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Introduction

Eileen Schuller and Marie-Theres Wacker

This volume in the international encyclopedia The Bible and Women1 treats 
early Jewish writings. In our introduction, we want to discuss this phrase, its 
extent, and its implications before we explain the scope and goal of our project 
and describe its structure and approaches.

1. Terminology

The phrase early Jewish writings will be used in our volume to designate  books/
scriptures sharing three characteristics: they originate from the period after 
the arrival of Alexander the Great in Palestine (ca. 330 BCE) until the decades 
following the destruction of the Second Temple in Jerusalem (70 CE); they 
are, in modern research, considered as Jewish; and they were not included in 
the emerging canon of sacred Scriptures of Judaism.

Early Jewish writings cover a wide variety of literary genres, such as 
stories, novels, historiographies, testaments, apocalypses, sapiential admo-
nitions, fictitious letters, early commentaries on biblical books, philosophi-
cal tractates, and hymns and prayers.2 Their place of provenance is not only 

1. The Bible and Women: An Encyclopedia of Exegesis and Cultural History, ed. 
Christiana de Groot, Irmtraud Fischer, Mercedes Navarro Puerto, and Adriana Valerio, 20 
vols. (Stuttgart: Kohlhammer; Atlanta: SBL Press; Estella: Editorial Verbo Divino; Trapani: 
Il pozzo di Iacobbe, 2010–). For the scope and goals of the project, see Irmtraud Fischer, 
Jorunn Økland, Mercedes Navarro Puerto, and Adriana Valerio, “Introduction—Women, 
Bible and Reception History: An International Project in Theology and Gender Research,” 
in Torah, ed. Irmtraud Fischer and Mercedes Navarro Puerto with Andrea Taschl-Erber, 
BW 1.1 (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2011), 1–30; see http://bibleandwomen 
.org/download/Introduction_Torah.pdf. The website, in the four languages of the project, 
shows the volumes which have appeared already.

2. Not to mention documents concerning inheritance, marriage or divorce, purchase, 
and other administrative or economic issues. Usually, these are dealt with separately in 
modern research.

-1 -
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2	 Early Jewish writings

Jerusalem or the province of Judaea but also Egypt, notably Alexandria. Hel-
lenistic Alexandria is known as a site of Hellenistic-Jewish erudition where 
numerous Hebrew books were translated into Greek and not a few of them 
were adapted to new challenges, where in particular the Septuagint is sup-
posed to have its origin, and where Jewish philosophy developed in pro-
ductive encounter with its non-Jewish Hellenistic context. Moreover, in the 
period at issue there is evidence for Jewish communities in different regions 
of Mesopotamia and in Asia Minor, although it is disputed if any of the pre-
served texts has its origins from there.

The number and extent of existing early Jewish writings outside the canon 
cannot be given exactly, as some of them are preserved only as fragmentary 
quotations in other ancient works and others were transmitted in different 
versions. Not many authors are known by name; notable exceptions are Philo 
in Alexandria and Flavius Josephus in Rome. The canonical status of some 
of the early Jewish works is somewhat fluid: for example, the book of Sirach, 
originally written in Hebrew, became, in a Greek translation, part of the Sep-
tuagint and the Latin Vulgate, but not part of the Hebrew Bible; the so-called 
Ethiopic book of Enoch, a complex composition from which Aramaic frag-
ments were discovered at Qumran, owes its preservation to the fact that it was 
accepted into the canon of the Christian Ethiopian church. In general, not a 
few of these texts are preserved in translations, or even translations of transla-
tions, into languages like Ethiopic, Syriac, Georgian, Armenian, and Slavonic 
as well as Latin, Greek, or Aramaic, and a distinction between Jewish and 
Christian elements in a text is not always obvious.

Finally, the designation of all these texts as early Jewish writings is not 
the only one in use. Classical collections bear titles such as The Apocrypha 
and Pseudepigrapha of the Old Testament,3 where the term Apocrypha reflects 
the Protestant tradition of designating the seven deuterocanonical books in 
the larger Catholic canon (Sirach, Wisdom of Solomon, Tobit, Judith, 1 and 
2 Maccabees, and Baruch), and Pseudepigrapha alludes to the fact that many 
of the extracanonical writings are in circulation under the name of biblical 
pseudonyms. In older research literature until the 1960s the term late Jewish 
writings is used, grounded in the nineteenth and early twentieth century 
Christian scholarly construction of prophetic religion replaced, after the exile, 
by Judaism, which finds its end in 70 CE, leaving little room for Judaism after 

3. Robert Henry Charles, ed., The Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha of the Old Testa-
ment in English, 2 vols. (Oxford: Clarendon, 1913); James H. Charlesworth, ed., The Old 
Testament Pseudepigrapha,  2 vols. (New York: Doubleday, 1983–1985); in German: Emil 
Kautzsch, ed., Die Apokryphen und Pseudepigraphen des Alten Testaments, 2 vols. (Tübin-
gen: Mohr Siebeck, 1900).SBL P
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	 Schuller and Wacker: Introduction	 3

the rise of Christianity. In view of these biased and, in the latter case, even 
anti-Jewish terms, our decision to title this volume Early Jewish Writings 
hopes to be inclusive as regards to different religious options as well as to the 
range of texts taken into consideration.

2. Structure

The encyclopedia of The Bible and Women as a whole aims to develop a his-
tory of biblical interpretation with special emphasis on those texts and tradi-
tions that became important for the structure of gender relations in cultures 
informed by the Bible. De facto, the writings summed up under the heading 
of early Jewish writings came into being in the context of an already growing 
corpus of normative (biblical) literature, and most of them can be considered 
as an early form of biblical reception. On the other hand, motifs, traditions, 
and concepts from these writings that exist alongside the Bible found their 
reception in Judaism, Christianity, and also in Islam. This is true especially 
with regard to images of women and men and more generally to concepts of 
gender and gender relations. Our volume places itself at the cutting edge of 
literary or textual analysis (including historical perspectives) and reception 
history with a gender-specific focus on both.

The first part of our volume, with four essays, will focus on selected single 
books; the second part, with three contributions, on specific subjects in a 
more cross-sectional approach through different writings; and the third part, 
again with four essays, on a broader textual corpus. The topics and subjects 
chosen are each informative for gender relations as represented in a text and 
for their reception of biblical figures or a constellation of problems.

Because the two deuterocanonical wisdom texts Sirach and Wisdom 
of Solomon are already analyzed in volume 1.3 of the encyclopedia of The 
Bible and Women, we did not include them; the same applies to the story 
of Susannah (Dan 14 in Catholic Bibles).4 In volume 1.3 the Hebrew book 
of Esther receives attention as part of the five scrolls read out at Jewish holy 
days; in our volume we deal with the book of Esther in its Greek (Septua-
gint) shape with the distinctive additions that are part of the Catholic ver-
sion (Adele Reinhartz). In addition, we include another deuterocanonical 
book, the book of Judith with its strong female hero (Barbara Schmitz and 
Lydia Lange). The third contribution analyzes the Letter of Jeremiah (in the 
Vulgate part of the deuterocanonical book of Baruch), a pseudepigraphon 

4. See Christl Maier and Nuria Calduch-Benages, eds., The Writings and Later Wisdom 
Books, BW 1.3 (Atlanta: SBL Press, 2014).SBL P
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4	 Early Jewish writings

in terms of its presumed author, a letter according to its superscription, a 
polemical speech in its content, that uses prophetical traditions and weaves 
them together with descriptions of women’s activities to denigrate the idol 
worship of the “Babylonians” (Marie-Theres Wacker and Sonja Ammann). 
The fourth essay in part one takes up a “classical” pseudepigraphic writing, 
Joseph and Aseneth, an expansive narrative about the relation between the 
Egyptian daughter of a priest and the son of Jacob (Angela Standhartinger).

In the second part, three foundational stories from Genesis and Exodus 
come into focus: the paradise story (Gen 2–3); the mythical constellation 
of the sons of heaven and the daughters of men (Gen 6:1–4); and the birth 
story of Moses (Exod 2:1–10). Magdalena Diaz Araujo surveys a range of 
early Jewish writings with their different images of Eve (Sirach; the book of 
Parables [1 En. 37–71]; the Slavonic book of Enoch; and the first Sibylline 
Oracle) and then turns to the Life of Adam and Eve in its Greek version of 
supposedly Jewish origin. Similarly, Hanna Tervanotko deals with the women 
in Exod 2:1–10 and gives special attention to the daughter of Pharaoh, Moses’s 
adoptive mother who in the writings she analyzes (the book of Jubilees; the 
Exagoge; Philo’s Life of Moses; the Pseudo-Philonic Liber antiquititatum bib-
licarum) becomes responsible for Moses’s Hellenistic education. Veronika 
Bachmann not only considers 1 En. 1–36, the so-called Book of Watchers, in 
her survey of expanded retellings of Gen 6:1–4 but also includes the Animal 
Apocalypse, 1 En. 85–90, the book of Jubilees, the second book of Baruch, and 
the Testament of Ruben.

In the third part, Tal Ilan analyzes renarrations of biblical figures of 
women in Flavius Josephus’s Jewish Antiquities. She sees Josephus as a his-
torian and attributes the modifications he makes mainly to the sources he 
uses, not to an alleged wish to soften or to Hellenize these figures. In contrast, 
Maren R. Niehoff considers Philo’s encounter with Roman culture during his 
diplomatic journey to Rome to be essential for his view of biblical women 
figures: it is only after his visit to Rome that he writes Roman virtues into 
his images of biblical women. Joan E. Taylor focuses on the Therapeutae, a 
group of men and women living a contemplative life near Alexandria. She 
insists that Philo’s description can be used as a document illustrative of Jewish 
women’s religion in Hellenistic Egypt. Maxine L. Grossman introduces the 
world of Qumran texts. She examines the so-called sectarian writings from 
Qumran and pays particular attention to the treatments of gender, sexual-
ity, and norms of group order in these texts. The hypothesis emerges that at 
least some women in the community represented by these scrolls must have 
had some authority in their group and that the sectarian texts reveal tensions 
around such authoritative roles of women.SBL P
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3. Approaches

The scholars who contributed to the volume come from different academic 
disciplines (including Christian theology, Jewish studies, and religious stud-
ies), from different religious/denominational backgrounds (Christian and 
Jewish), and from different geographical regions (Canada, United States, 
Argentina, Israel, Germany, Switzerland, England, and Finland). They rep-
resent the scholarly traditions of their academic contexts and their specific 
expertise documented by their research activities and publications. Reinhartz 
uses literary criticism, including film, to elucidate the dynamics of the Esther 
narrative of the Septuagint. Schmitz and Lange compare the Greek book 
of Judith with Jerome’s Latin version to sharpen the profile of the figure of 
Judith. Standhartinger unfolds relations of gender, class, status, ethnos, reli-
gion, and their intersections in Joseph and Aseneth; Wacker and Ammann 
see the dynamics of othering in the Letter of Jeremiah. Araujo describes the 
fluid concept of sin in the Greek Life of Adam and Eve by a careful linguis-
tic analysis with focus on semantic aspects. Bachmann’s perspective could be 
characterized as ideological critical, aiming at a critical reception history of 
the motif complex she analyzes; Tervanotko proceeds by close reading of her 
texts and sets her results against the Hellenistic context in which her texts 
originate. Ilan’s focus is on reception history, using a specific form of source 
criticism; Niehoff reckons with new experiences as crucial for an author’s per-
spectives. Taylor’s interest is to show Philo’s historical reliability as regards the 
Therapeutae, and Grossman’s concern is to describe the hermeneutical com-
plexities of seeking to recover historical circumstances through highly ideo-
logical texts. Indeed, optimism about deducing historical information from 
literary or prescriptive texts has shrunk in the last decades in favor of greater 
reluctance in stating historical facts.

In particular, the authors of our volume bring in different approaches to 
questions of gender. Some of the contributions work from a clear women-
centered perspective without reflecting specifically on the category of gender; 
others focus on gender relations with emphasis on women’s roles; several 
authors explore a wider range of gender perspectives by including aspects of 
sexuality, embodiment, female agency, or intersectionality. We hope that such 
a variety of approaches and methods will stimulate further research.
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opportunities for fruitful discussions and personal contacts, it was crucial to 
the development of this project. Three of the principal editors of the series The 
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Ludger Hiepel in Münster who were a great help in the organization before 
and during the colloquium. We received financial assistance from Deutsche 
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Their support helped us to organize and hold the symposium and to pay for 
some translations in the preparation of the German and English volumes to 
appear simultaneously.

We had wonderful translators who struggled successfully with the often 
very complex and technical material. Sincere  thanks go to Martha M. Matesich 
and Richard Ratzlaff for translations from German to English and to Gerlinde 
Baumann and Peter Porzig for translations from English to German. Special 
thanks also to our assistants in Hamilton and Münster, Nicholas Meyer and 
Katharina Fockenbrock, who worked on the manuscripts and their format-
ting, who adapted bibliography and footnotes to bring them into a coherent 
system, and who never lost courage in the thicket of thousands of formalia.

We are grateful to Irmtraud Fischer and Christiana de Groot for advice 
as German and English editor of other volumes in the series and as princi-
pal editors. Last but not least we want to say thank you for the support and 
guidance of the publishers: at SBL Press, Nicole Tilford and Heather McMur-
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As editors, we have learned so much from this project—we hope it will be 
but the beginning of continued discussions both among the contributors and 
more widely among all our readers.

SBL P
res

s




