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Students of early Christianity, faced with a renewed interest in the
historical background of the Gospels, have turned to historians of early
rabbinic Judaism for information and have entered a field where the lack of
consensus on the most basic facts rivals anything in the history of New
Testament scholarship. Some scholars of Judaism find the roots of rabbinism
in the prophetic schools that produced Deuteronomy, others look to the time
of Ezra, still others to the Maccabbean age, and others begin rabbinism’s
story only after the Temple’s destruction in 70. Most radical of all, some
have insisted that the history of rabbinic Judaism can begin only from the
date of the earliest literary production of the movement, the Mishnah,
promulgated around 220 c.e. Much more is at stake here than the mere
question of ‘there to begin “Introduction to Rabbinic Judaism’ courses; at
stake is the nature of rabbinism itself. I will suggest that rabbinic
Judaism is a creative response to the events of 70, and therefore a post-
Christian religion. The early Rabbis did not simply preserve a system that
wag already in place during the decades when Judaism was a cultic religion
centered around the Jerusalem temple. It follows that st*.xly of rabbinic
Judaism yields little about the religious bedcgroi.u1d of the Jesus movement
and the early Christian cxmuunities. Rather, from the study of rabbinism we
learn how a small group of Jews responded to the social world of post-70
Palestine. Recent attempts to understand Christian institutions against the
background of rabbinism succeed only insofar as they limit thelves to
comparing responses to cinon historical events rather than tracing
influere.

To exemplify, I will focus on the question of becoming a Rabbi during
the first century, asking about the institutional setting, if any, in which
Rabbis were trained and ordained and In which they later taught and judged.
In the context of New Testament studies, this question has been Important
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because evidence about the rabbinic house of study or bt midr& has been
accepted as a model for understanding early Christianity • inoluthng the
activities of Jesus, Paul, and the evangelists. This evidence needs
reevaluation to produce a history of the bt.. midz-ti that is more firmly based
on literary and archaeological evidence.

Rabbinic Literature itself, the primary sourve for such a study, tells
us remarkably little about the setting in which it. we. composed. Despite
nuaerous references to the bt midi4, no single sustained discussion let
alone chapter or tractate, deals with the procedures by which a Jew entered
the rabbinic class. For example, the Mishnah, which discusses Temple
practices and priestly life in great detail, fails to tell us how Rabbis ‘eve
ordained, what they studied or if, in fact, any fozl procedures for the
rabbinic life existed at all. Scattered references to cota-t rulings and the
life of study are idealized and. Like the rabbinic discussion of the Tle,
may best be understood a.; reflecting a vision of the messianic future
juxtaposed with the vaguely remembered practices of the recent past.

lihile a nmiber of studies, such as Gerhardsson’s Hemor and Manuscript,
Stendahl’s The School of St. Iietthew, Jesus the Teacher by Robbins, and Jesus
als L.ehrer by Riesner have taken fresh looks at rabbinio instruction,
Culpepper’s The Johannine School attempts most systematically to evaluste the
contemporary scholarly delete over the use of rebbinic mode].. in the study of
early Christian institutions. The contrast beUeen conclusions and
his places the issue before us in high relief.

Culpepper’s starting point is a querrel with the received consensus that
one may speak of schools in early Christianity without specifying their
nature “as if there were no longer any need to justify or Xlifl the
j•”2 culpepper atracts the trait.s of formal editional institutions
by comparing and contrasting nine ancient schools.” lie gathers evidence
from both the Greek aid Roman rlds over a iber of centuries. Met is
sacrificed to breadth of data is the possible advantage of Uniting the
comparison to institutions contemporary with the writing of the fourth
Gospel. For this reason, the seventh school covered, that of the House of
Hillel, should have been the most instructive. Located in Palestine, during
the first century c • e., the House of Hillel is presented in later rabbinic
sources as the founding institution of the rabbinic movement. It is from
Hillel that. z-abbinic tradition traces the scholarly pedigree of Rablen
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Johanan ben Zakkaj and the actwl lineage of the Patriarchal House.
Furthermore, the louse of Hillel ie relatively well docusented in our
sources. Opinions in the name of the House of Hillel are fomd throughout
the Mishnah and are augmented In later ‘orks by both other legal sayings as
e 11 as narrat. i ye accowits of the House’s deliberations • Further traditions
present in detail the life and teachings of the school’s fo..aier, Hillel, and
of his noted opponent Shai, the founder of a rival House. If the
traditional picture is correct, then the House of Hillel represents the
transitional moment between Pharisaic and Rabbinic Judaism. After all, Hillel
is the last of the pre-70 mesters who is not called Rabbi and his student is
the first of the post-70 figures to be so designated.

There is, however, reason to doubt this traditional picture, a picture
that depends on both the historicity of the Houses as fixed institutions and
on the direct transmission of authority from Pharisees to Rabbis. As
Culpepper acknowledges, ‘very little can be said about. (the School of Hillel)
with certainty.” 3 Nevertheless, Culpepper rejects indications of
pseudepigraphy, particularly the evidence that the Houses were a literary
fiction that served as a enemonic form for the preservation of disputes among
later Sages. Assusing the historicity of the House of Hillel, Culpepper
refers in his conclusions to a School of Hillel and to a preserved Pharisaic
Rabbinic tradition. Such a tradition is, however, doubtful. Qilpepper
concludes that Rabbinic Judaism wes a conserving movnt that preserved both
forms and contents that existed during second Temple ti!iem.4 If this form
of Judaism can be shown to have dominated in Palestine during the first
century, it can provide strong support for the reliebilit of (ristian oral
treditLoris whose tradent/redactors would presusably have had access to such
methods.

Whoever the Pharisees were, political lers, as Jo.ephus tells it, or
participants in a table fellowship cult, as the Rabbis and the Gospels would
lead us to believe, the discussion of rabbinic higher eluction (cied in
early rabbinic literature yields a picture of radical discontinuity between
the Pharisaic sect and the Rabbis. The reason that the evidence for such
discontinuity has been evaded is that it zdermineg Jewish and airjst.ian oral
traditions. These oral traditions claim that a chain of tranissivn
guarantees methods of reliable preservation of inforticn and metheda of
study. The site of preservation wes, in Jewish circles, pr’esbiy the



raLibinic bet midri. W, need to know, therefore, what was meant. by this
term.

For the analysis of the term bt midrt, I have limited my review to
te,cta of Palestinian origin written during the third and early fourth
centuries, thereby including the Mishnab, its cognate text, the Tosefta, and
the legal midrasim to the books of Exodus, Leviticus, Nimibers and
Deuteronomy. (kir earliest literary sources, therefore, were redacted at.
least 120 years after the period under discussion, at a time when rabbinic
Judaism lied taken major steps towards formalizing its control over
Palestinian Jewish life.

V

Bet Midr,is in the Hishnah: A Missing Generation

1y review begins with the Mishrzah, where the term bet midras appears
twelve times. Five of the tiishnah’s references point to the bt midr as a
place of legal decision making and/or study. (1) Rabbi Nehunya b. ha
Kanab’s prayer in m. Ber. 4:2 asks that he not lead others into error as a
result of his actions in the bet midr&. (2) In Besa 3:5”outsiders’ ask a
legal question of Rabbi Tarfon, who enters the bet midr.s and receives an
answer. (3) Abet 5:14 distinguishes among those who attend the midrã.j
on the basis of how they practically apply what they learn. (4)—(5) .
4:3-4 presents the midrã as a place for voting on legal matters, where
one might expect sccething new to be decided/discussed at each session. Four
of the narratives mention Yavnean masters, that is, Rabbis who flourished
between the years 70 and 135 c.e., between the first and second wers against
Rome; the fifth is not attributed.

Three rulings identify the bt midr as a place of activity cii the
Sabbath and Festivals. (1) abb. 16:1 explains why the Writings (the final
division of the Hebrew Canon) are not read on the Sabbath. If coon
Israelites were permitted to read the narratives and wisdom literature of the

4Writings on the Sabbath they would not attend the bet midrü. (2) .
18:1 rules that lest the bt midr be left empty, areas within it maybe
cleared of obstrx,tions on the Sabbath. (3) Pesah. 4:4 mentions the
midri. as a place where lights are lit on the eve of the Yom Kippur. What we
need to know, that is, whether the bt midrã was an established institution
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of higher learning that preserved Pharisaic traditions, is not even suggested

by these references.
V

A rule related to those found in Sabb. is found in Henab. 10:9 which
permits clearing the ground of grain before the ‘cmer lest the bt mid,i be
abandoned. Desi. 7:5 may strengthen this association of the bt midrg and
the outdoors because it juxtaposes the term bt midni with a “field” as
possible places where a farmer/scholar might be found. The term bet midrts
need not, therefore, refer to a building, but like the later rabbinic b mb
and the Greek he kat’ oikon (+ possessive pronoun) ekklesia, is likely to
simply designate a basic unit of religious organization.5

Four other texts imply that the bt midrã was located in a building.
(1) Ber. 4:2 refers to entering/leaving the bt midr. (2) 3:5 refers
to entering the bt midr&.. (3) ‘Abot 5:14 speaks of those who go to the
bt midr. (4) I. 4:3 contains the question as to what happened in the
bt midt4. The authorities mentioned here are all Yavneans.

Two nil ings (Ter. 11:10 and Pesah. 4:4) compare the midras with the
synagogue á.rxl a dark alleyway as places which require the burning of oil
lamps. Finally, Rabbi Judah adds to the list of requirements for the hàbër
(member of the pre-rabbinic fellowship) in Dem. 2:3, that he as.ast
serve/attend the bit midr. Rabbi Jixlah’s position is rejected.

To snarize: The Mishnah’s narratives present the midr as a
place of legal decision making and study. Notably, each of the narratives
concerns Yavneans, that is Rabbis who lived before 135 c.e. No statements
locate the Rabbis of 135-200 (Ushans) in the bt midrii. But it is these
later Rabbis whose words comprise the sajority of all attribted sayings in
early rabbinic literature. Indeed, the only Ushan to caiisent on the
midr& is Rabbi Judah, whose assunption that the pre-rabbinic hAbêr was
obligated to attend the bt inidr is, notably, rejected. These facts suggest
that references to the bt uiidrâ are to an idealized portrait of a world
dimly remembered.

The Mishnah ‘a legal dicta concerning the bt midr imegine an
institution parallel to the synagogue, to the field, and the dark alleyway.
As was true for the synagogue, the bt midxii se to be in use on the
Sabbath and Festivals, implying non-legal activity. The importance of the
bt midr is stressed in rulings which perait otherwise prohibited actions
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1. 18:1, Menab. 10:9) and prohibit otherwise permissible actions
16:1) in )r’r1er to guarantee attendance at the k midrL

13t Midr in the Tosefta: Third—Century Developnents

The term bt mjdr appears twenty one times in the Tosefta, of which
four cite the Mishnah (Oem. 3:8/.. Uem. 7:5; Menah. 10:31/s. Hena)). 10:9;

2:17/.. Yad. 4:4; aid . 2:16, (see also 7:9/rn. Yad. 4:3) and
one is repeated (g. 2:9 s 7:1), leaving fifteen independent
citations.

Thirteen texts place the bt rnidr in the context of Sabbaths and
Festivals aid daily prayers. (1) Q the eve of the Sabbath one went to the
bet midras before the evening meal, 5:3. (2) Reading with the Vienna
me. of . 2:13, Rabbi Heir reports on an incident which took place during
prayers in the midri (the Erfurt me. omits the words “in the
midri’). (3) The bt midri we.s also a place where meals sight be eaten,
Ber. 5:30 • (4) Sabb. 5:13 (Erfurt me • 6:13) tells that Rabbi Tarfon went
out to the bt midri on the eve of the Sabbath. (5) C the eve of
Passover, Rabbi Eliezer b. 7iw4nk s before Rabban Q’m1i.l in the midr
in Lad, when Zonen, “the officer in charge,” annoixed that the time had
arrived for the removal of leaven (Pesah. 3:11, Erfurt me. 2:11). (6) Rabban
Gaiealiel is reported to have interrupted his study of the laws of Passover in
order to go to the bt sidr in the morning (Peas)1. 10:12). (7) 4:2
(Erfurt me. 5:2) reports that Rabbi Akiba led the prayers in the midre..
on Yam Kippur. (8) Rabbi Eliezer b. 7nk reports on the a.toa of the men
of Jerusalem to dispose of their lulava when they went to the midr

2:10). (9) In Temple time., aooord.ing to Rabbi Josh.m b. Hananiah,
people would go to the idri after prayer aid meals aid before the
evening sacrifices 4:5). (10) 2:6 tell. that when Sirneon of
Temen failed to attend the sidr his absence ims noted. (11) a000Lmt.
of fear Lest the bt midr be left empty, retailers pre-messure their goods
for the interdiate days of the festival (ç 3:8). (12) 4:6 states
the law concerning a men who borrm a cloak to r on the morning of a
festival on his wey to the aidii. (13) 7:9 eqixI. ons, Yad.
4:3, restating the expectation that .thing new will be learned at each
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session of the bt mjdri and adding details concerning the practice of
giving a sermon each Sabbath in the bt a idri.

( 1 y two references to bt a ldrtis’ indicate a pose i ble legal fiuict ion.
(1) eErub 6:4 (Erfurt ma. 9:4) tells of a legal discussion held before
Rabbi Heir in the bet midr& concerning the laws of As in Ber. 2:14,
the Vienna manuscript omit.s the wards bt midz. (2) g. 2:9/. 7:1
tell of the midr on the Temple Mount from which laws were promolgated
in Second Temple times. Finally1 CErub. 8:17 (Erfurt ma. 11:16) deals with
the case of a man who finds himself in the bet midraa wearing his
phylacteries, customarily warn only on weekdays. This reference suggests

a
that the bet midras wss not considered a place of weekday prayer.

To siaimarize: The bulk of Tosefta’s material locates the aidr as
an institution connected with Sabbaths and Festivals. No clear indication is
given, however, as to what wes done there. narrative and legal texts tell of
meals, prayers, and sermons in the bt midr. The Sabbath/Festival texts do
not mention study or legal decision making. Pesah. 10:12 specifIes, in fact,
that the Rabbis left their place of study to go to the bt aidri.

It is striking that the only two narratives to mention Ushans in
connection with the bt midr& present textual difficulties. The Erfurt ma.
of Ber. 2:13 and the Vienna ma. of Cj,j 8:17 omit the wards “in the bt
midr. - As in the Mishnah, the remaining narratives concerning Rabbis in
the midrö. only involve Yavneans. the earlier Rabbis.

4 V V

Bet Midxs in the Legal midrasim:

The Schools of Jethro and Moses

The legal midrashic literature, which wes redacted in the fourth century
and later, introdi.x,es a new level of anacbrvnima, frequently applying the
term bt m1dr to biblical times. Thus, the Hekilta (the rabbinic legal

4 VcailDentary to Exodus) identifies Jethro’s tent as being his !idxs
(yitr 1:1). YItr 2:10 places the bt sidr parallel to the synagogue as a
place where it Is prohibited to establish idols.

Sipra, the contary to Leviticus, places the bet aidra.s parallel to
synagogues (behuQotar, pars. 2, chapter 6).

Sipre to Nusbers, pisqa’ 90, identifies Moses’ tent as hi.

_____

Another passage (ptsqa’ 115) states that the b’et midr where one has learned
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Torah should be specified in a legal document, and later a reference is made-‘4

to the bet midras of Rabbi Hiyya. Pisga 116 tells the story of Rabban
Gamaliel’s response to Rabbi Tarfon’s absence at the bt midras. Finally,
three other passages, pisgaot 68, 113 and 133, repeat identical traditions
concerning the bet midras which existed in the desert following the exodus
from Egypt.

A )Sipre to Deuteronomy contains a single reference to a bet midras (pisga
135). Rabbi Judith the Patriarch rules that on a festival one should spend
some time in the bt midr and some time engaged in eating and drinking.

To simnarize this evidence: as might be expected, five of the eleven
references to bt midrs in the legal m1draim locate the bt midr in the
biblical period. Of course, there were no midr in biblical times.
The earliest, and only pre-Mishnaic. reference to the term is in a disputed
passage in Ben Sire (51:23). This anachronism is, however, typical of the
later rabbinic tendency to authenticate distinctly rabbinic institutions by
locating them in earlier times. Thus, Abraham is said to have worn
phylacteries, and he even sends his son Isaac to study at the academy. of Shem
and Eber.

Following the profile found in the ttishnah and the Tosefta, two texts
parallel the bt midr to the synagogue, and one story tells of an
interchange between the Yavneans Rabban Gesialiel and Rabbi Tarfon over
Tarfon’ a failure to appear promptly at the midriL

The three remaining references, however, introdx,e personalities and
ideas we have not yet encowLtered: the bt midr as the place where one
learns Torah, the bt midr of Rabbi Hiyya, and Rabbi’s ruling that opposes
attendance in the bt midrs with eating and drinking as the unixi alternative
festival activities.

These texts, redacted in the late third century c.e., are are of the
tt midñ as a contemporary institution, a he of study identified with a
particular rabbinic authority. They also develop earlier traditions about
biblical and post-70, pre-135 houses of study. Strikingly, however, like the
Mishnah and Tosefta, they know of no houses of study in the period from 135-
200 c.e.

The evidence of tannaitic literature substantiates the possibility that
the functionally ill-defined bt midrs may not have existed as a rabbinic
institution at all. Our sources may simply reflect the rabbinic
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understanding of some other pre-70 institution(s) that combined study,
comunal prayers and sectarian meals.

Non-Rabbinic Evidence: Evaluating Silence

Non-rabbinic evidence for rabbinic higher education during the first and
second centuries hardly exists. While the early church fathers, such as
Justin Martyr and Origen do refer to Jews and even to noinodidaskajol and
sophoi among the Jews, they make no references to Rabbis, rabbinic Judaism,
or firmly identifiable rabbinic legal or exegetical traditions. Only with
Jerome can we say that a church father demonstrates direct knowledge of a
Rabbi (Akiba) and a rabbinic text (the Kishnah). Patristic references to
Jews and Judaism focus on the Pharisees (known from the New Testament), Old
Testament law, and Jewish-Christian groups.6 In a parallel fashion, Roman
legal and historical texts of this period know of Biblical traditions and
express an interest in Palestinian geography bat do not refer to rabbinic

The lack of archaeological evidence for rabbinic institutions is not
surprising. After all, a school house would look like any other room or
bailding. It is tantalizing, however, that a door lintel of iucertain date
marked “This is the house of study of Rabbi Ha-Kapper” has recently
been discovered at Dabbara in the Golan. It is our sole bit of physical
evidence for the existence of schools during Talmudic times (that is, poet-
third century), and I emphasize that the school is associated with the name
of a particular sage. 8

Conclusions

Lee Levine, in his recent work The Rabbinic Class in Palestine during
the Talmi4ic Period, concludes that the period of Rabbi Juiah the Patriarch
was a time of major transition for rabbinism. Only during the third century,
for example, is there evidence for the existence of permanent rabbinic Houses
of Study.9 After Rabbi Judah’s reign the Rabbis serve as leaders in Jewish
Palestine, with a range of civil and religious functions and with
institutions to support their newly fouiEi prominence. While his study does
not explore the period of concern here, the implications of his results are
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clear: during the period between the Temple’s destruction and 200 the Rabbis
were a small, inward looking group, without formal power or influence and
without permanent institutions of higher learning. We may discuss the
existence of rabbinic modes of exegesis, a set curriculus in rabbinic
schools, and even the existence of schools around the figures of individual
prominent Rabbis only as phenomena that developed after the promulgation of
the Mishnah at the start of the third century.

During the earlier period our sources suggest that disciples studied
with individual masters, reconstructing memories of the pest and laying down
principles for coping with the new situation created by the Temple’s
destruction. Disciples looked to their masters as “living torah” and when
masters died or moved from city to city the circle of disciples would
disband. Thus, Josephus, the Gospel writers, and the early Qurch Fathers
ignore the rabbinic estate because as late as the close of the second
century, “Rabbi’ s a general designation for leader and not a marker of a
particular status as Jewish religious/coaiiiunai leader. 10 4on-rabbinic
sources do not know of a conclave at Yavneh because no such “sChool- of Rabban
Johanan ben Zakkai’ existed. Rabbinisa, at that point in time, .s a new
movement that bailt loosely on the legacy of Pharisaic forebears and would
have its dominion in the future. Qily later in the third century, as the
Rabbis formed an alliance with the Patriarchal house, did the movement begin
to exert influence. By that time, the center of gravity of Quistianity had
shifted ai.my froe Palestinian Ji.dai, and Qiristian institutions .rs woll
on their i.my to their clasaica.l fox in Alexandria, (esarma, Antioch, and
other centers.

Robert Kirchner has observed that, like the early Rabbis, Jesus (as he
is portrayed in the Gospels) is a master 4o8e teaching isa often expressed
through personal example rather than formal, institutionalized instruction.
Both Jesus’ o1onents (Hark 2:16, 3:2 and Uke 14:1, 11:37—38) and followers
(John 13:41f.) examine his conduct as a model presented for others to
follow.’1 Thus, while the ring of the first decades of rebbiniam
presented here does mean to suggest that rabbinic modes of thought and
behavior can not be used as sources for direct influence in oi.w sUdy, of
Early Qiristian commziitles, the early Rabbis can provide useful models for
cvmr1son and contrast.
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We have seen cho1ars over-estimate the degree to which the institutions
of later rebbinic Judaism existed already in classical times. Culpepper,
despite the nuances of his study, exemplifies this teodency. Ultimately he
would leave his readers with the understanding that the Rabbis preserved
methods and basic religious principles established by pie-TO schools, such as
that of Hillel and his circle. Others have taken later rabbinic narratives
at face value and have drawn scre detailed parallels. These parallels have
been used to outline a portrait of early Christian schools, methods of
transmission, and mcxles of thought. To the extent that. the picture these
scholars have drawn depends on the evidence of early rabbinic sources, it
requires re-evaluation, because such sources are routinely misisiderstood.
Ai if we admit the possibility that there were no Rabbis in pr’e-70
Palestine, then we must reconsider much of what is taken for granted in
historical portraits of the time during which Jesus lived and the evangelists
wrote.
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