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excluded. This Christian document thus attests that the title
"mother of the synagogue” was sufficiently widespread to be known
outside of Jewish circles and could be used as in some sense
synonymous with "leading Jewish women." From the rhetorical
standpoint, the title had to be vested with some authority or the
sarcasm implicit in Quid matres etiam synagogae would not have
carried.

The careful work of dating and ascertaining the provenance
of the De Altercatione Ecclesiae et Synagogae remains to be done.
Jean Juster dates it from 438 to 476.38 We would thus have a
fifth-century literary attestation of the title "mother of the
synagogue, " which fits in well with the inscriptional evidence.
Bernhard Blumenkranz suggests that the work may have originated
in Spain or in Gaul, but in any case in an area which had only
recently been assumed into "Romania," because Synagogue claims
that Church was still living like a barbarian at a time when
Synagggue already possessed Roman citizenship and was fighting
wars.

1. The Received Scholarly Opinion

The scholarly consensus is that both "mother of the
synagogue” and "father of the synagogue” were honorific titles,
It is my belief that this view arose because "mother of the
synagogue" inscriptions have been known since the fifteenth (CII
639) and sixteenth (CII 523) centuries. That is, scholars have
been faced for some centuries with the dilemma of women bearing
this title. Rather than admit that the title signified a
function, thereby allowing women into the ranks of synagogue
leadership, they proposed that both fathers and mothers of the
synagogue were honored members, but nothing more. Samuel
Krauss's argumentation is quite specific in this respect: "A
genuine office could not have been associated with the dis-
tinction [of father/mother of the synagogue] for the simple
reason that it was also bestowed upon women."40 The few scholars
who have gone beyond the view of an honorific title have,
unfortunately, produced speculations based on little evidence.
Abraham Berliner, for example, suggested that the pater synagogae
was the parnds (administrator of charities) of the older period,
later called gabba’y. He was to care for the sick and dying and
to make the necessary arrangements for funerals.41 The mater.
synagogae, which is the same as pateressa, was responsible for
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sick and dying women and for providing money to poor brides., Her
office corresponds to the office of parpesessa, which was still
known in seventeenth-century Italy.42 No reason is given for
this identification; since the words have totally different
etymologies, one can certainly not posit a continuity of
terminology. One wonders whether an office dealing with charity
was chosen because this seems appropriate for women, The
parnesessa/parnis suggestion has the double advantage of
maintaining the similarity between pater and mater which the
terms themselves suggest and of assigning to them functions which
need not be construed as implying leadership inappropriate to
women.43

Harry J. Leon, who rejects Berliner's identification of
pater and parnas as ungrounded,44 reports on Berliner's theory
that the mother of the synagoque "cared for women, especially the
sick and dying"45 with considerably greater sympathy, although he
must admit that we have little to go on. 1In the end he
classifies mother and father of the synagogue as honorary
offices.46

Jean-Baptiste Frey, on the basis of CII 533 and the law of
immunity in the Theodosian Code (both to be discussed below) is
forced to conclude that the title must imply an active role in
administration.47
however, sways the interpretation once again in the direction of
charity, and Frey posits that these persons may have had certain
functions which were particularly honorable, such as directing
charitable works and assistance in the community. "This could
have been the special role of the 'mothers' of the community,"” he
adds.48 In the same vein, several scholars imagine that the role
could have been one of patronage.49

The existence of mothers of the synagogue,

Most scholars, however, have concluded that the office was
honorary and are quite specific in citing the existence of
mothers of the synagogue as the reason for this.50

2. Further Literary References to the Title

In trying to arrive at a better understanding of this
title, the lack of literary documentation is a particularly
severe problem. While we possess no synagogue constitutions or
rules of order to help us with any of the titles, some, such as
head of the synagogue, are at least mentioned in several literary
sources, For father/mother of the synagogue, in contrast, there
is a paucity of literary references. The most important of these
is found in the Theodosian Code 16.8.4:
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