
Temple in Miniature? On Seeking te Origins of te Synagogue
ה ק י ת ע ה ת  ע ב ת  ס נ כ ה ת  י ב ל  ש ה  י ת ו ר ו ק מ ת  ש י ר ד ל  ע ט?   ע מ ש  ד ק מ

ם א ל ה  י ר א י  ב צ

1) A Locus Classicus & Its Discontents
Ezekiel 11:16 (6th century BCE)

ז יט כּ ׳,  ה י  נָ– ד אֲ ר  מַ אָ ה- כּ ר,  מּ אֱ ן  כֵ לָ  
ם י תִ ו צ י פּ הֲ י  כּ וְ ם,  יִ ו ג בַ ם  י תִּ ק חַ ר הּ

ט, עַ מְ ש  דּ ק מּ לְ ם  הֶ לָ י  הּ אֱ וָ ת;  ו צ ר אֲ בָ
ם שָׁ ו  א בָ ר- שֶׁ אֲ ת  ו צ ר אֲ בָ

16 therefore say: Thus says the Lord God: Although I have 
removed them far off among the nations, and although I have 
scattered them among the countries, yet have I been to them as a 
little sanctuary in the countries where they are come

Bavli, Megillah 29a (ca. 6th century CE)

ק: ח צ י י  ב ר ר  מ א ט,  ע מ ש  ד ק מ ל ם  ה ל י  ה א ו
ל. ב ב ב ש ת  ו ש ר ד מ י  ת ב ו ת  ו י ס נ כ י  ת ב ו  ל א
ל ב ב ב ש ו  נ י ב ר ת  י ב ה  ז ר:  מ א ר  ז ע ל א י  ב ר ו

“Yet I have been to them as a little sanctuary,” R. Yitschak said: 
These are the synagogues and study houses of Babylonia. And R. 
Eleazar said: This is the house of our Rabbi in Babylonia.

R. David Kimhi (Radak, 1160–1235 CE), commentary to Ezek 11:16

ם ה ל י  ת י י ה א  ל א ם  י ת ב ז ע א  ל ן  כ י  פ ל  ע ף  א ו
ר מ ו ל כ ם  ש ו  א ב ר  ש א ת  ו צ ר א ב ט  ע מ ש  ד ק מ ל

ל ו ד ג ש  ד ק מ א  ו ה ש ה'  ש  ד ק מ מ ו  ק ח ר ם  א
ט ע מ ש  ד ק מ ל ם  ה ל ה  י ה א י  נ א ו  צ ר א ב ם  ש

ם ש ם  י ד ע ו נ ם  ה ש ת  ו י ס נ כ י  ת ב ב ר  מ ו ל כ
ם ל ו ק ע  מ ו ש ו ם  ה מ ע י  נ א י  ל א ל  ל פ ת ה ל

ה ל כ ם  ה ב ש'  ע י א  ל ש ה'  י ב י ו א ד  י מ ם  ל י צ מ ו
ר מ א ש ו  מ כ ם  ת ו א ץ  ב ק ל ד  י ת ע י  נ א ד  ו ע ו

ם כ ת א י  ת צ ב ק ו ך  ו מ ס ב

...Nonetheless I have not abandoned them, rather I was for them a 
little sanctuary in the lands to which them came. In other words, if 
they were far from the Temple of God, which is the large Temple 
there in their land, I will be for them a little temple. That is to say 
in their synagogues when they gather there to pray to me, I am with
them and hear their voices and save them from their enemies so 
that they should not be destroyed. And moreover I will in the future
gather them in as the subsequent verse says...

2) Earliest Sources
Inscription, Hadra cemetery, Alexandria (ca. 2nd century BCE)

To God the Highest...the holy enclosure and the 
proseuche and its appurtenances 

CPJ 129 (Complaint, May 11th 218 BCE) CPJ 24 (Dedication of proseuche, ca. 2nd c. BCE)

When I saw him (he fled) to the Jewish synagogue 
(holding) the cloak, (while I called for help). Lezelmis,
a holder of 100 arourai, came up to help (and gave) 
the cloak to Nikomachos the synagogue attendant 
(νακόροσ) to keep till the case was tried. 

On behalf of king Ptolemy and queen Cleopatra 
the sister and queen Cleopatra the wife, the Jews 
of Xenephyris [dedicated] the gateway (πυλῶνα) 
of the proseuche when Theodore and Achillion 
were presiding.



3) What Happened in the Synagogue?
Philo, On Dreams 2.127 (turn of the era) Theodotus Inscription (1st century CE)

And would you still sit down in your synagogues, 
collecting your ordinary assemblies, and reading 
your sacred volumes in security, and explaining 
whatever is not quite clear, and devoting all your 
time and leisure with long discussions to the 
philosophy of your ancestors?

Theodotus, son of Vettenos the priest and 
archisynagogue, son of an archisynagogue and 
grandson of an archisynagogue, built the 
synagogue for the reading the Law and studying 
of the commandments, and the guest chambers, 
the rooms and the water installations to provide as
an inn for those in need from foreign lands, which 
his fathers founded together with the elders and 
the Simonides.

4) Synagogue Archaeology
Philo, Every Good Man is Free 81-2

(81) Now these laws they are taught at other times, indeed, but most especially on the seventh day, for
the seventh day is accounted sacred, on which they abstain from all other employments, and frequent 
the sacred places which are called synagogues, and there they sit according to their age in rows, the 
younger sitting under the elder, and listening with eager attention in becoming order. (82) Then one, 
indeed, takes up the holy volume and reads it, and another of the men of the greatest experience 
comes forward and explains what is not very intelligible, for a great many precepts are delivered in 
enigmatical modes of expression, and allegorically, as the old fashion was...

Masada Synagogue, Aerial View (ca. 1st century CE)


