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Preface by Timothy Michael Law

The Marginalia Review of Books aims to host conversations about 
s e r i o u s   b o o k s a n d i m p o r t a n t i d e a s .   Ta k i n g a d v a n t a g e o f 
the opportunities supplied by new media, we are providing space for 
constructive debates on the questions that shape how we understand the world.

Adele Reinhartz's essay in MRB on June 24 set off a vibrant discussion in the 
comments section and in the MRB editors' inboxes. The range of responses to 
the piece dotted the spectrum from full support to indignation, proving that a 
sizable readership wanted to debate these ideas further. The forum is released 
today only two months after the Reinhartz essay thanks to the good will and the 
efficiency of the participants. The essays, beginning with Reinhartz's original 
piece and concluding with her response to the collection, investigate the 
political and historiographical considerations involved in the translation of 
ancient texts, in particular how modern translators and historians ought to deal 
with the translation of the Greek word ioudaios (Ἰουδαῖος).

Along with the forum, MRB is excited to release an e-book version of 
the discussion free for our readers. We hope that you will read and share with as 
many people as you wish, and we hope it becomes a resource for use in 
seminars, classrooms, and other group settings.



 / MARGINALIA IOUDAIOS FORUM / 5

1

The Vanishing Jews of Antiquity by Adele Reinhartz

As a young girl in 1950s and 60s Toronto, I attended the Workmen’s Circle 
Peretz School (Arbeter Ring Peretz Shul) each day after public school. Most of 
my classmates were like me: children of Holocaust survivors from Poland 
affiliated with the secular socialist movement called the Jewish Labor Bund. The 
Bund valued Yiddish over Hebrew, the Diaspora over Israel, and culture over 
religion. At the Peretz Shul, we did not study Mishnah or Talmud, or the 
prayerbook. Instead, we learned Yiddish, read the works of the great Yiddish 
authors, and sang songs from the Yiddish theater. We also studied Jewish history, 
from the Babylonian exile in 586 BCE through the Maccabean revolt; the revolts 
against Rome; the Golden Age in Spain; the Inquisition and expulsion; the 
pogroms, blood libels, and ghettoes of Europe and Russia; the creation of the 
State of Israel, and Jewish life in North America.

In our corner of the Jewish community, Jews did not attend synagogue, even 
on the High Holidays, nor did we fast on Yom Kippur (the Day of Atonement) or 
refrain from bread on Passover. We had our own rituals and traditions, our 
secular seders commemorating the Warsaw Ghetto Uprising, our Sunday 
evening gatherings to eat, sing, and argue about politics. We had a strong Jewish 
identity rooted not only — and not primarily — in the Holocaust but in the rich 
secular Yiddish culture in which our parents had been raised. Only at the age of 
11, when we moved “up north,” did I meet Jewish children with Canadian-born 
parents. Only then did I learn that synagogue life had not died with the East 
European shtetl but was alive and well in suburban Toronto. And only then did I 
understand that there were different ways of being Jewish, and that some of 
these even included religion.

The complexity and diversity of Jewish identity was a major feature of the 
Pew Research Center report on American Judaism released in October 2013. The 
report revealed that 22% of the participants in the Pew Survey of Jewish 
Americans claim to have “no religion” and that the majority of respondents do 
not see religion as the primary constituent of Jewish identity. Fully 62% ground 
Jewish identity primarily in ancestry and culture, only 15% in religion. Among 
Jews who gave Judaism as their religion, 55% based Jewish identity on ancestry 
and culture, while 66% did not view belief in God as an essential component.

The Pew survey sparked heated debate throughout the Jewish world, about 
intermarriage, assimilation, Jewish education, Israel, synagogue attendance, and 
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numerous other aspects of Jewish identity. Jewish navel-gazing is hardly a new 
or novel activity. But it may be surprising to learn that the question of Jewish 
identity also generates considerable heat in the Ivory Tower, especially, in recent 
years, among scholars of early Judaism and Christianity.

At stake for these scholars is not so much the question of “who is a Jew” — a 
preoccupation of many Jewish communal organizations — but whether there 
were any Jews at all, anywhere, prior to the third or fourth centuries CE. This 
issue may puzzle those who view the Essenes, Sadducees, Judah the Maccabee, 
Judith of Bethulia, and Jesus of Nazareth as Jews. Nevertheless, at this very 
moment, at computers across the English-speaking world, there are professors 
and graduate students tapping out books, articles, and blog posts in which the 
word “Jew” never appears as a designation for Josephus, Philo, Paul, the 
Pharisees, or other formerly Jewish denizens of antiquity.

From a scholarly perspective, the underlying question is specific and 
technical: how should one translate the Greek term ioudaios? Until recently, the 
answer, for most, was straightforward: ioudaios/ioudaioi should be translated 
into English as “Jew/Jews.” Increasingly, however, these ancient Jews are being 
replaced by “Judeans.” We can trace this trend back to a small number of 
widely-read publications that have appeared in the last ten to fifteen years, the 
most cited of which is Steve Mason’s 2007 article, “Jews, Judaeans, Judaizing, 
Judaism: Problems of Categorization in Ancient History.” Mason and others 
argue that “Judean” is both a more precise and a more ethical translation of 
ioudaios than is “Jew ”: more precise because it corresponds more closely to the 
complex meaning of ioudaios in ancient Greek sources, and more ethical 
because it counteracts the anti-Semitism that historically has been associated 
with some of these Greek texts, most notably the New Testament.

I am all for historical precision and sharply attuned to potential anti-
Semitism. Yet as a scholar and a Jew, I am alarmed by the growing invisibility of 
Jews and Judaism in English translations of ancient texts and scholarship about 
them. The use of “Judeans” to translate all occurrences of ioudaioi achieves 
neither the scholarly precision nor the ethical high ground that scholars claim. 
On the contrary, the proliferation of Judeans inadvertently creates confusion and 
misunderstanding and merely sidesteps the issue without addressing the anti-
Jewish or even anti-Semitic potential of texts such as the Gospel of John.
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Ecce Homo – Image via Wikimedia Commons

※

Steve Mason, the general editor of Flavius Josephus: Translation and 
Commentary, makes the argument for precision most forcefully. Ioudaios/
ioudaioi, he argues, was initially a geographical term, referring to people of the 
region of Judea. But by the first century the ioudaioi are no longer merely the 
residents of a certain geographic area: they are members of an ethnic-political 
entity. Although they share a set of ancestral traditions and customs involving 
priests, temple, and sacrifices, as well as a number of foundational narratives 
(included in the Bible), the ioudaioi did not constitute a religious community 
because religion did not yet exist as a concept and as a type of institution. For 
this reason, Mason urges us to overcome our tendency to view Judean as a 
primarily geographical designation and use it consistently as the translation for 
ioudaios in Josephus, in the Gospel of John, and, indeed, in all ancient sources: 
“Just as ‘Roman,’ ‘Egyptian,’ and ‘Greek’ (etc.) had a wide range of associations 
beyond the geographical … so too ‘Judaean’ should be allowed to shoulder its 
burden as an ethnic term full of complex possibilities.”

Mason clearly feels strongly that Judean is the best translation of ioudaios, 
and he has followed through consistently in his translations of Josephus and in 
his other scholarly work. Nowhere, however, does he explain directly why Jew is 
incorrect. He does comment that the English word Jew, although etymologically 
derived from ioudaios, does not sound like ioudaios (presumably because of the 
absence of “d”) and therefore disrupts the relationship with the land that is 
inherent in the term Judean. It seems Mason is trying to have it both ways: 
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discounting Jew because it does not evoke the geographical meaning of Judean, 
while urging that Judean takes on a meaning that goes far beyond geography.

One suspects, however, that the real problem with the descriptor Jew is its 
supposed religious meaning. If religion did not exist prior to the third or fourth 
centuries CE, then Judaism did not exist, and neither did adherents to the 
religion of Judaism, that is, Jews.

Mason is surely correct that ioudaios was a complex term that carried ethnic, 
political, cultic, and many other dimensions, even if the jury is still out on the 
existence or non-existence of religion in antiquity (see Shaye Cohen, Cynthia 
Baker, Seth Schwartz, and Daniel R. Schwartz, who have more nuanced 
positions on the matter). But why broaden the referent of Judean from its primary 
geographical meaning when there is a perfectly good English word — Jew — 
ready to hand? As the Pew Report and many previous surveys and sociological 
studies have shown, Jewish identity includes the same elements — including 
ethnic, political, cultural, genealogical, and, yes, geographical — that, in 
Mason’s view, are conveyed by the Greek terminology. To define Jew solely or 
even primarily in religious terms is simply wrong. Further, erasing Jews from 
Jewish antiquity, while presumably solving one historical problem, creates 
another historical dilemma: how to account for the sudden appearance of Jews 
in late antiquity as a fully-formed ethnic and religious group that saw itself — 
and was seen by others — as continuous with the ioudaioi of the Greco-Roman 
era? Scholars of the Greco-Roman period may not feel called upon to answer 
such questions, but the dilemma cannot be ignored.

And yet, the trend to adopt Judean as the default translation of ioudaios is 
increasing. Many now use the term without any comment, or with merely a 
footnote citing Mason’s 2007 article. Ironically, the widespread usage, intended 
to be more precise, often introduces vagueness, ambiguity, and even confusion. 
To describe Josephus as a Judean historian, or the revolt of 66-74 as the Judean 
war, strikes me as excessively narrow given their broad importance for Jewish 
history. We could perhaps excuse this usage, given that Josephus lived for the 
most part in Judea and the first Jewish revolt against Rome was centered in 
Judea. But on what grounds is Philo of Alexandria a Judean philosopher? How 
did the Hebrew Bible become the Judean Scriptures and Judaism the Judean 
religion? And why, pace Mason, refer to Josephus’s grand history of the Jews as 
“The Judean Antiquities” when the narrative covers far more geographical and 
chronological ground?

※

Frederick Danker’s brief lexical note on the term ioudaios in the third edition 
of the classic reference work, A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament 
and Other Early Christian Literature, articulates the most succinct ethical 
argument in favor of using the term Judean. Danker commented:

Incalculable harm has been caused by simply glossing Ioudaios with ‘Jew,’ 
for many readers or auditors of Bible translations do not practice the historical 
judgment necessary to distinguish between circumstances and events of an 
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ancient time and contemporary ethnic-religious-social realities, with the result 
that anti-Judaism in the modern sense of the term is needlessly fostered through 
biblical texts.

The ethical consideration is most directly relevant to the Gospel of John. The 
term ioudaios/ioudaioi appears approximately seventy times in the Gospel of 
John, far more than in the other three Gospels combined. Despite some neutral 
or even positive occurrences, the ioudaioi figure most prominently as the 
opponents of Jesus, whose lying and murderous conspiracy to have him 
crucified demonstrates that they are children of the devil (John 8:44). The 
seventy-fold repetition of the term does not allow readers to ignore or make light 
of this hostile portrayal; the potent association between the ioudaioi and the 
devil remains deeply embedded in anti-Semitic discourse to this day.

In theory, of course, one could cut the problem out at its root by revising the 
original Greek. Such revision — though for the purposes of supporting rather 
than eliminating anti-Semitism — was undertaken by pro-Nazi German 
theologians in 1936. This revision omitted references to Moses and the prophets, 
as well as to all Hebrew place names and Jewish inhabitants of the Galilee, but 
retained references to the Jews’ culpability for Jesus’ death. Revision is hardly a 
viable option, however, for those who respect the integrity of the text and its 
canonical status. While some translate ioudaioi according to its context within 
the Gospel of John (see, for example, the New Living Translation), others replace 
some or most instances of Jews with Judeans.

Already in 1976 in an article in Novum Testamentum, Malcolm Lowe argued 
that rendering ioudaios/ioudaioi as “Jew/Jews” is not only wrong but pernicious: 
“As long as the mistranslation continues, generations will continue to read that 
'the Jews' had Jesus killed and (by combining this with Mt xxvii 25) to infer that 
they declared themselves and their descendants responsible. Thus this 
philological error … has provided, in practically all modern translations of the 
gospels, a constant excuse for anti-Semitism whose further existence cannot be 
permitted.” In 2007, Philip F. Esler went further — in "From IOUDAIOI to 
Children of God" — to argue that the Gospel of John’s supposed role in Christian 
anti-Semitism is due to the mistaken assumption that “there is a persistence of 
identity between the ioudaioi of John’s time and the Jews of ours.”

Why not embrace a translation that has the Judeans, rather than the Jews, as 
the architects of the plot to kill Jesus and his followers (cf. John 16:1-4)? For one 
thing, there is no evidence that using Judeans instead of Jews deflects attention 
from Jews as guilty of Jesus’s death. Jews do not have to be present, physically or 
linguistically, in order for anti-Judaism to exist.

More important, however, eliminating the Jews lets the Gospel of John off the 
hook for its role in the history of anti-Judaism and anti-Semitism. Whether or not 
centuries of readers and hearers were mistaken to associate John’s ioudaioi with 
the Jews of their time, as Esler asserts, the fact remains that John’s hostile 
portrayal of the ioudaioi did contribute to anti-Semitism, most obviously through 
the image of Jews as the devil.

To be sure, translating ioudaioi as Jews risks perpetuating the rhetorical 
hostility of the Gospel itself. But to use Judean instead of Jew whitewashes the 

http://www.amazon.com/The-Aryan-Jesus-Christian-Theologians/dp/0691148058/ref=sr_1_fkmr0_1?tag=marginalia0c-20
http://www.progressiveinvolvement.com/progressive_involvement/lectionary
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Gospel of John and relieves us of the difficult but necessary task of grappling 
with this gospel in a meaningful way. As Amy-Jill Levine notes: “The Jew is 
replaced with the Judean, and thus we have a Judenrein (‘Jew free’) text, a text 
purified of Jews … So much for the elimination of anti-Semitism by means of 
changing vocabulary.” Continuing to use Jews as a translation of ioudaioi allows 
readers to see the link between the Jews that are vilified in the Fourth Gospel, 
and those who fell victim to anti-Semitism that arose out of long habits of 
vilification.

※

Mine is no lone voice crying in the wilderness. Others (like Ruth Sheridan 
in JBL last year) too have called for the restoration of the Jews to the Gospel of 
John, and to the study of antiquity more generally. Choosing Jew over Judean 
does not posit a complete overlap between ancient and contemporary Jewish 
identities, only that both are complex and may or may not include religious 
beliefs and practices. Nor does this choice ignore the possibility that reading or 
hearing that Jews killed Christ in the first century risks reinforcing anti-Semitic 
attitudes and behaviors in the twenty-first century. But just as anti-Semitism is 
not created by the mere usage of Jew in a particular text, so can it not be 
eradicated simply by replacing Jew with some other term.

Those who propose to turn all ioudaioi into Judeans claim that Judeans is 
both a more precise and a more ethical translation. I argue the opposite. The 
term Jew is more precise because it signals the complex type of identity that the 
ancient sources associate with the Greek term ioudaios and also because it 
allows Judean to retain its primary meaning as a geographical designation, so 
useful when discussing, say, the inhabitants or topography of Judea. The term is 
more ethical because it acknowledges the Jewish connection to this period of 
history and these ancient texts, and also because it opens up the possibility, 
indeed the necessity, of confronting the role of the New Testament in the history 
of anti-Semitism.

Let us restore Judean to its primary geographical meaning, as pertaining to 
the region of Judea and its residents. Political designations such as the Judean 
People’s Front, the People’s Front of Judea, the Judean Popular People’s Front, or 
the Popular Front of Judea would also be appropriate, as per one authoritative 
source (see Monty Python’s Life of Brian). Let us not make the mistake of 
defining Jews only in religious terms. Let us rather understand the term Jew as a 
complex identity marker that encompasses ethnic, political, cultural, 
genealogical, religious and other elements in proportions that vary among eras, 
regions of the world, and individuals. Let us not rupture the vital connection 
— the persistence of identity — between ancient and modern Jews. And let 
those who nevertheless elect to (mis)use Judean to translate all occurrences of 
ioudaios justify their usage beyond merely footnoting others who have done so.

http://www.amazon.com/The-Misunderstood-Jew-Church-Scandal/dp/0061137782/ref=sr_1_1?tag=marginalia0c-20


 / MARGINALIA IOUDAIOS FORUM / 11

2

Ancient Jews or Judeans? Different Questions, Different 

Answers by Steve Mason

In 2006, when the first volumes of Brill’s Flavius Josephus: Translation and 
Commentary had appeared, an anonymous user of the PACE [Project on 
Ancient Cultural Engagement] website, which hosted the online version, was 
irate enough about our nomenclature to leave an anonymous complaint: 
“Josephus wrote the Jewish War, not the Judean War!” How could I respond? 
The problem, of course, is that Josephus did not write in English. He called his 
work The War (O Polemos), The War of the Ioudaioi against the Romans, The 
Ioudaikos War, or simply The Ioudaikē. How to render the un-translated terms? 
Josephus did not leave a will conveying his wishes to English-speakers. It is 
entirely up to us, if we are willing to face the perils of translating ancient texts, 
to figure out some principles and criteria.

How we set those standards will depend partly on the purposes of our 
translations — for example, whether we produce our texts for rapid 
uncomplicated reading (as Penguin editions), for religious-liturgical use, as a 
doorway to research into Antiquity, or as the anchor for a specialist commentary 
(as the Brill project). Even if our orientation is toward the past, our choices will 
differ in light of our philosophy of translation (e.g., favoring the source or target 
language [see Ruth Sheridan's essay in the forum], or translating phrases or 
concepts rather than individual words and sentence parts), our personal 
understanding of ancient values, categories, and assumptions (no two historians 
agree on everything), and our personal sense of intent and nuance. Every 
translator knows that there is no correct rendering for all conditions, and each of 
us is likely to make different choices at different times. Even such a short and 
famous phrase as Shakespeare’s Caesar’s Et tu, Brute (or Greek kai su, teknon) 
has occasioned debate. Caesar may have asked, “You too, Brutus?” or declared, 
“You’ll get yours too, kid!”

The translation of Greek Ioudaios is thus only one of countless issues on 
which scholars of good will differ. Differing and discussing and debating are 
what we do, in the open-ended search for understanding. Some of my 
collaborators in the Brill commentary prefer to use Jew as a translation 
throughout. Because I as editor respect their choice, in the Series Preface (2000) 
where I explain our general effort to match English word-groups with Greek 
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counterparts, I also insist on the irreducible freedom of translators. We are not 
robots but individuals. The parade example I offer there is Ioudaios, translated 
Judean (we prefer the Latinized spelling Judaean in the series) in some volumes 
but Jew in others. An editor can ask that Greek terms be translated with 
consistency where possible and even suggest phrasing options to colleagues. I 
cannot and would not interfere with each colleague’s unique sense of the best 
way to render key terms. We wanted independent experts, not worker bees.

※
Adele Reinhartz’s piece in Marginalia (June 24) gives the impression that I 

have insisted on Judean: she chides me for not explaining why Jew is incorrect. 
The explanation is that I don’t consider Jew incorrect. The 2007 article to which 
she refers was also not my effort to tell other scholars what to do. It was framed 
as my attempt to explain my unorthodox preference, which had drawn a range 
of responses from polite questioning to indignation. Most were not in print, and I 
deliberately chose the mild challenge from a sympathetic review as my 
departure point, to neutralize the seemingly obvious heat. I also sought to 
reposition the Judean issue by considering it last after mapping out a much 
larger framework of ancient assumptions and categories.

Reinhartz’s essay expresses alarm over “the vanishing Jews of Antiquity.” 
That concern may seem surprising, given the growth in Jewish Studies over the 
past three decades, with a reach that typically includes ancient Israel and 
Greco-Roman Judea. In Toronto I belonged for two decades to a Centre for 
Jewish Studies that had such breadth, and it was a wonderful experience. When 
our History department developed a Collaborative Program with the University 
of Toronto, I succeeded in establishing ancient Jewish texts as part of the scene, 
which otherwise would have focused only on Greece and Rome. Many doctoral 
students were interested at least partly in Judea, so this was a reasonable 
development. Scholars elsewhere have been doing similar things, with the result 
that the last generation has witnessed both the establishment of ancient Jewish 
history as a field and the broadening of Greek and Roman history to include it. 
Now we have many journals, conferences, and book series devoted to the 
whole and its many parts — for their own sake and no longer as “preparation for 
the gospel.” Intensive study of the Septuagint, Dead Sea Scrolls, Josephus, Philo, 
and post-biblical Jewish texts has never flourished as now. We have long been 
stuffed with commentaries on classical, biblical, and New Testament texts, but 
international teams are now producing the first commentaries to Philo and 
Josephus. Doctoral seminars and dissertations in these areas are appearing at 
such a pace one can hardly keep up. In what sense, then, are Jews and Judaism 
vanishing from the academy?

I write this having just left a Classics conference on Flavian-Roman literature 
in Edinburgh. Amidst dozens of papers on authors such as Silius Italicus and 
Valerius Flaccus, I was invited to contribute a talk on Josephus’s handling of 
Roman civil war. Such invitations were rare before about 2000, for Josephus 
was not much read by classicists or even included in surveys of either Greek or 

http://marginalia.lareviewofbooks.org/vanishing-jews-antiquity-adele-reinhartz/
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Roman authors — though he is the most prolific surviving author from first-
century Rome. He was always “the Jewish author Josephus,” seemingly 
impenetrable and left to theologians or Israeli archaeologists — except for the 
decontextualized bits on military and political matters that interested Roman 
historians. The scene has changed greatly. One classicist in Edinburgh remarked 
to me how odd it was that Classics had so long ignored such a rich corpus as 
that of Josephus, and such a large, widely dispersed, and literate population of 
the Roman Empire as the Ioudaioi.

Many would welcome the new prominence of Jewish history and literature 
as well as its integration into the study of Antiquity. Reinhartz, however, seems 
to think that in spite of all that, the translation Judean portends the 
disappearance of ancient Jews from the scene. I do not understand this. Is the 
concern that when we write about the most famous Jewish author outside the 
Bible, Josephus, and explore in detail this priest’s account of Jerusalem’s fall and 
understanding of Moses’s laws as a peerless constitution, if we call him a Judean 
people will conclude that he was not a Jew? Is this a serious risk? What 
intelligent reader could draw such a conclusion?

No one doubts that ancient Israelites began the Jewish story, and Judahite is a 
term scholars commonly use for the early post-exilic period. No one seems 
bothered by these terms. We do not need to stamp them all Jews to understand 
that they are part of Jewish history, do we? Why is Judean, for the Graeco-
Roman period with its ethnographically grounded discourse (below), such a 
special problem?

What if this translation preference (which incidentally has had little effect on 
the major studies of ancient Jews or most prominent scholars), rather than 
posing a threat to Jewish history, does the opposite? What if it is a function of 
the newly prominent and secure place of Jewish Studies in the university, of the 
increased prominence of such authors as Flavius Josephus among the Greek and 
Roman classics, and therefore of the greater interest of translators in reading 
Greek-Jewish authors in the standard terms of Greco-Roman discourse? If 
Judean reflects the efforts of scholars to make Jewish writers more intelligible in 
the ancient context, is that a bad thing for Jewish history?

※
Because Reinhartz holds me partly responsible for catalyzing the trend that 

alarms her, I thought it might be useful to explain why some — by no means 
most — historians prefer to translate ancient Greek Ioudaios, Latin Iudaeus, and 
Hebrew Yehudi as “Judean.” For me at least, this has nothing to do with either 
attempted historical precision (a category mistake in my view) or ethical 
considerations, the aims that she attributes to me. My concern is to understand 
how the ancients organized their knowledge of the world, and how they 
communicated with each other about peoples or national groups. Let me make 
a general point about this before turning to the specific question of Greek 
Ioudaios and cognates.

All humanities disciplines invite us to explore the possibilities of human 
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existence, but history opens the door to conditions that have really existed 
before our time. No one should be naïve enough, however, to think that we can 
simply enter the distant past as it really was, for it does not exist now. The 
vehicle that takes us there we construct today. We pose our questions about the 
past and gather any surviving evidence that seems relevant. Then we try to go 
back, in our minds, studying the remains of the past and imagining the scenarios 
that could have produced them. The problems we pose may be anything at all: 
How did ordinary women in Corinth dress? What were particular athletic or 
dramatic competitions like in this or that city? What was it like to serve in the 
auxiliaries? What motivated Gessius Florus’s raids on the temple treasury? But 
we can make no progress if we do not first grasp the values, categories, and 
assumptions of their time and place. We can’t know what the words of an 
inscription or literary text mean unless we understand the way of seeing that 
gives it sense, just as no ancient could understand our references to human 
rights or international law, police forces, or the banking system.

Learning about their world requires, therefore, also unlearning our ingrained 
assumptions. Our values and categories have been shaped by the rise of 
Christianity in the West, centuries of mediaeval life, the rise of science, the 
Enlightenment, and the American and French revolutions, among other things. 
To understand Athenian, Spartan, Roman, or Egyptian cultures we must first 
accept their alienness from ours, then try earnestly to construct a picture faithful 
to the evidence.

Our need to learn their perspectives means that our translations of ancient 
texts into contemporary English will change as we gain new insights (or think we 
do). Here I must stress that this rectification of names (apologies to Confucius) 
affects in principle every word and phrase we come across. Ioudaios is just one 
of thousands. When Reinhartz declares that that I “clearly” feel strongly about 
Ioudaios, she is mistaken. I wrote an article that included that term in 
connection with several others, and my real concern is with the larger picture. 
The problem of translating with sensitivity to ancient contexts is basic to the 
research and teaching of all ancient historians.

For example, we commonly speak about the Roman Empire, emperor, 
provinces, and allied kingdoms. These expressions are not wrong, and experts 
use them for convenience too. But students quickly learn that there was no 
office of emperor in the first century, hence no coronation or the like, and that 
dependence on our familiar terminology would create many problems. They 
need to learn the different valences of Latin Caesar, imperator, and princeps, 
and why “emperor” is a dangerous convenience. Likewise, the Latin terms for 
empire and province mean something different from our territorial 
understanding of the terms. Life as a shopkeeper or soldier in the legions can be 
recovered only with great effort. Comparing a centurion with a modern army 
captain or the twenty-one-year old tribune with a colonel would be disastrous 
for understanding. Traditional terminology for early Christianity (e.g., church, 
disciples, the gospel, faith/belief, salvation) is a particular minefield. So it’s not 
all about Ioudaios. The problem is a general one, and my concern is equally 
with all the rest.
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Among competent historians, there is rarely a question of merely correct or 
incorrect translation, much less of precision — a property of gauges. The 
challenge is to understand an alien culture from long ago, to figure out the 
function of any given term in relation to the whole langue.

※
And so to Ioudaios. The earth’s diverse populations and their ways of living 

fascinated the ancient Greeks. Their writings across many genres include much 
ethnographical material. From Herodotus in the fifth century BCE to Stephanus 
of Byzantium a millennium later (via the Hippocratics, Polybius, Diodorus, 
Strabo, Pliny, Josephus, Tacitus, and Pausanias), Greco-Roman literature shows 
the durability of a fairly simple model, which they preserved even though they 
knew of many real-life complications, perhaps as we prefer to ignore 
complications when it comes to others’ identities.

The simple model was roughly like this. Everybody belongs to an ethnos: a 
people or group or nation. Ethnos is an exquisitely elastic term, but everyone 
has one primary belonging. Each ethnos comes from somewhere, usually 
deriving from another one in a neighboring region. What gives each its 
distinctive qualities is the unique series of experiences that formed it. These 
begin with its particular place and environment: the kind and temperature of air, 
terrain, and access to water, as well as remoteness from the center of the earth 
in optimally balanced Greece. Mountains created one kind of ethnos, marshes 
and deserts others. The experiences that bring a given ethnos into being temper 
such “environmental determinism”: migration to its home region, vestiges of an 
earlier identity, founding figures including lawgivers, defining wars or 
conquests, and resulting political constitution. The ancient Greek found a world 
populated by societies with distinctive physical traits, charter myths, folk- and 
personal habits, laws, and customs. These express themselves in unique political 
and social structures (politeiai), calendars, festivals, the unique deities honored 
in their temples, and peculiar modes of sacrifice. There was considerable 
diversity even among the peoples called Greek (cf. Pausanias).

In civilized regions, an ethnos will inhabit one polis or more. The polis is the 
intensively built-up citizen-settlement, its small, usually walled center, where 
the customs of the ethnos find their quintessential and concentrated form and 
where the principal institutions (court, council chamber, market, theatres, sport 
facilities, temples) are housed. Judea was the territory surrounding the mother-
polis Jerusalem, the home and center of the Ioudaioi, where their special 
calendar, laws, customs, and worship prevailed.

Because of the importance of place in shaping the nature (physis) of an 
ethnos, ethnic names transparently reflect places. This is as clear for large-scale 
populations such as Egyptians, Hellenes (or Dorians), Syrians, and Indians as for 
smaller populations such as Spartans, Athenians, Romans, Ascalonites, 
Scythopolitans, Idumeans, Samarians, and Ioudaioi — hence Judeans. Just as the 
Spartans — though they were originally Dorians who adapted some Cretan 
customs — became a distinctive ethnos when Lycurgus laid out their famous 
laws, and just as the Romans — though their forebears had migrated from Troy 
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and borrowed much from the Etruscans — developed a unique constitution and 
polity, so too the Ioudaioi — commonly thought to have originated in Egypt — 
were famous for their Judean homeland, lawgiver Moses, and unique 
observances of Sabbath, male circumcision, and dietary laws.

This model of ethnic identity was not merely abstract. It had direct practical 
consequences. Syrians, Egyptians, Gerasans, or Ioudaioi living outside of their 
homeland remained foreigners, without citizen rights where they lived (except 
in Rome). Such tenuous existence could last for generations, as it did with the 
Ioudaioi of Alexandria. A grateful Caesar and other Roman leaders offered 
protections to Judeans in the cities of Asia Minor to ease the demands of living 
by other people’s calendars and customs. The emperor Claudius felt moved to 
remind the large Judean minority in Alexandria, however, that the polis was not 
theirs. They enjoyed certain rights and should not be molested, but they were 
not citizens: their own polis was Jerusalem. The same assumptions are at work 
when we see Judean minorities expelled from various Greek cities in Syria 
during the First Revolt. They explain the desperate effort by Caesarea’s minority 
to have that polis re-chartered as Judean, just before the war. Nero’s refusal left 
the Judean minority fatally vulnerable. Immediately after the war, likewise, the 
citizens of Antioch pleaded with Titus to expel their Ioudaioi as foreigners. Titus 
entertains their request, but points out that the only place to which they could 
be deported, being Ioudaioi, was their homeland (patris) of Judea. But this now 
lay in ruins, and no other polis would take the foreigners in.

In the second through fourth centuries the Neo-Platonists significantly 
developed this model of ethnos-belonging. Assuming that everyone belonged to 
an ethnos, and that each had a specific regional character, writers such as 
Celsus, Porphyry, and the emperor Julian added the thought that each ethnos 
had a guardian deity watching over its unique identity and laws. The Ioudaioi 
with their God and temple cult in Jerusalem fit well in this ethnic map. 
Christians — lacking place, ethnos, legal system, political structure, or temple 
cult — really didn’t. The classical ethnographic model undergirded Julian’s 
efforts to restore Jerusalem and its temple to the Ioudaioi, and to compel the 
anomalous Christians (derisively “Galileans”) either to return to the life of their 
native Greek polis or to properly join the Judean way of life, observing 
Jerusalem’s laws and cultic system. Otherwise they had no place, and Julian 
rejected the Christian attempt to rewrite the lexicon.

※
How then “should” we translate Ioudaioi? I have proposed that there is no 

should. Everything depends on our purpose, questions, and lexical framework. If 
our interest is in the long span of Jewish history, then the people known as 
Yehudim (Hebrew), Ioudaioi, and Iudaei (like Israelites before them) form the 
foundation. Studies in Jewish history include these periods, as they always have 
done. But if my goal is to understand the framework, values, and assumptions of 
writers in the Greco-Roman period — such as Strabo, Pliny, Tacitus or Josephus 
— who treat Iudaei empire-wide as a people connected with Jerusalem’s laws 
and customs, then “Judeans” (Ioudaioi) seems to me the most straightforward 
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translation. “Jew” is not incorrect; it simply does not reflect as clearly the 
connection with place-bound identity that ancient writers assumed. There was a 
famous region called Judea (Ioudaia) and the noun for persons from there 
(Ioudaioi, plural) inescapably meant “Judean,” whatever else it might mean, in 
keeping with the same discourse that produced Romans, (militarily proficient) 
Spartans, (crocodile-worshiping) Egyptians, (nomadic) Nabateans, Idumeans, 
Samarians, and all the others. Josephus participated in the same discourse when 
he, as their priestly spokesman, described the distinctive laws, customs, and cult 
of his people and especially when he compared them with others.

Such peoples did not lose their regionally-conditioned identity when they 
travelled or resided abroad. They remained Egyptians, Syrians, Gadarenes, and 
Samarians if they lived in Rhodes, Cos, Ephesus, or Alexandria. No matter how 
long Josephus breathed in Rome’s air he viewed himself and his people as 
Judeans. To the end he remained proud of the destroyed mother-polis, to which 
all Judeans around the world had travelled and sent annual support. For us he 
was a Jew. Because of their ethnographic heritage, ancient Greek-speakers 
unavoidably heard Ioudaios first as Judean.

In the long span of Christian-dominated culture Jewish Studies has never 
enjoyed such a presence as it now has. The energetic exploration of ancient 
Jewish texts has now an unprecedented constituency, which promises only to 
grow. There seems little prospect of ancient Jews vanishing from the academy. I 
don’t think that Adele Reinhartz intended to disparage the efforts of scholars 
who have worked so successfully to establish ancient Judaism and integrate with 
ancient history generally. But the cost of making Josephus and Philo intelligible 
to other ancient historians is that the language of these authors must now be 
understood in terms of the common lexicon and not only in relation to the 
comfortable, familiar terms of older scholarship. It is difficult for me to 
understand how the ever-growing and deepening recognition that Jews were an 
important part of the Greco-Roman world before the rise of Christianity or the 
English language — as what we call Israelites, Judahites, and Judeans — could 
be bad for Jewish history.

I have never imagined challenging colleagues who prefer to translate Jew in 
all or most cases, though I have challenged arguments against the use of Judean. 
When speaking of the long span of history, I too would speak of Jews without 
differentiation. When it comes to research into the Greco-Roman period, I can 
only explain the reasons why I prefer to translate “Judean” there. One can 
hardly expect to convince others in a short essay such as this, and that is not my 
goal. I hope to have outlined enough of the historical issues facing the translator 
to preclude imputations of moral hazard.
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3

The Different Tasks of Translators and Historians by Daniel 

Schwartz

The question whether we should use “Jew” or “Judean” when writing about 
antiquity should, I assume, be approached no differently than other questions 
concerning the use of our modern English vocabulary for ancient phenomena. 
Just as we normally look at the evidence concerning antiquity and, when turning 
to describing what we see, strive to choose the English words that best 
correspond to what we see, so too in this case. Since, as the dictionaries show, 
“Jew” identifies a person according to his or her descent or religion, while 
“Judean” (like “Syrian,” “Egyptian,” “Athenian,” or “New Yorker”) identifies a 
person according to his or her place of birth and/or residence, it should not be 
too difficult to decide which to use in which context. 

Thus, for example, when we wish to write about the first-century rebellion 
against Rome that culminated with the destruction of the Second Temple of 
Jerusalem, once we note that it was in Judea, that it focused on the city that was 
once the capital of a Judean state, and that the rebels strove to restore such a 
state by putting an end to Roman rule of the country, it is not difficult to decide 
to write about it as a Judean revolt, and about the rebels as “Judeans.” In 
contrast, when we want to write about those ancient Judeans’ cousins in 
Alexandria or Sardis or Rome, who did not participate in the rebellion, and 
whose synagogues, and right to live according to their ancestral traditions, 
continued to enjoy Roman protection, it is easy to decide that “Jews” is more 
appropriate. If the use of two terms implies there were significant differences in 
antiquity between those descendants of the ancient Israelites who were more 
defined by their religion and those who were more defined by their link to a 
particular country, so be it; it is no more surprising than our recognition today 
that, despite various and significant commonalities and historical links, there are 
differences between “Jew” and “Israeli” and both have their uses. Indeed, the 
fact that we have, in English, two alternative terms available to us with regard to 
the ancient Ioudaioi requires us to decide, in each case in which we want to 
write about them, which term seems to be more appropriate. That can 
encourage us to be more exact in our observation of the ancient data and 
representation of ancient realities in our modern terms. 

In my Judeans and Jews: Four Faces of Dichotomy in Ancient Jewish History, 
soon to be published by the University of Toronto Press, I have presented 

http://www.amazon.com/Judeans-Jews-Dichotomy-Ancient-History/dp/1442648392/ref=sr_1_1?tag=marginalia0c-20
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several cases in which the differences among Ioudaioi in antiquity seem best to 
be represented by using “Judean” for some, such as the state-oriented author of 
1 Maccabees, and “Jew” for others, such as the diasporan and religiously-
oriented author of 2 Maccabees. As for the many Ioudaioi between such 
radically opposed poles, the need to consider whether to use “Jews” or 
“Judeans” will encourage us to think all the more sensitively about what made 
them what they were.

What complicates this issue is the challenge of translating ancient texts, 
which is not the same as the challenge of describing ancient reality — and it is 
with regard to translation that the current debate arose. Steve Mason’s 2007 
article on the subject was written, as he notes at its outset, to explain the 
preference for “Judeans” as the translation of Ioudaioi in the series of translations 
of Josephus’s writings of which he is the editor. While Mason offers various 
arguments for that preference, the basic consideration here is simply that which 
he sets out in his editorial introduction to the series: “Our goal has been to 
render individual Greek words with as much consistency as the context will 
allow, to preserve the parts of speech, letting adjectives be adjectives and 
participles be participles …  .” One obvious implication of that policy is, of 
course, that each Greek term, including Ioudaios, should always be rendered by 
the same English term.

There is, of course, something to say for such a policy, but also room for 
debate. I followed it, for example, in my Hebrew translation of 2 Maccabees 
(2004); there too I strove to follow the syntax of the Greek and to render its 
terminology consistently with the same Hebrew roots. Some readers were happy 
with such an “emic” approach, which attempts to bring the readers to the book 
by presenting it as closely as possible in the language of the source; others were 
critical, and would have preferred an “etic” translation that brings the book to 
the readers by making it more readable in the target language. Such debates 
concerning translation policy are perennial, which means there is room for both 
approaches and readers must choose which they prefer and in what context. 

Thus, for example, in a world in which etic translations of Josephus exist, and 
when a new translation is — as in Mason’s series — accompanied by a copious 
commentary, there is more room for an emic translation than there would be if 
no etic translation existed and if the emic translation would be thrust upon 
readers without commentary. This point has to do with translation policy in 
general and has nothing to do with “Jews” or “Judeans” in particular; note, by 
way of comparison, that anyone translating the Acts of the Apostles who, at 
16:37–38, is debating whether to translate Rhomaioi as plain “Romans” (as the 
King James Version) or rather “Roman citizens” (as the Revised Standard 
Version), would probably tend more easily to the former if he or she knew that 
the translation would be accompanied by a commentary that explains what 
exactly is meant.  

Be that as it may, here it is enough to say that when we, as historians, are not 
translating ancient texts, issues of translation policy need not determine how we 
write about the Ioudaioi of antiquity (or about Roman citizens in Macedonia). 
And it seems clear to me that many of those Ioudaioi were primarily defined as 

https://www.academia.edu/2978440/Jews_Judaeans_Judaizing_Judaism_Problems_of_Categorization_in_Ancient_History
https://www.academia.edu/2978440/Jews_Judaeans_Judaizing_Judaism_Problems_of_Categorization_in_Ancient_History
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such by their common descent and/or allegiance to their religion — and that, 
accordingly, “Jews” is the most appropriate English term for them, just as 
“Judeans” best fits many others. I freely admit that my experience in life, which 
after two decades in the USA and four in Israel has made very clear to me just 
how different being ”Jewish” is from being “Israeli,” has contributed significantly 
to this approach to antiquity. 
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4

Ioudaios Before and After Religion by Annette Yoshiko Reed

When did the Greek term ioudaios come to mean “Jew”? The debate 
surrounding this question exposes the gaps separating contemporary English 
speakers from the ancient Greek writings that preserve so much of our evidence 
for formative periods of Judaism and Christianity. Difference in language is 
compounded by distance of time, but also by varying approaches to defining 
and distinguishing identities. In the case of ioudaios, there is much at stake for 
scholars who study the New Testament, Flavius Josephus, and early Judaism and 
Christianity. Even beyond the bounds of Biblical Studies, however, this case may 
offer an instructive example of how modern assumptions about “religion” can 
pose challenges for understanding pre-modern texts, terms, and taxonomies.

Among specialists in Biblical Studies, the debate surrounding the translation 
of ioudaios was reinvigorated by the new Brill translation of the writings of 
Josephus, the first-century Jewish author to whom we owe most of our 
knowledge of the history of Jews under Roman rule. That translation rendered 
some occurrences of ioudaios as “Judean,” and Steve Mason defended the 
decision by tracing a trajectory in the term’s meaning — from the 
geographically-rooted origins of ioudaios (i.e., “Judean” as a resident of Judah/
Yehud/Judea) to its early Christian reinterpretation as a religious affiliation (i.e., 
“Jews” as an adherent of Judaism). By this logic, all first-century uses of the term 
retain an ethno-political sense — not yet religious. Reinhartz agrees, but she 
suggests rendering even first-century uses of ioudaios as “Jew,” in part by 
adducing examples from the Gospel of John and their afterlife in Christian anti-
Judaism; she draws attention to the contemporary ethical consequences to a 
scholarly practice that results in “the growing invisibility of Jews and Judaism in 
English translations of ancient texts and scholarship about them.”

At first sight, the debate might seem to pivot on the choice between Mason’s 
search for the most accurate English equivalent of the term’s meaning in the first 
century and Reinhartz’s concern to tailor its translation to the understanding 
(and potential misunderstandings) of present-day readers. Yet the ramifications 
are also much wider. Just as Mason shows how the translation of a single term 
can engage the very nature of identity in the ancient world, so Reinhartz also 
calls us to critical reflection concerning the degree to which modern historical 
research can be isolated from its own historical contexts. Rather than arguing for 
one side or another, I would thus like to push further on both fronts — in part by 

http://www.brill.com/publications/flavius-josephus-translation-and-commentary
http://stevemason.eu/resources/SMason-JSJ-2007-Jews-Judaism.pdf
http://marginalia.lareviewofbooks.org/vanishing-jews-antiquity-adele-reinhartz/


 / MARGINALIA IOUDAIOS FORUM / 22

asking what we miss when we plot the different meanings of ioudaios along a 
straight line towards the concept of “Judaism” as “religion.”

※
When did the Greek term ioudaios shift in meaning from “Judean” to “Jew”? 

There are telling assumptions embedded in the very question. First is the 
assumption that the one-to-one choice of an English equivalent might suffice to 
solve the challenges that we face when trying to describe ancient identities in 
modern terms. Second is the assumption that shifts in the conceptualization of 
identity can be tidily mapped onto the axis of time, such that we would be able 
to translate ioudaios accurately if only we could determine when its meaning 
shifted. To be sure, I doubt that any of the scholars involved in the debate would 
defend such assumptions when stated quite so starkly. But this makes it all the 
more telling that the framing of the main question nevertheless presumes and 
reinforces them.

The focus on word-level translation reflects a longstanding tendency in 
Biblical Studies to treat the etymologies and histories of specific words as direct 
windows onto ancient thought — with the first known occurrence of a word in 
writing too often conflated with the birth of a concept [see Malcolm Lowe’s 
essay in the forum]. If such approaches feel natural, even despite their bizarre 
atomization of language, it is in part because modern scholars of ancient 
ioudaioi have long delighted in quests for the “origins” or “invention” of 
concepts now common in the West. Teleology, of course, makes for poor 
history, and presentism courts anachronism. Yet their enduring power may help 
to explain the appeal of reducing the meaning of ioudaios to a question of 
when. To assert a moment before which aword bore a now-familiar meaning, 
after all, is also to evoke the point after which we might confidently presume 
what it means to us today.

For the limits of such approaches, we need look no further than to the use of 
the English term “Jew.” Those who prefer to translate first-century uses of 
ioudaios as “Judean” argue that “Jew” is a religious affiliation and therefore 
anachronistic prior to the Christian invention of “religion” in the third or fourth 
centuries. But this line of reasoning, as Reinhartz notes, presumes that “Jew” 
denotes a religious affiliation for “us” — an assumption not all English speakers 
who self-identify as Jews today share, as 2013 Pew polls made dramatically 
clear. The persistence of multiple meanings can be seen even in the scholarly 
debate about ioudaioi. If anything, the debate demonstrates how the term “Jew” 
can seem self-evidently religious to some people from the very same time and 
culture (and even the same profession and similar education) as others who 
understand it as self-evidently ethnic, political, cultural, or otherwise not or not 
just religious. It is not simply that the history of the meaning of ioudaios might 
be told differently if we chose a different end-point, such as the modern 
equivalents in Hebrew or Japanese or German. Even the English term “Jew” 
resists reduction to a single meaning at the end of a single story.

Something may be lost when the different senses of ioudaios are collapsed 
into a series of points along one straight line to one present-day meaning. In 

http://marginalia.lareviewofbooks.org/vanishing-jews-antiquity-adele-reinhartz/
http://www.pewforum.org/2013/10/01/jewish-american-beliefs-attitudes-culture-survey/
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focusing on changes in its meaning before and after “religion,” for instance, 
there is some risk in reifying what came before. It can be tempting to imagine 
pre-Christian collective identities as all stable and of the same sort — devoid of 
the cult so often adhering to culture, the ritual practice so often tied to place, 
and the inextricability of so many local lineages and landscapes of memory from 
devotion to deities. That such elements have been habitually neglected in 
scholarly disciplines like Classics makes it all the more pressing not to write 
them out of history just because we cannot find a Greek or Latin term directly 
equivalent to “religion.” Brent Nongbri is surely right to remind us of the 
dangers of universalizing a modern sense of “religion” as “a kind of inner 
disposition and concern for salvation conceived in opposition to politics and 
other ‘secular’ areas of life.” Yet one need not posit Jewish exceptionalism to 
recognize that different ancient identities (and a good many modern ones) cut 
differently across the lines of what we are now accustomed to 
compartmentalizing as "geographical," “ethnic,” “political,” and "religious."

The ancient Mediterranean world was hardly a realm of clear-cut bounded 
lands occupied only by autochthonous peoples. The same centuries that biblical 
scholars study as the Second Temple period (538 BCE-70 CE) saw the 
consolidation of forms of education whereby even elites with no connection to 
Greece could become "Greeks," and also the articulation of new spatial 
ideologies whereby Macedonians like the Seleucids could redefine what it 
meant to be "Syrian." Greek terms for peoplehood like ethnos may remind us of 
our words for ethnicity, but the etymological connection should not lead us to 
treat them as identical to what we now categorize as race or nationality. At 
times, Greek historians and Roman jurists may use terms of this sort when trying 
to impose order on the sprawling diversity of the ancient Mediterranean world. 
Nevertheless, labels for different ethnoi do not necessarily denote stable entities 
of the same sort. Even under the Roman Empire, there was no static sense of 
land-bound or genealogical identity from which Jews might be posited as the 
sole exception — or against which Christians might be heralded as the only 
agents of change. The second and third centuries might see the beginnings of a 
Christian discourse re-reading “Jewishness” (ioudaismos) as an entity more 
comparable to “Christianity” (christianismos) than “Hellenism” (hellenismos), but 
in these same centuries, Lucian could call himself "Greek" or "Syrian" depending 
on the point he wished to make; even Bardaisan could be variously described as 
“Christian,” "Parthian," "Mesopotamian," "Babylonian," and "Armenian.” Despite 
the tendency in Biblical Studies for scholars to describe even Paul as self-
evidently “Christian,” even this label is not “religious” in any manner always 
and everywhere distinct from ethnic reasoning; not unlike ioudaioi, the Greek 
term christianoi and its cognates continued to be reinterpreted in creative and 
productive ways into Late Antiquity and well beyond. We may wish to be wary, 
thus, lest we refract the differences between ancient ioudaioi and modern Jews 
through the lens of a misleadingly static concept of “Christianity,” as inventor 
and exemplar of “religion.”

http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/030015416X/ref=as_li_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=390957&creativeASIN=030015416X&linkCode=as2&tag=marginalia0c-20&linkId=HPF552T4FI4P27V7
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※
There’s a compelling case to be made that early Christians like Ignatius and 

Tertullian innovated a new sense of Jewishness by reducing ioudaismos to the 
Christian past and by redefining ioudaios as a term of Christological error. These 
particular senses of "Judaism” and “Jew” would have a long afterlife in medieval 
and modern Christian polemical discourse — with dire consequences for 
European Jewry in particular. Looking back, we may glimpse some modes of 
categorization akin to our current taxonomic practice of distinguishing 
“religions.” But in their own contexts, many of these cases might be better 
explained as the use of ioudaios and related terms as negative exempla of 
Christianness. Nor are Jews the sole focus for such efforts; rather, as Douglas 
Boin reminds us, the meanings of christianoi and its cognates were negotiated 
through multiple contrasts with constructed categories of various sorts (e.g., 
Greek hellenismos, haeresis; Latin paganus). Likewise, our sense of the 
development of ancient identities may be skewed when we globalize those 
patterns that so happen to be attested in Greek and Latin literary evidence. 
These patterns are partly a result of accidents of preservation: the later in time, 
the greater percentage of surviving Greek and Latin writings that are Christian. 
Would our picture of the changing meanings of ioudaioi and ioudaismos look 
different, for instance, if there were more surviving literary evidence for Greek-
speaking Jewry in Late Antiquity and the Middle Ages? We certainly find 
different self-designations and other approaches to categorizing identity and 
difference in the pre-modern Jewish writings richly preserved in Hebrew, 
Aramaic, and Arabic — although these have been comparably neglected by 
modern scholars, and only rarely (if ever) culled for evidence for dramatic 
narratives of “invention” of the sort commonly told from Greek and Latin 
sources.

Mason and Reinhartz both present the problem of translating first-century 
ioudaioi as a matter of defining identity before the rise of “religion,” and they 
look to a late antique horizon when Christian discourses of difference 
constructed both “religion” and “Judaism” as we now know them. In this, they 
follow Daniel Boyarin’s influential argument for the fourth century as a 
determinative era for the disembedding of “religion” from ethnic, political, 
geographical, and other elements of ancient identity. Boyarin’s argument has 
important ramifications for understanding the Roman Empire in Late Antiquity. 
Yet it remains that late antique shifts did not suffice to produce “religion” as we 
now know it. The genealogy of our current system of categorizing “religion” and 
“religions” owes more to modern European colonial and related contexts — as 
Talal Asad, Daniel Dubuisson, Tomoko Masuzawa, and others have variously 
demonstrated.

If scholars can defend different moments of “invention,” moreover, it is in 
part because none of them was ever quite complete. Just as Boyarin himself 
points to the Rabbinic resistance of “religion” in Late Antiquity, so Leora 
Batnitzky has shown how the reduction of “Judaism” to “religion” continued to 
remain contested well into modernity; “Judaism” has never fit neatly only in the 
category “religion,” and this very misfit, in fact, has spurred much creativity 
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within modern Jewish thought. Seen from this perspective, it is not surprising 
that the twenty-first-century English term “Jew” is no more static, set, or stable 
than the first-century Greek term ioudaios; like many terms of communal 
identity, they have been continually constituted as relevant in part through 
creative contestation.

That “Jew” becomes a category that is both opposite and equivalent to 
“Christian” is an axiom of much modern research on the New Testament, 
Christianity, and even Jewish-Christian relations. This contention, however, may 
tell us as much about the modern histories of these academic subfields as about 
pre-modern trajectories in the meanings of Greek ioudaios and its cognates. 
Susannah Heschel, for instance, emphasizes the influence of nineteenth-century 
German Protestant theologians on modern ideas about “Judaism” as a category 
akin to “Christianity.” Like their late antique counterparts, their acts of 
categorization were far from neutral in their aims and effects:

Judaism as a religion is a modern invention, developed in mimicry of 
Christianity; pre-modern Jewish texts speak instead of Torah and mitzvot. 
“Judaism” was similarly invented by nineteenth-century Protestant theological 
discourse as a religion of legalism, literalism, and an absence of morality, and 
was made to function discursively as the abject of the Christian West.

It is perhaps not surprising that the results can seem natural or invisible 
nonetheless — especially to scholars who study early Judaism and Christianity; 
after all, this particular image of “Judaism” was forged within the same settings 
that were also formative for the modern Western discipline of Biblical Studies. 
Indeed, this is part of the reason that Mason’s intervention was so powerful. The 
new Brill translation unsettled a longstanding tendency in Biblical Studies by 
challenging us to re-read Josephus’s representation of his people’s history anew, 
apart from older assumptions about the narrowly religious nexus of Jewish 
peoplehood. As effective as this intervention has been, however, it makes a bit 
less sense outside of this one specific context — as Reinhartz has shown.

※
The debate over the translation of ioudaios has been valuable in opening up 

a broader perspective and bringing insights from the study of Late Antiquity and 
Religious Studies to bear on the often isolationist study of Josephus and the New 
Testament. But the more we delve into the complexity of ethno-political 
discourse in the ancient Mediterranean world, the long and winding prehistories 
of modern Western notions of “religion,” and the tenacious multiplicity of 
identity-labels like “Christian” and “Jew,” the less it seems plausible to solve the 
problem of anachronism just by choosing one or another rote translation 
depending on the date of the text in question. Even the challenge of translation 
might be better understood on the level of sentences or paragraphs or texts or 
corpora, rather than single words interpreted in isolation.

As this particular example becomes more widely discussed — especially in 
public and accessible settings such as this online forum — it also becomes 
increasingly feasible just to transliterate ioudaios in those cases where rendering 
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“Jew” might seem unduly misleading. If our aim is to avoid anachronism, it 
might be better to begin by historicizing our own scholarly habits, diagnosing 
our blind spots, and avoiding presentist narratives that uncritically reinforce 
them. However one translates ioudaios, it remains misleading to trace a thin line 
in the development of Jewish/Judean identities that flattens their ancient 
Mediterranean contexts and ignores their manifold afterlives outside of Greek, 
Latin, and Christian literature. The very challenge of translating ancient ioudaioi 
into modern terms points to the power and limits of categorizing “religions” — 
in antiquity and modernity alike.
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5

"Judean" and "Jew", Jesus and Paul by Joan Taylor

Bruce Malina — one of the most respected scholars of the social world of the 
New Testament – recently posted a provocative paper online: “Was Jesus a Jew? 
Was Aristotle a Greek-American? Translating Ioudaios.” He argued that it is 
inappropriate to translate the Greek word Ioudaios by the English word “Jew.” 
Calling Jesus “a Jew,” Malina says, is inherently misleading because it 
anachronistically defines Jesus according to a religion based on a rabbinic 
model of the Babylonian Talmud of the 5th-6th centuries. Malina would prefer 
to translate the Greek word Ioudaios, as found in the New Testament, as 
“Judean”in order to break an association with rabbinic Judaism while preserving 
the sense that it refers to Judean “customs and behaviors.” [See Crossley in the 
forum.]

Malina has some support in this translation from a leading scholar of the 
ancient historian Josephus. Steve Mason, another participant in this forum, 
suggests the translation of “Judeans” for the Greek term Ioudaioi in Josephus’s 
writings. The trouble is that the Greek word Ioudaios is not just one thing or 
another. It has multiple senses and we have to make a call on how to translate 
this word. Strictly speaking, “Jew,” in English, is just a contraction (i.e., “Ju”) of 
the term that in western Europe became dispersed into other tongues via Latin: 
Judeus. The Greek word Ioudaios is a rendering of Hebrew Yehudi, or Aramaic 
Yehuda`i, a term essentially defining the ethnic group descended from the 
patriarch Judah, who gave his name to their tribal territory, Judah, which was 
then expanded through conquest in the 2nd and 1st centuries BCE and 
designated in Latin as “Judea.” The Ioudaioi are indeed Judeans. People could 
be included within the Judean ethnic group (ethnos) by marriage and/or by 
following Jewish/Judean law. 

But Ioudaioi came to refer to much more than this ethnic category, since 
Judaism travelled far and wide, and there were many converts to Judaism as a 
kind of sacred philosophy that should be followed, in accordance with the laws 
of Moses. The distinction between a “Jew”and a “Judean” lies here, in that the 
latter, to me, refers to someone who not only follows the law of the Judeans, but 
lives in Judea, and not in the Diaspora. I am therefore going to resist an either-or 
approach, and consider Judaism as a philosophical entity — which I have done 
at length (in Jewish Women Philosophers of First-Century Alexandria ) — that 
requires adherence to an interpretation of the law of Moses, one to which 
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people can adhere (following a lifestyle) by conversion, and thereby be defined 
as Jews. We ourselves can rightly refer to it as a religion, even though in the 
ancient world the categories of thinking were not the same as ours: Judaism was 
a kind of philosophy governing life that also involved cultic aspects for its 
adherents. [On the question of “religion” as a modern category, see Annette 
Yoshiko Reed’s essay in the forum.]. We can usefully talk about Diasporan Jews 
and Judean Jews. We can also talk about Judahites as opposed to other tribal 
groups, in even narrower ethnic terms. 

※
Let’s think about Jesus. Jesus was both a Jew, in terms of his religious identity 

(involving law), and also a Judean, in terms of his location: he lived in the land 
of Judea, which was a land that comprised regions stretching from Idumaea in 
the south to Galilee in the north and included the old territorial homeland of the 
Judahites — Judah/Judea — in its center. This is quite different to someone like 
the apostle Paul, who was originally a Jew living in the Diaspora, in the city of 
Tarsus. Jesus was additionally a Judahite, in that he was of the tribe of Judah. 
The fact that as an adult he lived in Galilee does not take away his tribal 
affiliation, even though Ernst Renan, for example, notoriously argued in his book 
Vie de Jésus (1863; English translation The Life of Jesus in 1935) that Jesus was 
fundamentally a Galilean and noted that this was a region of ethnic mixing, so 
that Jesus’s “blood” would be difficult to determine. Ethnically, he was of a long 
line of Judahites that could be traced back to David: the earliest evidence we 
have on Jesus is from Paul, who twice stresses that he was “born from the seed 
of David” (Romans 1:3) and from “the root of Jesse”of Isaiah 11:10 (Romans 
15:12). 

In being a resident of the wider region of Judea called Galilee, Jesus can be 
classified in broader regional terms as Judean. The whole country was 
designated “Judea” since Judean laws governed the area, except for the 
Hellenistic cities that had their own (Syro-Phoenician/Hellenistic) city law. The 
northern part of the region of Galilee lay within Syrian “Ituraea” but had been 
converted to Judaism by Judah Aristobulus in 103-4 BCE: men were circumcised 
and from this time Judean religious law governed the people (so Josephus, 
Antiquities 13:318). The southern part probably lay within Samaria until its 
inclusion in Judea by John Hyrcanus (Antiquities 13:275-81), when the city of 
Scythopolis was also taken. The Galileans, in abiding by the legal system of 
Judea imposed upon them, became converted Ioudaioi (= Judean Jews), but 
Jesus was a Ioudaios from ancient antecedents, a child of immigrants to Galilee 
from Judah/Judea of old, hence a Judahite. 

The legal system of Judea also happened to be religious law, as in many 
ancient Near Eastern societies. The definition of a Ioudaios in antiquity is not 
therefore merely an issue within the territory of Judea; it becomes an issue 
outside this territory, where there were people maintaining or adopting the 
traditions of Judea within regions where the legal systems often ran according to 
a variety of Hellenistic city states.

All the distinctions I make in terms of words like “Jew,” “Judean,” or 
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“Judahite” are actually that one word in Greek: Ioudaios. Much rests on the 
correct understanding of it. No one English word covers all its meanings. We do 
not have simple solutions; we have complex ones. Each term does not have 
hard and fast boundaries: a Diaspora Jew could be also a Judean, in terms of 
origins, and a Judahite, in terms of tribal background, but a Diaspora Jew could 
be Helena of the royal house Abiadene, who converted to Judaism 
(Antiquities 20: 34-53) In each text, the context and subtleties of language need 
to be carefully understood for the proper translation of the term Ioudaios. One 
word in Greek is used for variants of identity and belonging that we today will 
want to distinguish.

Importantly, when the word Ioudaios is used in the New Testament, it can 
also refer to an even more precise group. In the Gospel of John, the Ioudaioi 
generally are either“people who live in Judea and have certain traditions there” 
or “the leading Judean authorities, namely the chief priests”, who are opposed to 
Jesus and his movement. If you always translate this word Ioudaioi simply as 
“Jews” — which is usual in our English Bibles — you create an intrinsic 
opposition between two groups of people who are actually both Jewish, strictly 
speaking. On one side you have a group of Galilean (Judean) Jews, who go up 
to Jerusalem properly according to the Jewish customs for the Passover festival. 
On the other hand, you have the Ioudaioi, usually translated as “the Jews,” who 
hate them. 

However, on the basis of their actions and authority in the Gospel of John 
these Ioudaioi are generally in charge of the religious and legal administration of 
the Temple and the city of Jerusalem, along with its territory. “The Jews” are 
then those in power in Jerusalem, opposed to Jesus the Jew from Galilee, and 
are designated in this Gospel as children of Satan (John 8:44), because they (as 
those in power in Jerusalem) are accused of being responsible for murdering 
certain prophets who testified to those in power in Jerusalem in former times: 
thus “the Jews” of the Gospel murdered Judean Jews who were prophets. As 
Wayne Meeks and John Ashton have argued, the inter-regional suspicions and 
class-based dimensions of Jesus’s opposition are totally lost in translation. And, 
as we all know, that has led to ghastly consequences when fused with Gospel of 
Matthew’s presentation of a certain Jerusalem mob, who — influenced by “the 
chief priests and the elders” — call for Jesus to be killed by saying, “Let his 
blood be upon us and on our children”(Matthew 27:25).

※
If the term “Judean” is used instead of “Jew” in the translation of the Gospel 

of John, it does dislodge something of the problem, but it still needs explanation, 
because we would still miss the power politics. “The Judeans” are the authorities 
in Jerusalem who are opposed to Judean Jews who follow Jesus. The word can 
also have a wider reach: for example, in terms of describing Passover as a 
“festival of the Judeans”(John 2:13; 6:4). But the Ioudaioi who oppose Jesus in 
Jerusalem are not every Jewish man, woman, and child of his time. 

This goes to show that how we use words is important, and we should not 
translate things without understanding the world in which Jesus lived. The inter-
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regional and class-based conflict indicated here is part of the historical context 
of the times. In referring to “the Judeans” in the way the writer of the Gospel of 
John does, there is not necessarily an incipient anti-Semitism but a kind of 
shorthand. We find it exactly duplicated in Paul’s First Letter to the 
Thessalonians (2:14-16). Paul, a Diaspora Jew, exhorts his followers by saying:

For you, brothers and sisters, became copies of the communities of God 
existing in Christ Jesus in Judea, because you also suffered the same things from 
your own compatriots, just as they did from the “Judeans,” the ones who even 
killed the Lord Jesus and the prophets, and they were driving us out, and they 
are not pleasing to God, and they are hostile to all people, hindering us from 
speaking to the Gentiles that they might be saved, so as always to fill up the 
measure of their sins. But at last wrath has come upon them.

Here, as with the Gospel of John, Paul is heavily criticizing the Judean 
authorities in Jerusalem, and those who supported them, who persecuted the 
Judean church and who happen to be Judean Jews. The authorities also 
considered Paul a serious trouble-maker because he was claiming as a divine 
message to the Gentiles that they could become grafted onto the tree-trunk of 
Judaism (Israel) without being converted to Judaism (see Romans 11). The 
“wrath” Paul identifies is unclear but should refer to a misery for the Judean 
authorities and their associates. 

Paul knew exactly who he was talking about because he was himself an 
associate of the Judean authorities: he served them in trying to quash the 
incipient churches of Jesus’s disciples not only in Judea but also in Jewish 
communities elsewhere —in synagogues in Damascus — where the authority of 
the High Priest stretched (Galatians 1-2, cf. Acts 7:58-8:3). For Paul, “the 
Judeans” here refers to the Judean authorities whose responsibility was to 
uphold Jewish law: men who could chastise certain Jews under their power. It is 
power here that is key, not ethnicity.

Such language against certain groups wielding power could be used as much 
in the ancient world as today: one can see it in contemporary contexts in areas 
of conflict when “the Russians” or “the Americans” are responsible for some 
military or administrative oversight. It raises questions about who wrote the 
Gospel of John, when, and for what reason, and this language remains 
dangerous in terms of its legacy, but it prompts us to think about who held 
power and what the issues were when Jesus lived.  

In my own terminology, then, “Jew” tends to have a broader reach of 
meaning, referring to a religious/philosophical category of people who follow 
the Mosaic law as it was interpreted, while “Judean” is more linked to the land 
of Judea. “Judahite” I use in terms of tribal categories that were still relevant in 
the first century. The identification of Ioudaioi in the Gospel of John as the 
“Judean authorities” is a kind of contraction or spin-off from the regional sense 
“Judean,” used really by people (Paul and the writer of the Gospel of John) who 
are themselves Jews.

If Malina is to be followed, the contraction“Jew” should apply only to forms 
of Judaism in Late Antiquity, not to Jesus and his contemporaries within the 
ambiance of their age. Yet, if we were to call Jesus a “Judean” only, rather than 
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a “Jew,” I think we would drive a wedge between the Judaism of the time in 
which he lived and later Judaism. This could lead to an unfortunate 
consequence, severing the Judaism of the first century from the heritage of Jews 
today. 

I agree with Adele Reinhartz and Amy-Jill Levine in critiquing the language 
that avoids using the term “Jew.” To say, as Malina does, that a “Jew”is an 
anachronistic category in the first century erects a wall between modernity and 
antiquity. I do not want to sever Jesus from the designation “Jew” and insist on it 
being relevant only to a later time, because that might sever him from a Judaism 
today that embraces diversity within its past. To say that Jesus was a Jew is not to 
say that he was a Jew as the rabbis would define that term but a Jew as one 
might define him in the first century.

※

With all this in mind, let’s think again of definitions and go back to Paul’s 
statements about the birth of the historical Jesus as a Jew: he was “born of a 
woman, born under the (Jewish) law” (Galatians 4:4).  Paul also situates himself 
as a Jew and yet, in a way that indicates he had stepped away from the law. We 
can dip our toes into this simply to show the issues, before moving on, to 
explore also how Paul connects being normatively “under (Jewish) law” (in 
terms of a legal adherence) with being a Jew.

In the Letter to the Galatians — in debate with those who wanted non-Jews 
(Gentiles) to follow Jewish customs and law, including circumcision of males — 
Paul scorns the hypocrisy of the apostle Peter and states: “We are Ioudaioi by 
nature, and not Gentile wrong-doers” (Galatians 2:15). Peter and Paul are both 
“by nature” Ioudaioi, contrasting with Gentiles who are defined in religio-legal 
terms as wrongdoers, and we might translate Ioudaioi as “Jews.” But, 
paradoxically, in the same breath Paul could claim: “through the law I died to 
the law that I might live to God”(Galatians 2:19). By this he means that the law 
(the books of Moses, from Genesis to Deuteronomy) predicted Christ, and for 
him Christ’s death — as a new covenant between humanity and God —  led to 
his release from needing always to follow the law. 

In the narrative of the Acts of the Apostles Paul states, literally: “I am a man, 
a Jew” (Acts 22:3, cf. 21:39). One cannot present oneself more clearly and 
straightforwardly than that. While this wording of the author of Luke-Acts, Paul 
affirms this adamantly in every way he could define himself in the Letter to the 
Philippians (3:5): he was “circumcised on the eighth day, of the nation of Israel, 
of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew (child) of Hebrews.” When Paul states that 
he was of the tribe of Benjamin he refers to another tribe of Israel than that of 
Judah, but he was Jewish (here designated as “Hebrew”) in terms of the over-
arching ethnic-religious category of Judaism and in terms of his Hebrew tribal 
heritage. In his Letter to the Galatians, while defining himself and Peter as 
Ioudaioi, Paul could note that “my former manner of life” in Judaism was one in 
which he was earnest for “the traditions of my ancestors,” but he rejected that. 
Paul rejected the necessity of the practice of the law (including keeping kosher 
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food laws), but “by nature”he was still a Jew. 
Paul the Jew was, as he calls himself, anomos, “unlawed,” like a Gentile, but 

one who could move back and forth on this very issue depending on context. So 
he says in 1 Corinthians 9:21:

And I became to the Ioudaioi like a Ioudaios, in order to win Ioudaioi; to 
those under law as under law, not being myself under law, in order to win those 
under law; to those unlawed (anomos) as a one unlawed, not being God’s 
unlawed but Christ’s in-lawed (ennomos), in order to win the unlawed.

No contemporary English translation will have this passage as I have it here. 
In Greek it is as repetitive, rhyming, and rhythmic as a rap. I keep the words 
very literal to show concepts about who was a Jew in the first century. Here Paul 
defines Jews as normatively those “under law,” meaning the sacred laws that 
actually governed Judea administered by the Judean authorities in Jerusalem, 
which could stretch to wherever Jews lived, via synagogues; but he can be 
anomos, “unlawed,” while being a Jew to Jews like Peter.

But Paul was not “un-Scriptured”: at the very same moment he proclaims 
himself as “unlawed,” he has just quoted a“law of Moses”(Deuteronomy 25:4) 
as indicating the deeper allegorical meaning that workers should be allowed to 
eat (1 Corinthians 9: 9-12). For Paul, Jewish Scripture read and interpreted in 
this symbolic way leads to truth but not necessarily to the practice of law, 
because that would mean literal reading and, as he said, “the letter kills but the 
Spirit gives life” (2 Corinthians 3:6). 

Therefore, when Paul refers to Jesus as being born “under law” (Galatians 
4:4) he defines him as a Jew, categorically, in his own terms. And, incidentally, 
he never indicates that Jesus himself was anything but a “lawed” Jew all through 
his life. Not once does Paul appeal to Jesus as breaking the Jewish law in order 
to justify what Paul himself does. Jesus was under that law that Paul defines as 
“material” (cf. Galatians 3:3; 4:24-31). Paul knew that he was the anomaly, not 
Jesus. For Paul, the possibility of living in an “unlawed” way, as a Jew, was only 
available by means of the death of Jesus, not the life of Jesus.

Curiously, I have to note here that there were apparently other Jews who 
were also willing to let go of some of the distinctive laws of Judaism, valuing the 
deeper meaning of Scripture. Around the year 40 CE the Jewish philosopher 
Philo of Alexandria states (The Migration of Abraham 89):

There are some who, regarding the words of the laws as symbols of things of 
the mind, are scrupulous about the latter, while they carelessly neglect the 
former (my translation of the Greek text in Whitaker’s Loeb 275).

Philo never indicates that they are no longer Jews. They are even quite 
admirable, except that other Jews criticized them for their carelessness with the 
law. These Jews Philo discusses are an example of the diversity within Judaism 
at this time. Whatever ways we define Ioudaioi in antiquity, in all its variant 
senses, our designations need to include them.

http://www.amazon.com/Philo-Finding-Dreams-Classical-Library/dp/0674993039/ref=sr_1_1?tag=marginalia0c-20
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6

Concepts and Words by Malcolm Lowe

The contemporary debate over the use of “Judean” or “Jew” when translating 
ancient texts has its ultimate source in my two long articles in Novum 
Testamentum (1976, 1981). The first I devoted to showing that the word 
Ioudaioi does not have a peculiar theological sense in John but is used as in 
other ancient texts. I also explained that in the first Christian century the primary 
meaning of the word was geographical; for sure, Ioudaoi were seen as having 
their own particular religion, but just in the same way as Egyptians and others 
had a unique religion. To this end, I made a survey of Greek and Latin classical 
texts as well as of Hebrew sources. (“Hebrew” refers here mainly to the 
Mishnah, compiled ca. 200 CE.)

I also discussed Ioudaoi within the context of the use of words denoting 
nationality in general, both ancient and modern, in order to show that the 
peculiarities theological writers have claimed of John are not peculiar at all. For 
instance, commentators have thought it curious that “the Ioudaioi” often refers 
to the rulers in Jerusalem (to the Sanhedrin). But we today, too, often speak of 
“the Americans” or “the Russians” in reference to the respective governments; so 
this is a typical use of a word denoting nationality, not a sense of Ioudaioi 
peculiar to the Gospel of John.

In 2007 Steve Mason wrote that the word Ioudaioi “bears precisely the same 
relationship to the name of the homeland that Araps, Babylonios, Aigyptios, 
Syros, Parthyaios and Athênaios have to the names of their respective 
homelands.” This is exactly what I stated already in 1981, summarizing the 
article of 1976, about the meaning of Ioudaios during c. 200 BCE to 200 CE:

Ioudaios then had primarily a geographical meaning — it signified 
principally the inhabitants of hê Ioudaia or people originating from the latter, i.e. 
“Judeans” as dwellers in or emigrants from “Judea”; only secondarily did it have 
a religious significance as denoting individuals of any nation who had adopted 
the religion of Judea, while even in this respect it was no more a religious term 
than “Greek,” “Egyptian,” “Persian,” etc., each of which denoted primarily a 
nation living in a certain geographical area and only secondarily the unique 
religion proper to that nation and area.

Indeed, the 1976 article (n. 21) had already pointed out: “One may well 
wonder whether in the period of Cicero — or even Josephus — ‘Iudaeus’ was 
any more a religious term than ‘Romanus,’ ‘Aegyptius,’ etc.” There I also 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/1560764
http://www.jstor.org/stable/1560751


 / MARGINALIA IOUDAIOS FORUM / 34

concluded that “the geographical senses of Ioudaioi, far from having died out, 
indeed formed the primary meaning of the term in New Testament times.”

Mason’s article complained that “neglected in these discussions as far as I 
can see is the fundamental and repeated criticism of the Christians by Celsus 
and Julian” for having “broken with the ethnic-ancestral tradition of the 
Ioudaioi.” My 1981 article made exactly that point about Julian, remarking that 
“then it [Christianity] was as much an exception from the rule as is Judaism 
today” (inasmuch as Judaism, even today, retains an element of peoplehood 
alongside religious observances).

Thus, the current debate that Reinhartz has re-opened has roots almost 40 
years old. To put it briefly, Mason is correct in his decision to translate Ioudaioi 
as Judeans in Josephus, but he draws further incorrect conclusions. The 
necessary corrections can largely be taken from my two articles in Novum 
Testamentum in 1976 and 1981, where readers of this forum will find more 
points others have rediscovered in recent years.

※
Almost all of ancient literature in Greek, Latin, and Hebrew has been lost. 

We know this from such sources as the book catalogues of Diogenes Laertius 
and the references to other books in the Hebrew Bible. Consequently, if a word 
— or some use of that word — is lacking in ancient sources before a certain 
date, we should be cautious both about assuming and about denying that it 
existed in earlier times. Moreover, we should beware of assuming that if a word 
or use of a word is not found in ancient authors, then those authors did not have 
the concept denoted by that word.

For instance, the Hebrew word for a bridge, gesher, does not appear in the 
Bible. But it is cognate with the Arabic jisr. The word quite likely existed in 
biblical times, and it would be absurd to claim that no biblical author had any 
concept of a “bridge.” The Hebrew word for repentance, teshuvah, does occur 
the Bible, but not with that meaning. It is a noun derived from the verb lashuv. 
This verb, whose basic meaning is “to (re)turn,” is used in various derived 
meanings and teshuvah corresponds to some of them in the Bible. The verb 
itself, however, is often used in the same sense of “to repent” as in later Jewish 
literature. So the concept of repentance already existed, whether or not the 
noun teshuvah was already used to denote it.

Herein lies the biggest problem in Mason’s approach. The second section of 
the 2007 article bears the title “Searching for Ancient Religion” and is devoted 
to the claim that “[t]he concept of religion, which is fundamental to our outlook 
and our historical research, lacked a taxonomical counterpart in antiquity.” Yes, 
there is no word for it in antiquity. Yet, Mason overlooks precisely such a 
taxonomical counterpart in his quotation from the Against Apion of Josephus on 
that same page. The phrase Josephus used is tois oikeiois nomois peri eusebeian. 
Similar terminology occurs widely in ancient writers; the adjective oikeios may 
be replaced by another one (and sometimes nomima replaces nomoi). Such 
phrases can be translated as “the ancestral regulations concerning piety,” where 

http://www.jstor.org/discover/10.2307/1560764?uid=3739656&uid=2&uid=4&uid=3739256&sid=21104620013503
http://www.jstor.org/discover/10.2307/1560751?uid=3739656&uid=2&uid=4&uid=3739256&sid=21104620013503
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“piety” signifies the relationship of humans to gods, “regulations” can be 
replaced by “customs,” and “ancestral” can be replaced with any of several 
other adjectives denoting one’s belonging to a people. The defense of Socrates 
in the opening chapters of Xenophon’s Memorabilia is based on the same 
concept of religion.

So what one should say is roughly this: “The ancients had no word for 
religion, but they did express the concept in such phrases as ‘the ancestral 
regulations concerning piety.’ Typically those regulations pertained to a specific 
people and a specific land, which is why Christians claimed that they, too, were 
a people and that they, too, had a land, namely Heaven.”

The first section of Mason’s article, “Searching for Ancient Judaism,” 
demonstrates very convincingly that there is no evidence that the Greek word 
Ioudaismos or its Latin equivalent Iudaismus bears the modern meaning of 
“Judaism” before Tertullian, at the earliest. He is also correct in saying that “no 
ancient Hebrew or Aramaic words map closely to our ‘Judaism.’” But again, 
does that mean that there was no such concept? The phrase Josephus used, 
applied to his own people, does denote a range of content comparable with our 
modern “Judaism.” As for Hebrew, a possibility is found in the Mishnah at 
Ketubot 7.6: dat Mosheh vi-Yhudit (“the custom of Moses and Judean”). The 
appendage of vi-Yhudit, I suggested in 1976 (n. 53), was originally intended to 
make a distinction over against the dat Mosheh of the Samaritans. (Later on, 
when maybe the reason for adding vi-Yhudit had been forgotten, the phrase was 
changed to dat Mosheh ve-Yisrael in Jewish marriage contracts.) Consider also 
the uses (already in the Bible) of torah and avodah to designate what we would 
call, respectively, “religious observance” and “cultic practice.”

So when Reinhartz says she is “alarmed by the growing invisibility of Jews 
and Judaism in English translations of ancient texts and scholarship about them,” 
she is wrong about the absence of “Judaism” in translated ancient texts but is 
right to be alarmed about its absence in scholarship, since the concept of 
Judaism did exist. How about “Jews”?

※
Mason’s third and last main section, “Searching for Ancient Jews,” is again 

mostly right about the word Ioudaioi. But we must also consider the word Israêl 
(and its cognates in Latin and Hebrew) alongside Ioudaioi and Ioudaia. In the 
Mishnah, Yisrael is the self-name of the people throughout; it is also used 
constantly to denote a single member of that people (rarely Yisraeli). Yehudi, by 
contrast, is found only in a handful of places and never in those two senses. The 
word Yehudah, however, does occur, denoting that part of the Land of Israel 
(Eretz Yisrael) stretching southwards from Jerusalem.

In Greek and Latin authors, on the other hand, the word Israêl or Israel is 
rarely found. Instead, the whole Land of Israel is typically called Ioudaia or 
Iudaea and the whole people Ioudaioi or Iudaei.

What has happened here, as I pointed out in both articles, is not something 
peculiar to those words but a phenomenon that has numerous modern parallels 
in words denoting countries and peoples. Foreigners call Britain “England,” the 
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Netherlands “Holland,” the USSR “Russia,” Iran “Persia,” and all Americans 
“Yankees.” In all these cases, what has happened is that, among foreigners, the 
name of the politically dominant area of a country has usurped that country’s 
name among foreigners. So also in the case of ancient Israel and Judea.

Eventually, even (say) Dutch people living abroad and talking to foreigners 
may call their country “Holland” because it is too tedious to keep on correcting 
the mistake. So also Israelites in the Diaspora acquiesced in being called 
Judeans (thus already in Esther 2:5; see my 1976, n.19).

The narrower sense of “Judea” and “Judeans” is rare in classical texts but is 
found in Josephus. Most important is Antiquities XVII.254 ff. Here, to quote my 
1976 (n. 14):

Josephus states first that many Galileans, Idumeans and people from Jericho 
and Perea [Transjordan] had come to Jerusalem to celebrate Pentecost, where 
they were joined by autoi Ioudaioi. Since all had come to a Jewish festival and 
the Jewish areas of Palestine were precisely Galilee, Perea, Judea and Idumea, 
autoi Ioudaioi here indisputably signifies the Judeans in the strict sense. Yet, later 
in the same passage, he relates how the Romans attacked the Ioudaioi, now 
meaning the whole crowd … .

We learn from this passage, too, that ancient readers could recognize a 
switch between the narrower and broader meanings of Ioudaia and Ioudaioi.

In the four canonical gospels the usual denotation of Ioudaia is Judea in the 
narrower sense; Israêl is used to denote both the whole land and the whole 
people. Here, therefore, we have the geographical terminology of the Mishnah, 
not that which typifies classical texts. In the Gospel of John, moreover, the 
interactions of Jesus with Ioudaioi occur almost exclusively in Jerusalem and its 
surroundings (for the exceptions, see my 1976 article). Consequently, the writer 
sees confrontations between Jesus and the inhabitants of a specific area, Judeans 
in the narrower sense. To translate Ioudaioi as “Jews,” as if the writer opposes 
Jesus to all of Israel, is therefore not merely false but pernicious, as a constant 
excuse for anti-semitism. (My 1976 article made a comment to that effect at the 
end, but otherwise the entire discussion was linguistic and philological.)

In the vast majority of ancient Greek and Latin texts, written by non-Israelites 
and outside the Land of Israel, Ioudaia/Iudaea and Ioudaioi/Iudaei are used in 
the broader sense. Undoubtedly, most readers would have sensed a 
geographical reference in almost every occurrence. But there is an important 
text in Cassius Dio XXXVII.16.5-17.1 (see my 1976, n. 17 and n. 22). The author 
speaks of Palestine and says that this area and its inhabitants are also called 
Ioudaia and Ioudaioi; then he adds that the latter name is also applied to 
members of other peoples (alloethneis) who adhere to their customs (ta nomima 
autôn). That is, he says that the meaning of the word is primarily geographical 
but it is also applied in a derived manner to people who have merely adopted 
the religious observances of the Ioudaioi. This derived sense is pretty much what 
we mean by “Jews” today, although it is applied by Cassius Dio only to what we 
would call converts.

Note that Cassius Dio wrote ca. 200 CE, when the center of Israelite life and 
self-government, including the residence of the Patriarch, had shifted from Judea 
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to Galilee. In 1976, I argued that on these and other grounds the shift from a 
primarily geographical to a primarily religious meaning began during the second 
Christian century — and not merely among Christians. Daniel Schwartz thinks 
that such a shift is possible in the outlook of Josephus between his composition 
of the War and the Antiquities. Regarding the readers of Josephus, however, 
surely their understanding of the term did not change within those two decades. 
So Mason is correct to translate Ioudaioi systematically as “Judeans” in an 
English version of Josephus. However, scholars who write commentaries on 
Josephus — and even more so commentaries on later writers — should be on 
the alert for an eventual shift to a less geographically focused understanding of 
the term; thus far Reinhartz is correct.
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7

An Invented Revolution by Jonathan Klawans

Many learned colleagues have written detailed analyses of these 
matters and I’ve been asked to explain my view. I am glad to do so in this format 
for I have at this time little (but, I hope, more than nothing) to add in terms of 
evidence for consideration. But I have long felt unease with the recent 
developments about which Adele Reinhartz has written so eloquently in 
Marginalia. Both Seth Schwartz (in Journal of Ancient Judaism 2) and David M. 
Miller (in Currents of Biblical Research [disclosure: Miller’s pieces appeared 
during my years as CBR Editor for Ancient Judaism]) have also discussed the 
topic, and all of these writers have influenced my thinking. I have, however, 
been opposed to the revisionist approach from day one, and some of my 
reasoning follows.

I want to start with the argument offered by some, that using “Judean” in 
place of “Jew” could be an effective way to counter anti-Semitism. This 
argument strikes me as odd at best. Though I think it’s worse than odd. It’s 
possibly manipulative, and potentially dangerous. But let’s start with what strikes 
me as a bit off about it.

Is it really the case that the translation “Jew” has done great harm? If I am not 
mistaken, the question about “Jew” and “Judean” is, as it is taking place here, 
primarily an English-language question. Far be it from me to deny the influence 
of anti-Semitism in the English-speaking world. But let’s be frank: on the whole, 
Jews have been and continue to be rather safe wherever the English language is 
spoken, even though all the Bibles talk about Jews.

Now let’s consider, briefly, a different language and context where the 
situations were (and, alas, are) different. Russians generally refer to Jews as 
yevrai. Or zhids. Or worse. And yet Russian Synodal Bibles typically translate 
the Greek “ioudaioi” into Russifications of that term (e.g., Иудеям).  So the 
yevrai (or zhids) slaughtered at Kishnev and countless pogroms had the benefit 
of being semantically severed from the ioudaoi/Иудеям/Judeans of the Czars’ 
official Synodal Bibles. Some help that was.

I also agree with Reinhartz’s warning: does it make sense, in the cause of 
countering anti-Semitism, to disconnect current Jews from their claimed past? I 
suppose one could — and perhaps should — always be mindfully skeptical 
about the historical truth of any claim of descent. But let’s face it: there are two 
ideologies that are well-served by disconnecting contemporary “Jews” from 

http://marginalia.lareviewofbooks.org/vanishing-jews-antiquity-adele-reinhartz/
http://www.v-r.de/en/magazine-0-0/journal_of_ancient_judaism-500060/
http://cbi.sagepub.com/
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ancient “Judeans.” The first ideology is anti-Zionism and the second is anti-
Semitism. (To be clear: to my perception, neither ideology is necessarily at work 
in any of these academic debates, but that’s not the point.) While I grant, in 
theory, that these two ideologies are potentially separable, the fact is they often 
bleed one into the other, precisely on the issue discussed: one can more easily 
oppose the existence of a Jewish state of Israel by denying any connections that 
contemporary “Jews” claim to those “Judeans” who lived there in the Roman 
era. (To wit, the Khazar hypothesis.)

Perhaps I’ve strayed off course; but this is why I think the anti-Semitism 
argument is not just odd, but manipulative. It’s a clarion call to take one side on 
an unsolved question (on “Jew” or “Judean”) by appeal to a moral argument that 
is (or should be) one-sided (anti-Semitism, which is evil). Here’s my view: anti-
Semites can translate these terms as they wish. And they should go to hell. The 
rest of us should have an open conversation about this matter, without 
misleading ourselves into thinking that Jew-haters will somehow be countered 
by academics’ semantic adjustments. I fear, not without reason, that some anti-
Semites may just as likely find current revisionism on these matters conducive to 
their own pernicious ends. If that risk does not matter, then neither should any 
perceived benefit.

Another argument that strikes me as utterly irrelevant is all the debate about 
the category “religion,” to the effect that if religion is a post-antique 
phenomenon, then so too should be the terms Jew and Judaism. Let me be clear: 
as a Professor of Religion, I certainly don’t mean to downplay the importance of 
this term or category. Nor could I pretend that any of these questions are settled 
(which is to say, also, that while Mason’s approach falls within range of the 
debates, his is not the only reasonable stance taken by thoughtful scholars of 
religion). The irrelevance of this question relates to the fact that a category 
requires multiple examples. But the question before us (Jew/Judean) is singular. 
We are not simultaneously considering how to translate a range of religious (or 
ethnic) terms. The category that matters is the nature of Jewishness. The 
existence of Judaism doesn’t require the existence of religion per se. It is 
conceivable that there was only one religion (in the modern western sense) at 
that time. After all, the whole problem of the western category is that it was 
built, essentially, on one example alone (Christianity), to which a second 
example (Judaism) was quickly assimilated. And when we take that back to the 
pre-Christian era, we have at most one (Judaism, as understood religiously) and 
perhaps none (Jewishness, understood ethno-religiously). So let’s put aside the 
question of “religion,” for it is a distracting sideshow. At least this one, I think, is 
morally neutral.

The real issue at stake in the choice we are being asked to make is one of 
continuity or discontinuity.  The arguments against “Jew” — moral, categorical, 
what have you — all come down to this choice. Judeans were not Jews; Judeans 
were in one way or another fundamentally different than later Jews. During the 
first century CE we don’t yet have Jews (or Judaism). Just Judeans. The precise 
nature of this revolution, though (at least in so far as the Jews themselves are 
concerned) is utterly unclear to me. Perhaps the construction of Judaism was 



 / MARGINALIA IOUDAIOS FORUM / 40

shaped largely or even entirely by the development of Christianity. This is one 
current trend — but there are dissenting voices (aside: please add mine to any 
list, if it’s not already there). And let’s be sure to note the remaining atypicality 
of all this: these first century “Judeans” lived all over the Roman Empire (not just 
Judea), speaking Greek, waiting around for Christians to regularize their 
identities by inventing religion. To what other group does this experience 
compare? And if this set of phenomena is at all uncommon, what again is the 
problem with “Jew”?

It seems to me that by many accounts throughout antiquity (from early to 
late), Jewish identity was a complex mix of ethnic, religious, and cultural factors. 
More than other ethnicities, it does appear that Jews understood themselves as 
distinct not only by virtue of customs but also by belief (Against Apion, 
2.179-181). Less so than other ethno-cultural identities, it appears that 
Jewishness could function reasonably well with near to complete ignorance of 
the Judean mother tongue (to wit, Philo), and persist among diaspora groups 
centuries after leaving the Judean mother land. And perhaps more so than other 
“utopian” (that is, place-less) ethno-religious identities, Jews acquired an array of 
languages and ethnic co-diversities. Jews coming to Jerusalem from afar are 
described as differing from other (and local) Jews in a variety of linguistic-
cultural ways (to wit, Acts 2). This fundamental Jewish ethno-religious-cultural 
fluidity appears in full force by the Second Temple period. The term “Jew” has 
been and will continue to be perfectly adequate to convey this complexity.

Far be it from me to suppose that Jewish civilization was static during this 
time period. But adopting the changes Mason and others propose requires 
asserting that some fundamental revolution (from Judean to Jew) took place — a 
change that must have gone largely unnoticed. No Jewish sources seem aware 
of any such fundamental change in Jewishness. Nor is any terminological shift 
discernible in our sources. And we cannot presume the silence of our sources 
on this kind of transition. Josephus, let us recall, notices the shift from Israelite to 
Jew, and places it in a particular timeframe, one of fundamental transition for 
the Jewish people — the early post-exilic period (Antiquities 11.173). We have 
nothing like this for the alleged transition from Judean to Jew.

So here, for me, is the rub: ostensibly in the name of countering anti-
Semitism and other western, Christianity-centered biases about religion, we are 
being asked to suppose that “Judeans” were (at some unspecified time) 
transformed into “Jews” because of the development of Christianity (no quotes 
needed), which could eventually lead to the invention of “Judaism.”

Possible? Yes. Proven? No. Analytic benefit? Unclear. Moral gain? I don’t see 
one.

In the present atmosphere of academic revisionism, it seems at times that 
nothing pains some historians more than continuity. But that’s no reason to 
invent silent, unnoticed revolutions. There is much that we do not know, and so 
scholars will have to continue to consider hypotheses concerning the late-
antique invention of Jews and Judaism. But if we choose to do so, we must also 
consider hypotheses concerning the early 21st century invention of “Judeans,” 
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apparently by scholars who would rather do their work unencumbered by the 
possibility of a continuous, vibrant, and evolving ancient Jewishness.
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8

Hiding from the Fourth Gospel’s Tragic Reception History by 

Ruth Sheridan

Reinhartz raises the important question of how we ought to translate the 
Greek word Ioudaios in the ancient sources, and she situates this within a 
broader context addressing different contemporary concerns: Jewish identity in 
the Diaspora today and the troubling issue of how anti-Semitism might be 
implicated in various translation choices and interpretations scholars and 
students make. Reinhartz contends that the translation “Jew” is both more 
accurate and more responsible than the main alternative now gaining ground 
(i.e., “Judean”). Her concern is that rendering every instance of Ioudaios as 
“Judean” unduly severs the continuity between Jews of later centuries and the 
texts of antiquity, and that it coveys an excessive narrowness in translation 
instead of a purported greater accuracy. I generally concur with her position. I 
also think that her title is not merely humorous hyperbole: it points to some 
problematic — albeit unintended — consequences of embracing “Judean” over 
“Jew,” namely, the effective “de-Judaization” of the literature of the Second 
Temple period. With characteristic wit, Reinhartz laments that Philo, Paul, and 
the Pharisees may now be considered “formerly Jewish denizens of antiquity.”

The debate isn’t new, but it has been intensifying: in 2007, John Elliot wrote 
an article that ignited the blogosphere (“Jesus the Israelite was neither a ‘Jew’ 
nor a ‘Christian’” — see some responses here). Others have followed Elliot’s 
lead in different directions: in 2009 Markus Cromhout wrote an article titled 
“Paul’s ‘Former Conduct in the Judean Way of Life’ (Gal 1:3) … Or 
Not?” (“Judean Way of Life” presented as the new cumbersome circumlocution 
for “Judaism,” or Ioudaismos). These specific studies can be seen in the context 
of the larger trend to dispense with “Jew” and to adopt “Judean” when 
translating Ioudaios. Reinhartz has already mentioned the work of Steve Mason, 
Philip Esler (2009, 2012 here) and Malcom Lowe, who have all developed 
arguments along these lines. It is not my intention in this short response to 
debate the cogency of these positions; I think that has been admirably 
undertaken in a comprehensive, three-part series of articles on the topic by 
David Miller, published in 2010, 2012 and 2014 in Currents in Biblical 
Research (here). My basic approach will be to voice my agreement with 
Reinhartz’s position from the corner of my own specialized area of research to 
date, which has been the Gospel of John and its presentation of hoi Ioudaioi — 

http://lorenrosson.blogspot.com.au/2007/09/jesus-was-neither-jewish-nor-christian.html
http://www.bibleinterp.com/opeds/esl368002.shtml
http://cbi.sagepub.com/content/10/2/293.short?patientinform-links=yes&legid=spcbi;10/2/293
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"the Jews.”

※
Reinhartz cited my article in JBL 2013 in which I addressed the various issues 

affecting the translation of hoi Ioudaioi in the Gospel of John (John’s Gospel 
almost consistently uses the plural; only thrice do we find Ioudaios in the 
singular: 3:25; 4:9; 18:35). Admittedly, the debate between “Judean” vs. “Jew” 
in translation was only a minor subsection in my overall survey of different 
English translation options, and I grouped both together under the broader rubric 
of “formal correspondence” translations — those translation choices that operate 
out of a theoretical concern to render the original language as literally (closely, 
accurately) as possible into the receptor language. In the translation theory 
developed by Eugene Nida, “formal correspondence” is typically opposed to the 
alternative practice of “dynamic equivalence.” The latter attempts to 
communicate an equivalent message, presenting the “gist” or “sense” of what 
was meant in the event that a literalistic rendering would actually hinder 
comprehension rather than facilitate it. In my discussion of “dynamic 
equivalence” translations for hoi ioudaioi in John’s Gospel, I grouped together 
various proposals such as "the authorities,” or other paraphrasing alternatives 
suggested on the assumption that a subset of extremely “Torah-loyalist” Jews 
were denoted by the term hoi Ioudaioi, and that this particularity ought to 
somehow be conveyed in translation.

Upon reflection, and as I continued to read more of the secondary literature 
on translating Ioudaios (beyond the Gospel of John), I began to anticipate that 
others might consider my grouping of both “Jew” and “Judean” under the label 
of “formal correspondence” quite odd. After all, the recent scholarly move to 
translate all occurrences of Ioudaios as “Judean” (as in the work of scholars like 
Mason and Esler) appears to arise out of the assertion that “Jew” is not at all a 
literalistic rendering of Ioudaios but a religiously-inflected (and therefore) 
anachronistic one — a translation choice more akin, in other words, to 
“dynamic equivalent” options. The translation “Jew” tries to convey the 
perceived “sense” of the term Ioudaios by producing a match-up of meaning 
between the complexities and diversities of the identities of ancient Ioudaioi and 
of Jews today, but, as Reinhartz asserted, this affinity speaks for accuracy rather 
than against it. On the other hand, those who favor “Judean” assert that such 
anachronism is happily avoided because the concept of “religion” is obviated: 
in its place is the notion of ethnicity (or “nested ethnicity”), and the more 
accurate connotations relating to a restricted geographic terrain — and so, it 
could be claimed that “Judean” alone obeys the logic of “formal 
correspondence” translation theories. It struck me, in other words, that in the 
broader scholarly conversation on this issue, there were two very different ways 
of assessing “accuracy” in translation.

As far as scholarship on the Gospel of John is concerned, this level of 
precision — between “the Judeans” and “the Jews” — has not been broadly 
adopted, with the exception of Malcom Lowe’s 1976 article advocating for the 
translation of hoi Ioudaioi as “the Judeans” [see also Lowe’s essay in the forum]. 
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But generally, both “Jews” and “Judeans” are set together on the side of 
“literalistic” renderings of hoi Ioudaioi, and the alternative options such as “the 
authorities” (cf. Urban C. von Whalde) are considered to be equivalencies that 
generally don’t hold up to close scrutiny across the Gospel as a whole. Perhaps 
we could look at it as a spectrum of possible translation options: the narrowest, 
or most restricted, choice is represented by “the Judeans,” a middling or 
balanced choice is found in “the Jews,” and a “dynamic equivalence” choice is 
represented by “the authorities” on the assumption that this best captures the 
“leadership” connotations of hoi Ioudaioi’s textual role. It wouldn’t be accurate 
to say that, as yet, “the Jews” are “vanishing” entirely from the Fourth Gospel; 
most standard, English translations of the New Testament still translate hoi 
ioudaioi as “the Jews” (Revised Standard Version, New Revised Standard 
Version, King James Version, New Jerusalem Bible, New International Version). 
But exceptions have appeared: the New Testament: Judaean and Authorized 
Version (1970) translates hoi ioudaioi as “Judaeans” (and sometimes “Hebrews”), 
while the Contemporary English Version (American Bible Society) opts to render 
select instances of hoi ioudaioi as “the leaders of the people,” or simply “the 
leaders,” or “the temple police.”

The latter choice is broad, ambiguous, and potentially misleading; the 
former, too restrictive in light of the Gospel’s references to hoi Ioudaioi that bear 
political and “religious” as well as ethno-geographic resonances. However, the 
very existence of these translation alternatives suggests that Jews might be 
eventually “vanishing” from John’s Gospel, too. There can be no doubt that at 
times they vanish out of a noble concern to prevent (or circumvent) the 
reproduction of anti-Semitic readings of the Gospel by avoiding the loaded term 
“Jews” in translation. This appears to be the motivation of Norman Beck in his 
1985 book Mature Christianity: The Recognition and Repudiation of the Anti-
Jewish Polemic of the New Testament. Beck claimed that “translations according 
to the sense of the text” are to be adopted “in order to reduce emphasis upon 
the Jews, Judaism and the Pharisees." Beck assumes that these equivalent 
translation options will automatically also reduce the “sting” of the polemic and 
effectively erase the ethical problem that the text presents. But the outcome — 
to “reduce emphasis upon the Jews,” etc. — has unintended negative 
consequences of its own.

※

Sometimes “the Jews” vanish from John’s Gospel out of a scholarly concern 
with linguistic accuracy — or “historical truth.” In those cases, “the Judeans” is 
the preferred translation (cf. Esler and Lowe). The potential to circumvent anti-
Semitic interpretations is presented as an added bonus in these cases. The point 
of my 2013 article on the topic was to assess the hermeneutical implications of 
preferring a strong “dynamic equivalent” translation for hoi Ioudaioi advanced 
on the grounds of assumptions about the Gospel’s original readership, and about 
its communicative purpose. The freer we are with our translation, in other 

http://www.amazon.com/New-Testament-Judaean-Authorized-Version/dp/B0043KPKH6?tag=marginalia0c-20
http://www.amazon.com/New-Testament-Judaean-Authorized-Version/dp/B0043KPKH6?tag=marginalia0c-20
http://www.amazon.com/Mature-Christianity-21st-Century-Recognition/dp/0824513584?tag=marginalia0c-20
http://www.amazon.com/Mature-Christianity-21st-Century-Recognition/dp/0824513584?tag=marginalia0c-20
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words, the greater the risk of imputing a “sense” to the text that is not there, and 
which has damaging consequences. But looking at the spectrum of translation 
choices available, I wonder if similar risks obtain when we opt for a highly 
literalistic rendering, such as “the Judeans.” Reinhartz addresses this in her essay 
when she cites Amy-Jill Levine to the effect that if we replace “Jew” with 
“Judean” in translation, it is a slippery slope that might lead to a Judenrein New 
Testament — a text “purified” of Jews. In this citation, Levine provocatively uses 
a term deployed by, and ineradicably associated with, the Nazi policies of 
deportation and murder of Jews in Europe in the Second World War.

In the comments to Reinhartz’s essay, Philip Esler has objected to this 
citation, saying, “it is difficult to avoid the impression that historical scholarship 
advocating a particular translation for Ioudaios is being likened to the Gestapo 
at work in the ghettoes.” Esler reasserts his commitment to opposing anti-
Semitism, rather than reinstating it, and he identifies himself as a scholar 
working in the pursuit of “historical truth” without recourse to unhelpful 
distortions. The stakes are high — translation and interpretation reveal their 
ethical motivations on both sides of the debate: to pursue “truth,” to avoid anti-
Semitism, to alert readers to the subtle, unintended consequences of both of 
those impulses. And Levine’s point is trenchant, not to be lightly dismissed — it 
asserts that the outcome of everywhere preferring “Judean” in translation eerily 
mirrors the deliberate “de-Judaization” of the New Testament undertaken by 
certain academics in Nazi Germany, even though, of course, this is far from the 
intentions of Esler and other scholars of his calibre. The question is: If “Judean” 
is adopted across the board, could it permit more explicitly anti-Jewish 
ideologies to creep in through the back door, as it were? A recent essay by 
Robert Myles and James Crossley [see also Crossley in the forum] indicates that 
this is a real possibility, and that the risks of suggesting, or even implying, a 
historical discontinuity between Jews of the first century CE and those of later 
centuries (and enshrining this in conceptually distinct terminologies) can 
become fertile ground for the importation of serious ideological excesses.

Returning to the Fourth Gospel, it is not sufficient to say that subsequent 
Christian interpreters of the Gospel of John mistakenly identified the narrative’s 
“Jews” with real flesh-and-blood Jews living among them — with disastrously 
violent consequences — and that they misinterpreted John’s sense. It is also not 
enough to claim, on that basis, that the imperative facing us now is to “restore” 
the correct meaning (the entho-geographic one) to the text, translating hoi 
Ioudaioi as “the Judeans.” This avoids the fact that texts do carry within them the 
potential to become loosed from their authorial moorings and to reach beyond 
the particularities of their original reception. On John’s use of “the Jews,” Judith 
Lieu wrote (in 2001) that “we cannot conclude that what the author or recipients 
might not have perceived is not part of the text.” John chose to use Ioudaioi 
rather than “rulers” (i.e., authorities) and this “becomes part of the text’s 
potential to be realized by interpreters at some future stage.” That means we 
must recognize that how later interpreters cited and made use of John’s Ioudaioi 
may not have been a misguided “abuse” of the text but an activation of its core 
direction.

http://www.bibleinterp.com/opeds/myl368013.shtml
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We must not hide from the Gospel’s tragic reception history as it affected 
actual Jews. Translating hoi Ioudaioi as “the Judeans” in John’s Gospel could, 
over time, have the effect of “repristinating” a conflicted history of Jewish-
Christian relations. But Daniel Schwartz has summed it up most powerfully in 
his 2007 article (titled “Judean or Jew?”): “When I use 'Judean' for Ioudaios … I 
have avoided saying 'Jews.' By doing so, I have made a statement about them.” 
What is the thrust of that statement? That is a serious and important question that 
should occupy scholars in the coming years.
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9

What a Difference a Translation Makes! An Ideological Analysis 

of the Ioudaios Debate by James Crossley

My own take on the recent debate over the translation of ioudaios into 
English as “Jew” or “Judean” is that the translation itself might not, on one level, 
be so important. If we assume what would have been understood by ioudaios 
(with all the connotations of geography, customs, practices and so on) what 
does it matter if we translate the Greek as “Jew” or “Judean,” or even “x”? But I 
have consciously chosen to continue using “Jew” because, while accepting all 
the complexities, historical changes, differences, and the like, is there not a 
connection between people who identified as “Jews” now and people we 
identify as part of that tradition 2000 years ago? I do not think “Judean” in 
English can do this particularly well, as Adele Reinhartz (and Amy-Jill Levine 
before her) have shown, though in certain cases advocates of the Judean 
hypothesis would be content with this result.

But what I am also doing is making an ideologically-informed translation 
decision, just as Reinhartz did. So too do other people who have been involved 
in this debate (e.g., Danker, Esler, Mason, Elliott) by making it clear that they are 
in part driven by an ethical concern to combat anti-Semitism. We should not, of 
course, doubt the motivations of these scholars, but sensitivities likewise show 
that even this most sober sort of philological and historical work is ideological, 
irrespective of whether the scholars involved are always aware of this. Let me 
push this further by looking at explicit and implicit tendencies at work in 
scholarship on ioudaios.

First, to understand why Reinhartz and Levine display a reasonable concern 
about the disjunction between Jews now and then in the use of ioudaios, we 
need to look at the influential work of Bruce Malina, particularly from the 1990s 
onward. In their commentary on John’s Gospel, Malina and Richard Rohrbaugh 
claimed that

…modern readers will think John makes reference to those persons whom 
readers today know from their experience to be Jews. The fact is, from a 
religious point of view, all modern Jews belong to traditions developed largely 
after the time of Jesus and compiled in the Babylonian Talmud (sixth century 
CE). As for ethnic origin, Central European Jews (called Ashkenazi Jews) largely 
trace their origin to Turkic and Iranian ancestors who comprised the Khazar 
empire and converted to Judaism in the eighth century CE (Encyclopaedia 

http://marginalia.lareviewofbooks.org/vanishing-jews-antiquity-adele-reinhartz/
http://marginalia.lareviewofbooks.org/vanishing-jews-antiquity-adele-reinhartz/
http://www.amazon.com/Social-Science-Commentary-Gospel-John/dp/0800629922/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=undefined&sr=8-1&keywords=Social-Science+Commentary+on+the+Gospel+of+John
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Britannica, 15th ed. Micropaedia, 5:788; on the Internet: www.khazaria.com). 
Thus, given the sixth-century CE origin of all forms of contemporary Jewish 
religion, and given the US experience of Jews based largely on Central European 
Jews, themselves originating from eighth-century CE converts, it would be quite 
anachronistic to identify any modern Jews with the ‘Judeans’ mentioned in 
John’s Gospel or the rest of the New Testament … in all of the sixty-nine other 
instances in John where the term Judeans (Greek Ioudaioi) appears, there is 
nothing of the modern connotations of ‘Jew’ or ‘Jewishness.’

Note here the shift from modern Jews, at least from a “religious” perspective, 
belonging to traditions developed “largely after the time of Jesus” to the “sixth-
century CE origin of all forms of contemporary Jewish religion” and “there is 
nothing of the modern connotations of ‘Jew’ or ‘Jewishness’.” As Reinhartz and 
Levine feared and showed, Judaism prior to the rabbis is more-or-less removed. 
Yet it is the very evidence Malina and Rohrbaugh produced that might actually 
support an argument in favor of the labels “Jew” and “Jewish” — anachronistic 
or not — as relevant for discussing people like Jesus as well as for discussing 
those “modern connotations.” The rabbinic evidence contains huge amounts of 
biblical exegesis and discussion of long deceased rabbis, Pharisees, and various 
quotable figures, many of whom discuss very similar things to people like Jesus. 
It should be obvious, then, that there were clear connections and continuities 
with the past. To claim that so-called “Judeans” of John’s Gospel have “nothing 
of the modern connotations of ‘Jew’ or ‘Jewishness’” depends, of course, on 
what definitions are used. But with all the cultural and historical differences duly 
acknowledged (when is this not the case?), not to mention John’s own 
ideological interests and the use of different labels, John’s Gospel still uses 
ioudaioi in the context of, for instance, Passover (John 2), a festival which is 
obviously associated with modern Judaism and modern Jews.

But with the historical rights and wrongs of translation aside, Malina gives 
more detail on the disjunction between then and now in his co-written (with 
John Pilch) commentary on Paul’s letters, provided with further reference to the 
Khazar theory of the origins of contemporary Jewish identity:

It is a common mistake in scholarship to consider first-century Israelites 
around the Mediterranean basin as the type of single-voiced entity one finds in 
the forms of modern Ashkenazi Jewishness in the United States and northern 
Europe. The Khazars were a Turkic people who converted to rabbinic Judaism in 
the ninth century CE, to eventually settle in largely Slavic lands. Eight-four 
percent of all Jews before World War II lived in Poland, and they were Khazar 
Jews (see the website www.khazaria.com). Most Christians derive their image of 
ancient Semitic Judeans from images of contemporary non-Semitic Khazar Jews. 
The point is there was no lineal development from early Israel to contemporary 
Khazar Jewishness … As Diane Jacobs-Malina (manuscript in progress) has 
written:

‘Cutting through layers of Jewish image-management to get at the facts of 
Jews-in-relation-to-Everyone Else is a daunting procedure. The propensity to 
substitute flattering stories for the unvarnished historical kernels has emerged as 
the unifying element from the creation of Israel-in-the-Bible, through the 

http://www.amazon.com/Social-Science-Commentary-Letters-Bruce-Malina/dp/0800636406/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=undefined&sr=8-1&keywords=Social-Science+Commentary+on+the+Letters+of+Paul
http://www.amazon.com/Social-Science-Commentary-Letters-Bruce-Malina/dp/0800636406/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=undefined&sr=8-1&keywords=Social-Science+Commentary+on+the+Letters+of+Paul
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Hellenistic revisions which produced instant antiquity, to writers like Josephus. 
This tendency manifested itself in the creation of the Oral Torah and its many 
interpretations culminating in the Bavli [the Babylonian Talmud]. A greater 
challenge presented itself with the descendants of Central Asians living in 
Khazaria (southern Russia) who converted to Rabbinic Judaism in the ninth 
century. These Khazars had to be recast not only as a Semitic people, but as the 
biological heirs of the Old Testament’s literary characters. This mythical 
transformation has been accepted as a fait accompli by many Zionist Jews and 
Christians. From Israel-in-the-Bible to Hollywood, from marketing to the 
contemporary media; story-telling and image-management are the core values 
of Jewish group identity which characterize their relations to Everyone Else.’

The point is, for readers of Paul interested in understanding Israelites in the 
first century CE, the accretions of the past two thousand years have to be 
removed. Ancient Israelites have little in common with the Jews of today aside 
from Israel’s scriptures, which Christians share as well.

As I have previous argued with Robert Myles, the Khazar theory of Jewish 
origins Malina uses is a conspiracy theory far-right millenarian groups in 
America have used and genetic studies of varied Jewish populations have 
discredited. It is striking that Malina does not use credible academic studies for 
his arguments. Put another way, this is a clear example of an ideological 
tendency at work. Even the person behind www.khazaria.com, Kevin Brook, has 
since strongly criticized such uses of his website and pointed out that the 
website does in fact make connections between Jews in ancient and modern 
contexts. What this does is further illuminate the already obvious political 
ramifications of Malina’s translation of ioudaios, as well as suggest once again 
that the fears of Levine and Reinhartz are hardly without substance.

It is helpful to contextualize Malina’s work further, particularly as there are 
common, and related, comparisons made with Israelis and the modern state of 
Israel. In one recent essay, he labels all Israelis as “non-Semitic, central 
European people of Turkic origin.” Elsewhere, Malina makes the following 
claim:

Consider the language used in the United States relative to contemporary 
Israel. Israeli squatters are called ‘settlers’; Israel’s army of occupation is called a 
‘defense force’; Israel’s theft of Palestinian property is called a ‘return’; Israel’s 
racist anti-Gentilism is called ‘Zionism’; and any and all criticism of Israel’s 
chosen people’s behavior is labeled ‘anti-Semitism’! … Dissidence, as my 
statements indicate, is in essence a semiotic phenomenon employing 
meaningful signs that result in cognitive disorientation of true believers. Israelis 
and Christian fundamentalists in the United States find my statements quite 
disorienting; as a matter of fact, they are sufficient to label me ‘an enemy of 
Israel,’ or, more derogatorily, ‘an anti-Semite.’

That Malina is not positively disposed towards the state of Israel ought to be 
clear enough. In his co-written commentary on Paul’s letters, he also provides 
the following stereotyping of Israelis:

By contrast, to ‘have shame’ meant to have proper concern about one’s 
honor. This was positive shame. It can be understood as sensitivity for one’s 

http://www.bibleinterp.com/opeds/myl368013.shtml
http://www.khazaria.com/
http://sheffieldbiblicalstudies.wordpress.com/2012/12/17/kevin-brook-on-khazars-jews-and-malina-et-al/
http://www.bibleinterp.com/opeds/myl368013.shtml
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0521716144/ref=as_li_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=390957&creativeASIN=0521716144&linkCode=as2&tag=marginalia0c-20&linkId=OL3SMHQMOLUEPRIB
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0800632478/ref=as_li_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=390957&creativeASIN=0800632478&linkCode=as2&tag=marginalia0c-20&linkId=J7FONXXWVX2IA5SA


 / MARGINALIA IOUDAIOS FORUM / 50

own reputation (honor) or the reputation of one’s family … To lack this positive 
shame was to be ‘shameless’ (compare the modern Hebrew term ‘chutzpah,’ the 
Israeli core value and national virtue; the word is often translated ‘arrogance,’ 
but means ‘shamelessness,’ that is, without positive shame or concern for 
honor).

Significantly, this stereotyping of Israelis is further brought out in a 
comparison where Malina makes a clear disjunction between “ancient Judeans” 
and “modern Mediterraneans,” on the one hand, and “contemporary Israelis,” 
on the other:

Further, since they rarely say ‘Thank you’ in their interactions, it is equally 
untrue to think that ancient Judeans (or modern Mediterraneans) are simply an 
ungrateful people, or that they presume the world owes them a living anyway. 
While this attitude may be true of contemporary Israelis, it is not true of first-
century Judeans.

Malina also supports this potential removal of Jews from the New Testament, 
embedding his argument in his especially influential construction of the “the 
Mediterranean” as the overarching context for understanding the New 
Testament. Yet critics have also noted that the localized identities have a 
tendency to be overridden by the “the Mediterranean” in Malina’s analysis. 
Markus Bockmuehl, for example, made the following criticisms:

And it is Jews, after all, whose role in the ‘New Testament world’ arguably 
matters more than most. Both in their own eyes and in those of their pagan 
critics, they were culturally unique. Little of that distinctness, however, comes 
into the fore in this book. Malina refers to ancient Jews and their literature in 
curiously arm-waving and unspecific terms (‘Semites,’ ‘Semitic subculture,’ ‘Ben 
Zakaiists,’ ‘late Israelites’), citing the Mishnah only twice and the Dead Sea 
Scrolls not at all, and virtually ignoring the first-century role of the Pharisees, 
who (rather than the priests) were in Josephus’s view the real ‘bearers of the 
Great Tradition.’

In the very methodology of Malina’s more specific arguments, the potential 
for a Jewish-free New Testament is perhaps even stronger than Reinhartz and 
Levine thought.

Malina’s perspective on Jews and Israel are unusual in contemporary 
scholarly presentations. Over the past forty years there has been a strong (but 
not unqualified) rhetoric of hostility towards anti-Semitism. This has been 
particularly clear in the debates over ioudaios where, as we saw, major 
contributors are explicit in their disdain for anti-Semitism. Malina’s rhetoric on 
Israelis and the modern state of Israel is also unusual because since 1967 
scholarship has typically produced, often implicitly, positive sentiments towards 
the state of Israel. Such positive concerns are found in the debates over ioudaios, 
even (presumably unconsciously) in the work of Malina. In the same work that 
argued for the khazah theory of Jewish identity, and despite all his comments 
about Israel and Israelis, Malina and Rohrbaugh also wrote comments that 
appear to run against their political motivations as they come across as 
somewhat “Zionist” (as their “Mediterranean” likewise also functions as a classic 
Orientalist construct). It might be argued that such comments would be more 

http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0664254578/ref=as_li_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=390957&creativeASIN=0664254578&linkCode=as2&tag=marginalia0c-20&linkId=NAUZSRTOVJ2MWW2A
http://bmcr.brynmawr.edu/2002/2002-04-19.html
http://booksandjournals.brillonline.com/content/journals/10.1163/17455197-01102002
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0800629922/ref=as_li_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=390957&creativeASIN=0800629922&linkCode=as2&tag=marginalia0c-20&linkId=IGTPYYWYYONZO5LF
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expected in racializing discourses from the nineteenth and early twentieth 
century (e.g., “organically related to and rooted in a place”):

Rather, Judean meant a person belonging to a group called Judeans, situated 
geographically and forming a territory taking its name from its inhabitants, 
Judea. Judea is precisely a group of people, Judeans, organically related to and 
rooted in a place, with its distinctive environs, air, and water. Judean thus 
designates a person from one segment of a larger related group, Israel (John 
1:47, 49), who comes from the place after which the segment is named, Judea 
(Ioudaia). The correlatives of Judean in John are ‘Galilean’ and ‘Perean,’ and 
together they make up Israel.

It is difficult to see how Malina’s attitude towards Israel and Jewish history 
would ever take off in contemporary scholarship, but the view he advocates 
towards the geography and land certainly has, particularly in the “Judean” 
debate. Developing Malina’s ideas in a related argument, John Elliott has shifted 
from labelling Jesus a “Jew” to an “Israelite.” Elliott, who is certainly sensitive to 
issues of anti-Semitism, foregrounds the physical land of Israel:

… his Israelite ingroup, identified him, also … more broadly as a member of 
the people of Israel, the House of Israel, not of ‘Judaism’ … ‘Jew’ is still a 
misleading identifier of Jesus and ‘Israelite’ should be preferred … Let us refer to 
Jesus and his earliest followers as ‘Israelites’ or members of the ‘House of Israel’ 
… Let us stress their roots in Israel, not in ‘Judaism’ … My point is that calling 
Jesus an Israelite rather than a Jew is consistent with Israelite usage in Jesus’ time 
and more accurately indicates his identity and that of his earliest followers.

Despite Malina’s arguments concerning the plight of Palestinians, it is the 
focus on the land and boundaries that have survived in the scholarly reception 
where issues concerning the implications for Palestinians are not discussed or 
deemed worthy of concern. On one level, we might ask: should this even 
matter? What have contemporary Palestinians got to do with debates about 
ioudaioi in the ancient world? This is why it is important to observe the 
ideological tendencies at work in the scholarship on ioudaios. As we have seen, 
issues concerning anti-Semitism have been at the forefront of the debates — and 
understandably so. Yet if scholars are to consider ethical ramifications of 
research, is it not striking that it is in a debate about land, geography, and Israel 
that Palestine and Palestinians cease to factor? Presumably it is not simply the 
case that Malina’s insensitive analysis has discredited such concerns, and it 
probably should not be a surprise that elite academic discourse mimics elite 
political discourse on matters of Israel and Palestine.

The ioudaios debate is an especially good example of the impossibility of 
escaping ideology, no matter how disinterested a given scholar might be and no 
matter how unware a scholar might be. We have seen how easy it is to detect 
what we might crudely label “pro-Israel” and “anti-Israel” stances, ethical 
concerns about anti-Semitism, and a marginalizing of Palestinian concerns. Of 
course, there are genuine concerns about the pervasiveness of ideology for 
academic research. But we can perhaps calm some of these fears. The social 
history of scholarship uses scholarship as its primary source and the 
contextualization has no more or less inherent value as an object of scholarly 

http://booksandjournals.brillonline.com/content/journals/10.1177/1476869007079741
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research than the New Testament. But the scholars under review here, including 
myself, also want to know something about the ancient world. There are no easy 
answers for the historian concerning the impossibility of escaping ideology but 
we should not be too scared about embracing it. This is precisely what 
Reinhartz did (successfully, I think) in her Marginalia essay and precisely what I 
did far more modestly concerning the use of the word “Jew” to translate 
ioudaios.

As Derek Gregory put it, we can agree with L.P. Hartley that the past is a 
different country where they do things differently without neglecting William 
Faulkner’s comments, with reference to the American South, that the past is not 
dead and it is not even past. Distance and difference is not absolute, fixed, and 
given but “set in motion and made meaningful through cultural practices.”

http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1577180909/ref=as_li_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=390957&creativeASIN=1577180909&linkCode=as2&tag=marginalia0c-20&linkId=55EOK4HUE65DLUAK
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A Response to the Jew and Judean Forum by Adele Reinhartz

I am grateful for these thoughtful responses to my essay on the ioudaioi, and 
for the opportunity to reflect on them briefly here. The responses demonstrate 
Steve Mason’s important point that scholars of good will may differ on a broad 
range of issues. At the same time, and despite the divisiveness of this issue, the 
responses reveal agreement on a number of key points. Most obviously, the 
respondents agree that “Judean” in the first instance denotes a connection to 
Judea, as a geographical location and/or political unit. Where they differ is in 
their assessment of where or when the Greek ioudaios evokes this connection 
and, conversely, whether or when — if ever — it is appropriate to translate 
ioudaios using terms other than “Judean.” The responses also agree that the issue 
is complicated by a range of historical and theoretical factors, and that its 
implications may include some sensitive, present-day concerns and emotions.

A complicated issue
Meaning. Every translation requires both an understanding of what a word 

meant in its ancient contexts and what English term or terms best conveys that 
understanding. Of course, the ancient meaning(s) are themselves difficult to 
determine. In the case of literary works, meaning may be tied to the author’s 
intentions as well as to the audiences’ interpretation(s) of those intentions, all of 
which may be elusive and subject to interpretation. In the case of inscriptions, 
where authorship is unclear, there may be conventions and protocols that also 
complicate the meanings that readers or donors may have ascribed to the term.

Translation. The relationship between these ancient meanings and modern 
translation into a particular language is also complex. On the face of it, we may 
intend our translations to convey the ancient meanings. In reality, however, the 
meanings of terms accrued both over the history of the Greek terminology and 
the history of the English terminology may both help and hinder that effort. 
While we may hope for “historical truth” (a term used by Philip Esler in his 
comments to my essay) it is in fact almost impossible, as Annette Reed notes, to 
divorce translation (and interpretation) completely from contemporary historical 
contexts. Translation theory can help to provide a vocabulary and framework for 
thinking more rigorously about the relationship between ancient source and 
English translation; Ruth Sheridan’s response, as well as her 2013 JBL article, 
provide a good starting point for learning more.

Anach ron i sm . Reed ’ s ob se r va t i on t ha t “p r e sen t i sm cou r t s 
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anachronism”cautions us against importing our own categories when analyzing 
ancient texts and artifacts. Anachronism occurs when, as Reed notes, we forget 
that many aspects of the ancient world, including Judaism or the ioudaioi “cut 
differently across the lines of what we are now accustomed to 
compartmentalizing as ‘geographical,’ ‘ethnic,’ ‘political,’ and ‘religious.’” 
Nevertheless, some degree of anachronism is inevitable, and perhaps even 
necessary, in order to engage with historical questions, including interpretation 
and translation, at all. The modern methods, theories, languages, and questions 
that guide our work and make it both interesting and possible are all 
anachronistic; yet without them our work would be difficult if not impossible, 
and also, in my view, far less interesting. Any effort to translate ioudaios, 
including the decision not to translate but simply to transliterate it, will entail 
anachronism of one sort of another; we must perhaps learn to think differently 
about the past, yet the language and categories at our disposal may not be 
adequate to the task.

Implications
 While not all participants in the Forum explicitly address anti-Semitism or its 

seemingly more benign variant, anti-Judaism, I believe that all recognize that the 
ioudaios question does have implications for this sensitive issue. As some of the 
responses note, the question of translation may matter less when readers have 
ready access to commentaries and more in the case, for example, of New 
Testaments that are used liturgically and therefore, in most cases, without 
commentary.

As several of the responses note, the “Judean” option potentially severs the 
relationship between ancient and modern Judaism in ways that can foment anti-
Jewish sentiments. In this regard, I wish to emphasize that many, perhaps the 
majority, of scholars such as Mason and Esler, who consistently translate 
ioudaios as Judean, do not efface Jews from the first century, nor do they deny 
the continuity between ancient ioudaioi and Jews from later eras including our 
own. But, as Crossley’s essay makes abundantly clear, the same cannot be said 
for everyone. Mason is correct that referring to ancient ioudaioi as Judeans does 
not negate the fact that they were Jews. But I believe he is too optimistic in 
suggesting that no “intelligent reader” could draw such a conclusion. The work 
of Malina, who, as Taylor notes, is a respected scholar, suggests otherwise. 
While the use of The Judean War as the English translation for Josephus’s Bellum 
Judaicum makes good sense to me, a recent book title — Dressing Judeans and 
Christians in Antiquity — implies the absence of non-Judean Jews from the book 
(and perhaps also from antiquity?). Why not Dressing Jews and Christians in 
Antiquity, given that Paul and other non-Judean Jews appear in the Table of 
Contents?

Contentious questions
I wish to conclude with a brief remark about a sensitive subject: reading. Or 

more specifically: which books or articles are read, and how are they read? I 
think it is likely that all scholars, from undergraduate students to veterans, 
believe in the importance of reading as thoroughly as possible in any given area 
before or as they sit down to write about it themselves. But the sheer volume of 

http://jnt.sagepub.com/content/33/3/257.abstract
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1472422767/ref=as_li_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=390957&creativeASIN=1472422767&linkCode=as2&tag=marginalia0c-20&linkId=L7UID7DFFWJLTOLA
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1472422767/ref=as_li_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=390957&creativeASIN=1472422767&linkCode=as2&tag=marginalia0c-20&linkId=L7UID7DFFWJLTOLA
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publication in almost any corner of our disciplines is such that no one can hope 
to read everything that is relevant to every single aspect of the questions they 
seek to address in their scholarship. Malcolm Gladwell’s concept of The Tipping 
Point could help us understand the factors (aside from quality) that affect which 
articles and books become standard reading, and which others, often equally 
good, will gather dust on library shelves or in our pdf files.

Most of us might like our own work to be widely read and acknowledged. 
But such wide recognition also carries the risk that our work will be both 
misunderstood and used in ways contrary to our own intentions. My own 
experience is that misunderstanding is almost inevitable, though there are 
always some readers who (I believe) understand what I am trying to do. In this 
vein, I was very interested to know that Steve Mason does not in fact consider 
“Jew” to be an incorrect translation of ioudaios. Perhaps this point should have 
been clear from the fact that he does not require the use of Judean on the part of 
the scholars working with him on his excellent Brill Josephus translation and 
commentary project. Nevertheless, his 2007 argumentation in favor of “Judean” 
still reads like an assertion that “Jew” falls short. While Mason acknowledges 
that “there is no great harm in using the familiar terms [Jews and Judaism] for 
popular studies, which can gently explain the historical situation,” he 
systematically addresses every conceivable historical objection to the “Judean” 
option, stating that Judean is “the most adequate English option,” or that even 
when the ioudaioi developed identity aspects in addition to land or state, there 
is still “no basis for abruptly switching to Jews.” Strictly speaking, the view that 
“Judean” is preferable need not mean that “Jew” is incorrect but it is perhaps 
understandable that I (and others) have read his article that way.

Conversely, I wish to clarify that I do not hold Mason himself even partly 
responsible for catalyzing the trend to replace “Jews” with “Judeans” in a broad 
range of contexts. As he notes, his goal in the 2007 article was to clarify and 
justify his decision to use “Judean” in the Brill project. Yet his work has been 
taken as a basis for simply replacing “Jews” by “Judeans” in discussing ancient 
Jews and Judaism. The cogent and thoughtful critiques of the “Judean” 
translation — by Seth Schwartz, Cynthia Baker, Amy-Jill Levine, David Miller, 
and others — are rarely referred to in footnotes, let alone discussed, suggesting 
(to me) that they are not known, and therefore not read, by many who work in 
our field. Again, none of us can read everything about everything, but there are 
certain hot-button issues that require more than a reference to a single article, 
important as that article may be.

Finally, it could well be that widespread discussion of this question will 
make it ever more possible simply to transliterate ioudaios instead of sinking into 
the “Jew/Judean” quagmire. I have moved increasingly in this direction when 
teaching or writing about specific passages in the Gospel of John. But it is likely 
that we will still need a way to refer to these ioudaioi in English, at least some of 
the time. That being the case, it is my hope that this Forum will be a helpful 
companion for thinking through this issue, and perhaps for helping others — 
students, colleagues, friends — think through it as well.

http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0316346624/ref=as_li_qf_sp_asin_il_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=0316346624&linkCode=as2&tag=marginalia0c-20&linkId=VIZCOLBIPJKODI3N
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0316346624/ref=as_li_qf_sp_asin_il_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=0316346624&linkCode=as2&tag=marginalia0c-20&linkId=VIZCOLBIPJKODI3N
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