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Confounding Blood

JEWISH NARRATIVES OF SACRIFICE AND VIOLENCE
IN LATE ANTIQUITY

Ra‘anan S. Boustan

Late antiquity saw a profound transformation in the organization of relipious life
as societies throughout the ancient Mediterranean world ceased, albeit only gradu-
ally, to engage in animal sacrifice. As Peter Brown and Jonathan Z. Smith have
famously argued, the far-reaching process whereby a mobile class of exceptional
persons eclipsed the traditional Temple cults as the locus of the holy played an
instrumental role in the emergence of new forms of religious community and iden-
tity in the Hellenistic and especially Roman periods.’ It would be misleading, how-
ever, to characterize the so-called end of sacrifice as the progressive spiritualization
of religion.? Indee, sacrificial cult continued to serve throughout late antiquity as
the dominant paradigm for ritual action and religious piety, even in the “post-
sacrificial” forms of Judaism, Christianity, and indeed paganisim that emerged in
this period. If anything, sacrifice—and specifically, the symbolic function of sacri-
ficia} blood—provided an increasingly charged domain of contact and compelition
across the full spectrum of religious groups in the Mediterranean world.* More
specifically, the tanguage of sacrifice was reinvigorated within both Jewish and
Christian discourses of martyrdom, which figured the executions of privileged
kuman beings as purificatory or atoning sacrifice.’

Animal sacrifice represented a vexed ideological and religious problem for Jewish
communities in the Roman empire in the wake ol the destruction of the Jerusalem
Temple and its cult in 70 CE, which Roman and early Christizn writers framed (albeit
in different ways) as a sign of the Jews’ loss of divine favor.® Indeed, Jewish sources
from kate antiquity attest the gradual internalization of this view of the calamitous end
of the Jewish cult.? Yet, as Jonathan Klawans has argued, we need not adopt the mod-
ern scholarly predilection for reading the negative views of the Jerusalem Temple in
the ancient sources—Roman, Christian, and indeed Jewish—as evidence that the cult
liad become moribund or even corrupt well before its destruction.® Klawans instead
advises scholars to focus attention on how Jewish (and Christian} authors “channeled
the sanctity of the temple” into novel forms of religious practice and discourse.?
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This chapter contributes to the renewed interest in the “resignification” of sac-
rificial fanpuage and concepts within post-Temple Judaism by comparing two con-
temporancous narratives from late antiquity that explore the complex refationship
between animal sacrifice and human violence.® The first is the widely disseminated
martyrology known as The Story of the Ten Martyrs, which gathers together within
2 single narrative framework various earlier traditions regarding the rabbinic mar-
tyrs executed by the Romans during the Jewish revolts of the first and second cen-
turies.!! 1 contrast this martyrotogical cycle with the rabbinic retelling of the eryplic
biblical account of the murder of Zechariah ben Yehoyada (2 Chr 24:17-22), which
appears in muliple forms in both Palestinian and Babylonian rabbinic compila-
tions.!? In their narrative expansion of this biblical episede, the rabbinic authors
trace & cansal link between Zecharialts unrequited blood and the destruction of
the Jerusalem Temple by the Babylonians 250 years Jater. [ argue that the radically
distinct approaches to sacrifice in these two narratives demonstrate that the late-
antique Jewish discourse ol sacrifive was far from univocal; rather, biblical sacrifice
and the narratives associated with it emerged as a charged site of contestation, both
among Jews and between Jews and Christians,

Specifically, | show that, while the two narratives al the heart of this chapter were
both preduced in Roman-Byzantine Palestine in the late fourth to sixth centuries,
they differ fundamentally in their application of the language of biblical sacrifice to
contemporary Jewish piety and practice. The Story of the Ten Mariyrs puts forward
an elaborate theology of vicarious atonement in which the suffering and death of
the righteous martyrs serve as sacrificial expiation for the anncestral sin of the Jewish
people and are seen to guarantee their uitimate redemption from the wicked powers
of this world, namely, the Roman empire. By contrast, the rabbinic renarration of
Zecharial's murder refuses the application of sacrificial logic to the ancestral act
of collective violence that it situates at the heart of biblical history, The creators
of this narrative tradition left no place in this history of violence for martyrdom,
understood as a ritually efficacious offering that purifies the cultic shrine, atones for
sin, or ensures redemption. Rather, the murder of Zechariah represents & dranuic
breach of cultic protocol, and no subsequent sacrificial bloodletting-—either animal
or human--can mitigate the consequences of this defiling act. This naerative thus

insists on a sharp distinetion between illicit violence and proper animal sacrifice.

The significant differences between the appranches to sacrifice and martyrdom
present in these two works, while emphasizing the diversity of late-ancient Jewish
thought, also call inte question recent attempts to formulate a universal theory of
sacrifice. Most notably, René Girard's writings on sacrifice, which posit that alf sac-
rificial practice has its origins in the common fiuman nnpulse to murderous violence
{more on this below), could find support in The Story of the Terr Murryrs even as the

Zechariah story would resist & Girardian point of view. Like Girard, The Story of

the Ten Martyrs presents the institution of (one speeific type of) blood sacrifice as
the product of internecine murder wrd as the provisional resolution to the crisis this
murder engenders. That is, the martyrology buitds upon an etiological explanation
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reoted in Second Temple Judaism for the sacrifices of the Day of Atonement {Yom
Kippur), which according to this tradition commeniorates the day that Jacob’s sons
mislead their father concerning the “apparent death” of Joseph their brother (Gen
37:29-35). The sacrificial practices of Yom Kippur are thus directly linked to the
competition among the progenitors of the tribes of Israel for the affections of their
father. Finally, as Girard himself might postulate, this explicitly sacrificial narrative
both constructs martyrdom as an act of sacrifice and presents it as the sole means
for resolving the cycle of violence that forms the inner scaffolding of human history,

By contrast, a Girardian reading of the Zechariah story, as retold in the fourth-
century Palestinian Tabmud and the fifth- to sixth-century midrashic collection
known as Lunentations Rabbati, would significantly distort its message. Girard's
interpretation of the “murder of the prophets” meotif in the New Testament might
suggest that this narrative seeks to demystify bloed sacrifice as a “sacred cult of
violence,” thereby offering a blueprint for a more advanced and indeed univer-
sat form of religious piety that would transcend the sacrificial complex and the
mythic and magical thinking upon which it depends.”? In my view, however, this
rabbinic tale provides a graphic accounting—aallied in the monstrously and futilely
spilled blood of the people of Jerusalem and their leaders—of the ethical and ritual
Tailings of ancient Isracl that lead to the destruction of their Temple. The events
leading 1o the destruction do not disclose the awful “truth” about the violent nature
of the sacrificial system: both Zechariah and those who are later kilied in the tempile
precincts to expiate his blood are precisely not “sacrificial victims”—their deaths
are murders and not sacrifices, in the sensc that they serve no ritual or redemptive
function. As such, especiatly within the context of Lamentations Rabbati, the Zech-
arialy narrative reflects the larger hesitation, even discomfort, about the theology of
niartyrdom being formulated in other contemporary Jewish sources [rom Palestine,
as evidenced by The Story of the Ten Mariyis.

When taken together, these narratives undermine Girard's homogenizing view
of sacrifice, with its transhistorical and transcultural sweep. A single, overarching
theory of sacrificial practice s, more importantly, of sacrificial narrative pro-
duces a set of reading practices that occlude rather than explain the varied and
cortesied conceptions of sacrifice operative in late antiquity among both Jews and
their neighbors, Indeed, Girard's impulse (o create a universally valid theory has its
gencalogy in the totalizing Christian theologies of sacrificial killing to which the
two Jewish narratives that 1 analyze are themseclves responding, albeit in distinct
ways. We shall see that in the contemporary Euro-American context—no less than
the ancient Mediterranean one—the discourse of sacrifice can serve as a strategy of
religious or ideological contestation.

In addition to these theoretical considerations, the specific narratives analyzed in
this chapter suggest & corrective to the dominant scholarly account of the history of
the Jewish seclimatization to a post-Temple reality, According to this historical nar-
rative, the rabbis and liturgists of late antiquity self-consciously crafted novel forms
of picty, such as Torah study and prayer, to serve as direct replacements for the fess
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ethically and spiritually nourishing sacrificial cult of the Tem ple. Thus, in a recent
analysis of rabbinic tales concerning the destruction of the Tempie, Paul Mandel
has argued that the “chronological and geographic distance from the Temple caused
the centrality of the Temple, and the memories of the rituals of sacrifice so central
in its day, to recede, 50 1o be replaced by the more immediale concerns of the popu-
lace and its leaders.” ™ As such, the sacred center gave way to rabbinic sarrative and
exegesis, which “sustained the Jewish people through generations of retokd ta‘les."*“
This familiar narrative of the transformation of Judaism from & “cultic” mlo a
“(extaal” community may well fit some teajectories within late-antique Judaism,
such as those reflected in the sources analyzed by Mandel, But time and distance
from the Jerusalem Temple did not work in a uniform or tinear way. Jews did not
conceptualize the Temple cult in any one way, nor was the “problem of sacrifice” (il
it was a problem at all) ever finally and definitively resolved.

Indeed, the rise of Christianity to dominance in the fourth to sixth century and,
in particular, the hegemony of Christian claims to the legacy of biblical s.acriﬁc?e
provoked Jews to invest renewed energy in grappling with the loss of 1ile‘tl‘ cu.ltu:
center. The application of sacrificial logic to rabbinic martyrdom and the liturgical
recitation of The Story of the Ten Muriyrs on Yom Kippur demonstrate that the
model of the sacrificial cult was not only salient within Jewisl culture long afler the
destruction of the Jerusalem Temple, but in fact enjoyed conspicuous revitalization
in Rifti- and sixth-century Palestine, with a lasting impact on medieval Jewish con-
ceptions of martyrdom.?

René Girard on Sacrificial Practice and Sacrificial Narrative

“T'his section reviews and assesses Girard's bold account of the historical origins of
sacrificia practice in a primordial act of collective violence. In the process, | con-
sider the charge lodged by Jonathan Z. Smith, 1van Strenski, and others that Girard
nas in fact produced a culturally specific, even polemical view of sacrifice
maseuerading as an acadentic theory with universal validity, While 1 share this crit-
ical assessment of Girard's project, | nevertheless find his theory helpful in clagsi-
fying the specific strategies deployed in ancient Jewish sources to contest the
meaning of the biblical sacrificial cuit and thus to assert control over Hs Iegac.y. The
question of whether or not blood sacrifice is a substitite for violence—Girard’s
central problematic—is indeed & recurrent theme in Jewish narratives from lat.e
antiquity that address the loss of the Temple cult. How a given text ans.\vere.d this
question had direct implications for its particular conception of Judaism in the
post-Temple order. N
Girard's theory of sacrifice stands at the heart of his voluminous wiitings on
the place of rcligion in human history and society.” Girard marshals count.lcss
nartatives—from ancient Mediterranean and Near Eastern myths to the narratives
of so-called primilive societies and the modern novel—-in order to show that animal
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sacrifice avises from and brings al least provisional resolution to the murderous
dynamics of social conflict and cohesion that characterize alf human coflectivities.
This generative process binds together violence, sacrifice, and the act of narration
into a single, mutvally constituting sacrificial complex. Girard’s universalizing move
has beea widely criticized. Nevertheless, his engagement with sacrificial atonement
theology, though provoked by his own historically situated context, is reoted in the
very Cliistizn theological conceptions first developed in Jate antiquity that were also
engaged by Jewish writers in that formative period of Jewish-Christian relations,

The centrality that Girard's theory accords sacrifice in social and historical pro-
cesses might suggest to students of ancient Mediterranean religions avenues for
understanding why shifts in sacrificial practice had sueh profound and far-reaching
consequiences for social organization and religious life in antiquity. Yet, many
historians of religion would arpue, instead, that the analytical tools Girard uses
are so compromised by his patently theological insistence on the uniqueness and
even superiority of the biblical tradition as refracted by Christian lenses that we
are better off sidestepping s project entirely. Many have been particularly crit-
ical of Girard for his “reductive” and “evolutionist” account of animal sacrifice,
which fails to situate the practice properly within its specific social, historical, and
discursive contexts,”

Perhaps most potent among these critigues is Jonathan Z. Smith’s contention
that sacrifice is not an act of transmuted and barely contained violence rooted in
so-called primitive societies, but rather is distinctive to stratified agrarian or paste-
ralist societies in which, he suggests, sacrifice might serve as a sustained and ritu-
alized form of meditation on the process of “domestication.”® Likewise, Smith's
thoroughgoing historiographic critique of the Protestant roots of the study of
late-anticue religions should be enough to call into question Girard’s Christian
exceptionalism—Iis apparent insistence on the uniqueness of the Christ-event.”
Indeed, Girard’s blanket rejection of sacrificial understandings of Jesus’ death-—

.often articulated in conjunction with a powerful distaste for mimetic conceptions of

Eucharistic practice—has also failed to persuade most scholars of early Christian-
ity on either internal literary or historical-contextuai grounds.2

Tvan Strenski’s study of Girard’s thought within its specific intellectual and cul-
tural context adds an impertant historical dimension 1o these theoretical and meth-
odological criticisms.® According to Strenski, Girard shouid be read as a Christian
theologian and moralist, rather than as a historian of religion. As a historian or
ethnographer, he is merely wrong—though wrong in a particularly pernicious way.
But, as a contributor to modern theological or ethical debates about religious prac-
tice and its relationship to pelitical agency, Girard is significant in his own right.
According to Strenski, “Girard’s theory of sacrifice should be seen as a rejection
of a view of sacrifice originally developed in the seventeenth-century eucharistic
theology of the Roman Catholic reaction to the Reformation in France. " Girard's
theory is thus heir to the legacy of posi-Reformation French debates regarding the
notion of sacrifice and its political and religious meanings.
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Moreover, Strenski points to the ironic, if predictable, similarities bc.z\vei:n
Girard’s theory and the “conservative™ and “suthoritarian™ French Catholic tra-
dition in which he was raised and apainst which he reacts so‘ vchem.cnﬂy. Most
notabie is his understanding of sacrifice as an act of founda'tmnas.] v19§e11c? ‘thai
both delineates and Fosters human community. In additio‘n, in hne_wnh his rehgl{-n‘xsl
upbringing, Girard likewise accords centralily to the Cimsli-efrent in iillc teleolog;:d.
unfolding of human history. At the same time, there are s1g_mﬁcam dsfferenc.es. 01f
Girard, the Buchasist is not a mimetic reenactment et_” the violent sc]f—sm‘:rlﬁce ?
Jesus, but an act of remembrance that marks a revolutionary advanc‘? O\fcl l]he piiew
Calvary human condition. in the post-Calvary \.vorld, \vh{:i‘c»ier Saf:i'lﬁ'Clai (lj wlLsg: 12
or practice have nol been fully purged, Girard diagnoses the 1;31germg kmcl. es rulc
tive hold of the primitive dynamics of the scapegoal 111echum.smm—lthe v_e1y mc.c‘1‘—
anism that he believes set in motion the violent institution ol snc:’lf'zce‘ in {Ele.[flbi
place. Seen from this perspective, Girardian thought éidVOle!eS a rc@‘mlst imfltu(;n
centered upon the ideal of an individually oriented refigious colnscwncc', wh]ch' 1
betieves has superseded the coflectivist ethos and politics of clerically GlrncnlAedl sa'c;
ramental theolopy—be it Catholic, Jewish, or otherwise. For Strenski, l.hlS x‘s al'
wetl and good, provided that we strenuously resist (‘}irard’s.ntlel.npl to for fnu]ate a
universalizing theory of religion and human cubture in the historically 'COIIllllg{‘:TIlll-—
not to say parochial—terms of modern theological debates regarding Christian
oyt Forops
bd.f\rsﬂrli;b]ema{ic as Girard’s project has been shown to b'e, his pi"c.vocum'fc Cq]l'ill-
tion of sacrifice and violence nevertheless echoes narrative traditions f[c.m: ;i}e
antiquity. Indeed, Girard was hardly the first 10 explore 111c.coxvuplcx t:clﬂll(?l.ls.li?
between these concepls; many Christians and Jews in tate alnnquxty siuu.ed Gum{cl s
interpretation of sacrifice as a substitute for murderous \f]oiencc ancll, 1{1 tur.n. he
deaths of the innocent righteous as a wmeans for transcending the saﬁcnﬁcmi [?IOC.CS?.
Even more, it would seem that they likewise invested great encrgy n c.xpl'ormg-_]usl
how the turgical reenactment and narrative recitation U'F the sucrfﬁcml (ilz:n}a
relates to the actual act of sacrifice. The impressive themat.xc co'r;'elallo.ns .‘bel\‘.eu;
Girard’s theory of sacrifice and the represeniation of sacrifice in the l:lc'h%lure(o‘
Jate antiquity, both Jewish and Chiristian, suggests that, rather lhu'n explaining S:lL-
rifice, Girard's theory has replicated and naturalized a highly particular conception
of sacrifice with a specifically late-antique genealogy.

The Story of the Ten Martyrs and Girard’s Christian Exceptionalism

The rabbinie martyrological cycle known as The Story of the ’I.'en _;1 furtyrsis perh.apsf
the most striking example of Jewish narrative from late antiquity HH .tlmnjittzze':j
the relationship between ancestral murder and the power of human sacnﬁ?c,-- Til'lb
martyrology, in its poetic forms, has been an int{:gfal parll O,f the \(0111.141113’]’3le1~ Hnb
uray since late antiquity.™ Although set during the “Hadrianic persecutions” of the
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sccond century CE, the martyrology developed as a literary composition in Pales-
tine between the fifth and early seventh centuries.” The martyrology relates in grue-
some detaif the sequential executions of ten rabbinic sages at the hands of the
Romans. According to the narrative’s overarching conceptual framework, the
deaths of the ten martyred sages are not caused by the immediate political circum-
stances, bul rather are the direct consequence of the crime committed by Joseph’s
twelve brothers when they sold him into slavery (Gen 37:18-28). The scriptural
logic works in the following fashion: based on the authority of Exodus 21:16 (“He
who kidnaps a man—whether he has sold him or is still holding him-—shalt be put
lo death™), the narrative considers the sale of Joseph to be a capital crime, The
deaths of these rabbinic martyrs are thus vicarious atonement for the original
national sin committed by the progenitors of the tribes of Israel.

As Solomen Zeitlin suggested more than filty years apo, the association between
the sin of Joseph's brothers and Israel’s need for communal atonement on Yom Kip-
pur entered rabbinic martyrology from carly Jewish sources of the Second Temple
period.® The clearest statement of this etiology for the holiday is found in the second-
century text Jubilees (34:12-19).% Although this passage does not explicitly refer to
Yon: Kippur, the date indicated for the conumemorative mourning of Joseph's “ap-
parent death™—the tenth day of the seventh menth—unequivocally denotes this
holiday, Zeitin rightly explains that the authors of Jubilees “held that the sin of the
ten sons of Jacob, who sold Joseph into slavery, had not been atoned, and that hence
the Jews must afflict themselves annually on the day on which Joseph was sold, in
arder 1o attain atonement for this sin which their forefathers committed,”™

The association of the sale of Joseph inte slavery with Yom Kippur is well
attested in rabbinic literature. This etiological motif always appears in conjunction
with rabbinic traditions concerning the expiatory function of the special vestments
worn by the high priest when officiating over the sacrifices prescribed for the Day
of Atonement.” It should be noted that the emphasis in this case is explicitly on the
bload sacrifices for the Day of Atonement and not on the lamous scapegoat ritual,
which does nat invelve blood sacrifice at all (a distinction wholly lost on Girard in
his writings).” These traditions were subsequently embellished in the Yom Kippur
liturgy that developed in the fate fourth and 6fth centuries,® And, once embedded in
the synagogue fiturgy, the motif played a generative role in the production of novel
literary compositions that were associated with the Day of Atonement, including
The Story of the Ten Martyrs,

The ideolopy of vicarious alonement through martyrological self-sacrifice that
is at the heart of The Story of the Ten Martyrs centers on the image of the heaventy
altar upon which the angelic high priest Metatron {or Michael) sacrifices the souls
of the righteous martyrs who offer their lives on behalf of the Jewish people (Ten
Margyrs, 1-1X.20,1-5). We tearn about this awful truth when the central martyr in
the story, Rabbi ishinael ben Elisha, ascends to heaven in order 1o learn whether it
is in fact the will of God that the group of ten sages should embrace their deaths as
martyrs, There, Rabbi Ishmael, who is himself of high priestly lineage, is met by the
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angelic high priest Metatron.™ 1t is [rom his anpelic guide that Rabbi Ishmael learns
that Israel’s ullimate redemption depends on the willingness of the martyrs to Ty
down their lives in order to atone for the nation’s ancesiral sin.

The narrative makes absolutely clear that the spilling of the martyrs’ blood will
afTect atonement for the blood-guilt of the Jewish people. After having learned from
the angelic high priest Metatron that it is the sin of Joseph’s brothers that has set in
motion the crucl fate he and his colleagues now face, Rabbi Ishmael asks the angel
in despair:

“Has the Holy One, blessed be He, not found someone to redecm the blood
of Joseph from the days of Jacob uatil now throughout all those generations?”
He answered: “The Holy One, blessed be He, has not found ten Hke the sons
of Jacob except you."*

The atoning function of the martyrs’” blood s a leitmotil running through the
remainder of the narrative, Following this awful revelation, Rabbi Ishmael is given
a guided tour through heaven by Metalron. As they are moving about, the sage and
future martyr comes scross an object he does not immediately recognize, and he
asks the angel,

“What is this in front of you?” He replied: “An altar.,” He asked him: “Is there
an altar above [in heaven]?” He answered him: “Yes, everylhing that exists
above also exists below, as it is written 1 have now built for You a stately iouse
[t Kgs 813} He asked him: *And what do you sacrifice upon it? Do you have
bulis, rams, and lambs?’ He answered him: “We sacrifice the souls of the
righteous upon it.” He dectared: “MNow 1 have heard something that § have
never before heard!"*

As this diaioguc between martyr and angel makes clear, martyrdom on earth is
paralleled in heaven by the sacrifice of the souls of the righteous martyes, presided
over by the angelic high priest Metatron.

Moreover, this sacrifice is essential to the proper maintenance of Israels rela-
tionship with God and, ultimately, to the redemption of Israel from the yoke of
Rome. Thus, immediately following Rabbi Ishmael’s return 1o earth 1o inform his
colleagues what he has learned, Rabban Simeon ben Gamaliet declares that they
should rejoice because “God will receive our souls as a sacrifice so that He may
exact vengeance through them from wicked Rome.™ The message is quite clear:
the human sacrifice entailed in the martyr's death replaces the animal offerings of
the earthly Temple. Moreover, the blood of the martyrs is the sole guarantee of
ultimate salvation for the Jewish people.®

The Story of the Ten Muoreyrs betrays deep affinities with early Christian concep-
tions of the heaventy cult of Christ and its role in salvation history, especially as for-
mulated in such texts as the New Testament Epistle to the Hebrews” At the same
time, it offess o damning critique of the coercive power of the Roman (or, perhaps
better, Roman-Christian) state. Fhe creators of the martyrology painted a graphic
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portrait of the bleak experience of late-antique Jews under Roman domination. But
they did so by deploying a set of highly charged literary motifs that were seemingly
at odds with the more conventional scholastic erientation of their rabbinic source
material—and seemingly far closer to the refigious imagery and attitudes of their
Christian neighbors.

Like The Storp of the Ten Martprs and the narrative tradition on which it draws,
Girard reads the Joseph story in Genesis as a meditation on the origins of sacrifice
in fratricidal conflict provoked by jealousy and competition. In his most sustained
discussion of the figure of Joseph, Girard argues that the biblical authors self-
consciously reject what he calls the “older” or “pre-biblical” mythic tradition {e.g.,
the Oedipus legend) by “inverting the relationship between the victim and the perse-
cuting comnutity,™? On this aceount, classical myth sanctions communatl violence
against the hero-turned-scapegoat by insisting on his guilt, while Genesis instead
stresses Joseph’s innocence in cach chapter of the narrative, from his conflict with
his brothers to the false accusation of aduitery he faces in Egypt. For Girard, this
inversion has, in (urn, significant implications for the biblical conception of sacri-
fice: “The kid that provided the biood in which Joseph’s tunic was dipped in order
to prove to his father that he was really dead would have played a directly sac-
rificial role in the pre-biblical account.”* The biblical story thus demystifies and
desacralizes—in short, humanizes—Joseph; the linkage in the narrative between
violence and szcrifice paradoxically aims to break the eycle of killing that fuels and
is fueled by the sacrificial complex,

But it is precisely with this final step that Girard parts ways with the inlerpre-
tation of the story offered in The Story of the Ten Mareprs. In sharp contrast to
Girard’s reading of the “apparent murder” of Joseph as exemplifying the antisac.
rificial perspective of the biblical authors, the martyrology presenis this act as the
inattguration of a specific set of sacrificial practices. This sacrificial complex wouid,
in turn, find its uitimate expression in the ritual-liturgical performance of a mar-
tyrology in which the foundational act of violence committed by Joseph’s brothers
is linked through the blood of the sacrifices, first animal and then human, to the
eschatological violenee to be inflicted by God on Rome. From a Girardian perspec-
tive, the creators ol the martyrology replicated the sacrificial complex rather than
unmaking it; they thus failed to grasp what Girard holds to be the “true” signifi-
cance of the Joseph narrative in the biblical tradition.

Tlhus, despite his explicit aim to offer & formal, academic theory of sacrifice,
Girard’s reading practices do not provide him with the tools he {and we) might need
to make historical sense of specific theological formulations or the contestations
that surround them, but rather cast him as arbiter of their correctness. We can thus
place Girard side by side with the martyrology: both are polemical and totalizing
accounts of the biblical message and its place in human history and culture,

Moreover, The Story of the Ten Martyrs raises significant problems for Girard's
Christian exceptionakism, which bypasses postbibiical sources entirely and traces
i linear progression from the prophetic books of the Hebrew Bible to the New
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Testamen! gospels.™ In his isistence on the uniqueness of the New Tcs:tamcnl in
unmasking the violence at the heart of the saerificial process, Girard fails 1o con-
sider the complex interaction between Jews and Christians as both groups grappled
with the problem of the *end of biblical sacrifice.” But, in fact, the (fl'C(llUl"S ui'.tlle
rabbinic martyrology—and presumably also those who participated in its iturgical
performance on Yom Kippur—shared a sacrificial understanding of martyrdom
with their Christian neighbors. There was o stable core of essential differences
between late-antique Jews and Christinns in matters of religious ideology and prac-
tice, even in such highly sensitive issucs as collective, vicarious atonement iilmu;._zls
self-sacrifice. Rather, the martyrology attests the degree to which Jews and Chrlf;—
tians continued to occupy a comnon discursive space, in mallers of sacrifice as in
many other domains, well after the fourth century.

Reading the Blood of Zecharial with and against Girard

Like The Story of the Ten Martyrs, rabbinic retellings of the biblical story concern-
ing the murder of the prophet and priest Zechariah ben Yehoyada (2 Chr 24: 57:-22)
provocatively explore the interrefationship among social conflict, murficr. animal
sacrifice, and the expiatory value of human blood. The rabbinic versions L:!f the
Zechariah story draw a causal link between the murder and the destruction of Jeru-
salem and its Temple 250 years later by the Babylonian general Nebuzaradan, the
head of Nebuchadnezzar’s army (2 Kings 25; cf. 2 Chy 36). Both the 111:11'tyr01.0gy
and the Zechariah tradition grapple with how the biblical discourse of sacrifice
might best be understood and resignified in the wake o('l the dCEfil‘uCtiOll of the
Temple cult. But I argue that the Zechariah story, especially as it was .cleployed
within the Afth- or stxth-century midrashic collection known as Lamenrations Rab-
bati, does not support the Girardian equation of sacrifice with violence, however
tempting such a reading might be, Indeed. the narrative should not chl'C(ld as a
theological statement regarding the replacement of the calt by mo}'c etlucally and
spiritually “advanced” forms of religious piety. Rather, the narrative st‘rcss?s that
Israel’s murderous crime is precisely out-of-the-ordinary, an extreme violation of
the standard sacrificial system. As a consequence of its insistence on the fundamen-
tal difference between sacrifice and violenee, the text also rejects a sacrificial cc')n—
ception of martyrdom as a crucial means for effecting atonement ar guaranteeing
redemption, .
Postbiblical Jewish and Christian reteflings of the murder of Zechariah rfn(i
its bioody aftermath build upon the briel report in 2 Chronicles in which ](m'g
Joash orders the execution of the son of the righteous high priest Jehoiada for his

prophecy of doom:

Then the spirt of God took possession of Zecharizh son of the priest
Jehoiada; he stood above the people and said to them, “Thus says God: Why
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do you transgress the commandments of the Lord, so that you cannot
prosper? Because you have forsaken the Lord, e has also forsaken you.” But
they conspired, and by command of the king they stoned him to death in the
court of the house of the Lord. King Joash did not remember the kindness
that Jehoiada, Zecharial's father, had shown him, but kilted his son. As he
[Zechariah] was dying, he said: “May the Lord see and avenge!” (2 Clir 24:20--
22 NRSY)

ewish and Christian sources fiom late an tiquity reflect the commion reorientation
that this narrative underwent in the course of the Second Temple period as the
episode increasingly became a narrative backdrop for in-depth exploration of the
curious nature and power of the bload itself, Especially instrumental in this process
of narrative expansion were the allusions in the base-text to the precise location of
the murder in the Temple and the emphasis on the visible remains of the murder
that Zechariah prays wilt ensure divine retribution {“may the Lord see and avenge"),
Already in the biblical base-text, the themes of location, divine witness, and future
retribution are yoked together, even if only in incipient form.»

Schotars of Second Temple and rabbinic Judaism have dedicated a great deal of
energy to tracing the literary history of this narrative within Jewish sources.” More
recently, however, scholars have begun to expiore the dynamic interaction between
fewish and Christian versions of this narrative. Most well-known, of course, are
the allusion to the bloed of Zecharial in the gospels of Matthew and Luke as part
of Jesus' final woe to the Pharisees, upon whom will come “all the innocent blood
shed on the earth, from the blood of Abel the righteous to the blood of Zechariah,
the son of Barachiah, whom you murdered between the sanctuary and the aliar, %
The story seems lo have enjoyed such wide currency across a range of genres that
numerous ritual artifacts and incantation texts attest the active use of this nar-
ralive as a historiola lar curing uicontrolled bieeding.” And it would seem that
this process of interrelipious contestation spilled beyond the confines of narrative,
assunnng a concrele spatial dimension through local traditions of pilgrimage cen-
lered on Jerusalem. As Galit Hasan-Rokem has stressed, just as the pHgrim of the
ftingrariven Burdigalense reports seeing the bloody traces of Zechariah’s murder, so,
too, Lamentations Rabbati anchors its retelling of the story to the apparent status
of the locale as a site of healing: “The blind, what would they say? Whe will show
us Zechariah’s blood? And the fame, what would they say? Who will show us the
place where Zechariah was kilfed, and we’ll embrace it and kiss it?"* In light of this
evidence, 1 fully endorse Jean-Daniel Dubois’ persuasive claim that the blood of
Zecharial represented one particularly potent site in Jewish-Christian competition
over the memory and meaning of the biblical past.®®

The story concerning the murder of Zechariah and especially the fate of his un-
Justly shed blood appears in various forms in both Palestinian and Babylonian rab.
binic titeratuge and in a range of literary and exegetical contexts.™ In what follows, |
present and analyze the carliest fult version of the narrative, found in the Palestinian
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Talmud.™ 1n addition, I consider how the narrative was subsequently used in later
centuries by the creators of Lamentaiions Rabbaii, a verse-by-verse exegetical cont-
mentary on the book of Lamentations from fifth- or perhaps sixth-century Pales-
tine. While ihe Zechariah story is by no means unique to Lawientations Rubbuti, this
midrashie collection does repeat the story four separate times and places it within a
siructured and perhaps even systematic literary framework. 11, therefore, provides
a broader context for assessing the meaning that this narrative held in this period,
at least for some Jews,

The Palestinian Talmud presents a series of seni-independent traditions con-
ceening the mueder of Zecharialy; this loose, but thematically coherent, collection
will culminate in the story of Nebuzaradan’s encounter with the blood of Zechariah
and his attempt to solve its riddle. But, first, the text begins with briefer discussions
of the story. .

The passage opens with a statement in the name of R. Yohanan that “eighty
thousand young priests were slain on account of the bloed of Zecharinh.” This
tradition is followed by a dialogue between two rabbis concerning the precise jo-
cation of the murder: “R. Yudan asked R. Ala; ‘Where was Zechariah murdered,
in the Women’s Court or in the Coust of the Israelites? He answered him: ‘Neither
in the Women’s Court nor in the Court of the [sraelites, but in the Court of the
Priests.” These statements frame the narrative in such a way that we expect the
Temple priesthood, rather than the nation as a whole, to have played a particu-
larly central role in the crime, This expectation is partly realized in the subsequent
narrative and partly frustrated: the murder is especially noteworthy because it
gencrates pollution within the Temple, but there is no attempt to Hinit the culpa-
bility Tor the murder to the priests or to absolve either the king or the people of
their respousibility. Morcover, as both priest and prophet, the figure of Zechariah
defies facile attempts to pit a supposedly wicked priesthood against the tradition
of righteous prophecy.

The talmudic text then presents an exegetical unit intended o emphasize the
enormity of the crime. This unit juxtaposes the regulation in Leviticus 17:13, which
instructs the Iseaelite or stranger to cover with earth the blood of a kesher wild
animal, with Ezekiel 24:6-8, which chastises the “bloody city” of Jerusalem for
placing the blood that it shed “on a bare rock; she did not pour it out on the ground,
to cover it with earth” (Ezek 24:7 NRSV). These verses, when taken together, dem-
onstrate that Zechariahs murderers treated his blood differently from the blood
of animals: rather than covering his blood with earth. they lefl it visible and thus
ensured that it would provoke God’s “fury to lake vengeance” (Ezek 24:8 NRSV).
1 will return to this detail below.

This unit is followed by a tradition that enumerates the seven concurrent sins
that were committed at the time of the murder: “Israel committed seven transgres-
sions [‘aveiror] on the same day: They killed a priest, a prophet, and a judge; they
spilled innocent blood; they pelluted the Temple Court [ve-tinr'u hu-"azaralil; and it
was both Sabbath and the Day of Atonement.™ Interestingly, like The Stary of the
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Ten Martyrs, the Zechariah text links the murder that stands as the fountainhead of
1srael’s puilt to Yo Kippur, though the detail is here primarily intended to empha-
size the enormity of the crime,

1t is only foliowing this series of preliminary apodictic and exegetical traditions
that the Talmud presents the story proper. The narrative moves from the time of
King Joash and Zechariah to the conguest of Judea by the Babylonians in the sixth
cenlury BCE. The conquering Babylonian general, Nebuzaradan, upon entering
the Jerusalem Temple, notices a bizarre phenomenon: a pool of bloed in the court-
yard of the priests, perhaps near the altar itself, seething restlessly, When he inquires
concerning the origins of this blood, the residents of Jerusalem assure him that it is
the blood of animal sacrifices.

When Nebuzaradan ascended here [to the Temple Court}, he saw blocd
seething. He said to them, what is the nature jof this blood]? They said to
him, “The blood of bulls, lambs, and rams* that we sacrificed upon the altar.”
He immediately brought bulls, rams, and lambs and slaughtered them upon
the blood, but it continued to seethe.

Just as in The Story of the Martyrs, the Zechariah narrative here raises the question
of whether animal blood and human blood are of the same nature. Indeed, both
texts employ an almost identical phrase when formuiating the comparison; can the
slaughter of the righteous serve the same—or, at least, a ritually comparable—
function as the sacrifice of “bulls, rams, and sheep” (parim ‘eilinm u-khevasim).* As
we have seen, the answer in the martyrology is a resounding “yes,” whereas the
present narrative rejects the equivalence,

When Nebuzaradan discovers that the blood of sacrificial animals cannot gueli
the prophet’s blood, he suspects murder most foul. The general extracts from the
Jerusatentites a confession of their bloodguilt: it is the blood of Zechariah, they
explain, who 250 years earlier had been murdered by their ancestors.

And since they did not confess to him {the crime of their ancestors], he hung
them upon the gallows, They said: “[It seethes] because the FHoly Orne, blessed
be He, still plans to avenge his biood {rom us.” They continued: “This is, in
fact, the blood of the priest, prophet, and judge who prophesied against us
[concerning everything you are now doing to us}® and we rosc against him
and murdered him.”

Having learned the true nature of the seething blood, Nebuzaradan reasens that
only human blood can appease it and thus expiate the ancestral guilt. He proceeds
to slaughter-—or, perhaps better, sacrifice--thousands of the best and brightest
from among the Israelite population, eighty thousand priests in the flower of
youth.™ Yet, even this excessive spitling of human blood turns out not produce the
desired effect,

At last, having tried to guell Zechariahs blood with both animal and human
blood, Nebuzaradan recoils from the bloodlcttng.
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At that mement, he [Nebuzaradan] rebuked him [Zecharial]™ and said to
hin: “What do you wani me to do—destroy your entire people on your
account??® Immediately the Holy One, blessed be He, was filled with mercy
and said: “If this man, who is but flesh and blood and is cruel, is filled with
mercy for my children, how much more so should | be [merciful toward
them}, about whom it is written, ‘Because the Lord your God is a mercilul
God, he will neither abandon you nor destroy you; he wilt not forget the
coventant with your ancestors that he swore to them’ [Deut 4:317*7 Immediately
he sipnaled to the blood that it should be swatlowed up in its place.®

By rejecting the killing of animals and huinan beings as a mode ol expiating the
ancestral crime of murder, the Babylonian general succeeds in shaming the God of
Israel into subduing Zecharial's demand for vengeance.

What might 2 Girardian reading of this expansive version of the Zechariah
story fook like? Girard has himself written about the allusion to the killing of
Zechariah in the New Testament as a “revelation of the founding murder”™ that
inaugurated the cycle of human violence to which Jesus has come to put an end.”
indeed, the “murder of the prophets” is both strueturally and thematically central
to the narrative of human ethical progress that Girard views as the core message
of the gospels.®

The rabbinic trestment of this tradition might, at first glance. seem to conform
to Girard’s hypothesis concerning the transformative unmasking of the scapegoal
mechanism ia bibleal Hterature. In Girardian terms, the Zechariah narrative in both
is biblical and postbiblical iterations is a sustained meditation ou the universal
and integral connection between sacrificial cult and violence. The conflict between
Joash and Zechariah, the king’s own “son-in-law,” with whont he is in competition
for control over the community and its religious life, ruptures the social fabric.? In
the biblica) base-text, the crisis coincides with an unspecified divine punishment of
the Judah and Jerusalem (2 Chr 24:18), perhaps a plague or other generic form of
calamity, another theme that Girard links to the social disruption generated by the
sacrificial crisis.®

Finally, the narrative culminates with the “scapegoating”™ of Zechariah, whicl
seems to return the Temple community to concord, A Girardian reading would
suppest that sacrificial cult has only provisionally masked the guiit of the Israclite
community, which clings to & sell-delusional and patently ineffective belicl in the
efficacy of animal sacrifice to atone for guilt, Human blood is no more able to
expiate sin than is the blood of the sacrificial animals that has been substituted for
it. It is only Nebuzaradan's decision to turn away from the whole sacrificial complex
that brings an end Lo the cycle of killing, His heartfeht prayer provides an antidote
ta the violent nature of sacrifice and thereby brings an end to the cycle of violence,

Indeed, the version of the story in the Babylonian Talmud goes a step further and
has the general convert to Judaism at the culmination of the narrative: “Fhereupon
he debated with himsell whether to repent, saying, ‘Il such vengeaace is exacted for
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one lile, how much more will happen to me for having taken so many lives!” He fled,
sent & parting gifl to his household, and becane a convert to Judaism.”* Accord-
ing to Girard, the motif of conversion is central o the possibility of transcending
the sacrificial complex: “conversion is resurrection” insofar as “awareness of guiit
is forgiveness in the Christian sense,” he writes.® If’ Girard were to relinquish his
Christian exceptionalisin, he might argue that this Jate antique Jewish narrative ex-
entplifies the distinctive and superior perspective of the biblical tradition, which
produces a vision of non-sacrificial or even anti-sacrificial dedication of the self
that supersedes the sacrificial context out of which it emerges.

But is the rabbinic retelling of the Zechariah narrative, in fact, about sacrifi-
cial practice at alf? kn his recent interpretation of this text, Michael Swartz has
persuasivety argued that the story goes to great lengths to draw a clear distinction
"between any kind of blood of a sacrificial or alimentary animal and the blood of
the martyr.”® As noted above, the text emphasizes that the human blood of the
murdered hero is explicitly treated in a manner that departs [tom the prescription in
Leviticus 17:13 for covering with earth the blood of a wild animal that is permitted
1o be eaten. Along similar lines, Jonathan Klawans has likewise argued that the
Zechariah tradition in rabbinic literature does not address the inadequacies of the
sacrificial cult per se, but rather belongs to a broader rabbinic discourse concern-
ing the moral and ritual defilement of the Jerusalem Temple caused by acts such as
idolatry, sexual sin, and murder.® This discourse, Klawans argues, is not an indict-
ment of the regular regime of sacrifice as presented in Leviticus and elsewhere in
the Torah, but an indication of Israels own culpability for the eventual destruction
of the Jerusalem Temple %

The redactional use of the Zechariah story within the fifth- or sixth-century
Lamerations Rabbati confirms this interpretation.” Like many midrashic collec-
tions, Lamentations Rubbari does not form a coherent literary or conceptual whole:
the thirty-six proems at the beginning of the work were likely affixed to it at a later
time; similarly, the commemary on the first 1wo chapters of the biblical book is
consiclerably more extensive than that on the final three chapters, suggesting an
extended and varied compositional history.” Nevertheless, as Shaye Colien has
argued, the work does exhibit a general unity of purpose and perspective—namely,
an exegesis of the book of Lamentations as a sustained reflection on the cavses of
the destruction ol Second Temple.” 1a particular, Cohen has called attention to the
tendency in Lamentarions Rubbuti to minimize the significance of martyrdom in the
evenis of the destruction, despite the obvious potential for highlighting this very
theme.” The Zecharial narrative, which was incorporated in four separate textual
contexts within the work, conforms to this general pattern.™ Neither Zechariah nor
the descendants of his murderers who are themselves killed by a forcign power are
treated as martyrs, if that term is understood, as we have sezen it so often was, {0
index s person who dies as a ritually efficacious sacrifice, Rather, the bloodshed in
the Zechariah naerative stands as a physical indictment of the simultaneous ritual
and ethical shortcomings of the Jewish people, which lead ineluctably to the
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destruction of the Temple, On this point, Jewish and Christian writers converged:
the destruction and exife from Jerusalem and Judea were a consequence of Jewish
guiit.,™ But only post-Reformation readings of 1he ancient sources would insist thal
this shared historico-theological conviction reflects an understanding of sacrifice as
nothing other than atavistic vielence.

Conclusion

René Girard—or a scholar adopting his conceptual framework-—might argue that
it is the still unresolved sacrificial complex at the heart of The Story of the Ten M-
ryes that accounts for its doctrine of divinely ssnctioned vengeance. This same
scholar might read the rabbinic versions of the Zechariah narrative as a principled
rejection of the necessity of sacrifice, whether animal or human, in Tavor of an
ethics of revelatory conversion. Despite the stark difference between the two narra-
tives, the scapegoat mechanism might nevertheless be invoked as the common strue-
tural principle governing the very notion of sacrifice operative in the lexts,

I have argued, owever, that these particular Jewish texts from late antiquily nei-
ther bear out Girard’s hypothesis ol a universal scapegoat mechanism nor eacode
any putative psychological discomfort with sacrificial violence. Rather, both texts
index the pervasive concern among Jate-antique Jews with the meaning and function
of the btood of the murdered rightecus, which intensified as the theorization of mar-
tyrdom as sacrifice was employed to secure Christian hegemony. On my reading, the
Zechariah narrative rejects the equation of sacrifice and murder, thereby deffating
the discursive power of martyrdom that had so captivated many Jews and Chris-
tians in late antiquity. By contrast, the rabbinic martyrology insists on the abiding
power of sacrificial blood to affect salvation, implicitly celebrating the passage from
mere animal sacrifice to a heightened form of cult in which hwman victims are spe-
eifically chosen from among the ranks of the heroes of rabbinic tradition.

The two narratives thus reflect the diversity of approaches to the phenomenon
of sacrifice among late-antique Jews, a heterpgeneity that is likewise atlested in
early Christian writings.™ But beneath the diversity of approaches to sacrifice stooad
a very concrete competition among Jews and between Jews and Christians over
the biblical past, as embodied in the physical remains of exemplary figures spread
across the sacred geography of the Holy Land.
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