policy was likely motivatedby his intention to persuadehis Roman
patronsandgentile readershipthat the recentrevolt had beeninstigatedby
a small groupof fanaticsanddid not enjoy thesupportof thewiderJewish
populace,who were nothingmore thanunfortunatevictims of the political
dynamics. By exoneratingthe mainstreammovements,particularly the
Pharisees,from the taim of Zealot sympathies,thesepartiescould still be
proposedas acceptablecandidatesfor leadershipin the post-70reality.47

On further reflection, it does not seemplausible to ascribesuch an
agendato the rabbinical sageswho assumedthe mantleof Jewishleader-
ship in the wakeof theTemple'sdestruction.48 RabbinicIiterarureis no less
uncompromisingthantheZealotsin its hatredanddemonizationof theevil
Roman Empire, an attitude that can be discernedin' countlesshomilies in
Palestinianaggadic rnidrash,is not lacking from the BabylonianTalmud,
andwasgiven normativestatusin the mandatoryprayers.Like the Zealots,
the rabbiswereoutspokenin their convictionthat acceptanceof "the yoke
of the kingship of Heaven"implied a rejectionof heathenrule, evenif the
religious ideology could not be applied in the presentcircumstances.49 A
popular insurrectionagainstRomedid arisein 132-135C.E., with the sup-
port of someof the samerabbis whoseviews were incorporatedinto the
Mishnahand kindredworks.50

Nevertheless,the talmudic sagesmay well have beenreacting to the
violent excessesthat had led to tragic consequencesin the previousera,
excessesthat they ascribedto the "baselesshatreds"of religious fanaticism
and factionalism.51

It seemspreferableto regardthe talmudic attitude not so much as a
responseto historical circumstances,but as a fundamentalphilosophical
mind-set,perhapseven a psychologicalone, that strove to impose moral

and legal orderon the world throughthe instrumentof the haJakhah.Reli-
ｧｩｯｾｳ and communalleaderswho are responsiblefor the orderly adminis-
tratlOn of their societieswill inevitably be wary of all ideologies that
encourageーｾ ｳ ｾ ｩ ｯ ｾ Ｌ subjectivity, or charismaas groundsfor policy. At the
coreof :abbmlCdIscourse,whetherin the courtroomor the academy,is an
emphaSISon free and rational discussion,wherein every opinion must be
defendedagainstopposingargumentsor proof texts, and even the most
senio: judgesand scholarsare not immune from challenge.52 Appeals to
emotIOn or supernaturalrevelation were antithetical to that processand
were not consideredacceptablejustificationsin a halakhicdebate.53 Need-
lessto say,the potentialfor disasteris far moredauntingwhenhumanlives
areplacedon the scales.Seenthis way; what requiresanexplanationis not
the rabbis' neutralizationof the Torah'sendorsementof Phineas but the
attitudeof the Torah itself. . ' .

The caseof Phineas'zealotry is but one exampleof the rabbis'efforts
to diminish the impactof a biblical validationof uncontrolledviolence.The
same｣ ｯ ｾ ｢ ｩ ｮ ｡ ｴ ｩ ｯ ｮ ｾ ｦ re,:,ere.ncefor scripturalauthority,hermeneuticdaring,
andsensiblehumamsmIS dIscerniblein their treatmentof otherTorah insti-
tutions that chafedat the sages'orderly and moderatesensibilities.Some
conspicuousinstancesthat come readily to mind are: the lex talons (Ex
21:24,etc.), the city seducedto idolatry (Dt 13:12-18),the rebelliousson
(Dt 21:18-23), and the institution of capital punishment.54 Each case
'requiresa thoroughanalysisthatwould takeus far beyondthe scopeof the
presentstudy.
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154 EliezerSegal DisarmingPhineas 155

34. A generaldiscussionof this tensionmay be found in EliezerBerkovits,
Not in Heaven: The Nature and Function of Halakha (New York:
Ktav,1983).
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quently forced to flee into thewildernessunderunbearableconditions,
until he was told to go to Horeb and experiencethe presenceof God
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(Deuteronomy),ｾ ｲ ､ ed. (Jerusalem:World Zionist Organization,Dept.
for TorahEducationand Culturein the Diaspora,1980),pp. 328-333.
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Kook, 1966), pp. 444-446 [Hebrew]; Abraham Sofer, ed., Beit
Habbel;irah 'al MassekhetSanhedrinasherJ;ibber RabbeinuMenahem
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