Rabbinic Reactions to Greek Culture

I. Greek Language and Greek Wisdom
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crowns worn by brides and that nobody
should teach his son Greek.

2 MY VN 97 HVID NIVN Y923 MNIYN

NIN2N ONPNN PN ,NT DY NI OIRNNYN 12223910 1INWI - 17N 7N NI NN THY ROV

JPT DY N .OYTNIN JNY POV NMIPA DINT PHYOHWN PN DM D 531 .09 DIVVDIN)
PR NTIAYA OXPOIVY IO DI :1NY DN ,NMIN NNONA OND 1YY, 1PN NNONA IN PNV TNN
\V) 710N YXND YNV 1D 1IN DN VYN NJIPA DMINT ONY PYOY INNY .07 PIDN)

DTN MNINY DN DTHPY DTN NIN : 1IN DYV NNIN .NDID MIND YAIN /N NIYIYTE 119N
NYPIAN ONON ONYY ,DXDIN MDD IDIY NI NYYN 10 MY NNINR D ; 7PN NNON 1N1AD T
29 IR TN PYOHOIR YTIPN NIYI ON KON 111D YDND NIWY IR 217 IR DN .IND PY
N NNOM ,TIND TN NYO HDID NPYWY IN UTIPN NIWD IN KON 17102 X PYO D131 : qOoY
+) NN+ : NITOINND ,)7AYT DIV DXINY PN NTIN? 27 IR IXPON D 1IN NNONY . TIND
MIND YNRNY NN ITHY MIND UNRN ,NIN 122 PN OXTD GON DPY M DN YWD NOW MY
PIPT LI P2 DY OIRY INIDYI RIN NN J2) IR NN NIN 11 IPNYI KDY, 1NN NNON ITID
V0P 1902 171PNN 12INT 12 DINVIANR P NNND YT YOI MDIP 1901 : XINT ; NN MIOND
MI5N5 PIPY 29I, 11N NNON JNY 1NN INODN) 127 M DY ; MIONY 1P NINY

2. B. Sotah 49b (Also seeB. Bava Kamma 83a)

AND THAT NOBODY SHOULD TEACH HIS SON GREEK. 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 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’. On
the morrow 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 be a man who rears pigs and cursed be a man who teaches his
son Greek wisdom!” Concerning that year we learnt that it happened that the
‘omer had to be supplied from the gardens of Zarifim and the two loaves from the
valley of En-Soker. But it is not so! For Rabbi said: Why use the Syrian language
in the land of Israel? Either use the holy tongue or Greek! And R. Joseph said:
Why use the Syrian language in Babylon? Either use the holy tongue or Persian!
— The Greek language and Greek wisdom are distinct. But is Greek philosophy
forbidden? Behold Rab Judah declared that Samuel said in the name of Rabban
Simeon b. Gamaliel, What means that which is written: Mine eye affecteth my
soul, because of all the daughters of my city? There were a thousand pupils in my
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father's house; five hundred studied Torah and five hundred studied Greek
wisdom, and of these there remained only I here and the son of my father's
brother in Assia! — It was different with the household of Rabban Gamaliel
because they had close associations with the Government (See T. Sotah 15:8); for
it has been taught: To trim the hair in front is of the ways of the Amorites; but
they permitted Abtilus b. Reuben to trim his hair in front because he had close
associations with the Government. Similarly they permitted the household of
Rabban Gamaliel to study Greek wisdom because they had close associations with

the Government.

3. Yerushalmi Megillah 1:9

71C

R. Shimon B. Gamliel said, it was
investigated and found that the Torah
could not be perfectly translated except
in Greek...R. Yirmiya in the name of R.
Hiyya B. Abba said, Aquila the Convert
presented his translation before R.
Eliezer and R. Yehoshua and they
praised it saying it was fairer than the
children of man (Ps. 45:3)
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4.Y.Pe'ah 1:1 15¢

R. Abahu said in the name of R.
Yohanan: it is permitted to teach one's
daughter Greek because it is an
adornment for her
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5. B. Menahot 99b

Ben Damah the son of R. Ishmael's
sister once asked R. Ishmael, May one
such as I who have studied the whole of
the Torah learn Greek wisdom? He
thereupon read to him the following
verse, This book of the law shall not
depart out of thy mouth, but thou shalt
meditate therein day and night. Go
then and find a time that is neither day
nor night and learn then Greek
wisdom.
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2. Greek Literature

6. M. Yadayim 4:6

R. Yohanan b. Zakkai said: have we
nothing against the Pharisees excepting
this? Behold they say that the bones of
a donkey are clean, yet the bones of
Yohanan the high priest are unclean.
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They said to him: proportionate to the
love for them, so is their uncleanness,
so that nobody should make spoons out
of the bones of his father or mother.

He said to them: so also the holy
scriptures; proportionate to the love for
them, so is their uncleanness. The
books of Homer which are not precious
do not convey uncleanness to the
hands.
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7.Y. Sanhedrin 10:1 28a

R. Akiva says, even one who reads (out
loud in synagogue) from the extra-
canonical books such as Ben Sira and
the books of Ben La'ana (have no share
in the world to come), but the books of
Homer and those written beyond that
are like reading secular documents.
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Now Asahel was as fleet-footed as a
wild gazelle

8a. Kohellet Rabba

Such was his swiftness that He used to
run on the ears of corn and they were
not broken

8b. Homer: Illiad 20. 227 "[the
half-divine horses of Erichtonius]
would run over the topmost ears of
ripened corn and did not break them"
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3. Greek Religion in the Public Square

9. M. Avoda Zara 3:4

Proclos, son of a philosopher, put a
question to R. Gamaliel in Acco when
the latter was bathing in the bath of
Aphrodite. He said to him, it is written
in your Torah, and there shall cleave
nought of the devoted thing to thine
hand; why are you bathing in the bath
of aphrodite?’ He replied to him, we
may not answer [questions relating to
torah] in a bath. When he came out, he
said to him, ‘T did not come into her
domain, she has come into mine.
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Nobody says, the bath was made as an
adornment for Aphrodite; but he says,
Aphrodite was made as an adornment
for the bath. Another reason is, if you
were given a large sum of money, you
would not enter the presence of a
statue reverenced by you while you
were nude or had experienced seminal
emission, nor would you urinate before
it. But this [statue of aphrodite] stands
by a sewer and all people urinate before
it. [in the torah] it is only stated, their
gods — i. e., what is treated as a deity is
prohibited, what is not treated as a
deity is permitted.

10. Y. Shevi'it 8:8 38b

R. Shimon B. Lakish was in Bostra and
he saw that they (Greeks) were pouring
[water] to Aphrodite. He asked the
Jews, "Do not the waters become
forbidden?" He came and asked R.
Yohanan, who replied, "A public object
does not become prohibited through
use in idol worship."
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11. Y. Shabbat 3:3 6a

R. Aha B. Yitzchak accompanied by R.
Abba B. Memmel came to wash in [the
bath of] the Three Graces and he saw a
man sprinkling water on himself
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12. Midrash Tana'im Devarim 34
It may be likened to a sanctuary of
Nymphs which provided water to the
whole city and everybody used to offer
praised to it. Somebody remarked to
them: Offer praise to the source which
supplies it (the water)
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13. B. Hullin 41a

Why is it that a person may not
slaughter into the sea? It is, is it not,
because it might be said that he is
slaughtering to the deity of the sea?
Then is it not the same when a person
slaughters into a pool of water, for it
might be said that he is slaughtering to
the image [reflected in the water?] —
Raba answered: This was taught only
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regarding turbid water (not to see an
image through the water itsef).
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4. Astrology
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B. Pesachim 113b
How do we know that you must not consult with Astrologers? Because it says you
should be whole-hearted before God.
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Safra Kedoshim 3
"Do not Divine" like those who divine by means of a weasel, birds and stars.
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Kohellet Rabba 7

And Solomon's wisdom excelled the wisdom of all the children of the East and all
the wisdom in Egupt. What was the wisdom of the children of East? They were
skilled in Astrology and divination from birds and experts in Augury.
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Mekhilta D.R. Yishmael Pischa 1
R. Yonatan said, all these signs [of the planets] were given for the Gentiles for it is
said, "learn not the way of the nations and be not dismayed by the signs of
heavans."
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Christian Thought

Predestination
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Mark Chapter 5

29For those God foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the likeness of
his Son, that he might be the firstborn among many brothers. 30And those he
predestined, he also called; those he called, he also justified; those he justified, he
also glorified.

On Miracles, and Faith
John 4:46-54 (New Translation)

Once more he visited Cana in Galilee, where he had turned the water into wine.
And there was a certain royal official whose son lay sick at Capernaum. When
this man heard that Jesus had arrived in Galilee from Judea, he went to him and
begged him to come and heal his son, who was close to death. "Unless you people
see miraculous signs and wonders," Jesus told him, "you will never believe." The
royal official said, "Sir, come down before my child dies." Jesus replied, "You may
go. Your son will live." The man took Jesus at his word and departed. While he
was still on the way, his servants met him with the news that his boy was living.
When he inquired as to the time when his son got better, they said to him, "The
fever left him yesterday at the seventh hour." Then the father realized that this
was the exact time at which Jesus had said to him, "Your son will live." So he and
all his household believed. This was the second miraculous sign that Jesus
performed, having come from Judea to Galilee.

B. Berakhot 34b

Our Rabbis taught: Once the son of R. Gamaliel fell ill. He sent two scholars to R.
Hanina b. Dosa to ask him to pray for him. When he saw them he went up to an
upper chamber and prayed for him. When he came down he said to them: Go, the
fever has left him; They said to him: Are you a prophet? He replied: I am neither
a prophet nor the son of a prophet, but I learnt this from experience. If my prayer
is fluent in my mouth, I know that he is accepted: but if not, I know that he is
rejected. They sat down and made a note of the exact moment. When they came
to R. Gamaliel, he said to them: By the temple service! You have not been a
moment too soon or too late, but so it happened: at that very moment the fever
left him and he asked for water to drink.

Acts 8:9-13
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9Now for some time a man named Simon had practiced sorcery in the city and
amazed all the people of Samaria. He boasted that he was someone great, 10and
all the people, both high and low, gave him their attention and exclaimed, "This
man is the divine power known as the Great Power." 11They followed him
because he had amazed them for a long time with his magic. 12But when they
believed Philip as he preached the good news of the kingdom of God and the
name of Jesus Christ, they were baptized, both men and women. 13Simon himself
believed and was baptized. And he followed Philip everywhere, astonished by the
great signs and miracles he saw.
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Y. Avoda Zara 2:2 4o0d

It once happened that R. Elazer B. Dama was bitten by a snake and Jacob of
Kefar Samma came to heal him in the name of Jesus B. Pantera, but R. Yismael
did not permit him. They said, "You are not permitted Ben Dama." He answered
him: "I will bring you proof that he may heal me." But before he was able to bring
such a proof, he died. Said R. Yishmael, "Happy are you Ben Dama that you
departed in peace, and did not breach the fence of the Sages suffers retribution in
the end, as it is said: "he who breaks through a fence, a serpent shall bite him."
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It means to say, "the wisdom of the Greeks" because they introduce hints in their
speech, and similarly words which are not explicit, but they contain in them hints
of wisdom.
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