Priests 77

of the high social status of the priests in the Jewish
community.

Since Sara's father is not called a priest, it is indeed unlikely
that Sara was the daughter of a priest, and therefore a priest
herself, Why Maria, however, who is called a priest, should not
after all be one, is unclear, The meaning of cohenet (kOhenet)
will be discussed below.21

CII 1085. Frey, on the basis of a communication with Moshe
Schwabe, gives the following transcription:

.. tnotlwg?]

2 wnal Zdpalg Suyatpdg?
Nlavplag %@l ...

4 Moot lag ....122

[Tomb of . . . 1, priest (?), and of Sara,
[daughter of?] Naimia and of Maria . . . .

Schwabe and Lifshitz (Beth She'arim no. 68) state that the
inscription is set above an arcosolium in room III of Hall K in
Catacomb 1, and is 26 cm in length and 10 cm in height, with the
letters being 3 cm high. According to them, line 1 is incised,
and lines 2-4 are painted in red. Their reading is:

Kol Edpa [Suyd-]
2 [tne Nlayuige el [witne?]
Mooh [ac teplgf (ac?]123

And Sara, daughter of Naimia and mother of the priest Maria.

Note that Frey has a line above the first line of Schwabe and
Lifshitz. The difference between the two transcriptions should
be sufficient evidence for tne illegibility of this one in-
scription, A major difficulty with the Schwabe and Lifshitz
transcription and reconstruction is that it is based on the
assumption that two women, both by the name of Sara, both
daughters of men named Naimia, and both mothers of priests named
Maria, were buried at approximately the same time in the same
hall, an assumption which is rather unlikely. Due to the
uncertain reading of this inscription, it will not be considered
as evidence for the title hiereia.

B. Possible I i f hiereia/hieri

There exist several possibilities for interpreting this
term in our inscriptions:
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1. Hiereia/hierissa is simply the
Greek equivalent of kBhenet
(Aramaic:

Kohepet is not a biblical but a rabbinic term. Although
linguistically kBhenet is the feminine of k3h&n (Aramaic:
kah#na’), it is not exactly parallel in meaning to k3h&n. A man
becomes a kGh®n in one way, by birth. XKohen can therefore be
defined as "son of a k&h®&n," who must, of course, be married to a
Jewish woman.24 A woman becomes a kBhenet in two ways, by birth
and by marriage. KOhenet can therefore be defined as "daughter
of a kdhZn" (bat k®h&n) or as "wife of a k3h&n" (2eSet k¥hen).

The priest's daughtex25 had certain priestly rights, such
as the right to eat from the priestly dues, a right which is laid
down in the Bible (Lev 22:12-13):

AT WYRY f1YOh YD 1D 0
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If a priest's daughter is married to an outsider she shall
not eat of the offering of the holy things. But if a
priest's daughter is a widow or divorced, and has no child,
and returns to her father's house, as in her youth, she may
eat of her father's food; yet no outsider shall eat of it.

The presupposition here is that the priest's daughter, while a
child, may eat of the priestly offerings. Unlike her brother,
however, the daughter of a priest can lose her right to eat of
the priestly offerings by marrying a common Israelite; if he
marries a common Israelite, he may continue to eat the priestly
dues, but if she does so, she relinquishes that right. If she
marries a priest, however, she may continue to eat of the
priestly offering, but this right is a derived one, i.e., due to
her priestly husband and not to her own priestly descendance
(also a derivation, of course).

The Holiness Code in Leviticus places the sexual activity
of priests' daughters and wives in the context of the holiness of
the male priests. Lev 21:9 reads:

Y38 DR NI3T? 2nn Y3 10D WYy nay
$AOWN W83 NPYnn R

And the daughter of any priest, if she profanes herself by
playing the harlot, profanes her father; she shall be burned
with fire.
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Thus, the holiness of the priest can be damaged by the sexual
activity of his daughter; his holiness is to be preserved by
executing the daughter whose sexual activity is not within the
bounds of patriarchally-sanctioned marriage.

Similarly, the prospective wife of a priest must reflect
his holiness (Lev 21:7):

INPY RY AWIRD AWINA TEEY I0PY BY 1°°mY 3T w
JINTPRY BT wTRP-Y D

The (priests) shall not marry a harlot or a woman who has
been defiled; neither shall they marry a woman divorced from
her husband; for the priest is holy to his God.

The priest must marry a widow or a virgin to preserve his own
holiness., A prostitute, a rape victim or a divorced woman would
endanger his holiness. Ezekiel warns priests to marry only
Israelite virgins, but allows them priests' widows (Ezek 44:22).
The high priest is allowed to take only "a virgin of his own
people, that he may not profane his children among his people"
(Lev 21:14). The issue in these laws is the holiness of the
priestly semen, which should not be allowed to enter a "vessel"
previously profaned by pre- or extra-marital sexual intercourse,
whether the intercourse had been forced or not, The distinction
between the divorced woman and the priest's widow is not immedi-
ately clear; perhaps the divorced woman was considered more
likely to engage in prostitution or other non-marital sexual
intercourse than a widow, a view common in patriarchal societies.

The questions raised in these biblical laws, namely, the
right to eat of the priestly dues and the profanation of the
priest through his wife or daughter, form the background of much
of the rabbinic discussion on the kShenet. Further marriage
limitations, i.e., limitations on who could become a kBhenet
through marriage, are also spelled out. For example, a hilfigéd
(a childless widow whose brother-in-law refused to marry her
according to the duty of levirate marriage; see Deut 25:5~10) may
be forbidden to a priest (m. Yebam. 2:4; cf. 1:4:26 the School of
Shammai forbids it; the School of Hillel allows it), as may a
woman taken in levirate marriage (m. Yebam. 1l:4: the School of
Shammai allows it; the School of Hillel forbids it). A kShenet
who by accident (through a mix-up) had had intercourse with the
wrong husband was also forbidden to marry a priest (m. Yebam.
3:10) .

Lev 22:13 had already established that the daughter of a
priest could lose her priestliness by marrying a non-priest. The
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Mishnah (Yebam. 7:4-6) lists a number of further causes for which
a bat koh®n can lose her right to eat of the priestly heave-
offering (£&Zr0md) or by which she may not attain it in the first
place. For example, the brother-in-law whose duty it is to marry
the widowed, childless bat k3h&n (m. Yebam. 7:4) is a hindrance
for her; since she is bound to him, she cannot return to her
father's house and eat the heave-offering., As we saw above, if
her brother-in-law refuses to marry her, she becomes a hil{igd and
priests are forbidden to marry her; thus, she also loses the
possibility of regaining the right to eat heave-offering by
marrying a priest,

A central text on the kBhenet is m. Sota 3:7:

annIn L1007 DRwIw YROWY na
,PROWYY DRWIW N37DY ;hEWI
19 173CAR L0YOR3 AR

nn3n L0583 haaD Dnan ?2nanoy
,O77000 DIAD ;NYOR3 IR 1D
RDBD N3IAS ;PYNODL 1R 1)
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A daughter of an Israelite who is wed to a kBh®n: her
meal-offering is burned; and a kBhepnet (i.e., a daughter of a
priest) who is wed to a common Israelite: her meal-offering
is eaten.

In what manner does a k3h&n differ from a kBhenet? The
meal-offering of a kBhenet is eaten, and the meal-offering of
a koh&n is not eaten; a kOGhenet may forfeit her priestly
rights, but a kBh&n does not forfeit his priestly rights; a
kBhenet may become defiled because of the dead, but a k3hZn
must not contract defilement because of the dead; a k3h&n may
eat of the most holy sacrifices, but a kBhenet may not eat of
the most holy sacrifices.

This text27 is specifically concerned with pointing out that the

priestliness of a kBhenet implies less than the priestliness of a
kBh#n. Thus, the commandment to burn the meal-offering of a
priest (Lev 6:16, "Every meal-offering of a priest must be a
whole~offering; it is not to be eaten.") is taken to refer to the
son of a priest, but not to the daughter of a priest. The
kBhepet who marries a non-priestly Israelite is to eat the
meal-offering as if she had not been born into the priestly
class. In contrast, the non-priestly Israelite woman who is
married to a priest is considered to be of priestly class, and
her meal-offering is burned.

Similarly, a daughter of a priest may lose her right to eat
the heave-offering (f£&€rdmd) by having sexual intercourse with a
man forbidden to her. Such a sexual connection also implies that
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she may never marry a priest. The son of a priest, however, who
marries a woman forbidden to him, such as a prostitute or a
divorced woman (see Lev 21:7), loses his priestly rights only for
the period during which he is married to her. If he divorces her
or if she dies, he may once again claim his priestly rights.
Thus, while a daughter of a priest can "profane herself"
permanently, a son of a priest cannot. The Babylonian Talmud
(Sota 23b) gives Lev 21:15 ("that he may not profane his seed
among his people") as scriptural proof for the permanency of a
male priest's priestliness: a priest can profane his seed but
not himself, i.e., the children of such a union are not of the
priestly class, but he himself remains a priest (cf. b. Mak. 2a;
M. Bek. 7:7).

Further, a kBhenet, unlike a k@h®n, is allowed to touch a
corpse. The Babylonian Talmud (Sofa 23b) gives Lev 21:1 as
scriptural proof for this distinction between kBh®n and kBhenet:
"Speak to the priests, the sons of Raron {( . . . that none of
them shall defile himself for the dead among his people)," is
taken to mean "the gons of RAaron" and not "the daughters of
Aaron,"

Finally, a k3h&n may eat of the most holy sacrifices, while
a kBhenet is not allowed to do so. The scriptural proof adduced
by the Babylonian Talmud (Sota 23b) is Lev 6:11: "All male
descendants of Aaron may eat ( . . . of the offerings made by
fire . . . )."

M. Sota 3:7 makes clear that at least one rabbinic view was
that the priestliness of a woman was much more fragile and open
to profanation than that of a man. There was no circumstance
under which a man could lose his priestliness; the priestliness
of a woman, however, could be forfeited forever by one act of
sexual intercourse, whether desired or forced. Further, according
to this view, the priestliness of a woman did not imply the same
degree of sanctity as the man's priestliness. Thus, the
prohibition of touching a corpse and the right to eat of the most
holy sacrifices did not apply to the kBhenet. Nevertheless,
there is a recognition that the kOhenet, be she a priest's
daughter or a priest's wife, has the right to eat of the heave-
offering.28 Her eating of the heave-offering is surrounded by
purity requlations, such as that she not eat of it during her
menstrual period (m. Nid. 1:7).

In light of this background, one is rather surprised to
read the following passage (b. Hul. 131b-132a):
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'Ulla used to give the priestly dues to the kBhepet. Rava
raised the following objection to 'Ulla. We have learned:
"The meal-offering of a kBhenet is eaten, and the meal-
offering of a kBhBn is not eaten” (m. Sota 3:7). Now if you
say that k3h&n includes a kBhenet too, is it not written,
"And every meal-offering of a priest must be a whole-
offering; it is not to be eaten” (Lev 6:16)? He replied,
"Master,I borrow your own argument, for in that passage are
expressly mentioned Aaron and his sons.”

The School of R. Ishmael taught: "Unto the kfh®n" (Deut
18:3), but not unto the kBhenet, for we may infer what is not
explicitly stated from what is explicitly stated.

The School of R. Eli'ezer ben Jacob taught: "Unto the kZhen"
(Deut 18:3), and even unto the kBhenet, for we have here a
limitation following a limitation, and the purpose of a
double limitation is to extend the law.

R. Kahana used to eat (the priestly dues) on account of his
wife. R. Papa used to eat them on account of his wife. R.
Yemar used to eat them on account of his wife, R. Idi bar

Avin used to eat them on account of his wife.

Ravina said, Meremar told me 39" ° that the halakha is in
accordance with 'Ulla's view.

The issue here is whether the kDhenet (priest's daughter)
who has married a non-priest is allowed to eat the priestly dues
(Deut 18:3-4)., According to the passages discussed thus far, the
answer seems to be a clear no. A priestly woman who has married
a non-priestly man forfeits her priestly rights. Yet this text
reports on a tradition according to which priests' daughters who
had "profaned themselves™ (cf. m. Sota 3:7) were in fact allowed
to continue to eat the priestly dues. Even more surprising is
the tradition that a number of non-priestly rabbis3° ate the
priestly dues on account of their priestly wives, which means
that not only did these women not forfeit their priestly rights
upon marriage to a non-priest, but that they were even able to
pass these rights on to their husbands. Two scriptural arguments
are made for giving priests' daughters the priestly dues even
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if they are married to sons of non-priests. The arguments are
both based on Deut 18:3, which reads:

DY LHhYn 0y ary
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And this shall be the priests' due from the people, from
those offering sacrifice, whether it be ox or sheep: they
shall give to the priest the shoulder and the two cheeks and
the stomach.

The arguments are:

1. Deut 18:3 speaks of "priests™ (m.) and "priest™ (m.) as the
recipients of the priestly dues; according to 'Ulla, these terms,
in contrast to the "Aaron and his sons™ of Lev 6:16, which refer
to the meal-offering and is the scriptural basis for burning the
meal-offering of kfhdnim (m.) and letting kBhindt (f.) eat their
meal~-offering (m, S¢ta 3:7), can include women,

2, According to the School of R. Ishmael, the grammatical gender
of "priest™ in Deut 18:3 implies the exclusion of women.

3. According to the School of R. Eli'ezer ben Jacob, the use of
both "priests"™ (m,) and "priest"™ (m,) in Deut 18:3, both of which
exclude women, has the effect that the double exclusion implies
an inclusion.

These two strands of tradition, i.e., that the priestliness
of a kBhenet is lasting and that it is not, must be left to stand
side by side. There is no reason to try to harmonize the two.

It is not possible to discuss all of the passages in which
kBhenet appears, but even the few passages cited show that:

1. The rabbis recognized that a kBhenet had certain rights and
duties; 2., There were divergent views as to how derivative and
fragile a woman's priestliness was, so that whether she could
lose her priestly rights is not univocally answered.31

There would be no difficulty in identifying hiereia/
hierissa as the Greek equivalent of kBhenet. Such an identifi-
cation would in no way imply congregational leadership or a
cultic function, other than the right to eat the priestly
offerings (and possibly the right to pass this right on to their
husbands). It would also imply the respect due to a member of
the priestly caste,

2. Hiereia/hierissa in the Inscriptions Means
"Priest"™ in the Cultic Sense of the Term

Some may find this hard to believe, Female cultic
functionaries do not fit our image of ancient Judaism. To be
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sure, seventy-five and eighty years ago there were those who
argued that women could have held some official position in the
ancient Israelite cult,32 but their view gradually fell out of
scholarly favor.33 This is not the place for a thorough,
critical examination of the question of female priests in ancient
Israel, but it is necessary to survey briefly some of the evi-
dence cited by scholars at the turn of the century, as well as by
several contemporary scholars who have argued that women may at
one time have served as priestesses in ancient Israel, The
relevance of the early material for the later should be clear.
Earlier practices could have lived on for centuries, and biblical
priestesses could have functioned as a model for the post-
biblical period.

Two biblical texts which have been cited as evidence for
priestesses in ancient Israel are Exod 38:8 and 1 Sam 2:22. Exod
38:8 reads:

n¥n3 Y35 D®Y Dwn3 Yo N8 vyt
$TYIR PR MDD IR3X WK DRINO DOza

And he (Bezalel) made the laver of bronze and its base of
bronze, from the mirrors of the ministering women (hassdb’>3t)
who ministered (g&b’>Q) at the door of the tent of meeting.

The root gb>, in additien to the more usual meaning of "to wage
war," can also mean "to serve in the cult," as it does in Num
4:3,23,30; 8:24, where it refers to the cultic service of
Levites.

1 Sam 2:22 reads:

TIWYY WRTPD DR YDWY TR IPT YY)
7Y3IDWYNWE DRY PR TYOY Y33
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Now Eli was very old, and he heard all that his sons were
doing in Israel, and how they lay with the women who
ministered (hasgBb’>Bt) at the door of the house of meeting.34

Whether this text refers to ritual, polyandrous sexual activity,
normally called "cultic prostitution” by modern scholars, is
unclear. If so, then we must assume that ritual sexual activity
at a YHWH cultic site (Shiloh) was at least tolerated. An
alternative explanation is that the sexual intercourse between
the sons of Eli and the women ministering at the tent was not
ritual in any way, and that the cultic service of these women
consisted of some other sort of activity.

As might be expected, a number of modern scholars have
suggested that the "women who ministered at the door of the tent
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of meeting" in Exod 38:8 and 1 Sam 2:22 were actually house-
keepers. S. R. Driver speaks of "the performance of menial
duties by the women."35 A. Eberharter speculates that the women
may have been the wives and daughters of the priests, who would
seem to have a special calling "to perform those tasks at the
temple which required feminine diligence and sense of aesthet-
ics."36 Hans Wilhelm Hertzberg writes: "The women mentioned
here (and in Exod 38:8) have the responsibility for seeing to it
that the entrance, which is especially important for what goes on
at the sanctuary, is kept clean."37

These two texts, both of which refer to the pre-Jerusalem
temple period, must be treated very cautiously. Rather than
calling them evidence, I would prefer simply to say that they
raise questions. The problem of over-interpretation actually
lies not in suggesting that these women may have been cultic
functionaries, but rather in knowing that they must have per-
formed those menial duties which the modern commentators assign
to their wives, daughters and housemaids.

It has been suggested that several biblical figures were
possibly priestesses. Zipporah, for example, daughter of a
Midianite priest and wife of Moses (Exod 2:16, 21), performed the
ritual of circumcision on her son in order to avert the destruc-
tiveness of the Lord (Exod 4:24-26)., F. M. Cross suggests that
she was "apparently a priestess in her own right.“38 One must
note, however, that circumcising is not usually considered to be
a priestly activity, although it may have been in that period.

Benjamin Mazar suggests that Jael, the wife of Heber the
Kenite, in whose tent Sisera sought refuge (Judg 4:17-20), could
have functioned as a priestess at the sacred precincts related to
the terebinth of Elon-bezaanannim:

It may be concluded that Sisera fled from the battle to the
tent of Jael not only to seek the peace which reigned between
Jabin the king of Hazor and the family of Heber the Kenite,
but also because of the special exalted position of Jael, and
because her dwelling place, Elon Bezaannaim, was recognized
as a sanctified spot and a place of refuge where protection
was given even to an enemy. As for Sisera's murder at a
sanctified spot, in violation of all rules of hospitality, it
may be explained only as the fulfillment of a divine command
by a charismatic woman; thus: "Blessed above women shall the
wife of Heber be, blessed shall she be above women in the
tent™ (Judg 5:24).39

Mazar's conclusion is based on the background of the family of

Heber the Kenite, on the religious significance of terebinths,‘o

as well as on the verse in the Song of Deborah, "In the days of
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Shamgar, son of Anath, in the days of Jael, caravans ceased and
travelers kept to the byways®™ (Judg 5:6). This parallelization
of Shamgar and Jael led the medieval Jewish commentator Rashi to
note, "'In the days of Shamgar the son of Anath, in the days of
Jael' indicates that even Jael was a judge in Israel in her days"
(77503 YRS D8 esw Yy Axw Tovn) .4l

Judg 5:24 reads, "Blessed above women be Jael, the wife of
Heber the Kenite, of the women in the tent most blessed”™ (7130
$030 PAR2 DOYW3ID VY3IPA AN hws Yy ohwin ). It is worth noting
that Targum Jonathan translates this verse as follows:

NAn nny PYY Bhapn 83 Donan 7hann
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Let the blessed one of goodly women, Jael the wife of Heber,
be blessed; her perfection is as one of the women who
minister in the houses of learning. Blessed is shel

The root Em& means "to minister," "to officiate,"” "to wait upon.”
In Hebrew it is used of the high priest and the common priests in
reference to their Yom Kippur functions in the temple (e.g.,

M. Yoma 7:5; y. Yoma 44b.40-42), to the high priest's exercising
the office of high priest (e.g., bh. Yoma 47a), to the functions
of the segan, i.e., the adjutant high priest (e.g., y. Yoma
4la.3-4), and to other administrative functions (e.g., y. Sota
24a.24-25), In the targums, 5m§ is also used to mean priestly
activity. For example, for 1 Sam 1:3, "the two sons of Eli,
Hophni, and Phineas, were priests of the Lord™ (3&n "7y “11 3w
Y2 DY3IND  onibpl), Targum Jonathan reads, "the two sons of
Eli, Hophni and Phineas, ministered before the Lord (“7V 31 1"
Y1Y DIP Yhundn onam ’JBH).43 Seen against the background of
the use of Zm§ to refer to priestly activity, the "women who
minister (dimZam#in) in the houses of learning”™ of Targum
Jonathan gains added interest, whereby the "houses of learning”
remains an enigma. Doubtlessly some scholars will want to see
the ministry of these women as consisting of sweeping the floor
and rearranging the mats after the pupils and their learned
teachers had finished the day's lesson, but such an interpre-
tation would seem to be biased by a particular view of women.
Could they have been teachers in the houses of learning?

In summary, Jael's family background, the fact that she is
mentioned together with Shamgar (Judg 5:6) and the fact that
Sisera sought refuge in her tent (Judg 4:17-21; 5:25-27) point to
the possibility that Jael was a charismatic and perhaps even a
priestly figure. Targum Jonathan's use of #m& could indicate
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that even in later periods the remembrance of Jael as a priestly
figure was still alive, although what ministering in the houses
of learning could have meant is unclear.

The figure of Miriam should also be mentioned here.
Miriam, who is called a "prophet” (nébi’8), is said to have led
the Israelite women in religious dancing and singing (Exod
15:20-21). Num 12 reports on a struggle for spiritual influence
and authority which pitted herself and Aaron against Moses. The
prophet Micah also seems to view Miriam as a prophet: "I sent
before you Moses, Aaron, and Miriam" (Mic 6:4). These and
further biblical references to Miriam (Num 20:1; 26:59; Deut
24:9; 1 Chr 5:29) are in need of a systematic study in order to
ascertain what the exact nature of Miriam's cultic role may have
been, whereby cultic does not necessarily imply priestly.
Further, one must answer the difficult questions of dating, and
thereby of original historical context (and of historicity), of
the Miriam texts, before it is possible to describe adequately
the development of the Miriam tradition.44

One later chapter of the Miriam tradition deserves at least
brief mention. Philo of Alexandria reports on a group of women
called the Therapeutrides (De vita contempl. 2), who devoted
their lives to the study of scripture (De vita contempl. 28).
These celibate women (De vita contempl. 68) lived in a type of
dual monastery together with their male colleagues, the Thera-
peutai. Philo emphasizes that they flourished in his time
(20 B,C.E,--after 40 C.E.) in many countries, including non-
Greek ones (also in Palestine?), but that they were especially
numerous in the area of Alexandria (De vita contempl. 21).
According to Philo, the Therapeutrides and Therapeutai closed
their sabbath meal by singing together (De vita contempl. 87-88):

ToGto 6& (66vieg nal maddvieg, & Adyou wal évvolag

wal éinibdog ueilov €pyov Av, évdouoirdviég te &Gvbpeg
duol ual yuvvaineg, elg vevduevor xopdc, tolg edyxapLo-
tnptoug Guvoug elg tdv cwtfipa Sedv fidov, €Edpoxovtog
Tolg utv &vdpdoL Mwucewg tol mpoohtou, talg 8¢ yuvatEl
Maprap Thg npoehtidog. Tolty udiiora &newxoviodelg &
v fepancutdv nal depancvipldwv, uéieoiv dvihxoig wal
dvtredvorg npde Bapbv fixov TV &vbpdv & yuvarudv SEbLG
dvanipvduevog, évapudviov cvupwviov dnoteret ual
povolkhv Svrtwg.

This wonderful sight and experience (cf. Exod 14:26-29~~-the
crossing of the Red Sea), an act transcending word and
thought and hope, so filled with ecstasy both men and women
that forming a single choir they sang hymns of thanksgiving
to God their saviour, the men led by the prophet Moses and
the women by the prophet Miriam. It is on this model above
all that the choir of Therapeutai and Therapeutrides, note in

Brooten, Bernadette. Women Leaders In the Ancient Synagogue.
E-book, Providence, RI: Brown Judaic Studies, 1982, https://doi.org/10.26300/bdf6-qs07.
Downloaded on behalf of 3.133.109.211



88 Women Leaders in the Synagogue

response to note and voice to voice, the treble of the women
blending with the bass of the men, create an harmonious
concert, music in the truest sense,

Thus, the ceremonial singing of the Therapeutrides and Thera-
peutai took as its model the singing of the Song of the Sea in
Exod 15, in which the women were led by their prophet, Miriam,
and the men by their prophet, Moses., From this text it is clear
that the Miriam tradition played a role in the cultic life of the
community.45

This very cursory survey of evidence for women in ancient
Israel having performed religious functions that may have been
priestly cannot replace the intensive philological and historical
work required to answer the question whether there were in fact
women priests in ancient Israel. The passages cited show,
however, that the question is not as absurd as it seems at first
sight. 1In spite of the overwhelmingly masculine nature of the
ancient Israelite priesthood, there are scraps of scattered
evidence which could indicate a more varied historical reality
than we are accustomed to imagine, The Israelite priesthood,
like other institutions in ancient Israel and in the Jewish
Diaspora, was not monolithic. The above texts, as well as the
three inscriptions in question, are themselves hints of a
diversity in the institution of the priesthood.

In the narrow sense of priesthood, i.e,, fulfilling cultic
functions at a sacred site, Marin from Leontopolis in the
Heliopolitan nome is the only one of the three women named in the
inscriptions who could have been a temple functionary, for she is
the only one to have lived in a city and in a time in which a
Jewish temple existed, Cultic or priestly functions could have
included singing psalms, providing musical accompaniment,
performing priestly blessings, examining the priestly offerings
and animals and performing sacrifices. While it may seem strange
to some that a temple founded by the Jerusalem high priestly
family, the Oniads, could ever have allowed the cultic service of
women, we must remind ourselves how little we actually know of
the temple of Onias, which did, after all, endure for nearly two
and a half centuries, Could it be that practices such as allow~
ing women to exercise cultic functions were among the reasons for
the rabbis' hesitancy to recognize the sacrifices offered there
as valid? Could it be that the Jews of Leontopolis, living in a
country in which there were female priests,46 had come, over the
course of time, to accept as natural the cultic participation of
Jewish women who claimed to be descendants of Aaron (or the
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successors to Miriam?)? Our knowledge of the Jewish temple at
Leontopolis is too meager to be able to give a definitive answer
to these questions.

In addition to the temple of Onias, Josephus mentions other
Jewish temples in Egypt. He quotes Onias IV as writing in a
letter to Ptolemy VI Philometor and Cleopatra II (Ant. 13.3.1
§ 66):

... nal mielotoug edpbv napd o6 nadfinov £xovrag lepd
wal 68L& tolto &lovoug &ArAiorg, & umal Alyuntioig
cuvuféBnue &ud 1o mARSog TéV lepdv ual 1o nmepl Tl
dpnouelag odx SuodoEelv ...

. « . and I found that most of them have temples, contrary to
what is proper, and that for this reason they are ill-
disposed toward one another, as is also the case with the
Egyptians because of the multitude of their temples and their
varying opinions about the forms of worship . . .

Agatharchides of Cnidus (2nd C. B.C.E.) also speaks of Jewish
temples in the plural (hig;a),47 as do Tacitus (lst C. C.E.; --
templa)®® and Tertullian (2nd - 3rd C. C.E.; templa).?® wWhether
hiera/templa in Agatharchides, Tacitus and Tertullian (and
Josephus) means "temples" in the narrower sense of the term or
simply "places of worship" is not absclutely certain.so Perhaps
these terms were simply the equivalent of proseuchai, which was
the usual term for synagogue in Egypt and also occurred else-
where.51 On the other hand, the resistance to the possibility
that hiera/templa meant "temples” in one or more of these texts
probably has its origin in the belief that the existence of the
Jerusalem temple excluded the possibility of other genuinely
Jewish temples, that is, that the centralization of the cult was
absolutely effective, a view which has little basis in the
evidence.52

Perhaps Marin served in one of these other Jewish hiera
which Onias considered to be heterodox, Or perhaps she served in
Onias's temple itself. According to the Josephus passage, the
Jewish communities who supported these temples disagreed with
each other concerning the proper form of worship. Could the
temple service of women have been one of the points of the
dispute, much as today Reform, Reconstructionist, Conservative
and Orthodox Jews are in disagreement as to whether women should
be called up to read the Torah or should be ordained rabbis?

We cannot know precisely how Marin and her relatives and
community understood the title hierisa. The existence of the
Marin inscription should at least serve as a warning to any
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scholar who would categorically deny that a woman may have
functioned as a priest in a Jewish temple in Leontopolis. The
mention in several ancient authors of Jewish "temples" should
remind us just how little we know about Jewish worship in this
period.

3. Hiereia/hierissa could denote
a synagogue function
To some, synagogue function may seem as incredible an
interpretation as cultic function. 1Is it not the case that the
destruction of the Jerusalem temple in 70 C.E. and the closing of
the Jewish temple in Leontopolis in or shortly before 73 C.E. saw
the end of priestly cultic service? Ancient sources show that
the situation is not that simple. We know that priests continued
to give the priestly blessing even after the destruction of the
temple. (This practice has continued until our own day.)53 The
priestly blessing in the synagogue is a continuation of the
priests' blessing of the people in the temple, a practice which
is based on Num 6:22-27., Whether the priestly blessing in the
synagogue was practiced already during the time of the Second
Temple is not clear. There is evidence that the practice of
having a priest be the first to read from the Torah during the
synagogue service is an ancient one. M. Git. 5:8 reads:

LOY%W Y00 Y3BD IR DYT3T 1YRY
LYI7 IRY L TR BRIP40
Lo YOTT Y3Bn PRy YYANRY

These are the things which they ordained because of peace: a
priest is the first to read (from the Torah) and after him a
Levite, and after him a common Israelite, for the sake of
peace.

Philo of Alexandria also attests to the priests being preferred

as readers (Hypothetica 7.13):

Kal &8fita ouvépyoviatr utv alel wal ouvvedbpedouoL uet!
Aoy ol uiv moArol oiwnff, mAhv el TL mpocenevenufical
tolg &vayiveonouévorg voulletar+ tdv lepédwv 8¢ Tig

& napbv i tdv Yepdviwv elg &vayivdonetr tobg Lepolg
véuouvg abtolg ual nad' Zuwaotov £Enyeltar uéxpt oxeddv
se{Aing &Placs ndu tol6e &noidovtar T&V TE Vouwv TGV
tepdv tunclpwg &xovregc ual moAd &% npdg eboéBerav
énidedundreg.

And indeed they do always assemble and sit together, most of
them in silence except when it is the practice to add
something to signify approval of what is read. But some
priest who is present or one of the elders reads the holy
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laws to them and expounds them point by point till about the
late afternoon, when they depart having gained both expert
knowledge of the holy laws and considerable advance in piety.

According to this description of a sabbath service at the time of
Philo, which is presumably a reflection of Alexandrian practice,
a priest or elder reads a scriptural passage and then delivers a
sermon on it. 1In this passage, Philo is referring to general
Jewish practice and not to one of the Jewish sects. The practice
presupposed here is different from the rabbinic ideal expressed
in m._Git. 5:8. According to Philo, one person reads the entire
passage, whereas m. Git. 5:8 ordains that more than one person
should read. Philo does not state that the priest has preference
over the elder, but the priest is mentioned first. Perhaps a
priest, if present, was given preference, and otherwise one of the
elders read and preached.

In addition to the ancient evidence for these two priestly
practices in the synagogue, i.e., the priestly blessing and the
preference for priestly readers, the Theodosian Code containsg a
rather surprising reference to priests as synagogue function-
aries. The word "priest™ (in the plural: hiereis, used as a
foreign word in the Latin text) occurs only once in reference to
Jews in the Theodosian Code (16.8.4, given on December 1, 331):

Idem A. hiereis et archisynagogis et patribus synagogarum et
ceteris, qui in eodem loco deserviunt, Hiereos et archi-
synagogos et patres synagogarum et ceteros, qui synagogis
deserviunt, ab omni corporali munere liberos esse
praecipimus,

The same Augustus to the priests, heads of the synagogues,
fathers of the synagogues, and all those who serve in the
said place., We command that priests, heads of the syna-
gogues, fathers of the synagogues, and all others who serve
the synagogues sha%% be free from every compulsory service of
a corporal nature,

This law has been discussed above in the context of mothers/
fathers of the synagogues56 and of heads of the synagogue.57
Important for the present context is the inclusion of hiereis
among others who serve in the synagogue, including heads of the
synagogues and fathers of the synagogue. There are two possible
explanations for the Roman lawgiver's having included hiereis in
this law:
1. Christians, in writing the law, used the general
Christian and pagan term for official religious functionary,
not realizing that Jewish priests were not synagogue
functionaries.
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2. The authors of the law were well-informed of the inner
workings of the synagogue, and this law is therefore an
attestation of the Jewish priest's having been a synagogue
functionary in this period.
In support of the first possibility, the increasing use of
hiereus for Christian office-~holders should be mentioned. 1In a
period in which Christians had come to use the specifically
cultic title hiereus to refer to deacons, presbyters and
bishops,58 hiereus could have taken on the general meaning of
"religious functionary." Thus, hiereis may reflect Christian,
and not Jewish, usage. A modern parallel would be the use of
"Islamic priest™ to describe a mullah, which reflects the
religious background of Western journalists, rather than Islamic
usage. The position of hiereis, i.e., first in the list, could
support this interpretation: the authors first employ the term
which they consider to be the general term for "religious func-
tionary," and then proceed to the specific titles of synagogue
office known to them.

In support of the second explanation, one must note that
the Christian authors had a deep enough knowledge of synagogue
organization to employ two terms not in use in the Christian
church: archisynagogi and patres synagogarum, although archi-
synaglgos would have been known to them from the New Testament.
Further, the imperial court writers would certainly not have had
an interest in liberating more persons than necessary from the
corporal duties. Their interest would rather have been to limit
the liberation to those persons who were clearly synagogue

59

functionaries.

It is difficult to decide which is the better explanation,
particularly in the light of the fact that the term hiereis, as
applied to Jews, occurs only once in the Theodosian Code.
Although the second explanation is probably more convincing, it
seems more prudent simply to let the two explanations both stand
as good possibilities,

Evidence for special recognition of priests in non-temple
worship services can be found at Qumran, where priests, together
with the elders or the Levites and the elders, are commanded to
sit in front (1 QS 6:8; 1QM 13:1). One must note, however, that
the people of Qumran probably viewed their worship service as a
substitute temple service, while it is not clear that synagogue
congregants did. PFurther, according to the Manual of Discipline,
there are to be three priests in the Council of the Community
{1 08 8:1), The Damascus Document ordains that of the ten judges
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of the community, four must be from the tribe of Levi and Aaron
(cp 10:4-5),80

This scattered evidence for priests having roles in the
synagogue or worship service as synagogue functionaries should
not be misunderstood as evidence for priests as synagogue
functionaries, but Philo, from the period before the destruction
of the temple; the rabbinic references to the priestly blessing
and the first Torah reader’s being a priest, which can be dated
back to at least the redaction of the Mishnah in the early third
century; and the fourth-century Theodosian Code reference to
Jewish priests in the context of synagogue officials (which may
not be reliable, however) do show that several streams within
Judaism seem to have given priests certain rights and roles
within the non-temple worship service.61

Does any of this mean that Jewish women of priestly caste
had special roles in the worship service? This is by no means
immediately obvious. Our starting point was the three hiereia/
hierissa inscriptions. If male priests could, by virtue of their
priesthood, exercise certain roles in the non~temple worship
service, is it possible that female priests could likewise have
performed certain functions in the worship service? There are
certain hindrances to an acceptance of this proposition, For
example, the male, i.e., exclusive, language of Num 6:23 ("Say to
Aaron and his sons"; 1Y32-%RY 1IWIRTYR N27; LXX:  Adincov Acpwv
nal tofg vlolg adtol), was probably understood by all later
exegetes to mean that men--but not women--of priestly caste are
to recite the priestly blessing. The rabbis usually take
exclusive biblical language to mean that women are in fact
excluded.62 This tradition of interpretation should be taken
much more seriously by those of today who argue that "sons"
really includes "daughters” and "man" really includes "woman.”
Against the background of the exclusion of women where the bible
uses male terminology, it is surprising to find a rabbinic
example of the exact opposite: taking the biblical "son"™ (bZn)
in Deut 25:5 to mean "son or daughter." The context is the woman
whose husband dies without a son and whose brother-in-law is
therefore required to marry her in order "that his (i.e., the
dead husband's) name not be blotted out of Israel" (Deut 25:6).
The rabbis ruled that if the deceased husband had a daughter,
then the brother-in-law was not required to marry the woman
(b. B. Bat. 10%9a). Perhaps this inclusive tradition is an old
one, for the LXX has gperma for b&n, and to paidion for habb#kér
(Deut 25:5-6)., In sum, it is likely that most streams of Judaism
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would have taken Num 6:23 ("sons of Aaron") to mean that only
male priests should recite the priestly blessing, but the
extension of "sons" to include "daughters" would not be a total
anomaly in the history of Jewish exegesis.

Is it possible that priestly women could have been pre-
ferred readers of the Torah? Again, to most scholars of Judaism,
this proposition sounds absurd, largely because of the general
view that women were not allowed to read the Torah in the ancient
synagogue at all. Can ancient sources shed any light on this
question? An important passage is t£., Meg. 4.11 (Zuck. 226):

LBP I?YBR L WR Y?YBR VAW 1307 1YY Yom
6
3.0%29% D1y AWRA AR 7YRYMAD 1R

Everyone can be counted in the minyan of the seven (who read
the Torah in the worship service), even a woman, even a
minor, but one does not bring a woman up to read to the
congregation,

The Babylonian Talmud (Meg. 23a) has:

LYW 7Y3NY 1971V PO 1330 IRIn
L0001 IOBR a8 L, TWR I7YERY L 1Bp 17 EXY
.713¥ 713D Y3IBD ANINa ¥Oph R? R

Our rabbis taught: Everyone can be counted in the minyan of
the seven, even a minor, even a woman; but the sages said: A
woman does not read from the Torah due to the honor of the
congregation.

It is clear that these texts forbid women from reading the Torah
to the congregation. The enigma is that if they are clearly
forbidden to read, why are women included in the quorum of the
seven in the first place? Minors, who are also included, are in
fact allowed to read (see m. Meg. 4:6), a practice which later
receded with the rise of the bar-mitzvah., Why are women included
here at all? Ismar Elbogen suggests that women were originally
allowed to read, but that by the Tannaitic period, they were
already excluded.64 This would mean that the rabbinic inclusion
of women in the quorum of the seven attests to a more ancient
tradition, later suppressed, according to which women were
allowed to read from the Torah in public.

Why the Babylonian Talmud gives the "honor of the congre-
gation" as a reason for not allowing women to read is unclear. A
possible parallel case could be a woman, a slave or a minor
reading the Egyptian Hallel (Pss 113-118) to a man who is not
able to read or to recite it from memory himself. The Mishnah
ordains that such a man should repeat it after the woman,
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the slave or the minor reading it, but curses be upon him

(m. Sukk. 3:10)!1 The shame of having a member of one of these
groups read to an illiterate, Jewish, adult male was apparently
great in the eyes of the rabbis.65 What m. Sukk. 3:10 does show
is that it was not unknown in the rabbinic period for women to be
capable of reading scripture aloud.

Neither t. Meg. 4.11 nor m. Sukk. 3:10 can be dated more
specifically than to the Tannaitic period, which closed around
the first quarter of the third century. They are not parallel
passages, of course, for t. Meg. refers to women reading the
Torah in public and forbids it, while m. Sukk. 3:10 refers to
women reading the Hallel in private and grudgingly allows it.

The enigma of the inclusion of women in the minyan of the seven
cannot be definitively solved with the few hints available to us
in our sources, but their inclusion does make it impossible to
state that under no circumstances did women publicly read from
the Torah in the ancient synagogue. We must simply admit that we
do not know if women did or did not read.66 If we do not know
what the situation in Palestine and Babylonia was, how much less
do we know of synagogue worship in Egypt or in Rome, where Marin
and Gaudentia worshiped.

In conclusion, although the recitation by priestly women of
the priestly blessing seems unlikely in light of the explicit
"Aaron and his sons" in Num 6:22, it is not impossible that
certain communities could have interpreted this to mean "Aaron
and his children" and have asked both the priestly women and the
priestly men present to bless them. Further, although there is
no s0lid evidence for women having read the Torah publicly in the
synagogue service, it cannot be excluded, particularly for the
Greek-speaking congregations (about which we know next to
nothing), that they did. Therefore, it cannot be excluded that
one or more of the three women of our inscriptions were remem-
bered with the title "priest" because their priestly descent had
entitled them to certain rights and honors in the synagogue
service during their lifetime,

C. References to Male Priests in
I {pti i p :
Before attempting to come to a decision as to the likeli-
hood of the three possible interpretations of hiereia/hierissa, a
brief survey of hiereus in Jewish inscriptions and papyri is
necessary. From Rome there are four hiereus inscriptions, all
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