Judaism in the Hellenistic Diaspora

Before addressing this issue, we need to make a few observations about Schiffman’s chapter on this topic and how they relate to the format of this class.  First, we have thus far applied an historical approach to First Century CE Judaism focusing specifically on the history that led to this period and concentrating primarily on political (leadership of the Jewish communities inside and outside of Palestine, internal and external factors that impacted these communities, etc.) and religious (for example, methods of worship, place(s) of worship, practices, etc.) institutions.  By-in-large, this is also the approach that Schiffman has employed.  In his chapter on the Hellenistic Diaspora, however, Schiffman essentially fuses that Greek and Roman periods together (the Roman period technically begins in 63 BCE when the Roman general Pompey arrives in Jerusalem).  While this model generally works (I am sure your Classicist classmates might disagree), we should note that there are a few critical points that separate the periods of Greek and Roman rule.

The first century-and-a-half of Greek rule over Judea (c. 332-175 BCE) witnessed a period of cordial relations between Jews and their Greek rulers.  This notably followed a peaceful period between Jewish and their Persian rulers (c. 539-332 BCE).  Such relationships between the Jewish peoples and the superpowers of the region (Assyria, Babylonia, and to a lesser extent Egypt) during the period of the Israelite monarchy were markedly different.  Israelite kings (of both the Northern Kingdom of Israel and the Southern Kingdom of Judah) frequently withheld tribute from these superpowers and participated (and sometimes led) regional revolts against the superpowers.  Such actions earned the Jewish people a reputation of being a rebellious people.  This reputation stuck with the Jewish people long after the Babylonian exiles of 597 and 586 BCE.  It is cited, for example, in the biblical books of Ezra and Nehemiah which date to the Fifth Century BCE.

While this “rebellious past” may have been known and cited in the Persian and Hellenistic periods, it was not the reality of these periods.  For more than 400 years (since the execution of the Babylonian governor Gedaliah c.584 BCE to the Maccabbean Revolt in 167 BCE), the Jewish people, for the most part, proved to be loyal subjects.  The tone for this seems to be set in the letter the biblical prophet Jeremiah sent to the community in Babylonia which instructed Jews to plant their roots and pray for the welfare of their new home.  Their loyalties, appear to have been recognized and rewarded by the Babylonian, Persian, and Greek emperors (Jehoiakin was eventually released by the Babylonians; Cyrus ended the exile and allowed the major political and religious institutions to be restored – albeit on much smaller scale; and the Greeks left Jewish leadership in tact and allowed several concessions to the Jewish so as not to violate their religious heritage).

This relationship changed completely with the reign of Antiochus IV.  Antiochus IV ascended the throne in 175 BCE, and relations with the Jews soon soured.  One reason for this is that Antiochus IV came into a position in which he was forced to pay heavy tribute to Rome.  In order to raise these funds, he turned towards the local populations in his kingdom and raided their temples to raise money.  This included a raid on the Jewish Temple in Jerusalem.  This was considered a serious crime by the Jewish people.  Not only did it place a substantial financial burden on the Jewish people, but it was also was seen as a direct affront to their faith and their god.  This, coupled with the new developments in the conflicts over the high priesthood, led to great tensions amongst the Jews (especially between those who favored embracing Greek culture = Hellenizers and those who clung to more traditional Jewish ways) as well as between the Jews and the Greeks.  These tensions culminated in the Maccabean Revolt (also known as the Hasmonean Revolt) which gave way to a new and independent Jewish kingdom, commonly known as the Hasmonean Kingdom.  It was the first time the Jewish people were truly independent since the Babylonian exile.  

The Hasmonean Dynasty, incidentally, was founded by the Maccabbee family.  As the high priest had become the seat of power in Judea, the Maccabbee family usurped this title.  This added a new dynamic to the politics and religion of Judea, for while the Maccabbean family was a priestly family, they were from the town of Modiin, and there is no reason to believe that they were of the same priestly family that had traditionally laid claim to the high priesthood.  We will discuss this matter in the near future.

The above discussion was intended to illustrate the relatively cordial relationship between the Jews and their Babylonian, Persian, and Greek rulers.  It also sought to point to the primary events which brought an end to this cordiality, namely the reign of Antiochus IV and the Maccabbean Revolt which ensured.  It was at this time that the Jews appear to have regained their reputation as a “rebellious people.”  It therefore is important for us to keep this in mind when we think about relations between Jews and Greeks.  While it is not a firm rule, anti-Jewish sentiments and actions seem to be much greater in periods that follow Antiochus IV’s ascent to the throne.  This is particularly important to keep in mind as Schiffman does not seem to mention this in his discussion of Jewish and “Hellenistic” relations in the Diaspora.  When looking at the sources and events that Schiffman cites, however, it seems clear that hostilities towards Jews appear to have surfaced in large part beginning with the reign of Antiochus IV.

Among the main points that I do hope you get from this chapter are:

1. There were Jewish communities throughout the Greek empire.  Among the main communities were those in Babylonia, Syria, and Egypt.

2. These communities were established in a variety of ways.  Many (if not most) Jews never left Babylonia after the Babylonian exile.  Jewish communities had long been established in Egypt (as early as during the period of the Israelite monarchy).  Others fled there from Judah at the time of the Babylonian exile.  Others had been stationed there in garrisons by the Ptolemaic rulers during the Third Century BCE.  Jews were later stationed in garrisons in Syria during Seleucid rule.  Another factor was trade which brought Jews throughout the Hellenistic world.

3. Jewish people often established their own communities in the Diaspora, but it is unclear whether they were forced into this arrangement or whether they formed them on their own.  Such communities served a range of community needs – social networks, trade associations, religious activities, etc.  For the Greeks, these communities also served as a means for organized tax collection. 

4. The Diaspora communities maintained connections with Jerusalem.  Most appear to have paid Temple taxes.  There was also correspondence with Judea and many appear to have made pilgrimages to Jerusalem for festivals.

5. There was also extensive contact with non-Jews in the Diaspora community.  On the one hand, this process Hellenized the Jews in the Diaspora – at least on some level.  At the same time, many Greeks also appear to have become “God fearers” or people who embraced Jewish observances but did not formally convert (though some did convert).

I want to conclude this discussion with some questions for you to ponder.  What appear to have been the main aspects of Jewish religion in the Diaspora?  What observances appear to have been most important to them?  How does this unite them with the Jews in Judea?  How might these observances and the policies of tolerance towards the Jews by the Greek emperors impacted Jewish relations with non-Jews.  Finally, how might all this contribute to the discussion we began at the beginning of the course – Is Judaism a religion or nation?  I don’t expect an answer for the last one, but I figured you need something to do with all this extra time on your hands.

