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Response to Hans Leander: The Complexity
of Ethnicity

MIKAEL TELLBE
Orebro School of Theology

Hans Leander makes several interesting observatodsraises many
critical questions in his paper on “hybrid ethniemtities.” | generally
agree with his main conclusions, and will therefoomcentrate this re-
sponse on making some observations that have witddhe complexity
of dealing with “ethnicity” in the first centurg.E. and in the biblical
texts. In particular, | will point out the hazamvolved in the task of tag-
ging the position of Paul in clear-cut categoridgew it comes to issues of
ethnicity.

1. The Complexity of Defining “Ethnicity,”
in Particular “Jewish Ethnicity”

As Leander points out, to investigate and elabooatehe meaning and
definition of “ethnicity” is a complex and challeng enterprise: What do
we actually mean with the terms “ethnic” and “ethityi'? What is the
difference between “race” and “ethnicity”? Is “eitity” something static
or something fluid? Who is defining who, when wi &bout “ethnicity”?

Anyone operating in the field needs thus to defiremeaning of “eth-
nicity.” Leander correctly says that “ethnicity” @associal construct that is
both static/stable and fluid, something that ishbodbherent and contin-
gent, something that has to do both with descedtcaitture (Steve Fen-
ton); it is both pedagogical and performative (Hdhiabha). “Ethnicity”
has thus to do with both ancestiiyd common behavior, with both shared
genealogyand certain customs and practices. For example, Jeakstii-
ty in the Diaspora was neither merely a matterrafeatry nor simply a
guestion of cultural practice, but was based oaralination of these two
interlocking factors.
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Above all, in my perspective, the term “ethnicityy definition belongs
to the sphere of “othernesslh fact, it can be said that an ethnic group is
made by its boundaries; ethnic identity is consdluby opposition to
other ethnic identities. This was particularly tinea group-orientated and
ethnocentric milieu such as the Ancient Meditereameulture. Accord-
ingly, it is interesting to observe that the terdew” from the start was
predominantly a terminology used by outsiders, whén it occurs as a
self-designation, it does so in contexts that spdalealing with outsiders
(e.g., 2 Macc 2:21; 6:6; 8:1; 11:25; 14:38)hus, the Jewish authors used
the term “Jew” as a way of identifying themselvgsaAay of emphasizing
exclusiveness and distinction from oth&($think the same goes for the
term “Christian”; it is from the beginning an “oider” term?)

This highlights the questions of the identity of thne who is defining
“ethnicity.” Is he/she an insider or an outsidetisTbecomes patrticularly
salient when it comes to the complex task of defjrnlewish identity.As
is well known, first-century Judaism is best ddsedi in the plural, as
Judaisms (at least in an ideological meaning). Hetleere were several
Jewish groupings in the first century that clainede “Jews” but did not
accept the self-definitions of other Jewish groups.

Moreover, there were obviously Jews who manifestylonger prac-
ticed Judaism and non-Jews who did. On the one,ltaece were Jews
by birth in the Hellenistic era who assimilatedte non-Jewish world to
the extent of abandoning Jewish customs (e.g., 8¢cMa3). And they

L Cf. Lieu 2004, 286-293.

2 For example, in 2 Maccabees the climax of oppoessi reached when “it was not possi-
ble to observe the Sabbath or to keep the ancdestivals, or even to admit to being a
Jew” (Iovdaiov 6poloyeiv gival, 6:6). By their minds and manners the Jews ereated
boundary between themselves and the rest of humamét non-Jews (i.e., “the Gentiles”).
At the core of Jewish Diaspora, identity was foumdhe notion of shared ethnicity or in
the ethnic bond, expressed in the combination oEstnyand custom. The Jews in the
Diaspora claimed their right to be different, toflee “to live according to their ancestral
customs” (2 Macc 11:25).

% So Dunn 1999, 180.

* See Horrell 2007.

5 In a lengthy discussion about the central threfadewish identity in the Diaspora, John
Barclay (1996, 399—-443) draws attention to seviabrs that belonged to and articulated
Jewish Diaspora identity: a common sense of ancestd history, of being a “nation,”
common festivals and feasts, Sabbath gatheringsolsdrvance, collection of temple
dues, links with the “homeland,” Jerusalem andtémeple, the Law/Jewish Scriptures, the
figure of Moses, the rejection of alien, pluralistind iconic cults, separatism at meals and
male circumcision.
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were still counted as “Jew8.0n the other hand, there were people with-
out Jewish ancestry, non-Jews, who joined themsetaethe Jewish
community to such a degree that it became postibtalk of such “be-
coming Jews” (Josephugnt. 20.38; the example concerns the Gentile
ruler lzates). Thus, J. M. G. Barclay concludekit‘was possible to be a
Jew yet abandon one’s heritage, or to be a nonahelyet somehow be-
come one, the old one-to-one correspondence betiheemation and the
Jewish way of life could no longer hold.”

Accordingly, in the setting of the Empire a non-Jeauld likely have
called a non-Jew practicing Judaism “a Jew.” Timsld support in the
classic passage from Dio Cassibsst. Rom.37.16.5-17.1, more or less
drawing the conclusion that anyone who is devotedeawish practices
can be called %ovdaiog, a “Jew.®

However, most Jews would likehyot have called a non-Jew practicing
Judaism or Jewish customs “a Jew,” at least naeerims of ancestry. In
fact, Diaspora evidence demonstrates that Geniége never completely
accepted as real “Jews” by other Jews; a non-Jepvizelyte normally
never achieved equality with ethnically born JéwRor example, the
Mishnah (. Bik.1:4) separates between a real Jew and a proselyte a
came to how the proselytes ought to pray; a Geptibselyte should not
call the fathers of Israel “their fatherS.’A non-Jew could thus be a Jew
in practice—converting to Judaism and joining te&i3h community—
but not in descertt.

5 For further examples, see Barclay 1998, 83—89.

" Barclay 1996, 404.

8 A similar view may also be found in PlutardBic. 7.5-6; EpictetusDisc. 2.9.19-21;
Martial, Ep. 7.82; SuetoniudDom 12.2.

® Shaye Cohen (1989) identifies seven ways for ail@en show respect or affection for
Judaism: 1) admiring some aspect of Judaism; 2)aeledging the power of the god of
the Jews or incorporating him into the pagan panth&) benefiting the Jews or being
conspicuously friendly to Jews; 4) practicing soonenany of the rituals of the Jews; 5)
venerating the god of the Jews and denying or iggothe pagan gods; 6) joining the
Jewish community, and 7) converting to Judaism‘@edoming a Jew.” For people judg-
ing religious practice from the outside (a non-3wperspective), it would probably have
been enough for a Gentile to express criteria numbend 5 to be reckoned as a Jewish
convert. Thus, if one only knew what to say anditlegems to have been rather easy to
pass as a Jew in Roman eyes. From a Jewish pevepttiugh, it is doubtful if even
criteria number 6 and 7 would have been enough.

10 A proselyte could not say, “Which the Lord has swto our fathers, to give unto us”
m. Bik.1:4).

El This is also confirmed by the Aphrodisias Jewisscription (mentioning altogether 69
names) where gentile “God-fearers” (52 names) @&tnduished from “Jews.” Further-
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Thus, | agree with Leander that in the eyes ofraJew, “there was no
difference between a Jew and a proselyte.” Butrbis-Jewish perspec-
tive must be distinguished from a Jewish perspectior example, the
“mixed multitude” Leander refers to in the Exodusst, those that fol-
lowed Israel out of Egypt, may correctly be desmlitas Jewish sympa-
thizers, even as “Jews” by the outsiders, but andt by the Jews them-
selves. When Philo talks about those Egyptians jehwed the Jewish
people who went out of Egypt, he clearly distingeis them from real
Jews, even speaking of this group as “an illegiténtowd with a body of
genuine citizens’Nlos.1.147).

Concerning the example of the Ethiopian eunuclyrée with Leander
that he was probably regarded as a Jew in termeligious practices.
However, | doubt that he was a Jew in terms of stnger that other Jews
would ever have accepted him as a “Jew,” in pdeicsince Jews in gen-
eral despised eunuctfsin his commentary on Acts, C. K. Barrett con-
cludes concerning this eunuch that “he was notra bew but an Ethiopi-
an,” even adding, “as an eunuch he could not hacerne a proselyte?
| doubt that Leander’s way of arguing from the gtiome of Acts that the
eunuch must have been a Jew holds 'fritere Leander seems to stretch
the evidence in order to substantiate his argumeatit a “hybrid ethnici-
ty.”

The same goes for the example of “the midwiveefHebrews,” be-
ing calledivriyot (nava, Exod 1:15)7° Leander suggests that these wom-
en were Egyptian women who were regarded as “madeidat it means
to be a true Israelite.” This may be correct, uthe context it is more
natural to interpret them as Hebrew women withagpHebrew names
(Shiphrah and Pual¥j.

more, according to rabbinic law the peculiarityacfentile proselyte was inherited; the son
of a proselyte had the legal status of his fathe®id.4:15) unless his mother was a native
Jew.

12 Deut 23:1 (“No one whose testicles are crushedhmse penis is cut off shall be admit-
ted to the assembly of therp”) was regularly interpreted to mean that eunucksevio

be excluded from God's assembly.

13 Barrett 1994, 425. Cf. Witherington 1998, 296: “ttruld not be a full-fledged Jew.”

14 Acts 8 marks a transition from the mission amdmegy dJews (Acts 1-7) to the mission
among the non-Jews (Acts 10 and on). Philip fistggto the Samarians (semi-Jews) and
then to the Ethiopian eunuch (“a God-fearing heifr).

15 The termmav was according to BDB the word for an Israelite t‘fru the words of a
foreigner,” particularly used in order to distinghilsraelites from foreigners.

6 S0 most commentators (see, e.g., Hyatt 1971, §0—61
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2. The Complexity of Defining the “Ethnicity”
of Paul

Leander’s test case in defining “ethnicity” in tearly Christian move-

ment is Paul, the apostle. Leander does this vaititian, for as he says, to
categorize scholarship is always a risky busindsssuggests four differ-
ent categories:

Judaism as ethnic; Paul as non-ethnic
Judaism as ethnic; Paul as multi-ethnic
Judaism and Paul as ethnic

Judaism and Paul as ethnically hybrid

PR

Leander’s conclusion is that both Judaism and &auhybrids in terms of
ethnicity. | find the overview of these categoredpful, although I think
that all of these categories may contain some .ti&itice it is all a matter
of definition, it is not a matter of either or—esjadly not as it comes to
Paul. Paul was definitely a JéWalthough a peculiar one. As it comes to
defining the socio-ethnic identity of Paul, Pauhisslippery” person. For
example, James Dunn speaks of Paul as a persomanvittentity “in tran-
sition,” and John Barclay calls him “an anomaloexs.J'®

First, | think one may say that Paulnen-ethnicin his theology, i.e.,
Christ-believing Gentiles are not Jews, eithernoestral origin or in reli-
gious practice. Paul creates categories that moigide definitions based
on origin and religious practice. A classic exampfethis is Romans
2:28-29:

For a person is not a Jew who is one outwardly,i:idrue circumcision
something external and physical. Rather, a pers@nJew who is one in-
wardly, and real circumcision is a matter of tharhe-it is spiritual and
not literal. Such a person receives praise not fothers but from God.
(Rom 2:28—-2NRsV).

In some way or the other, Paul here redefines tineept of “ethnicity.”

Paul thus moves outside the realm of ethnic démstas public identity
markers into a spiritual and a universal realnthis meaning | believe it
is correct to designate him as non-ethnic.

174 am a Hebrew” (2 Cor 11:22; cf. Phil 3:5); “I aam Israelite” (Rom 11:1).
18 Barclay 1996, 381-95; Dunn 1999, 174, 193.
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Secondly, | find it also legitimate to talk abouuP asmulti-ethnig
i.e., Christ-believing Gentiles are Jews in practit not in origin. Paul
advocates Jewish moral standards for the Gentildshis paraenetical
sections are full of Jewish ethics (e.g., Rom 1&hough Christ-
believing Gentiles are not Jews in an ethnic s€nse of Jewish origin
and ancestry), they are to live in many ways likess) and adopt certain
Jewish customs (refusing public sacrifices, keepiegyish moral stand-
ards, celebrating a day of rest, etc.). Nevertselas argued above, they
would most likely never have been accepted as Bgwise Jews.

However, at the same time as Paul devalues theingeah religious
practices when he defines the identity of the Glimdievers, he allows
people of Jewish origin to continue to circumciseirt sons and to keep
certain days and food laws, but he reacts when lpeafpnon-Jewish
origin are required to keep the same customs. IHesdif takes stance
with “the strong” (those who do not keep certaigsdand foods laws) in
Rome—not primarily an ethnic category though—wheruhges them to
take care of “the weak” ones (Rom 14-15). Furtheembe strongly re-
acts when Jewish purity laws keep Christ-believdegis from eating to-
gether with Christ-believing non-Jews (Gal 2:11-T#)us, it is not cer-
tain customs that define the true Christ-believer.

Thirdly, you may also define Paul athnig i.e., Christ-believing Gen-
tiles are Jews in origin but not in practice. Paegsignates Christ-
believing Gentiles as true “heirs and sons of Abrah(Gal 3; Rom 4).
His vision of unity in Christ is thus a vision afwlish ethnicity, at least in
a symbolic universe or in a spiritual meaning. Heare | do not think—
and Leander also points this out—that this meargegtion of their pre-
vious ancestral identity. And, as several Jewisitstendicate, non-Jews
would never have been accepted as “Jews” by Jewgneral on these
premises.

Fourthly, Leander makes an important point whesgeaks of Paul as
hybrid, i.e., Christ-believing Gentiles are a hybrid dfiréc identities. In
Christ there are both “Jevesd Greeks”; together they form an inclusive
identity in Christ. Although not applying the temology of “hybridity,”
several scholars have made a similar point prelyjo&sr example, N. A.
Dahl argues in an article from 1964 that Paul duossask Jews or Gen-
tiles to give up their ethnic identities: “As Chians, Gentiles should
remain part of the ethnic group from which they eafreek, Galatian, or
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whatever.*® But the church, he continues, must embody theciplian of
impartiality.

However, | wonder why Leander only elaborates otenl from Ex-
odus and Acts in this section. When speaking of Baithybrid,” why not
deal more explicitly with Paul and the Pauline $&xEor example, Lean-
der may here have referred to Paul being a Jehetddéws and a Greek to
the Greeks:

To the Jews | became as a Jew, in order to win.JEav$hose under the
law | became as one under the law (though | mysalhot under the law)
so that | might win those under the law. To thostside the law | became
as one outside the law (though | am not free fromd'&law but am under
Christ's law) so that | might win those outside th&. (1 Cor 9:20-22
NRSV)

It is striking that Paul as a Jew here speaks etdming as a Jew.” Of
course, he must refer to religious and culturatficas, not of ancestry.
This reminds us of the continuous need to defirreuse of the term “eth-
nicity.” Anyway, being a Jew and “being a non-Jeas not incompatible
for Paul. Being of Jewish ancestry and behaving éiknon-Jew is thus not
a contradiction. This must, in some way or the Qthave meant an adop-
tion of a “hybrid” ethnicity, at least in practice.

Furthermore, Leander could also have profited freferring to the
Lukan texts that speak of Paul as a Jew with baBreek and a Roman
citizenship. Paul was a remarkable mix of ethrasitia Hellenistic Jew of
the Greek city of Tarsus who owned Roman citizgngiicts 21:39;
22:25-28). One may also consider the passage dfdraumcising the
Greek citizen Timothy (having a Greek father andesvish mother) in
order to give him a “Jewish passport” (Acts 16:1+8re we have sever-
al examples of the “hybridity” that Leander is laug for.

Finally, one may wonder if the idea of looking fbiybrid ethnic iden-
tities” in Paul is not a rather modern project goresl by today’s interest
in looking for “resources to counter ethnic preggdiand racism” (Lean-
der’s conclusion). As Charles Cosgrove concludesshivey of Paul and
ethnicity in modern biblical research, “the ideattbthnicities, as cultural
heritage, deserve social protection is a moders, idff the intellectual
map of ancient Mediterraneans, including Paul. hothn Paul opposes

19 Dahl 1977, 108. This article was originally pubbs inNorsk Teologisk Tidsskrifh
1964.
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it, nothing implies it.*® Of course, modern interests in the study of ancien
texts are not inappropriate—as long as we are pedpa accept that the
texts do not always contain the answers and ideaarevlooking for.

3. The Complexity of Defining Early Christian
“Ethnicity” in the Context of the Empire

The setting of dealing with issues of “ethnicity’ lLeander’s paper is “the
context of the empire.” Here it would have beereliesting if Leander
would have further developed this socio-politicattieg in defining “eth-
nicity,” i.e., defining “ethnicity” in the contexaf the Roman Empirel his
also gives interesting aspects on the complexitydefining ethnicity
among the early Christ-believers.

| have tried to demonstrate elsewhere that theogualitical setting of
the Empire caused some Gentile Christ-believecirtomcise and to live
like Jews in order to be counted as Jews and g¢hgyany Jewish social
and religious privileges from RoméThey were attracted to Jewish “eth-
nicity” and Jewish customs not only for religioumasons (“Abraham’s
sons”) but also for socio-political reasdhsThus, | would argue, there
were early Christ-believing Gentiles who obtained adopted a “hybrid”
identity in order to escape hardships and persmtutdowever, Paul
seems to warn Christ-believing Gentiles not touwincise themselves in
order to be counted as Jews in the eyes of the aithorities. It is in this
setting, referring to his own Jewish ancestry attigeshce in keeping the
Jewish customs, that Paul says: “I have sufferedass of all things, and
| regard them as rubbish, in order that | may datimist and be found in
him” (Phil 3:8—-9anRsV).?

20 cosgrove 2010, 96-97.

2L See Tellbe 2001.

223, J. D. Cohen (1993, 40) explains, “In situatiofere status as a Jew conferred privi-
leges and/or esteem, that status will have beeatedwy outsiders, and we may be sure
that as a result some non-Jews converted to Judmishothers simply declared them-
selves to be Jews. The Jews of Rome and of thes @fi Asia Minor and Syria enjoyed a
wide range of legal privileges, and at times wergaly and economically prominent; in
the Roman legal system the Jews of Egypt occupipldae above that of Egyptians. In
these environments gentiles would have had stroogntive to declare themselves to be
Jews, and it would have been relatively easy fentho do so, especially in places where
the Jewish community was large.”

3 See Tellbe 1994.



Mikael Tellbe: Response to Hans Leander 93

In this socio-political setting Paul thus seemautge Christ-believing
non-Jews, as well as Christ-believing Jews, noelpon a Jewish identi-
ty—or any other ethnic identity for that sake—irder to escape hard-
ships. In conclusion, as time went by and “the ipgrof the ways” be-
came a social reality, the early Christian moventsveloped into a uni-
versal movement, a “hybrid” ethnic movement withnpathnic identities
and with a well-defined religious locus of their nomon self-
understanding that held them together and made thiena new people,
namely their common identity in Jesus Christ.
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