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L e s s o n 20:
 Palestine under Roman Rule

1. Outline
a. History of the period
b. Jewish autonomy in Eretz Yisrael under the Romans
c. Living in two cultures; sites and sources

2. Introduction
The period of Roman rule of Eretz Yisrael is important in our consideration of

“teaching Israel” for several reasons:
 Continuing the conversation that began with Shivat Tziyon, about the

significance of land, autonomy, sovereignty, and exile: if we are living in our
land but do not have sovereignty, are we in a kind of exile?  Or does exile only
refer to physical separation from the land?  How important, in our
relationship to the land, is political independence?

 Another conversation that continues and blossoms during this period is
about Judaism’s relationship to foreign cultures.  The Jewish-pagan polarity
that is so evident in the Bible becomes much more complex and nuanced
during the Hellenistic and Roman periods.  This brings us to down to the
modern discussion of “what is Jewish culture?” and “What is Israeli culture?”
Is any culture that is rooted in Israel ipso facto Israeli?  Jewish?

 It is during this period that the basic documents of the Oral Law are codified;
thus, the “Jewish Tradition” as we know it, both Halachah and Aggadah, is
founded upon the records of the discussions of the rabbis of Eretz Yisrael
under the Romans – and this includes, of course, the place of the land itself in
that tradition (see lesson 22, The Mishnah).

 The archaeological record of the Roman period is very rich, and is ubiquitous
in Israel today.  One cannot travel anywhere in the country without
encountering it.

 Christians’ connection to Israel, and their images of it, are centered in culture,
events, and remains of this period.

 The Great Revolt (66-73 CE) and the Bar Kochba revolt (132-135) are very
much alive as symbols forming part of modern Israeli identity (see lesson 21).

3. Lesson goals
a. Basic knowledge of historical events in Eretz Yisrael, 63 BCE – 66 CE.
b. Knowledge of the mechanisms of Jewish autonomy in Eretz Yisrael under the
Romans
c. Knowledge of key aspects of the cultural encounter between Jewish and
Hellenistic-Roman culture
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4. Expanded outline
a. History of the period

i. For general background on Roman rule in Palestine, see:
http://www.usd.edu/erp/index.html and http://www.livius.org/ja-
jn/jewish_wars/jwar01.htm and
http://www.jafi.org.il/education/timeline/menu1.htm

ii. Here is a brief timeline:
 63 B.C.E.  Pompey marches into Jerusalem, installs Hyrcanus as ruler.

 57  Aristobulus’ son Alexander attempts to take control; coup is quashed;
Palestine is divided into five separate administrative districts.

 49  Julius Caesar takes control of Rome from Pompey, setting off 20 years of
civil war in Rome.

 47  Caesar grants the Jews various measures of autonomy, names Antipater
imperial representative in Palestine; he in turn appoints his son Herod
governor of the Galilee.

 44  Caesar is assassinated; period of chaos begins in Palestine.

 37  Herod, with Roman assistance, conquers the country.

 20  Herod begins rebuilding the Temple.

 4 C.E.  Herod dies; rebellion breaks out, is suppressed by the Romans.

 6  Beginning of rule by procurators,  governors with military, judicial, and
economic authority.

 26-36  Pontius Pilate serves as procurator

 40  Emperor Caligula orders his statue to be set up in Temple, then relents.

 41-43  Appointed king by Emperor Claudius, Herod’s grandson Agrippa
rules; a relatively peaceful period.

 44  Fadus, first of a series of increasingly corrupt and cruel  procurators,
takes office.  Revolutionary activities and repression escalate...

 66  Procurator Florus takes money from the Temple treasury, triggering
demonstrations that are met with a violent response, leading to open
warfare.

iii. The main source for much of what we know about Roman rule in
Eretz Yisrael is, of course Josephus.  His entire works are available in
English on-line for easy browsing at
http://www.earlyjewishwritings.com/josephus.html;

iv. It is interesting to note that there was a Jewish diaspora in Rome well
before the Roman conquest of Eretz Yisrael; it seems that their lives
there, and their status, were not directly related to or strongly
influenced by events in Eretz Yisrael, by the conflicts there between
Roman rule and Jewish autonomy/independence.  The standard
description of Jewish life in Rome remains the book by Leon Roth,

http://www.usd.edu/erp/index.html
http://www.livius.org/ja-
http://www.jafi.org.il/education/timeline/menu1.htm
http://www.earlyjewishwritings.com/josephus.html


175 Ksharim

The Jews of Ancient Rome, JPS 1960 – especially chapter 1; for briefer
and more accessible descriptions, see, for example:
http://www.livius.org/di-dn/diaspora/rome.html and
http://www.pbs.org/empires/romans/life/life5b.html

b. Jewish autonomy in Eretz Yisrael under the Romans
i. From sometime in the Hasmonean period, the high priest (or king)

ruled in consultation (and sometimes in conflict) with a council of
elders that was typical in Hellenistic cities, called a gerousia; this was
the precursor of the Sanhedrin, a body of community leaders with
legislative and judicial powers.  These powers expanded and
contracted, depending on the degree of autonomy allowed by
outside rulers (Seleucids and later Rome).  The Sanhedrin originally
met in the Temple complex; after the destruction it became a
Pharisaic institution (see below) and moved to Yavneh, and later
moved around the Galilee, ending up in the third century in Tiberias
where it stayed until it was disbanded in the early fifth century.  See
http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/jsource/Judaism/Sanhedrin.html
and the opening passages of Mishnah Sanhedrin - http://www.come-
and-hear.com/sanhedrin/sanhedrin_2.html#chapter_i; for a modern
liberal  commentary on this text see
http://www.bmv.org.il/html/sanhedrin.asp

For discussion: it has been suggested that with the return to the land,
and to sovereignty, the Sanhedrin should be re-established; indeed,
what is the point of having a sovereign center in Israel if it does not
restore unified authority for the whole Jewish world?  A renewed
Sanhedrin could update Jewish law, and actually legislate instead of
just continuing to interpret the texts that were frozen centuries ago.
Then, we could truly enter the post-denominational age…
http://www.biu.ac.il/JH/Parasha/eng/shoftim/hey.html (a scholarly
analysis of the question and its history)
http://www.israelnationalnews.com/news.php3?id=75313 (an
account of a recent attempt to reestablish the Sanhedrin)

ii. The two leadership factions known as the Pharisees and Sadducees
apparently formed during the Hasmonean period, before the Roman
conquest.  With the destruction of the Temple, the Sadducees –
being a faction based on the priests and their authority - essentially
became irrelevant, and the Pharisees came to create Judaism as we
know it (i.e., the Oral Law). Note, of course, that the Hasmonean rulers
were priests – thus, the Pharisees were an anti-establishment force.
Josephus describes the two factions in the following passages:

http://www.livius.org/di-dn/diaspora/rome.html
http://www.pbs.org/empires/romans/life/life5b.html
http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/jsource/Judaism/Sanhedrin.html
http://www.come-
http://www.bmv.org.il/html/sanhedrin.asp
http://www.biu.ac.il/JH/Parasha/eng/shoftim/hey.html
http://www.israelnationalnews.com/news.php3
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1.Antiquities of the Jews, 13.5.9: here Josephus
distinguishes among the three “sects” according to
their views on determinism and free will:

a. The Sadducees believe that there is no
providence, and that whatever befalls us is a
direct result of our actions;

b. The Pharisees believe that while we have free
will, providence still has some effect, and so
we cannot necessarily conclude that every
outcome is a result only of our own behavior;

c. The Essenes believe that all is determined by
God’s will.

2.Antiquities of the Jews, 13.10.6:  This passage
emphasizes the key difference between the
Pharisees and Sadducees: their attitude toward the
interpretation of the law.  The Sadducees believe
that the Written Law is all there is; the Pharisees
derive many additional laws from their oral
tradition.

In addition, Josephus indicates here that there is a
socio-economic distinction between the two
factions, the Sadducees being primarily aristocrats,
the Pharisees the party of the masses.

3. Wars of the Jews, 2.8.14: Here Josephus adds the
matter of immortality, reward and punishment: the
Pharisees believe in the immortality of the soul and
in the concept of reward or punishment after death.
The Sadducees reject these beliefs.

Another social characteristic: the Pharisees seem to
be more interested in public harmony, while the
Sadducees tend to be harsh and extreme in their
views and in their way of presenting them.

iii. It seems that during the Hellenistic and Roman periods in Eretz
Yisrael we developed the model of limited autonomy that we then
took with us to the various diasporas; i.e., an outside power claims
authority over certain aspects of our lives (e.g., foreign policy,
criminal law…), leaving us to rule our own community in limited
areas (e.g., personal status, ritual, civil law inside the community).
This leaves us with an interesting question: what is more central:
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living in the God-given land, or living according to the God-given
law?

c. Living in two cultures
i. The dilemma of where to draw the line as to what aspects of foreign

culture to accept, and what to reject, is a constant theme in Jewish
history.  The rabbinic literature is full of incidents and discussions
relating to this issue.  Here are a few examples:

1.Talmud, Shabbat 33b: Once R. Yehuda and R. Yose and R.
Shimon [bar Yochai] were sitting with Yehuda the
Convert.  R. Yehuda said: How wonderful are the works
of this people [the Romans]!  They have established
markets, they have built bridges, they have built baths.
R. Yose was silent.  R. Shimon bar Yochai answered:
They established markets — for prostitutes to work
there; they built bridges — in order to collect tolls; they
built baths — to pamper themselves.  Yehuda the
Convert went and told their words to the authorities,
who said: Yehuda who exalted — will be exalted; Yose
who was silent — will be exiled to Zippori; Shimon who
condemned — will be killed.

This passage deals with the period just after the Bar
Kochba revolt.  These three rabbis were all ordained at
great risk by Rabbi Judah Ben Baba during the Bar Kochba
revolt; and they were all among the leading circle of
scholars who re-established the Sanhedrin in the Galilee
after this revolt.   R. Yehuda bar Ilai was known for his
conciliatory position vis a vis the Romans; R. Shimon bar
Yochai was a radical.  And R. Yosi’s exile to Zippori was
fitting, as Zippori was known as a center of Jewish
Hellenism; in the great revolt, it had refused to fight the
Romans, and built fortifications to protect itself from
attack by the rebels.  It is interesting to note that the three
positions might be strategies, not beliefs: maybe all three
believe in the evil of Roman civilization, but each has a
different strategy for dealing with this belief.  But of
course, one does not have freedom of strategy if one’s
beliefs totally rule out particular compromises, even if
made temporarily and insincerely.

2.Talmud, Sotah 49b:  Our Rabbis taught, “When the kings
of the Hasmonean house fought one another, Hyrcanus
was outside and Aristobulus within.  Each day they
used to let down denarii in a basket, and haul up for
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them animals for the continual offerings.  An old man
there, who was learned in Greek wisdom, spoke with
them in Greek, saying, ‘As long as they carry on the
Temple service, they will never surrender to you.’  The
next day they let down denarii in a basket, and hauled
up a pig.  When it reached half way up the wall, it stuck
its claws [into the wall] and the land of Israel was
shaken over a distance of four hundred parasangs.  At
that time they declared, ‘Cursed by the man who rears
pigs, and cursed be the man who teaches his son Greek
wisdom.’”

The story relates to the struggle for succession between
the sons of Salome Alexander, at the beginning of Roman
rule.  Hyrcanus handed the city to Pompey; Aristobulus’
followers held out in the Temple compound.  Since both
sides were committed to the sanctity of the Temple and
the importance of sacrifices, the besiegers sold animals to
the besieged for the daily sacrifice.  It was a Jew who had
studied Greek knowledge who could suggest that this
arrangement be broken off — for he saw the sacrifices as
a practical political (or perhaps psychological) matter,
and not as a high religious value.

3.Talmud, Sotah 49b: ...Behold R. Judah declared that
Samuel said in the name of R. Simeon ben Gamaliel,
“...There were a thousand pupils in my father’s house;
500 studied Torah and 500 studied Greek wisdom, and
of these [latter] there remained only I here and my
cousin in [the town of ] Assia.”  It was different with the
household of R. Gamaliel because they had close
associations with the government; for it has been
taught, “To trim the hair in front is of the ways of the
Amorites;” but they permitted Abtilus ben Reuben to
trim his hair in front because he had close associations
with the government.  Similarly, they permitted the
household of R. Gamaliel to study Greek wisdom
because they had close associations with the
government.

R. Simeon ben Gamaliel’s family were the Nesi’im, or
heads of the community, once autonomy was reorganized
after the Bar Kochba revolt.  They were wealthy and
powerful, and were respected by both the Jews and by the
Roman nobility.  This passage suggests that while it might
be that ordinary people should not study Greek culture
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because it is liable to  cause them to fall away from their
Jewish commitment, leaders like the family of R. Gamaliel
have to study foreign language and culture in order to be
able to fulfill their responsibilities.  They must be at home
in the cultural environment of the ruling power, so that
they can negotiate and lobby on behalf of the Jews.  Note
that wearing the hair in the Roman hair style was viewed
as a form of pagan religious practice (“the ways of the
Amorites”) and forbidden — except to those who
frequented the corridors of the ruling power.

4.Mishnah Avodah Zarah 3:4: Proclos ben Philosophus put
a question to R. Gamaliel when the latter was bathing
in the bath of Aphrodite.  He said to him, “It is written in
your Torah, ‘...let nothing that has been condemned
stick to your hand...’ (Deuteronomy 13:18); why are you
bathing in the bath of Aphrodite?”  He replied to him,
“We may not answer [Torah] questions in a bath.”
When he came out, he said to him, “I did not come into
her domain, she has come into mine.  Nobody says that
the bath was made as an adornment for Aphrodite, but
rather, that Aphrodite was made as an adornment for
the bath...  [Moreover], this [statue of Aphrodite] stands
by a sewer and all people urinate before it.  [In the
Torah] it is only stated ‘...you shall not worship their
gods...’ (Deuteronomy 7:16); i.e., what is treated as a
deity is prohibited; what is not treated as a deity is
permitted.”

The same R. Gamaliel, who had a special dispensation to
study Greek language and culture because of his need to
function in Greek society, states here a very modern-
sounding claim regarding his bathing in the bath of
Aphrodite: the idol has lost its religious significance for the
pagans — they relate to it as a purely secular decoration
and show no worship or even minimal respect for it — so
we are free to regard it the same way.  It is interesting that
even a non-Jew is surprised by Rabban Gamaliel’s
behavior.

Note that the mainstream traditional Jewish view of
statues, throughout the ages, did not make this
distinction, and saw statues — especially of figures from
other religions — as idolatrous and forbidden.  It seems
that there were elements in the pharisaic leadership that
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sought to harmonize between the reality of their
social/cultural life and their interpretation of the law; but
those who were not as close to Hellenistic culture as R.
Gamaliel, did not see it as so harmless.

5.Talmud, Avodah Zarah 50b: The palace of King Yannai
was destroyed.  Idolators came and set up a statue of
Mercury there.  Later, other idolators came, who did not
worship Mercury, and removed the stones, using them
to pave roads...  Some rabbis abstained [from walking
on them] while others did not.  R. Jochanan exclaimed,
“The holy one walks on them, so shall we abstain?”
Who was “the holy one?”  R. Menachem ben Simai.  And
why did they call him “the holy one?”  Because he
would not even look at the image on a zuz.

The two perspectives are highlighted in this passage: to
make the case extreme, we have idolators who explicitly
desecrate a shrine, using the stones for profane and lowly
purposes.  Yet even so, there were some Jews who refused
even to walk on the street made of these stones — a
rather extreme rejection of even the remotest contact with
any aspect of Hellenistic religion.  And to tell us how
extreme it is, R. Jochanan reports that even a known
extremist, R. Menachem, does not observe this prohibition.
R. Menachem’s extremism finds expression in refusing to
look at the pagan image on a common coin; the
implication being that “normal” people have no problem
with either of these activities.

6.Jerusalem Talmud, Ta’anit 1, 64b: R. Abbahu saw in a
dream that if Pentakakka were to pray for rain, the rain
would fall.  And so it happened.  R. Abbahu sent for
Pentakakka and asked him: What is your work?  He
answered:  I commit five sins daily – I hire out
prostitutes, I decorate the theater, I bring the
prostitutes’ clothing to the bath house, I dance before
them and I drum for them.  The Rabbi asked him: And
have you done some good deed?  He answered: Once
when I was decorating the theater, a woman came and
stood behind a pillar, weeping.  I asked her what was
wrong, and she said that her husband was imprisoned
and she had come to earn money to ransom him.  I sold
my bed and linens and gave her the money, saying: Go,
ransom your husband and do not sin.  Rabbi Abbahu
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said: Indeed, you were worthy to have your prayer
answered.

Talmud, Shabbat 150a: R. Elazar said: We can distribute
tzedaka to the poor on Shabbat…  R. Samuel bar
Nahmani, in the name of R. Yohanan, said: We can to go
theaters and circuses and basilicas to deal with public
welfare on Shabbat.

These two passages together give an interesting picture:
on the one hand, the theater is seen as a place of
prostitution.  On the other hand, that seems to be where
the people are to be found – even on Shabbat!

ii. Roman culture is like a steamroller – even without violent conquest, it
seems to have been seen like globalization today: OK, we are happy
to accept the American concept of being nice, and waiting in line, but
do we have to buy the whole package, including the consumerism
and the materialism too?  Can we select the elements of the outside
culture we’ll accept?  Or if we open the window a crack will we be
blown away?  It turns out that this dilemma is not only a fact of the
Diaspora, but is and always was an issue in Eretz Yisrael.  Indeed, in
Israel there’s the seductive argument that as long as we are on our
own soil, then whatever culture grows here organically, is ours.  So
we don’t have to worry about the influx of “foreign” cultural
elements, for as they land here and take root, they become ours; e.g.,
New Year’s eve parties; rock music; English slang…

iii. Sites that reflect the meeting of the cultures: Zippori,  Bet She’arim,
Caesarea, synagogues with zodiac floors (Zippori, Tiberias, Bet Alfa).

Perhaps the richest site showing the interconnected life of Jews and
Gentiles in Roman Palestine is Zippori.  Here are a few links to sites
dealing with the archaeology of the site:

http://www.centuryone.org/sepphoris.html
http://www.israel-mfa.gov.il/MFA/History/Early%20History%20-
%20Archaeology/Archaeological%20Sites%20in%20Israel%20-
%20Zippori
http://archaeology.huji.ac.il/Zippori/index.htm

http://www.centuryone.org/sepphoris.html
http://www.israel-mfa.gov.il/MFA/History/Early%20History%20-
http://archaeology.huji.ac.il/Zippori/index.htm
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5. Thoughts on teaching this lesson
We chafed at the Roman bit, suffered a great deal under their rule, and ultimately
fought and lost two bloody rebellions.  And yet, this was a time of cultural
flowering; it was under the Romans that the Mishnah was redacted (in Zippori).
There is evidence of Jewish sharing of Roman culture and values, of making do
with limited autonomy in our land that was no longer ours to control.  We fought
to the death – but we also compromised.  Perhaps the emphasis in studying this
period through a teacher’s eyes should be to think about questions of identity –
could it be that during this period Jewish identity became more portable, more
spiritual, less national, less political?  Is our definition of ourselves different now
from what it was then?   Is it different now from what it was before 1897? 1948?

6. See maps in http://www.anova.org/sev/atlas/htm/index.html: 99, 100, 101, 102,
102a, 114, 115

http://www.anova.org/sev/atlas/htm/index.html:



