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ADuur INSTITUTE - 1966 

TAOOJDIC TIMES AND TALES 

February 4,1966 

Rabbi Daniel Jeremy Silver 

Eater, if you will, my time machine. We will set the controls to go back 

1700 years to a time when Rome. ruled the world - at least the world westerners 

learn about in our histories. We plAJl to set down on the easterJllllost borders 
~ /\J O ~~tl 

of the Roma. Empire - i• a frontier fortress town along the upper reaches of the 
1;, ,,,, 1t 

Euphrates River. Perhaps some 50,000 soldiers, purveyors, craftsme and families 
It 

lived and worked within the walls of Dura. These men 8.Jld women were here because, 

1• fact, Rome did not rule the world. Down river and across the flat plains 

of Mesopotamia lay the mighty empire of the Sassanids dotted with cities which 

had bee• 1nighzy civilized for almost 2500 years. Ardashir, the Sassanid king, 

was the first in his line. Just a few years before, in 226 C.E., he had lead a 

powerful natavist uprising against a Parthian nobility which had ruled Persia for 

almost 500 years.When Ardashir defeated his Parthian enemies he began attacking 

nearby RomaJl territory. Dura was to fall in 256 together with most of Fastern 

Syria. Although we will fly back home before this iefeat, it is importut to 

~s. Hai Dura aot bee• capture•, iestroyed and evacuatei, it would not have become 

the rich archeological treasure house it is to•ay. 

Rome is, of course, still p&g&Jl. Coastantine will not see the Christia.a light 

for al.most aaother ceatury. Ia ad.iitio• to a synagogue, ud. a small church, the 

walls of Dura eaclose a oze or more Temples to such Gods as Adoais, Zeus Kyrios, 

Artemis a.a Zeus Megistos. O their part the Sassaniis J11••nli11111Lwere zealous followers , 

of the prophet Zoraster - ualists who worshippei the Go of light ud. truth, 

Ahura Mazad.a, u served. i his legioas against the ao• ot d.arlmess ud. evil, Ahrimaa. 

nre vu the symbol ot the great ao.. aaa the tire altar was the ceatral shriae ot 
were 

his taitla. Her acritice aa servic!!Lzresi~e over by priests calle Magi. 
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It AN , tt - r 
Zoroastrianism was a.kreaiv 990 ~ ~ ome of its doctrines already had 

exerted co siderable influence on Judaism, for they provided aa, environment which 

stimulated eschatological ideas, the piety of physical resurrection, strict rules 

At this time - the second ~uarter of the third century, Jewish life is slowly 

gaining some stability after the devastating convulsions of the first two centuries 

of this era. Jewish Palestine had been shaken and irreparably weakened by the 
A P 

blooay Roma. suppression of revolts which had broken out in 66;,- 132 C.E. The 

second century had seen sporadic fighting between Jews and RomaJls in Syria, CyrYe 

and Egypt. Yet Palestine reila.1 ed the spiritual focus••• ds•ollas• eJ I I F of 

Jewish life. The Temple lay i• ruins but each day in the Diaspora men prayed for 
~ 'j'. ~ r( 

its restoration and for ths r• s t of a descendent of the house of David 

as ruler of aa independent Israel. 

The Persian Jewish co:mnnaity outnumbered the Palestini8.Jl on the o~der of 

5 - 1, but it had to tuna to Palesti e for religious leadership. The la.-ds 

betweea the Euphrates and the Tigris had. never developea ce ters for Rabbillic 

training. They practised a rather loose Biblical Judaism long after Judaism in 

Palestiae had Ullci.ergone the Pharasaic transformatioa. Tbo 1§ill10egue et Dura 

st::tted. auo ee a 11.e ■wl ewe 11111• .... ,-. -, i&!dl'J a: 1'1rb)'.l:Ultf.U aew ea l!!• way 

to eu aca emies a 

A t ''"' 
~ou±e-e ..... M•lke~Mi~M4ee-~-,i,te,~1g~1~••••-•·~••••~!~•••• Precisely 1• these years 1--. 

W'- "' t-A 1,,H,.. ,, If O IJ,. .,J ~ ff It If t l t1 \.: l ,._ _. J,,,J, 

Babyloaiaa Jews/,,.. trained in., the law, ,,9t1•• return~ to their cities ..._~ fouade 

~ije academies of Huzul, Nehardea, Pum.peG.ita, aad Sura, schools which were to 
' 

produce the :e,a.byloaiu Tal.mld a. to be syBoaymous with Jewish learaing for 

the aext 'Joo years. 
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By the third cntury that Judaism,which we call Rabbiaic,had pretty well prove• 

i tis ';1 :.i. The Jewish conmnmi ties throughout the Diaspora bega to accept the \ 

Pharisaic interpretatioa of scripture which wove a tightly loait web --•• and 
(1p I ' 

law around every aspect of life. The basic code of -ehi.e law, the Mishnah, had 
N W 

bee• edited J:.J1u.1s1:Lt1.-J&iiL-.J~lllilllilalllllil~ b~c.f.ou~G1ia,-._, 
~f .t _, , 

synagogue replaced the rites of the Temple. 
4. 

Rather simple Torah rules of Sabbath 

observence, forbidden foods, etc. were extended, defined and interwoven with 

religious significance. The authority of the religious scholar bees.me acknowledged. 

Theologically doctrines of an after life and of reward and punishment became 

normative. Simply put, a scholarly, profound and all-embracing religious 

civilizatio• was in the process of being woven into the life of a thousand scattere 
ft \ 

commubities where, heretofore, Judaism had. been a matter of a few simple zi#tbs, 

revere ce for the sanctuary, reverence of God, reading of Torah, ethical teaching 

and shared history. 

Even as Dura stood on the fro•tier of the Roman world so it stood on a 
o t \" I , f 

frontier in Jewish life. It had economic ties t o south and to the west. 
-' 

Dura's merchants brought the textiles, furs, grain and glassware of Syria to 

Persian markets where they were exchanged for raw silk, spices, dates ani honey. 

The Jewish cOllllrtblities of Persia were old. They traced their history to 

the Babylonian exile of the 7th pre-Christian century. These communities 

were compact, for the Jews had settled largely along a network of C8ll8.ls in 

central Persia, which ran between the Tigris and Euphrates rivers •ear the royal 

' winter capitol Ctesiphoa. At the very •••s-• ............ Dura two of the most 

important teachers of our history - Rav aad Samuel, both merchaat scholars..-. 

were bringing the ideas and practices of Pharasaic Judaism to Babylonia, creatiag 

acaiemies to teach the Rabbiaic way u.i begiani g the process of gradual religious 
(. llfr l\ c C rtt, j 

change which was to ki tle the light or Rabbiaic learaing 1 the eaatera half of 

the Fertile i 1 st Cresce t. k:cs w1•1c tel:1 di Idell cf ma CCHHi C ■ I lass 
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We come to Dura because of a, for us, fortunate political misfortune. I 

l. S' ' •'-
2lC 9 It: the Sassinids overran Dura a.ad the town was aband.oaea. V...ss tbs Jebils 

UNO C) W fl ft I fl Wt 1,,/ I 

...ot bettJefhe records of this conmru.nity were~ buri~ so that they were not 

scattered or lost over the intervening centuries. A dozen years before Dura was 

captured and abandoned the Jewish community built a new synagogue in a block of 

buildings directly behind the river wall. During the Persians seige Roman 

eagd)neers sand-bagged these walls for added defense and this military precaution 

saved the magnificent frescoes which you will soon see.//Also saved was a ~lay 
. ~ 

tile on which the synagoguge building committee ..._ inscribed their names in much 

the same way that plac,uee are placed here and there about The Temple as memorials 

of loving concern. The chairmaa of the building committee an synagoguge president 

was a man by the name Samuel Bar Yedaya. Samuel's name tells us a good. bit about 

his world.. Bar is the Aramaic worci. for Be, son of. Rolll&Jl officialdom spoke 

• Le.tin, the Sassani,w.an court spoke Pahl-vi. I the market place all citize s, 

•llia-.spoke Greek and Aramaic. Aramaic, a 'Biece' of Hebrew, 

was the liagua fraaca of the Neat Fast. You kllow some Aramaic. The Kaddish 

is writte• in it, so are parts of the Biblical books of Ezra a.ad Dalliel. The 

TalJllud is heavy with it. Despite the similarity of Aramaic aJtd Hebrew, Samu.el 

probably understood. oaly a smattering of the holy toague. When the Torah was 

reaci in his aynagoguge a translator, known as a Meturgema•, stooi beside the - . 
trai•ed. red.er and. ren ereci. a liae by lie truslatio. I time the best of 

these translatio a were vrliten o • They provi e us an inilape sable key 

towaris the Wl4eratanil g of the Biblical text for they tell us how the Bible was 

waaerstood. ce turiea ago. The Targum, or Are■aic trualation is, i fact, mare 

thu a trualatio • At times the text ia embelliahe • At times the text is 

rei terpret embelliahmeata and reiaterpretatio•• tell ua a goo eal 
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about Samuel's religious attitudes. 'l!he frank anthropomorphism of some Biblical 

text-'disturbed him. For example, this verse from the story of The Gardea of Eden. 

"And they (Adam ud Eve) heara the voice of the wrd., God walki gin the garo.en." 

The 'ra.rgum reads: "And they sensed the Memra (the spirit of the Lord) going about 

;W the gardell. " A direct sense percepti~• Jecomes simply Bll awareness 9f the 
( ) ~ 

divine presence. The word "Memra" is interesting. It corresponds to a technical 

" term in Greek philosophy "logos" and stands as mute 
o-,,. 

outlines of Greek •sic were part and parcel of the 

testimony that the broad 
w o t\..~9 ~,ew 

i tellectual i■h11ii1n~e of 1 
I ,J' 

Samuel and his colleagues. ~ 
• . • • t 

The Biblical canon was fixed in its present form in the first ce tury of the 

Common Era. However, popular tradition had embroidered the Biblical text with 

any number of additions - some legendary, some descriptive, some containtu~ 
T~ \c O - , 

specific reference to post-Biblical events, some Messianic. Some of these 
f\ 

extrapolations still had Biblical force in Samuel's world. Hannah was the 

mother of Samu.el who was to an.oi t David, Israel's first and famous king. The 

king Messiah was to be a descendent of the House of Davia. When H&l'lnah was 

grantei a son the Bible includes her prayer of gratitude. 0 e of these 
t:tlJ 

embellishments put dnto Hannah's prayer 1ia11 a(rather clear and straightforward 

prophesy that The Temple• would be rebuilt and. the Messianic dream would come true. 

"And B'annah prayed by the spirit of prophecy and said, 

'Behold Samuel,my son, is destined to be a prophet over Israel. 
I his days they will be d.elivered from the hand of the 
Philistines, anci. by his hands there will be performed. for them 
signs aad wonders. Wherefore my heart is strengtheaed in the 
gooi portiai which the Lord has given to me. 

Over Semaacherib the king of Assyria, she prophesied and said., 
It is destined that he a.ai his whole army will arise against 
Jerusalem and. much will be doae to him. There will fall the 
bodies of his soldiers, for which reason all the people, 
nations and toagues will coafesa ud. say, There is no Holy O e 
but the lord., for there is none other beside Thee. Alld thy 
people will say, There is no one who is str011g other thu our Oo • 
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Over Nebuchadnezzar the king of Babylon she prophesied and said, 
You Chaldeans and all the other peoples who are destined to 
rule over Israel, you shall no more speak boastfully, nor shall 
blasphemies proceed from your mouth because the wrd knows all 
and his judgmeat extends over all his creatures ud you too he 
will re(U.1 te for your sins. 

Over the Greek ki•gdom she prophesied ana saia, The bows 
of the Greek tyr8.Jlts will be broken, and (as for) those 
{tyraJlts) of the house of the Hasmoneans, who are weak, 
there will be done for them signs and wonders. 

And over the sons of Haman she prophesied and said, 
(Those) who were filled with bread, overbearing in wealth 
and rich in money, they have been me.de poor. They have 
once more become nobles. 

So Jerusalem, which was like a sterile woman, is 
destined to be filled with the people of its captivities, while 
Rome, which was filled with many peoples, her armies will 
cease (and) she will be laid waste and destroyed." 

The dream of redemption was the living hope of :.txl! third century Judaism. 
L.c .. , 1..1 /J, , • 1 , , v " • 

Samuel was delivered by a midwife, at home, and circumcised with appropriate 

ceremony on the eighth day of his life. Circumcision was the ancient symbol 

of God's covenant with Israel. During the circumcision the baby was held by 

his godfather, who was still called by the Greek title 'synteknos'. The title 
4)v .. '\ 

synteknos became elided tsri■g the centuries into the still familiar 'saniek,' 

Beside the synteknos there was an empty chair - a chair for Elijah. Elijah was 

the legendary herald of goodtidings who would announce the arrival of the 

Messianic age. I&ter this chair of Elijah (and its symbolism) was moved from 

circUllcision to the Seder table where his presence is still symbolized by a cup 

T ' at an empty setting. There were other more or less superstitious overtones to 'iile 
~ 1 t E" •.!11.! , 

place set for Elijah. 'lbe Bible tells that Elijah oace restored the life of a ,-.. 
widow's son. Be.sing itself on this tale folk legend elected Elijah as the 

J 

semi-ciivi11e protector of chiliren. Though Rabbiaic theology was determiaedl.y 

da1illllJ11 t Jy moaotheistic Samuel's faith includei heavy overlays of Persian 

angelology. l.m.doubtea.ly, he, his wives au. children wore protective charms,-.,-,J) 

amulets. The whisperiag of magic formulae was part of a d.octor's standard. 

e(Ui)IDent. The mezuzah o• Samuel's ioorpost was looked. on as a guard. agaiast 
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evil spirits. At his weddi•g he and. his bride jumped. three times over a bowl 

of live fish. The fish because of its multitudi ess roe was a universal symbol 

of fertility. Ia all probability there was buried under the cornerstone an 

incantatio bowi with formulae for the safety, health and fecundity of the house. 

Samuel believed in astrology and was periodically encouraged and ci.ismayed by the 

signs of the heavens. Astrology was practiced by the most cultured men of the 

age. Given their model of the universe it seemed scientifically valid. They 

saw the earth surrounded by concentric rings of energy containing the stars and 

God was the prime mover who set the outer ring in motion. In turn 

each lower sphere was set in motion in much the way a gyroscope opem. tes • ti P r. 

l'IIJl '1K~/ 
1 

If you understood the motion of the outer spheres you could predict the/tides tN 

~" bl aO A 
Jif1' the sea S57 d 11;•en the tides in the affairs of men. So universal was this ,,,, 

belief that a sixth century synagoguge in the Galilee, which I will 15h01 you a bit later, 

actually had a brilliantly colored circle of the Zodiac as the mosaic design 

on its floor. Logically astrology implies predestination and Judaism has ever 

insisted on the doctrines of free will and direct human responsibility. But Sa.mm.el, 

and most of his contemporaries, held on happily to both teachings~Samuel grew 

up in a world which celebrated the same holidays we still observe, though less 

formally and without the overwhelming emphasis we have put on the high holy days. 

In all probability, the Sabbath made the greatest impact on Samuel's life. The 

Sabbath was announced by '1le blowing of a Shofar. The first call in the early 

afternoo• reminded those who worked in the fields beyond the walls that it was 

time to start home. An hour or so later another call signaled to the 

storekeeper to close up his shop. A third call shortly before sunset told the 

women to. light their Sabbath candles which were the not our tallish tapers but 

s,uat broaze oil lallps such as this one. 
1->Atb( 

As •••r set in. a final Tekiah and Teruah 

&JUlOUJlce that the Sabbath had. begun. Sabbath evening was spent at home. Sabbath 

morai11g men and. bOJ'S came to the synagogue. Women sat in the same room but apart 
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and entered by a separate door - aJ.lllrently few came. In Samuel's youth the 

synagogue . was a smallish, white-washed room some 20 x 20 feet in size and 
,,J 

distinguished from his apartment only by a low plaster bench which ran along the 
" 

four sides and by a Torah shrine in the west wall facing Jerusalem. The Torah 

scroll was neither covered nor cased. During the week it was kept behind a 

decorative curtain. The :floor was colorful w1 th oriental rugs. During the 

service worshippers bowed and even at times prostrated themselves. Beside the 

Ark there was a special seat with a curved stone base, not unlike a crude throne, 
~ I ~ J 

where the KasJis or elder sat. The synagogue was a place o:f worship and a place 
from 

of community meeting. This was the chair o:f authoritllwhich the presiding elder 

managed such meetings. There were no prayer books. The basic liturgy was 

learned by heart. Rote memory was still the basis of education. One better 

versed than the rest went down ~rom his bench to a place before the Torah shrine 

where he led most of the prayer. The prayers were sing-songed. We do not know 

about musical accompa.niment. The forms of prayer were highly localized. The 

Shema., the Amid.ah and the reading of Torah were standard - beyond this each 

congregation evolved its own patterns. Because of this flexibility the third 

century was liturgically one of the most creative in our history. The Alenu 

(The Adoration) and much of the Viddui (The Confessional) of Yom Kippur elates 

from this time. 

It is doubtful that a small community such as Dura he1 the daily services 
(l_ ~ ,-.. ,. , 

which Rabbinic rul.e began to re,uire to a'"i;ar••••••••f•••■-i.-a•• the '9 aily sacrifices 
0 .-,u, J A&. C"'I\ 

in the Temple. More likely the men paused. in their work at customary hours each day ,,,,. 

to recite the Shema ua its blessings. The Shofar may have been sounded from the 

syu.gogue roof mu.ch as church bell.a •11 peel.ea 1• Meileval Europe to remiad the 

peaaaats to say the Angelus. 

Who S&J1111el was youag the Sabbath vu aot his oaly visit to the synagogue 

tor the •~gu.e wa■ hi1 chool room. Here, begiu.iag at the age ot five, he 



- 9 -

learned his alphabet, to write, and to read scripture. Until about the age of ten 

t/ t;-

he sat in this room with boys of many ages and of all level.s of schooli g. - !• a 

" 
·--· iSiilri] ] Ui-F Ii 8 IIZRiAWlft WP 8 II I l a••. Classes were held from dawn -

to dusk, five and one-hal.f days a week. They ended Friday noon and began again 

Sunday morning. At the age of ten elementary schooling was over. Parents 

apprenticed some of the boys to craftsmen. Samuel went~ his father as a 

merchant. Teen-~ers came with their fathers to Sabbath afternoon clasaes 

conducted by visiting scholars. Dura had no academy. Those who wished. to 

study Rabbinics had to travel to Palestine. 

Elementary education was not as parochial as it may seem. The Hebrew 

alphabet and the Aramajc were identical as were the Aramaic and Hebrew numbering 

systems. Then too, the synagogue was not only a school and. a place of worship 

but the town meeting hall, and a hostel. The boys listened. to their elders 

debating public policy and learned law. At Dura the synagogue had six to seven 

extra rooms where visiting 
/~ I)\ " 

their trips to China, i■isa, 

1t 
merchants eould put up. These men told the boys of 

" 
om> taught them geography and merchant lai tand 

regaled them with tales of the great men and events of their day. Syrians, 

Romans, Persians,&Greeks thronged the city streets and markets and many a father 

hired foreign language tutors for his sons. As an apprenticed merchant in the 

textile trade, Samuel traveled deep into Persia and to the great markets at 

U"_,-~ t fl'-l"-/ 

Damascus and cbn the Med.iterruean coast. On the way he visited the Galileean 

'T~anr ' 
academies and, in all probability,,.- met some of the leading teachers of the age. 

" 
After a few years of trade it ~s time for Samuel to marry. He was probably 

between 18 and 20 years of age and his bricie in her ear~ teens. The match was 

arranged by their parents, but the custom was that 11.0 father could marry his 

daughter agaiast her will aad. that ao man need marry a woman that tispleaseQ him. 

tit\ A 
The wed.ting was in two parts., held. et • a year apart. First the betrothal, which 

was held in the brid.e 's home and where 'illl financial arrangements were complete.. - ~~ l , l 

the agreements awn up coaceraing the wedding portion each famizy was giviag a 

" 
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to secure the young couple's future. With the signing at the engagement of the 

Ketubah the marriage was deemed legJ and could not be broken except by divorce. 

The actual wedding was held months 1.a.ter and in the groom's home. The wedding 

itself began with a gay processional through the city streets. The girl attired 

in her finery was lead by her family to the groom's home {called huppah) where 

blessings were said, songs sung and a feast that lasted seven days enjoyed by all. 

The central fitual of the marriage was the giving to the bri.de of a ring or valuable 

by the groom with the still-used phrase: 'harey at.' Incidentally, the cost of 

the wedting was borne by the gi,oom's family and even then Rabbis were complaining 

about lavishness and conspicuous consumption. 

Marriage was not yet monogamous though monogamy was held to be the ideal state. 

Rabbinic law had outlawed the oriental practice of concubinage. All wives were 

legally on a par. Samuel probabjy had four. High iBfant mortality and business 
~L...,..-j ~••tTk 1M. '-t- r•"n .. -.. ~ . ft,t /'Olt{r:,(.. ._ 

needs re~red sons. There are some I know who look back longingly on"'pol.ygamous days. A. 

Let me assure them that polygamy only com:pound~d marital difficulty. A contemporary 
P.~T of Samuel's is ~uoted as saying 11Blibbcr to marry one wife but if you marry two 

~-- \ ~ A ..,.J •...) 
be sure to take a third." Apparently a ■ s n 'a diplomatic skills had greater 

scope if he had three women to play off against each other. 

When Samuel's father died Samuel, as the older son, closed his eyes, anointed 
,.ND ft.,e ~l'hNer::> Su ou,UN'1t l:.'-

his boa, and dressed him in a simple shro~ The father's mattress was overturned,, .s:,+ ., , 
.. ~--....:-------- m w (l[N'r ~ \.t fl\ ("1.~ ~.Jr~ fir.,' t) ~e were no undertakers. That same day he~led a wailing procession which carried ----..... ________ , .-

the corpse in a basket 11 tter to a family graveyard where the body was buried 

without a coffin. Here prayers were recited and Samuel and his brothers stood in 

a row while the mourners filed by and offered comfort. IDh.ere seems also t?:;hav . 
i ~d' .(2. ,~I I t 

current practice. Seimiift 1 cab his been some food an~ drink served - aot unlike 
V \~\,- rJ~ ~ MC -.> .J 

our 
~ f cf I AJ 

!I-IM••• 1■ri r1twrraa bows 1aZI 1tii•lll■ 1 t h. At a later time, perhaps after a year, 

it was Samuel's responsibility to collect his father's bones for a more permanet 

burial in an ossuary. {}..such was the routine of daily life - now let me take you ~ 

to Dara and let 't2t visit Samuel's ~ and synagogue. 




