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The Sicarii: Ancient Jewish “Terrorists”

Richard A. Hor sley / University of Massachusetts
~Boston

Two widespread and influential misconceptions continue to haunt the
study of Jewish history and New Testament times, namely, that there was
an organized religiopolitical movement called “the Zealots” which, from
the time of its founding by Judas the Galilean in 6 c.k., agitated for
Jewish liberation until it provoked the massive Jewish revelt against
Rome in 66-70; and that sicarioi, like lestai, was just another name for the
“members of this organized liberation movement,

One would think that Morton Smith’s sharp rebuttal would have laid
these misconceptions to rest,! especially after Kirsopp Lake and Sol-
omon Zeitlin had previously pointed t the lack of evidence for these
notions.” Unfortunately, they have become enshrined in important pro-
fessional handbooks and dictionaries in the field.* And influential schol-
ars persist in their misreading of Josephus's accounts, still concluding
that Josephus uses the terms 28l0tai, sicarioi, and [@stai interchangeably for
the Jewish rebel movement? and labeling the Jewish “freedom move-
ment” (whatever the differences between the separate groups) as “the
Zealots.”s It is virtually impossible, argues Hengel, “to elucidate the

'Morton Smith, “Zealows and Sicari; Their Origins and Relation,” Harvard Theological
Review 64 (1871): 1-19, Smith has provided an extensive and highly critical review of
nearly all of the pertinent literature; 1 will presuppose Smith's critique and his extensive
references. Smith's critique applies also to George Wesley Buchanan, “Mark 11:15-19:
Brigand's in the Temple,” Hebrew Union College Annual 30 (1959): 169-77. See also Marc
Borg, “The Currency of the Term ‘Zealot,” " Journal of Theological Studies 22 (1971): 504~
12. Geza Vermes and Fergus Millar list the Smith article in their notes to the new version of
Emil Schiirer, The History of the Jewish People in the Age of Jesus Christ ((Edinburgh: T. & T,
Clark, 1973] 383, n. 128; ¢f. p. 462, n. 29), but presumably the “new Schiirer” was not the
appropriate context to deal with the implications of Smith's argument.

“Kirsopp Lake and Foakes Jackson, *“Appendix A: The Zealots,” The Beginnings of Chris-
tianity, 5 vols, (New York, 1920-33), [, pt. 1:421-25; S8olomon Zeithin, “Zealots and Sicarii,”
Journal of Biblical Literature 81 (1962): 39598, a sharply critical veview of Martin Hengel,
Drie Zeloten {Leiden: Brill, 1961).

*For example, K. H. Rengstorf, “Léstes,” Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, pp.
257-62; Oto Bete, “Sicarios,” ibid., pp, 278-82; K. Wegenast, “Zeloten,” Real Encylopedie, 2d
edd., pp. 2474-99, which repeats Hengel.

‘Matthew Black, “Judas of Galilee and Josephus' 'Fourth Philosophy,” " Josephus-Studien,
ed, Otio Betz et al. (Gouingen: Vandenhoeck & Reprecht, 1974) pp. 45-54, esp, p. 51.

*Martin Hengel, "Zeloten und Sikarier: Zur Frage der Einheit und Vielfalt der judi-
schen Belreiungsbewegung 6-74 n. Chr.,” in Betz et al, pp. 175-96, esp. pp. 178, 189, 103,

@ 1979 by The University of Chicago. 0022-4188/79/56904-0004$02.07
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often dark and uncertain representations of Josephus on the Jewish
‘freedom movement.’ "8

But Josephus is not that obscure in his reports. Generally speaking,
the terms 28ldtai, sicarioi, and lastai vefer to three separate phenomena. As
Smith has made abundantly clear, Josephus knows the Sicarii and the
Zealots as totally different groups, involved at different times and places
during the Jewish revolt.” Moreover, although Josephus refers (sepa-
rately) to both Sicarii and Zealots as “bandits” ({stai), most of the bandits
which Josephus describes were neither Sicarii nor Zealots. Smith has
cleared the air with regard 1o Josephus's straightforward and precise
portrayal, in Bellum Judaicum (The Jewish War [hereafter cited as BJ])
4.128-61, of the emergence of the Zealot party in Jerusaler during the
winter of 67-68.% In a previous essay | have attempted to explain that
Josephus's use of léstai usually refers to actual Jewish social banditry, a
form of “primitive rebellion” often found in conditions such as those in
Jewish society under Roman rule.? It remains, therefore, to examine and
explain how precise josephus is in his portrayal of the Sicaril. 1 will
attempt to demonstrate, with the aid of recent studies of modern anti-
colonial movements, that the Sicarii can be best understood as ancient
Jewish “terrorists.”

TOWARD A MORE PRECISE CONCEPTUALIZATION! THE SICARH AS TERRORISTS

The Sicarii emerged in Jerusalem during the 50s. They received their
name from the weapons they used, that is, “daggers resembling the
scimitars of the Persians in size, but curved and more like the weapons
called by the Romans sicae” (The Jewish Antiquities [hereafter cited as Ant. |
20.186). Josephus’s accounts of this distinctive group are both precise
and consistent,

But while the countryside was thus cleared [of brigands], a different type of

bandits [heteron eidos loston] sprang up in Jerusalem, the so-called sicarii, who
murdered men in broad daylight in the heart of the city. Especially during the
festivals they would mingle with the crowd, carrying short daggers concealed
under their clothing, with which they stabbed their enemies. Then when they
fell, the murderers would join in the eries of indignation and, through this
plausible behavior, avoided discovery, The first to be assassinated by them was
Jonathan the High Priest, After his death, there were numerous daily murders,
[B] 2.254-56]

SHengel, “Zeloten und Sikarier,” p. 196,

"Smith, pp. 14-19; see also 8. B. Hoenig, “Qumran Fantasies: A Rejoinder to Driver,”
Jewish Quarterly Review 63 (1972-73): 249-52,

8Smith, pp. 15-17.

“Richard A. Horsley, “Josephus and the Bandits,” Journal for the Study of Judaism (¥all
1979).
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ZEALOTS 17

Simon (War I1.564) and posed a considerable problem for leaders
of the pro-Roman party, as Josephus says they did (War IL651).
From leadership of a group including many such fanatics, Eleazar
went on to play an important role in the Zealot party (Wer
IV.225[7]; V.s, 10, 12, 21, 99, 250), but this dees not prove that
the party was generated from his followers or was, to begin with,
mainly made up of them.

These earlier references to considerable groups of zealots there-
fore need not stand in the way of our accepting at its face value
the account Josephus gives of the organization of the Zealots as a
party. If so, the roots of that party were mainly in the Judean
peasantry, and the facts that the first things they did were attack
the city aristocrats, seize control of the Temple, and elect as High
Priest a villager of their own sort — all these ® fit perfectly with
peasant piety. It is understandable, too, that they soon found
themselves besieged by the city population, the mA7iflos or Sfuos.”
If this interpretation is correct, Baumbach’s sociological analysis
was based on two false premises and may be dismissed.

The more recent works I have seen on the Zealots and Sicarii ™
are not important for the purpose of the present paper — deter-

® War TV x38-61.

® War IV.162, 19320,

" On G. Drwver. The Judean Scrolls (Oxford, 196g), see the crushing review of
R, pe Vaux, The Judean Scrolls, 2. Essenes or Zealots, NT'S 13 (1966), 8off. C.
Danier, Esséniens, Zélotes, et Sicaires, Numen 13 (1966), 88ff,, is ignorant non-
sense. On Branpow, Jesus and the Zealots, see ahove, n. 35. (The argument that
Joseprus did not call the Zealots by their name because the name was an honor-
able one and he did not wish to admit their moral claims is refuted by the fact
that he does call them by their name, often, and emphatically,) K. WroeNseT,
Zeloten, RE Ra2 XVIII (1967), 2474f., abbreviates Henorr — a pity, since it will
probably be quoted as Scripture by generations of graduate students. 8. Hoenis,
The Sicarit in Masada, Traditio 11 (1970), sff., has applied the opinions of Zprrraw
to the propaganda of Vapmv, with devastating effect. V. NIKIPROWETZSEY'S
résumé of his lectures on the Zeslots (quoted in A, Duronr-Sommzr, Histoire
ancienne de Yorient, Annuaire, Ecole pratique des hautes études, IV® section, 1g6g-
1970, 132ff.) reports an attempt to compromise between the common opinion and
that of Zerrzv, N. was forced to suppose Josermus' terminology inaccurate; it is
easier to sacrifice his theories than Josermus’ statements. A concluding touch of
humor was furnished by the ex cathedra comment of the directenr d’études
(Duronr-Somaer) on “zealots” and “sicerdi,” “En fait, Joséphe emploie indiffére-
ment Fun ou Pautre terme.” H. Kwopom, Who Were the Zealots and Their Leaders
in AD, 667 NTS 17 (1970), 68 ff. reviews the evidence in Josephus and corrects
some details of LaxE’s account but shows almost no knowledge of the rest of the
discussion and bumbles to the usual incredible conclusion that the “zealots” of
Menahern and their priestly murderers were one and the same party.

: <
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mination of the origin and relations of the two groups. Therefore
the results of the preceding discussion may be summed up as fol-
lows:

From at least Maccabean times many Jews fostered the ad-
miration of “zeal,” and individuals undertook, or were thought,
to be “zealots” on the models of Phineas and Elijah. This ad-
miration and these models were presumably influential in shaping
the resistance to direct Roman government, in which resistance
the first prominent figure was Judas of Galilee, It seems un-
likely, however, that the organization Judas founded — Josephus’
“fourth philosophy” — called itself “the Zealots,”* for had it
done so, the same title could hardly have been taken, as it was in
the revolt, by a quite different party. Whatever it called itself,
Judas’ sect survived, continued its opposition to the Romans, was
led by his descendants, and in the mid-fifties, when Roman con-
trol of the country began to disintegrate, made itself notorious
by a series of murders of distinguished individuals. These won
this party the name of “the Sicarii,” by which Josephus consis-
tently refers to it from this time on, but we cannot suppose that
every assassin (sicarius) in Palestine was therefore a party mem-
ber. All that we know of the party locates it in Judea, where the
census was introduced and where Judas of Galilee presumably
staged his opposition. Neither Josephus’ detailed accounts of
events in Galilee nor the Galilean material in the Gospels shows
any trace of it, and the notion that it organized all the resistance
to the Romans is unsupported by evidence and refuted by the lack
of evidence. It is also refuted by the course of events, for the
party played only a minor role in the war against Rome, In 66 it
allied with that portion of the priesthood which had started the
revolt, and its alliance enabled them to get control of the city.”
It also got control of Masada,* which enabled it to recruit and
arm a considerable number of troops. Relying on these, its leader,
Menahem, attempted to take control of Jerusalem, but the priests

" Since we never hear what Judas’ party did call themselves, it is not unlikely
that the name was “Israel,” that is, that they claimed to be the only true Israel
and thought those who submitted to the Romans were apostates, This peint I shall
argue in another paper,

® War 114258,

% War 11.408, cp. 433f.




Part Four: When Disputes Proliferated in Israel

Land is an integral element of serving God. The actions of the zealots
of Beit Shammai, who compiled Megillat Taanit and refused to bring
sacrifices to the emperor, displayed their conviction that reality is not
determined by fate, and that mortal men have the capacity to change it.
The zealot tradition goes back to the Hasmonean period and is certainly
well anchored in the Pharisee tradition.' The trouble was that this form of
zealotry merged with an entirely different kind of zealotry, motivated by
criminality and aggression, and totally devoid of any holiness or service
of God. There was a convergence of four factors: a society in disintegra-
tion, a corrupt priesthood, silence from the sages, and Roman tyranny.
The combination of these factors released the Jewish society from the
need to conduct its struggle based on the foundations of morality and
Torah. The society degenerated into a situation of “might is right.”

Modern Jewish nationalism made a similar attempt to revolt
against the yoke of foreign government, to return to the patriarchal
heritage and to settle in the Promised Land. The zealotry motivating
the return to Zion and Jewish sovereignty contains an inner kernel of
sacred fire. Even when Israeli society tired of bearing the torch of holy
revolt, there were still those who persisted in replenishing the fire and
continued to hold the torch up high. Zealotry of this kind became a
symbol of devotion and of sanctification of God’s name.

But in our times as in theirs, the combination of certain forces
creates alliances that undermine the legitimacy of any struggle and of any
revolt. This happens when negative, criminal elements infiltrate those
of pure and holy motivation, thus defiling the legitimacy of the struggle.
Evidently, history repeats itself, except that unlike our forefathers, we
can learn from our history.

Our lesson from this section is that everything depends on the
leadership that is capable — or incapable - of assuming responsibility.
There is never a vacuum in any generation or in any movement. Lead-
ership that stands up and takes responsibility can also lead the turbu-
lent, idealistic and zealous forces, diverting them toward the direction
of repair and growth. Leadership that withdraws from the public arena
inevitably finds that those very same forces motivated by an idea, endan-

1. Ben Shalom, Beit Shammai, ch. 4, pp. 157-171.
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ger the entire building by the fire of zealotry. In this section we saw how
leadership reached a stage where it was too late and it could not jettison

those forces. The fires of zealotry had extinguished the spirit.
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86 Chapter 4

of us appreciates the “real vital interest in literature” T.E. Hulme admire.d
the spirited riot which ensued when a Parisian lecturer made some dis-
paraging remarks about Racine. “These people interrupted,” Hulme noted,
“because the classical ideal is a living thing to them and Racine is the great
classic. That is what I call a real vital interest in literature”* And we, for
our part, concomitantly wonder how much of the eagerness to live and
let live derives from the desiccation of commitment.

Unquestionably, however, the Jewish component exacerbates th‘e
issue. As critics have often charged, a measure of intolerance is endemic
to Yahadut and we should acknowledge this candidly. Its vital center is the
concept and reality of monotheism; and monotheism, almost b}/ deﬁn.ition,
is exclusionary. As the literal iconoclasm ascribed by familiar mldrashmll to
Avraham Avinu manifests amply, this aspect characterized our inception,
and it is part of our eschatological vision. Thrice daily, a Jew prays that he
may live to see idolatry expunged and the world exclusively suffused with

faith in the Ribbono shel Olam:
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Therefore, we put our hope in you, Lord our God, that we may soon see Your
mighty splendor, to remove detestable idolatry from the earth, e’md false'gods
will be cut off, to perfect the universe through the Almighty’s sot/erelxgnty.
Then all humanity will call upon Your name, to turn all the Earth’s wicked
toward You. All the world’s inhabitants will recognize and know that to You
every knee should bend, every tongue should swear [allegiance]. Before you,
Lord, our God, they will bend every knee and cast themselves <liown and to
the glory of Your name they will render homage, and they Wll] all accept
upon themselves the yoke of Your kingship that you may reign over them

eternally.

On Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur, the theme is honed yet further,
as the aspiration is extended to every sentient being and specific reference
is made to the God of Israel:
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Shine forth in your splendid majesty over all the inhabitants of Your world.
May every existing being know that You have made it; may every creature
realize that you have created it; may every breathing thing proclaim: “The
Lord, God of Israel is King and his kingdom rules over all”

In and of themselves, such supplications need not preclude toleration.
Let us bear in mind that toleration is not to be equated with pluralism.
Indeed, in a sense, it is its very antithesis.” Full-blown religious pluralism
acknowledges the radical legitimacy of conflicting faith commitments.
As such, it need not, it cannot, “tolerate” them. To tolerate is to suffer the
pressure of what is not only different but, by my lights, thoroughly erro-
neous; and to refrain, nonetheless, from the exercise of power to coerce
its devotees to cease and desist. “We cannot, properly speaking,” Susan
Mendus has rightly asserted, “be said to tolerate things which we welcome,
or endorse, or find attractive;™ nor, one might add, things we recognize as
morally and metaphysically valid. It is precisely rigorous monism which
is challenged to tolerate; and its devotees can, in theory, respond to the
challenge by averring that conviction that freely willed sin ought not be
repressed is fully consonant with the credal hope that the deviant and the
erring, in due time and of their own accord, will see the light. Nevertheless,
historically and halakhically, avodah zarah has indeed not been tolerated:
and this critical fact casts a long shadow over any discussion of the limits
of toleration within Jewish tradition.

Difficult or easy, the topic can be addressed with reference to several
contexts. My instinctive predilection is of course to deal with it, first, as a
halakhic issue; but this is, itself, multifaceted. Halakhabh is, preeminently, a
religio-legal order, and, as such, includes not only norms but varied sanc-
tions for their violators and formal mechanisms for their implementation.
Consequently, it obviously does not assent to recalcitrance or tolerate dis-
obedience. In this respect, it is no different from any legal system. Its canons
are of course fairly comprehensive and some of them relate to domains




Chapter 4

This is particularly true of the ideological realm. In the practical
sphere, a committed individual or community may feel justified in exert-
ing pressure upon a deviant adversary on the ground that the respective
stakes are asymmetrical - on one side, hallowed principle, and on the other,
mere convenience.”” This facile dichotomy is not so readily applicable,
however, with respect to emunot vdeot, where both sides may very well
be animated by considerations of principle. The appeal to stringency, even
where no narrow Halakhic issue is involved - “For matters of the permit-
ted and the forbidden,” as the Rambam emphasized,*® “exclude matters
of the distasteful, the desirable, and the beloved,” so that the attainment
of a higher standard is laudable as an aspect of what A.D. Lindsay called

“the morality of aspiration” even when it is not enjoined as a matter of
duty - does not ring equally true when addressed to one who has pitched
his tent at a given point of the ideological spectrum out of passionately
nuanced conviction. Hence, in this area, the need for caution and sensitiv-
ity is all the greater.

Moreover, where convictions are at stake, rejection or repression
cause particular anguish. As the Rambam explained that “ruminations
about sin are worse than sin,”*' because sin grounded in thought is graver
than that rooted in bestiality, as through the former, one “commits an act
of disobedience through the nobler of his two parts,”** so the affront to
personal dignity is more painfully experienced when thought is under
siege. Admittedly, these considerations are somewhat muted by recogni-
tion that, from a public and educational standpoint, too, the dangers are
graver. And yet, on balance, the conviction that, in doubt, too much tolera-
tion is better than too little, and that this guideline is particularly relevant
to the world of ideas, is firm. And, while, one can never be wholly certain,
[ trust that it derives from fealty to the call of be’tzedek tishpot amitekha
and ve-ahavta le-reiakha kamokha rather from exposure to the tradition
of Locke and Mill.

Thirdly, with respect to both the juridic and the social spheres, but
especially as regards the latter, it behooves us to distinguish between two
elements, perhaps best denominated, in modern usage, as toleration and
tolerance, respectively. Through the seventeenth century, the terms were
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generally used interchangeably, and some current dictionaries still invoke
one to define the other; but in many contemporary contexts, they are
fundamentally different.”® Tolerance denotes a mindset and an attitude,
toleration a course of action; the former constitutes a quality of soul and
spirit, the latter, a policy or a modus operandi. In practice, the two need not
coincide. One may be open and understanding, personally and ideologi-
cally, with regard to that which, out of public and educational concern, he
opposes vigorously. Conversely, one may be thoroughly repelled by what,
for pragmatic or moral reasons, he refuses to restrain. If pressed to consider,
for instance, the lives and thought of Rav Kook and the Rav, respectively, [
believe, it would be fair to conclude that, while perhaps neither was thor-
oughly consistent, Rav Kook was, philosophically, far more tolerant but, as
a public figure, tolerated less; the reverse was true of the Rav. In seeking to
suggest parameters, we need to refer to both elements, but, obviously, the
respective limits may vary.

These considerations will probably carry little weight with the thor-
oughgoing Western libertarian, for whom any constraint in the realm of
the spirit, whether governmental repression or societal pressure is pure
anathema. [ hope, however, that they are consonant with overall Jewish
tradition. That tradition has dealt with spiritual dangers as modern societ-
ies deal with physical threats; and hence, having rejected moral autonomy
as a radical right, it has contended with toleration as an equipoise between
liberty and security. It has recognized that toleration is, to a large extent,
a function of openness; and openness, in turn, hinges upon several inter-
related factors: the degree of conviction, the readiness to risk, the assess-
ment of prospective danger. In the spirit of “Perhaps they shall cause you
to sin to me,” where conviction and concern run high, when the integrity
of a community is perceived as endangered, toleration is limited. It is
agreeable and human, psychologically and morally, to tolerate; but when
malkhut shamayim is affected, necessity — designated by Milton as “the
tyrant’s plea,” but surely not his alone - often dictates otherwise. We owe
it to ourselves and especially to others, however, to assure that, where
uviarta ha'ra mi’kirbekha or al tit'haber la'rasha are invoked, it is indeed
that concern - and not animus, envy, the penchant for domination, or the
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Protest Demonstrations

Rabbi Alfred S. Cohen

There is perhaps no group of Jews "held in as much
disdain by their fellow Jews in both Israel and the United
States” as the ultra-Orthodox “"Haredim."' At the same time,
many have praise for their spiritual courage which never
wavers in confrontation with those they believe to be secular
non-believers,” There is no question, however, that they
arouse tremendous hostility, especially when they throw
stones at Sabbath-desecrators or make other volatile
objections to activities they perceive as unacceptable.

Whether or not one finds their behavior embarrassing
is not the issue. What is of utmost importance is to know
whether their public protests have intrinsic value, or
whether, on the contrary, they are causing more harm than
any good they might achieve and could even be a causing a
chilul hashem.

The "Ultra-Orthodox,” or Haredim as they are known in

. Murray Polner in a book review in The New York Times, June
1992,

2. Bee Norman Lamm, "The ldeology of Neturai Karta according
to the Satmar Version,” Tradition XV, Fall 1971,

Rabbi, Young Israel of Cunarsie,
Rebbe, Yeshiva University High School for Boys
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