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Ways of Wisdom - The medieval Ben Sira tradition as a 
Bildungsroman in its historical context(
The medieval tradition of the so-called Alphabet of Ben Sira
 is a popular and fascinating anonymous Hebrew text which is transmitted in a great variety of manuscripts and printed versions.
 The author integrated a broad knowledge of rabbinic traditions and non-Jewish narrative art into an artistic masterpiece.
 Eli Yassif, in his path breaking and excellent edition, identified two different manuscript-types: Version A was later on popular in central Europe and version B prevailed in Italy and the Mediterranean.

Four different parts of this work can be summarized as follows
:

a) A story about Ben Sira, a Jewish Wunderkind, his conception, birth and his first year with his mother.

b) A dialogue between the toddler Ben Sira and a teacher of children which consist of alphabetically ordered proverbs from Wisdom Literature.

c) A story about the adventures of Ben Sira at the court of Nebuchadnezzar in Babylonia where the young protagonist has to answer 22 questions
 about different aspects of God`s creation.

d) An alphabetical arrangement of 22 wisdom-sayings in Aramaic, partly discussed and interpreted by the son and the grandson of the Ben Sira-character who is the protagonist of the preceding parts.

The first three parts – on which this discussion will focus - Yassif refers to as Toldot Ben Sira. These parts appear in nearly all versions. Scholars widely agree on the 9th or early 10th century in Babylonia as place and date of origin for these traditions. Yassif even specified the background as medieval Iraq under Abbassid rule.

Version A and B present a narrative about the Jewish Wunderkind Ben Sira, whose enormous knowledge and wisdom is tested by solving practical theological and ethical difficulties to prove his moral qualities. Within this story, we find a complex narrative critique on questionable rabbinic hermeneutics
 and a discourse on Jewish identity in a multicultural environment. 

In this paper I would like to show how this work refers to Wisdom literature, especially Sirach
, to rabbinic literature and international folklore to create a rich and colourful Jewish Bildungsroman.
 This term describes a coming of age-story in which a young protagonist or hero undergoes a far reaching personal development. This process includes a variety of experiences as well as the testing of different intellectual and practical abilities. Thus the hero`s relation to and interaction with the outside world shape and transform his character. 

I will focus on the ideal of the sage and his balanced practise of wisdom. The Toldot Ben Sira develop this model in accordance with and in contrast to Wisdom literature
, rabbinic traditions and non-Jewish concepts of wisdom and knowledge. In compliance with the generic characteristics of the Bildungsroman the author takes an ironic perspective on his protagonist. Thus, the story, its hero and the topics the work deals with are generally open to critical inquiry by its readers. That implies a didactic or instructive agenda underlying the work. 

The text opens with the peculiar birth-story of Ben Sira that includes a complex incestuous conception in the bathhouse with the prophet Jeremia as the father. Ben Sira is born equipped with speech, teeth and knowledge after symbolical seven month only.
 The newborn reveals himself as a tricky baby-boy who immediately shames his mother. Citing from Wisdom Literature, he boasts his prophetic parentage and legitimates it with the incest story of Lot, whom he calls a great Zaddik. Then he cunningly fobs off all his mother`s objections and urges her to provide him with luxurious goods – a clear contradiction to the decent and tempered lifestyle demanded by Wisdom traditions.

This setting is not a crude parody of non-Jewish traditions about miraculous virgin-conceptions.
 The story rather displays an ironic critique on rabbinic hermeneutics and Halakha
  by carrying them to the extremes, as Dagmar Boerner-Klein and David Stern have shown.
. The depiction of saucy Ben Sira who ridicules and rebukes his mother alludes to rabbinic speculations about Jeremiah which are criticized here.
 Thus the author presents Ben Sira as an anti-hero, deeply deviating from the ideal of Wisdom (Literature). For Sirach and other Wisdom traditions as well as rabbinic teachings highlight time and time again the importance of honouring the parents. The advice by the elders is also held in high esteem.
 All this assures that gaining wisdom entails a process of maturation rather than immediate perfection.
 

Being at school the toddler exchanges alphabetical proverbs with his teacher - a feature which strongly refers to Sirach. Again, the child behaves improperly. Ben Sira rudely attacks the teacher and shows his arrogance towards his tradition of education.
 In a chapter of my master thesis I have argued
 that this discussion criticizes in detail the Talmudic citation of Sirach in bT Sanh. 110b. Single verses, taken out of their contexts,
 are arbitrarily used for different rhetoric purposes. The author of Ben Sira contrasts the decontextualized and vulgar quotations with other statements from Wisdom Literature and Pirqei Avot. These are mainly concerned with fear of the Lord and ethical behaviour. Thus, the Toldot demonstrate the value of Wisdom teachings that, if rightly understood, are worth to be transmitted and reviewed in rabbinic literature.   
In the dialogue of alphabetical proverbs Ben Sira, more witty than wise, gravely offends his teacher by arrogantly instructing him with rude and misogynist statements.
 However, by doing so, Ben Sira falls into the teacher’s trap. His self-satisfied advices expose only his lack of practical wisdom which should be gained from knowledge and experience in human life. For these two points are of crucial importance for wisdom as taught in Sirach and in Ben Sira as we shall see in the following. 

At this point of the narration, Ben Sira still prefers theoretical wisdom. He completes the whole rabbinic curriculum at the age of seven.
 This episode is a side blow at the idealization of figures like Jochanan ben Zakkai
 whose unattainable perfection, though corresponding to the demands of rabbinic and wisdom traditions, rather discourages the average student.

After he had finished his education and his fame spread into the world, the Wunderkind Ben Sira is called to Babylonia. The wicked king, Nebuchadnezzar wants to challenge his wisdom with 22 questions. This narrative employs the motif of departure which constitutes a common feature shared by folklore narratives and the Bildungsroman. This development in the plot also matches the demand in Sirach 39,4: He shall serve among great men, and appear before princes: he will travel through strange countries; for he hath tried the good and the evil among men.      

The episode with the archetypical Jewish enemy-king belongs, as Yassif pointed out, to the universal genre of “Wisdom questions”.
 However, we can find also strong links to the inner-Jewish stories on “wisdom contests”. Examples of this type are the confrontation of Moses and Aharon with the magicians of Pharao
, the rivalry between the Jerusalemites and the Hellenistic wise men in Athens
 or the victory of Jochanan ben Zakkai over the prince (Nassi) of Arabia.
 

In Version A  the Babylonian wise men are afraid of Ben Sira and plan to trap him with an unanswerable question about the meaning of  “Oi wa-nehi” (transl.: Alas, that it is). Ben Sira in return demonstrates his superiority by answering this question in four different ways. He links the exclamation allegorically to their anxiety about him and to a parable which exemplifies the topos “out of the frying pan into the fire”.
 Then he translates it into the practical world of experience by letting Nebuchadnezzar touch scorpions in a vessel. After this demonstration his antagonists, the wise men and counsellors, are already threatened and full of awe. Yet, Ben Sira’s character is still not balanced enough to exercise mercy, which figures as a central issue in both rabbinic and wisdom Literature. In contrast, he lets his opponents experience the brutal answer to their question in the lion’s den, with fatal consequences. For there they exhale their lives screaming “Oi wa nehi”.

This episode contrasts two types of wisdom. The wisdom of the Babylonian counsellors is corrupted, ruthless and self-oriented. It totally depends on an arbitrary rule of the wicked king, Nebuchadnezzar. Ben Sira’s wisdom tends to be independent and critical because he maintains certain distance from power. He consequently rejects the offers of Nebuchadnezzar to become a king and to replace Zeddekiya on the throne of Israel.
    

The following questions and answers show a clear development of Ben Sira´s character. He uses all facets of his knowledge of Jewish tradition as well as applied sciences (biology/ anatomy/ chemistry/ medicine and)
 and moral comprehension. In most cases he obviously includes secular knowledge from the gentile world which he links to biblical or rabbinic traditions in a process of Judaization
. Furthermore, a double-layer structure characterizes these dialogic narratives of wisdom contest. While the hero solves the questions in the narrative, his answers and his behaviour instruct also the reader of the Toldot. The author touches upon central topics in Sirach: the praise of Wisdom, the praise of creation and the praise of the fathers. In a similar way Ben Sira explains the perfection and purpose of creation, the omniscience of God and the deeds of the great figures in Jewish history in his narrations.
            

In one of the episodes Nebuchadnezzar is enthusiastic about Ben Sira’s intellectual skills. Consequently he offers him to share his rule by marrying his daughter. Here the text employs a typical element of a heroic legend.  The hero is on a trial, from which he emerges victorius. As a reward he typically receives a precious device, a treasure or the hand of the beautiful princess. In the Toledo the text alludes to this common narrative pattern but turns it upside down by letting Ben Sire reject the proposal harshly. He resigns the offer. Furthermore he cannot restrain himself and intentionally provokes Nebuchadnezzar, by saying: “But your daughter likens his beast; as is said: whose flesh is as the flesh of asses” (Ez 23:20 KJV).

However, this reaction of little Ben Sira recalls what the Wisdom teacher in Sirach demands from the sages who are confronted with foreign kings or other influential persons: Every wise man has to keep his distance from the mighty lest he becomes corrupted and will be at his mercy (Sir 13:2-12).
      

I suggest another meaning in this narrative. In Version A Ben Sira extricates himself through a bold midrash on the Law of Kashruth in Lev 11 to justify his analogy between the prohibition of impure animals and intermarriage with gentiles in Deut 7:3.

According to his exegesis, at present the gentile nations are prohibited to the Jews for consumption (e.g. for sexual relations and intermarriage) like the unclean animals in the commandments of Kashrut in Levitikus. Instead Israel has to keep the Torah and to be different from the nations, for they are the holy portion of God. But as a reward for Israel’s observance and separation, they will not be punished.  All gentile nations in contrast will be given for consumption in the end of days, though only in the devouring fire of Gehenna.
 In an additional parody-like allusion to the four beasts in Daniel 7
 Ben Sira then even ridicules Nebuchadnezzar
 as a cud-chewing Camel. 

The admonition implied here focuses on the adherence to Jewish tradition. Especially gentile women who do not accept the Torah are prohibited for a Jew to marry. The topos of foreign women is well known from the prophetic traditions of the Bible, rabbinic literature and the Toldot Ben Sira.
 It could be eventually read as a subtle critique of the Exilarch under Muslim rule through an allusion to the legend about their precursor Bustanai, who married a Persian princess.
 

The author of Ben Sira uses this dialogue and the bold midrash, in their context of a coming of age story, to endow his message with further cultural importance for a religious minority. Only the one who keeps the Law of the fathers in a God-fearing life will be rewarded by his creator. This caution does not exclude openness to other cultures and their merits in the sciences, philosophy and arts. Herein this message resembles the one of the apocryphal Sirach. As John Gammie and other scholars have shown, Sirach combines inclusiveness towards Hellenism with preservation of and pride in Jewish traditions.
 The portrayal of the cud-chewing Camel supports this argument:  as a satiric attack against other religions that do not offer or add anything interesting for Jews but only keep on cud –chewing old ideas. 

On another level this narrative marks a leap forward in Ben Sira’s development. In this episode he is urged to take a clear stance against the threat of total cultural-religious assimilation and moral corruption at once. For his Jewish heritage is clearly at stake when the idolater Nebuchadnezzar wants him to marry the princess and to play a major part in his wicked kingdom. Ben Sira does not choose to take the line of the least resistance and to resign oneself to one’s fate. Rather he accepts the challenge and exercises all his wisdom to ward off the wicked king. In doing so, he demonstrates when and how it might be permissible to exhaust exegetical techniques for a bold but justified self-defence.

 With the following questions Ben Sira’s maturation or Bildung proceeds. In a story about the cunning fox and Leviathan (a parable on Ben Sira and Nebuchadnezzar) he arrives at the main conclusion of the text, a total reversal of his attitude at the start: a life solely based on supreme knowledge and slyness is without value for one’s eternal fate. Thus the last answers once more highlight a central issue similar to Sirach’s
: the practise of wisdom combined with a god-fearing and ethical life guarantee the rewards for the righteous.
 As in Sirach’s praise of the fathers the role-models in Ben Sira’s stories are not of gentile origin but are great figures of Israel’s history.
After having traced parallels between the medieval Ben Sira and the apocryphal traditions in Sirach with regard to ideas and content, I briefly would like to stress some possible similarities in context. Scholars widely agree that Sirach was influenced by and responded to a Hellenized society where Judaism was a minority culture.
 Assimilation was the easiest way to advancement for educated Jews from the upper socio-religious stratum. However, in addressing this community, Sirach insistently promotes the values of the Jewish minority. In doing so he points to a Jewish ideal of wisdom, based on Torah and its ethical teachings.
           

I suggest a quite similar motivation for the author of the Toldot Ben Sira. The setting of the story at the Babylonian court of Nebuchadnezzar
 does not merely serves as a biblical reference. Rather it alludes to a potential background of the work and its author(s) in Muslim Babylonia in the 9th or 10th century. In these surroundings we find a close and relatively stable relationship between Jews and the Muslim majority in a day-to-day routine, which fostered a mutual influence. In the flourishing centres of economy, science and arts Jews were highly attracted and inspired by their surrounding culture. Especially this cultural proximity and the strict monotheism of Islam facilitated assimilation or even conversion.
 Despite all tolerance and a suggested Muslim-Jewish symbiosis, ultimately conversion and inter-marriage were the only gateway for the Jewish elites to become a fully accepted member of Muslim society.
 The author of the medieval Ben Sira obviously gained a lot from certain openness to non-Jewish traditions and scientific or secular knowledge of different kinds. But at the same time he insists on maintenance of Jewish identity - grounded in a critical reflection upon its own traditions. Assimilation, intermarriage and conversion are clearly beyond the pale.

I suppose that the repeated warning to distance from power reflects the dangers and responsibilities of Jews who were in close contact with the ruling Muslim class.
 Additionally, the ideal of the sage or wise man promoted here seems to contrast with the aristocratic and hierarchic institutions of the Exilarch and the Geonim. Thus it may provide critical hints at the political struggles between these institutions and other prominent educated classes or religious movements within Judaism in this context.
 

Conclusion              

In summary we can assume that the authors of apocryphal Sirach and Toldot Ben Sira were deeply concerned with the socio-cultural realities and challenges of their respective backgrounds, facing the Jews as a minority group. They most likely were attracted and threatened by the dominating surrounding cultures of Hellenism and Islam. However, unfortunately the concrete motivation for most parts and the critique expressed therein cannot be reconstructed in detail.
 Both seem to produce a masterful response to the internal and external challenges which confronted the Jews within a context of a culturally pluralized society in that respective time.

The author of the Toldot Ben Sira develops an ideal of the sage who possesses much knowledge of different origin (theoretical wisdom) and cultivates a moral and god-fearing lifestyle (practical wisdom). The text of Sirach promotes a quite similar message through poems, hymns and proverbial sayings. The medieval Ben Sira uses a wider range of narrative techniques which includes proverbs, dialogues, novels, riddles, parables and rabbinic hermeneutics.
But central to the Alphabet’s endeavour remains the refinement of central conclusions from Wisdom tradition and literature with help of a literary structure which resembles the later genre of the Bildungsroman. For in Ben Sira the ambiguous hero undergoes a transformation from a one-sided trickster-character to a balanced sage. Coming of age implies coming of Wisdom. The protagonist has to combine theoretical knowledge and critical thinking based on ethical behaviour and rooted in his own Jewish traditions. This should not exclude openness to external traditions. The dissemination of wisdom through teaching and practice is strongly recommended.
 Thus, not only the protagonist but also the reader is invited to question certain traditions and to reflect his own conduct.
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( 	This paper is a slightly expanded version of the talk I presented at the 15th World Congress for Jewish Studies, held at the Hebrew University Jerusalem on the 3rd of August. I would like to thank Prof.  Rachel Adelman for proof-reading a draft-version and for her corrections and inspiring remarks. I am also indebted to Prof. Dagmar Boerner-Klein, to Prof. Galit Hasan-Rokem and to Prof. Jacob Elbaum as well as to all the other participants of the congress-panel for their critical questions and learned advices.      


� 	In the following I will refer to the medieval Alphabeta de Ben Sira simply as Ben Sira. Sometimes I will use the term “Toldot” which designates the first three major parts of the medieval Ben Sira traditions. See also in the following.


� 	Yassif argues for one single author who produced the core-text of the medieval Ben Sira tradition. Later additions and reworking was clearly done by other authors or scribes. Cf. Eli Yassif, The Tales of Ben Sira in the Middle-Ages: A Critical Text and Literary Studies [Hebr] (Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 1984), 27-29. From the evidence of the abundance of manuscripts (cf. Yassif, The tales, 188-90), which are of quite late origin, one cannot deduce with certainty if this work is the fruit of one author or if there has been a group of people within Geonic Judaism who produced thse tradtions. 


Levi points to a Muslim background for the work since it obviously incorporates narrative traditions which were popular in India and the Arabic communities. Cf. I. Lévi, „La Nativité de Ben Sira“, REJ 29 (1894): 197-205.   


� 	Cf. Yassif, The tales, 7-19.


� 	Cf. Joseph Dan, Ben Sira, Alphabet of, Encyclopedia Judaica, 548-549; One can also count the exegetical exposition as a separate fifth part, introducing the birth-story of Ben Sira. Cf. Dagmar Boerner-Klein, Das Alphabet des Ben Sira, Hebräisch-deutsche Textausgabe mit einer Interpretation (Wiesbaden: Marixverlag, 2007), XIII.  This episode serves also as another intertextual critique since it aims at imitating the homiletic proem, the petiha, while comparing Ben Sira to other great Rabbis with a miraculous conception background.  


� 	Version A has 23 questions because it splits one question into two.


� 	Already Josef Dan stressed the formal similarity of a commentary by the son and grandson as possibly referring to the apocryphal Jesus Sirach. Cf. Dan, “Ben Sira”, 549. Another interesting feature, shared by both works, cannot be examined here in detail Both texts figure in the history of Jewish literature of their respective time (Antiquity- Second Temple Period// Talmudic and Early Medieval Period) as rare examples of authorial works with a variety of patterns connecting them to other texts in biblical and rabbinic literature.     


� 	Cf. Yassif, The tales, 19-29. However, the Aramaic alphabet-part (the additional questions), prevalent in version B, seems to be composed slightly later (10th or 11th century), cf. Yassif, The tales, 159-173.


� 	Cf. Dagmar Boerner-Klein, “Narrative Kritik der rabbinischen Bibelauslegung im Alphabet des Ben Sira,“ in Literatur im Dialog (ed. Susanne Plietzsch;  Zürich: Theologischer Verlag, 2007), 99-125.  


� 	With the title “Sirach” I will designate in the following the apocryphal work of Ecclesiasticus which is also called The Wisdom of Jesus son of Sirach. I have chosen “Sirach” in order to discriminate between the work of the Second Temple era and those traditions from early medieval time which I call “Ben Sira” (or Toldot Ben Sira). A comprehensive introduction to the text and the history of its reconstruction in modern scholarship provides Friedrich V. Reiterer, “Text und Buch Ben Sira in Tradition und Forschung: Eine Einführung,” in Bibliographie zu Ben Sira, (ed. Friedrich V. Reiterer and Nuria Calduch Benages; Berlin/ New York : de Gruyter, 1998), 1-42. 


� 	Other genres like Entwicklungsroman (development novel) or Erziehungssroman (education novel) may fit also. But the whole plot in Ben Sira exhibits a great proximity to the basic story line of the Bildungsroman: a maturation process from childhood on, a narrative of initiation, the protagonist embarking on a journey, the confrontation with the outer world which shapes the development of his character. However, we have to be fully aware of the pitfalls of an anachronistic application of a genre or term which emerged some hundred years later in a different cultural context. But with precaution, I suggest that this term serves as a useful keyword in order to describe best the structure and function of the narrative as a story of initiation. With regard to the relative brevity of the work one may speak of a Bildungs-novella as well. Cf. Ortrud Gutjahr, Einführung in den Bildungsroman (Darmstadt: Wiss. Buchgesellschaft, 2007). For a thorough introduction in English cf.  Manfred Engel, “Variants of the Romantic »Bildungsroman« (with a short note on the »artist novel«),”in Romantic Prose Fiction (ed. Gerald Gillespie, Manfred Engel and Bernard Dieterle; Amsterdam/ Philadelphia: John Benjamins, 2008), 263–295.


� 	Boerner-Klein argues that the birth-narrative of Ben Sira is not only a contrast to rabbinic traditions about the ideal sage but also implies a fundamental critique of the exaggerated and one-sided demands made explicit in Wisdom literature. Cf. Boerner-Klein, Das Alphabet, Einfuehrung, XIII f.


� 	The number seven figures prominently in international folklore and mythology. Also rabbinic tradition transmitted the idea of a conception after seven month as a symbol for one’s greatness with regard to the prophets in Midrash ha-gadol on Ex 2:2. Cf. Stern and Mirsky, Rabbinic fantasies, 197, note 4. However, Ben Sira’s greatness obviously is of a different kind. He starts already in the womb to play witty and intellectual tricks on his parents until the prophet Elijah appears to dissolve the question of Ben Sira’s parentage. This episode picks up the well-known rabbinic tradition about revelations of Elijah (גילוי אליהו) to certain brilliant rabbis. In this encounters the prophet Elijah helps with supernatural inspiration or solves halakhic problems or disagreement. The author’s employment of this motif in a rather profane context of naming the child seems to serve a parodic interplay with Talmudic tradition which leaves certain discussion open for heavenly intervention instead of finding a better argument. For the rabbinic traditions about Elijah-revelations cf. Jacob Cohn, “Mystic experience and Elijah-revelations in talmudic times,” in Meyer Waxman Jubilee Volume (ed. Judah Rosenthal [et al.]; Jerusalem, 1966), 34-44.


� 	Some examples taken from Sirach underscore this tendency: Many have sinned for a small matter; and he that seeketh for abundance will turn his eyes away (Sir 27:1), Watching for riches consumeth the flesh, and the care thereof driveth away sleep. (Sir 31:1), If thou sit at a bountiful table, be not greedy upon it, and say not, There is much meat on it. (Sir 31:12).


� 	Lachs suggested a polemic background for the Alphabet since it alludes to the infancy tales about Jesus and shows clear similarities to the anti-Christian work Toldot Yeshu. Cf. T.S. Lachs, “The Alphabet of  Ben Sira. A Study in Folk-literature,” Graetz Annual of Jewish Studies 2 (1973): 9-28. 


� 	In bT Chag 15b we find an unique account about conception in the bathhouse via artificial insemination within a halakhic discussion on virginity and marriage. 


� 	Thus Jeremia figures as the father because of his identical value in Gematria with Sira. The extra-ordinary manner of conception grounds in the similar sounding with Rav Sira (and Rav Pappa) who was also conceived in the bathhouse. Cf. Boerner-Klein, Das Alphabet, 110-114; 126f.


Cf. David Stern, “The `Alphabet of Ben Sira´ and the early history of parody in Jewish literature,” in The Idea of Biblical Interpretation (ed.H. Najman and J.H. Newman; Leiden: Brill, 2004), 423-448. 


� 	In Pesiqta Rabbati 26 and Pesiqta de Rab Kahana the dubious character of Jeremia is discussed. According to these traditions he himself had illicit intercourse with a harlot or he accuses his mother being a harlot. Another tradition in Pesiqta de Rab Kahana 13, 5 identifies Jeremia’s mother as Rahab, the Canaanite harlot.


� 	Sir 6:18-19 reads: My son, receive instruction from thy youth up, and even unto hoar hairs shalt you find wisdom. Draw nigh unto her as one that plougheth and soweth, and wait for the abundance of her fruits. Also in Sir 6:32-33 we can find this message: My son, if thou desirest it, thou shalt be made wise, and if thou set thy heart (thereon), thou shalt learn prudence. If thou desire to hear, thou shalt receive, and if thou incline thine ear, thou shalt be wise. Sir 6: 34 and 36 suggest: Stand in the multitude of the elders; and cleave unto him that is wise. […] And if thou seest a man of understanding, get thee betimes unto him, and let thy foot wear the steps of his door.


� 	In addition it shows how an important message in Wisdom Literature (the praise of the housewife in Prov 31) can be misused through de-contextualization.


� 	Already in his offense he demonstrates how a sophisticated but deceitful sage can apply a statement from one text (m. Abot II, 15: the day is short, the work is great) to reject the teacher’s objection (m.Abot V, 21: At five years (the age is reached for the study of the) Scripture) and to ward off  his rebuke (the sages taught that one who teaches a Halakha before his teacher deserves his death) which stems from the Talmud (vgl.bT Eruv.63a: who teaches Halakha before his teacher shall be bitten by a snake).   


� 	Cf. Lennart Lehmhaus, "`Es ist mancher scharfsinnig, aber ein Schalk und kann die Sache drehen, wie er es haben will´ (Sirach 19,22). Intertextuelle Kritik rabbinischer Quellenarbeit im Alphabet des Ben Sira,“ in Literatur im Dialog (ed. Susanne Plietzsch;  Zürich: Theologischer Verlag, 2007), 127-163.


� 	Concerning rabbinic knowledge of Sirach and the rabbi`s accuracy in citing it cf. Benjamin G. Wright, “B. Sanhedrin 110b and rabbinic knowledge of Ben Sira,” in Treasures of Wisdom – studies in Ben Sira and the book of Wisdom (ed. N. Calduch-Benages and J. Vermeleyen; Leuven: University Press, 1999), 41-50;  Jenny R. Labendz, “The Book of Ben Sira in Rabbinic Literature,” AJSR 30,2 (2006): 347-392;  David S. Levene, "Theology and Non-Theology in the Rabbinic Ben Sira,"  in Ben Sira's God, BZAW 321 (ed. Renate Egger-Wenzel; Berlin: de Gruyter, 2002) 305-320; Jonas C. Greenfield, “Ben Sira 42.9-10 and its talmudic paraphrase,“ in Tribute To Geza Vermes: Essays On Jewish And Christian Literature And History (ed. Philip R. Davies; Sheffield : JSOT Press, 1990), 167-173.  I suppose further that this reading of bT Sanh. 100b is a critique on the Geonic system which was probably focused on the Talmud and was less concerned with the study of the Bible itself or other aggadic works in rabbinic literature.  


� 	For a discussion of the mysoginist (mis-)interpretation of Sirach in talmudic times cf. Tal Ilan, “`Wickedness comes from Women´ (Ben Sira 42:13). Ben Sira`s Misogyny and its reception by the Babylonian Talmud,” in aed., Integrating women into second temple history. (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1999), 155-172 and W.C. Trenchard, Ben Sira`s view of women: a literary analysis, Chico (Calif.) 1982.


� 	Cf. D.Stern and M. Mirsky, eds., Rabbinic fantasies (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1998) 177. Since the translator in this compilation skipped some features or mingled the two versions into one, I will provide a translation of Version A  (the words in put in brackets are  additions for sake of a better understanding): It is also said about Ben Sira that during the year he mastered the entire Pentateuch. The following second year he learned the Prophets and Scriptures, Mishnah and Talmud, the halakhot and the aggadot. During the third year [he studied] the fine points in the interpretation of the biblical laws and in the rabbinic enactments; in the fourth year [he mastered hermeneutic tools like] inference, analogy, circular argument and Gematria. In the fifth year [he learned] the different languagues spoken by the ministering angels, palm trees and the demons, as well as fox fables. During the sixth year [he studies] Sifra and Sifrei, Tanna debe Eliyahu and things that are sealed before humans. In the seventh year there were neither a major nor a minor thing left [that he had not studied].


	Version B is somewhat structured differently. The whole curriculum is less densed and Ben Sira masters it by the age of twenty. This version offers additional subjects like the knowledge about stars and zodiac signs and identifies the major and minor things as the mystic knowledge of Merkavah and the disputes between Abayye and Rava. Cf. Yassif, The tales, 212f. 


� 	Cf. bT Sukkah 28a. Other similar ideal behavior is discussed in Meg. 28a and Ta`an 20b.


� 	Cf. Eli Yassif, “Pseudo Ben Sira and the `Wisdom Questions´Traditions in the Midlle Ages,” Fabula 23, 1/2 (1982): 48-63. It is of certain importance that the author has chosen here the more traditional, Talmudic genre of the wisdom contest for a “framing” of this dispute. Here the confrontation with the “other” from the respective dominating cultures (Greek, Roman or Egyptian) displays a certain measure of appreciation or cooperation.. In contrast the polemic encounter with opponents of Christian or other background expresses often total hate and scorn, while presenting the “other” as charmer, bad magician or witch. Cf. Yassif, The Hebrew folktale, 167-185; 331-339; 380-399. For the questionof magic in rabbinic literature cf. Giuseppe Veltri, “The figure of the magician in Rabbinic literature: from empirical science to theology,” Jerusalem Studies in Arabic and Islam 26 (2002): 187-204.       


� 	Cf. Ex. 7.


� 	Cf. Bek. 8b; Lam. Rab. I, 4. For further insights on these traditions cf. Eli Yassif, The Hebrew Folktale. History, Genre, Meaning, (hebr.) (Jerusalem: Mossad Bialik, 1994), 116; 196f; 259ff; and Hasan-Rokem


� 	Cf. Lam. Rab. I, 31. Another episode tells us in bT Tamid 32a about Alexander questioning the Elders of the South.


� 	This threefold structure mirrors also the situation of Ben Sira himself. After he has struggled with his mother and the teacher he follows the call to Babylonia. This leads him into a even worse situation at the court of the wicked king.  For the first time the challenge is not a mere intellectual competition but connected with a real threat to Ben Sira`s life. This narrative structure is also resembled in the episode about the fox and the Leviathan. In this story Ben Sira reflects his situation through the mediation of his alter ego (the astute fox) as being ensnared by the fishes (e.g. the magicians) and confronted with the mighty and wicked king Leviathan (Nebuchadnezzar) who seeks to kill him.  


� 	The cautious relation to power is also stressed in the first question: here Ben Sira retells the story of Salomon and the Queen of Saaba. Salomon, though the wisest of all Jewish kings, abuses his wisdom only to trick the queen into his private chamber. This episode clearly shows that power and access to wealth tend to corrupt the wise man. Salomon is critizised here as well as in another part of the Toldot for his intermarriage with non-Jewish women who continued their idolatry within the house of the king. Cf. Martha Himmelfarb, "The Wisdom of the Scribe, the Wisdom of the Priest, and the Wisdom of the King according to Ben Sira," in For a Later Generation: The Transformation of Tradition in Israel, Early Judaism, and Early Christianity (ed. Randal A. Argall, Beverly A. Bow, and Rodney A. Werline;. Harrisburg: Trinity Press International, 2000), 89-99. 


� 	Although one has to avoid a premature conlusion regarding the scientific knowledge displayed in the text, we can clearly discern the employment of secular  


� 	The process and concept of Judaization can be described as an appropriation of non-Jewish traditions, narratives, knowledge and techniques. Cf.  Eli Yassif, The Hebrew Folktale. History, Genre, Meaning, (hebr.), Jerusalem, 1994, 279ff. For a thorough analysis of the Judaization in Ben Sira with regard to rabbinic and folklore traditions cf. Dagmar Boerner-Klein, “Transforming rabbinic exegesis into folktale,” Trumah 15 (2005): 139-148.


� 	Oda Wischmeyer assumes that the human orientation towards God consists of three parts: fear of God, praise of his creation and deeds, experience and understanding of the creator and his creation in accordance with limits of the human grasp. Cf. Oda Wischmeyer,  “Theologie und Anthropologie im Sirachbuch,“ in Ben Sira's God, BZAW 321 (ed. Renate Egger-Wenzel; Berlin: de Gruyter, 2002), 18-32. Also Perdue stresses that experience in Sirach is meant to be the only possible experience of God for human beings through the divine order in his creation. The basic requirements for such an understanding are the moral discipline of the righteous and fear of the Lord. Cf. Leo G. Perdue, “Cosmology and the Social order in the Wisdom Tradition,” in The Sage in Israel and the Ancient Near East (ed. John G. Gammie and Leo G. Perdue; Winona Lake: Eisenbrauns, 1990), 457-478.


� 	This verse reads: For she doted upon their paramours, whose flesh is as the flesh of asses, and whose issue is like the issue of horses. (Ez 23,20 KJV). We find this statement in Ezekiel in a context of the simile about the immoral sister Ohola and Oholiba and their whoredom. 


� 	Sir 13:1-13 reads as follows: 


He that toucheth pitch shall be defiled therewith; and he that hath fellowship with a proud man shall be like unto him. Burden not thyself above thy power while thou livest; and have no fellowship with one that is mightier and richer than thyself: for how agree the kettle and the earthen pot together? for if the one be smitten against the other, it shall be broken. 


The rich man hath done wrong, and yet he threateneth withal: the poor is wronged, and he must intreat also. If thou be for his profit, he will use thee: but if thou have nothing, he will forsake thee. 


If thou have any thing, he will live with thee: yea, he will make thee bare, and will not be sorry for it. 


If he have need of thee, he will deceive thee, and smile upon thee, and put thee in hope; he will speak thee fair, and say, What wantest thou? 


And he will shame thee by his meats, until he have drawn thee dry twice or thrice, and at the last he will laugh thee to scorn afterward, when he seeth thee, he will forsake thee, and shake his head at thee. 


Beware that thou be not deceived and brought down in thy jollity. 


If thou be invited of a mighty man, withdraw thyself, and so much the more will he invite thee. 


Press thou not upon him, lest thou be put back; stand not far off, lest thou be forgotten. 


Affect not to be made equal unto him in talk, and believe not his many words: for with much communication will he tempt thee, and smiling upon thee will get out thy secrets: 


But cruelly he will lay up thy words, and will not spare to do thee hurt, and to put thee in prison. 


Observe, and take good heed, for thou walkest in peril of thy overthrowing: when thou hearest these things, awake in thy sleep.


For a discussion of Sirach’s relation to power and kingship cf. Benjamin G. Wright, Ben Sira on kings and kingship, In: Jewish Perspectives on Hellenistic Rulers. Edited by Tessa Rajak [et al.]. Berkeley: University of California Press, 2007, 76-91.


� 	For the whole episode about the midrash-like explanation cf. Yassif, The tales, 222-225. The following translation is my own:   


[Ben Sira said]:As the Holy One, blessed be he, has forbidden to us unclean and creeping animals, he also has prohibited us to marry your daughters. As it is said: Do not intermarry with them. [Do not give your daughters to their sons or take their daughters for your sons] (Deut 7:3). For you equal unclean and creeping animals.


The King said to him: “Tell me, why, according to this verse, my daughter is not permitted to you!”  Ben Sira replied: “[...] In our Torah he [God] wrote: Speak unto the children of Israel, saying, These are the beasts which ye shall eat (אשר תאכלו) (Lev 11:2 KJV). Moses, our teacher, told Israel: my children, the animals the Torah refers to are nothing but the nations of the world. If you accept the Torah you will consume and devour them (תאכלו אותם). Because it is written: These are the beasts.


Do not read: these are the beasts, but: these are the nations. Owing to them you may consume [in the world to come], but [if you do not accept the Torah] you will be consumed [by them] (זכותם תאכלו ואם לאו תיאכלו). And now do not intermingle with the nations lest you will mixed up with them in Gehenna. For all the nations will be handed over to the devouring fire (למאכולת אש) [of Gehenna]. As it is said: Though I completely destroy all the nations among which I scatter you, I will not completely destroy you (Jer 46:28 NIV), [and] The wicked return to the grave, all the nations that forget God (Ps 9:18 NIV).


And Gehenna has no power over you. Therefore differ from the nations. Because you are Israel, portion of the Holy one. That is why you have to seperate youselves for him. For it is said: You are to be holy to me because I, the LORD, am holy, and I have set you apart from the nations to be my own (Lev 20:26 NIV). And not for Gehenna.” [...] 


� 	The construction of this exegesis follows the ambiguity of the root אכל (Achal) which can be understood literally as eating, consuming  food or figuratively as consuming and annihilating so./ sth., devouring so./ sth.  The analogy between eating and sexual relations functions through the verse about the cheating wife in Proverbia 30:20:


And the Holy One, blessed be he, told them: “From their flesh you shall not consume (מבשרם לא תאכלו)!” [Ben Sira] said to [Nebukadnezar]: “My master, consumption or eating means nothing but sexual intercourse. As it is said: [This is the way of an adulteress:] She eats and wipes her mouth (אכלה ומחתה פיה) [and says, 'I've done nothing wrong.'] (Prov 30:20 NIV).” Cf. Yassif, The tales, 224.


The bitter fate of the Nation - God’s vengeance consuming them in the fire of Gehenna as a reward for the Jews, is a topos which figures often in eschatological passages in rabbinic works and apocalyptic literature.   


� 	In a striking contrast to the threatening, mighty and monstrous beasts in Daniel’s apocalyptic vision, Ben Sira describes the four kingdoms by using the images of domesticated animals like camel (גמל)for Babylonia, hare (ארנבת) for Persia, rabbit (שפן) for Greece and pig (חזיר) for Edom.


� 	Nebukadnezar as the king symbolizes Babylonia which, as I assume, represents the Muslim Caliphat. Edom – which is throughout rabbinic texts the term for Rome or Christianity – is refered to as a swine/ pig. Choosing a cud-chewing camel as the symbol for the ruling Arab-Muslim culture could be understood as a polemic side-blow on the younger religion of Islam. The cud-chewing implicates then that these religious newcomers do not offer or add anything interesting for Jews but only repeat already known traditions. See in the following.


� 	On the critique of the kings of Israel, especially Salomon, regarding intermarriage with foreign women to whom it is permitted to worship their idols in Erez Israel see above note 31. See also the warning in the verses following Deut 7:3 where intermarriage is connected to the threat of idolatry and Israel is reminded of their covenant with God.


� 	Moshe Gil, Jews in Islamic countries in the Middle Ages (Leiden: Brill, 2004), 58-82 and 100ff; 


� 	Cf. John G. Gammie, “The sage in Sirach,” in The Sage in Israel and the Ancient Near East (ed. John G. Gammie and Leo G. Perdue; Winona Lake: Eisenbrauns, 1990), 355-72; cf. David A. deSilva, “The wisdom of Ben Sira: Honor, shame, and the maintenance of the values of a minority culture,” CBQ 58 (1996), 433-455.


� 	The episode seems to be constructed against the backdrop of a story in Ber 58a. There Rav Shela uses his knowledge and exegetical abilities to avoid taking responsibility for his own deeds. Rav Shela smote a Jew who had sexual intercourse with a gentile woman. He uses in this episode also the verse from Ezekiel 23:20 about the flesh of asses. He then cowardly cheats and lies and consequently offers the life of an innocent by-stander just to appease the wicked foreign king. Cf. Boerner-Klein, Das Alphabet, 303-309.  


� 	Regarding the god-fearing life and practical ethic as wisdom cf. A. diLella, “Fear of the Lord as wisdom: Ben Sira 1,11-30,” in The Book of Ben Sira in Modern Research (ed. P. C. Beentjes; Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 1997), 113-133.  


� 	In Sirach we find the following teachings: If thou desire wisdom, keep the commandments, and the Lord shall give her unto thee. For the fear of the Lord is wisdom and instruction: and faith and meekness are his delight (Sir 1: 26-27); The fear of the Lord driveth away sins: and where it is present, it turneth away wrath. (Sir 1:21); The root of wisdom is to fear the Lord, and the branches thereof are long life. (Sir 1:20). For similar maxims in biblical and rabbinic literature cf. Ps 110:10 or bT Ber 17a.


� 	On the complex nature of such a process of socio-cultural approximation, assimilation or at least influence and the problems with too general presumptions about Hellenization and Hellenized societies cf. Seth Schwartz, Imperialism and Jewish Society, 200 B.C.E. To 640 C.E. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2001), 17-99. 


� 	Cf. Gammie, “The sage in Sirach,” 355-72; deSilva stresses the Jewish components in the wisdom teachings of Sirach through which the author comes up against the threat of assimilation in a Hellenized dominating culture; cf. deSilva, “The wisdom of Ben Sira,” 433-455.


� 	Nebuchadnezzar is often referred to in rabbinic literature as the archetypical, wicked enemy-king, the antagonist of Israel. Cf. bT Ber. 57b; Shabb. 149b; Ned. 65a; Lam. Rab. 2:10; 23.


� 	Cf. Sarah Stroumsa, “On Jewish intellectuals who converted in the early Middleages,” in The Jews of medieval Islam: Community, Society, Identity (ed. Daniel Frank; Leiden: Brill, 1995), 179-197.


� 	Cf. Bernard Lewis, Die Juden in der islamischen Welt (München: C.H. Beck, 2004), 66-100. Norman A. Stillman, The Jews of Arab lands: a history and source book (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society of America, 1979), 22-39; 57ff; 67f.


� 	Cf. Gil, Jews, 615-722; ???. 


� 	The Exilarchat and the Yeshivot are perceived by most scholars as the ruling institutions with a certain political power and authority, which cultivated in certain times a proximity to the Mulsim elites and rulers. These institutions were of rather closed nature because of the dynastic and highly hierarchic structure. This tendency may contradict the possibility of access to knowledge and wisdom for wider circles, promoted in parts of rabbinic literature and Sirach as a matter of principle. The struggle between the Geonic academies and the Exilarch are well demonstrated. But other groups within Jewish society like non-rabbinic sects (Karaism), educated lay men or members of the economic elites challenged these traditional institutions as well. Cf. Gil Jews, 83-206; Robert Brody, The Geonim of Babylonia and the shaping of medieval Jewish culture (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1998), 35-99; Jeffrey L. Rubenstein, The Culture of the Babylonian Talmud (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 2003), 16-38; 123-142.


� 	Yassif tried to connect the tendencies within the Toldot with the Karaite movement of the “Mourners of Zion”. Cf. Yassif, The tales, 135-40.


� 	In Sirach we find several accounts which promote such an behaviour, either. Cf. A wise man instructeth his people; and the fruits of his understanding fail not. (Sir 37:23); A wise man shall inherit glory among his people, and his name shall be perpetual. (Sir 37:26). Cf. N. Lohfink, „Der Weise und das Volk in Koh 12,9 und Sir 37,23,“ in Treasures of Wisdom – studies in Ben Sira and the book of Wisdom, Festschrift M. Gilbert (ed. N. Calduch-Benages and J. Vermeleyen; Leuven: University Press, 1999),405-410.





