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Rabboni Jesus — Confirmation from the Talmud?

David M. Goldenberg

The exchange one year ago between Pope Francis and Prime Minister Netanyahu over the language
spoken by Jesus overshadowed any other news of the pope’s visit to Israel. The pope was right, of
course, Jesus spoke Aramaic, not Hebrew, although Netanyahu could have offered a better rejoinder
than his weak “But he knew Hebrew.” He could have said: “But he prayed in Hebrew.”

Among the proofs that Aramaic was the spoken language of Jesus’ time and place is the evidence of the
New Testament, which no doubt informed the pope’s comment. Of the Aramaic words and phrases
recorded in this text, perhaps the most cited is the word rabbouni (paBBouvi) or rabboni (paBBwvi),
which is how Jesus is referred to by the blind man in Mark 10:51 and by Mary Magdalene in John 20:16.
The text in John glosses the word by adding: “which means teacher.”

Years ago the spelling of this word caused confusion, since Jewish Aramaic and Hebrew texts
traditionally vocalize the first letter with a hirig (as in ribbono shel <olam). But then the patah
vocalization was discovered in Palestinian Targum fragments from the geniza and in Targum Neofiti, as
also in Samaritan Aramaic texts. Some time later it was also found in Hebrew manuscripts. Where the
Mishna in Ta‘anit 3.8 records Honi ha-Ma‘agal’s reference to God as ribbono shel <olam, both MS
Kaufmann and MS Parma vocalize the first word with patah (Kaufmann as rabbuno; Parma as rabbono).
Then geniza liturgical fragments of birkhot ha-shahar (Palestinian rite) turned up with the phrase 7> 120
D'n'71vin vocalized with a patah under the resh.!

MSS Kaufmann and Parma have another point in common: as opposed to the printed editions of the
Mishna, the original text of the manuscripts does not have the words 071y 7w; Kaufmann has them
added above the line, and Parma in the margin (in both cases as clitics, written as one word). As scholars
have noted, this indicates that the original was 1121 alone but a later hand added D71y 7w and extended
the yod of 1121 (which is grammatically required and graphically obvious) to make it into a vav, thus
producing D71y 7w 11120,

!See H. Yalon in Leshonenu 24 (1960) 162; Y. Kutscher, “Leshon hazal,” in Sefer Hanok Yalon (Jerusalem, 1963), pp.
268-271 (reprinted in Kutscher, Mehqarim be-Ivrit uve-Aramit, Jerusalem, 1977, pp. nx-n¥); Z. Ben-Hayyim. ¢lvrit
we-Aramit nusah Shomron 3.2 (Jerusalem, 1967), pp. 37-38. Targum Neofit references are in Michael Sokoloff, A
Dictionary of Jewish Palestinian Aramaic of the Byzantine Period (Ramat-Gan/Baltimore, 1990, 2003), s.v. [121. In
addition to the references in these articles, note that a Syriac version of the original Greek Transitus beatae Mariae
virginis has Mary refer to Jesus as “Rabbuli, the messiah” which W. Wright takes as “Rabbuni, the messiah” (W.
Wright, trans. and notes, Contributions to the Apocryphal Literature of the New Testament, collected and edited
from Syriac Manuscripts in the British Museum, London, 1865), pp. 19, trans.; 28 text; 60 note. The liturgical
fragments: Naftali Wieder, “Ha-sura rabbun bi-mqorot ¢lvriim,” Leshonenu 27-28 (1963-64) 214-217.



The first person possessive suffix recalls the New Testament reference to Jesus as rabbouni /rabboni. In
addition to the New Testament, the word with the first person suffix (‘my teacher’) is commonly found
in several of the Aramaic texts mentioned above. In regard to Hebrew texts, besides MSS Kaufmann and
Parma, 1121 is commonly found in geniza manuscripts of Hebrew midrashic works. A search of the word
on the Friedberg Genizah database (genizah.org) results in 23 hits of 11127, all but one in Hebrew texts,
and that figure does not even take into account cases where the reading is obvious but not certain and
the search results did not therefore include it.”

An interesting example of 1127 in a Hebrew context is found in a reconstructed text of Bavli, ‘Avoda Zara
17a. Here we find the story of R. Eliezer’s arrest for heresy. R. Eliezer, who lived in the second half of the
first century and the beginning of the second century, explained his heresy to R. Akiva as follows
(additions in curly brackets follow the uncensored Munich 95 and Paris 1337 manuscripts):

INY X120 190 UK APyl {"x¥nn 1"y 'T7nn} TNX MRXALE 19 Y 1750 71w 1700 M NNR DYO
D172 17 "MK K71 2"7 0N 0 NIWY? 1Inn ['1a1] Nt PNX X'An X7 (20 0NAT) DONINA AMD Y7 NN
DINY IX2 NDN0N DIPNN Y NAIT ANX TV AXAR DT ANXA [D] (X nom) {"xnn 1"w} 9m™? 0 7
1D7* nonovn.

Translation: | was once walking in the upper market of Sepphoris when | came across one of the
disciples of Jesus the Nazarene, Jacob of Kefar Sekhania by name, who said to me: “It is written in your
Torah, You shall not bring the hire of a harlot . . . into the house of the Lord your God (Deut. 23:19). May
such money be used to build a toilet for the High Priest? | didn’t answer him. He said to me: “Thus Jesus
the Nazarene taught me: For of the hire of a harlot has she gathered them and to the hire of a harlot
shall they return (Micah 1:7) — They came from a place of filth, let them go to a place of filth.”

In place of ....nxap Nt anKn [2] {"Nx¥nn 1"y} 1™ D 7 K, the superior Marx-Abramson
manuscript (JTS Rab 15) of ‘Avoda Zara reads: .... N¥2j NAT ANNN D 12 W' 17 D 7 'nX with an
inserted W over the 3 of 73, and a notation mark inserted above the line between 121 and '3, as seen
below.

® With two exceptions (a piyyut and a medieval letter), all are midrashic texts.



In the printed edition, as well as MSS Paris and Munich, R. Eliezer recounts the disciple’s comments in
direct discourse: “He said to me: ‘It is written in your Torah ....”” and “He said to me: ‘Thus Jesus the
Nazarene taught me/us ...."”” MS JTS, however, presents the first phrase in direct discourse, but the
second in indirect discourse, as indicated by the third person pronominal suffixes in 1IT'7 and 121 (“Thus
Jesus his teacher taught him”). Thus,?

Ed.: ['2] 1TA*7 73 7 X / DONIMa amd 7 X
Paris: ' ™xnN 1w 17 2 7 'R/ 'Muma 'imd 7 '
Munich: ' mx¥nn 1w 2TA? P 7 'R/ DNMa md 7 'R
JTS: 120 1Y 1TA? P[W] Y7 'R/ DdNmd amd 7 '

The change to indirect discourse was, no doubt, what caused the scribe to insert the w above 2. But
clearly direct discourse is called for as indicated by the preceding direct discourse in 213 7 "X in MS
JTS, and in the lack of w in 1w' 1%/ ™™ 72 "7 X in the other witnesses. What would have caused
the (confusing) change to indirect discourse in the MS JTS?

The notation mark above the line between 121 and D gives a clue. That mark points to a marginal
notation. Such notations in this manuscript often refer to another reading of the indicated text.
Unfortunately, whatever the scribe wrote in the left margin has been covered by a strip of paper glued
to the page to strengthen it and prevent its separation from the codex. But | wouldn’t be surprised if the
marginal comment presented the reading 112", like that found in the Kaufmann and Parma manuscripts
of the Mishna Ta‘anit. Perhaps an indication that *2121 was the original reading is the directly following
quote from Micah 1:7, which begins with the word '> (121w NIT [ANX TVI N¥AP NIT ANKNA D). The
anomalous reading of 121 in MS JTS may well have derived from an original 1127, which became ' 120
due to the graphic similarity of kaf and nun, and the fact that the verse in Micah began with '>. Once
1121 became '3 120, other changes were required to conform to the third person suffix of 121 and the
resulting indirect discourse of the text, and so 1 Tn'"7 was changed to ITn"7 and a w was inserted to turn
73 into )oW. The missing ' in the printed edition may also derive from this confusion.

If this reconstruction is correct, not only do we have another case of the Hebrew word 127 with a first
person pronominal suffix (12121 ), but the word is used to refer to Jesus just as it is in the New
Testament. So in addition to the blind man and Mary Magdalene, we have another who called Jesus
1111 — Jacob of Kefar Sekhania, the disciple of Jesus, who taught R. Eliezer an interpretation of a biblical

verse.

The Gospel of John glosses the word 121 as ‘teacher.” Shouldn’t the possessive suffix ('2127) require a
translation ‘my teacher,” just as the Aramaic and Hebrew uses of the word clearly indicate a translation

* The readings from MSS Paris and Munich are taken from |02 2Ixw @'y 7220 TMYNA YW oA TV 1akn= Sol
and Evelyn Henkind Talmud Text Databank.



‘my teacher’?* Not necessarily. A translation without the possessive would be similar to the term
111/Rabbi, in which the suffix lost its possessive meaning (‘my’) and the word, as a frozen term, came to
mean ‘teacher’ or ‘master.” Support for this may be found, although from a later period, in Arabic
literature. The Quran (5:47, 66) preserves the word % (rabbani), which, as the Kisters (father and
son) showed, derives from 1121.° But the word cannot mean ‘my teacher’ because in the Quranic
context it appears in the absolute plural: &% (rabbaniyuna) i.e., ‘teachers.’” In other words, the final
vowel in 1121 did not function as a pronominal suffix, as the Kisters noted. The word, rather, evolved as
a frozen term from an original meaning ‘my teacher’ into the meaning ‘teacher,’ just as John glossed
rabbouni as ‘teacher,” and just as 'a1 evolved in meaning from ‘my teacher/master’ to ‘teacher/master’
(Rabbi), which, incidentally, is how John elsewhere (1:38) translates rabbi (pafp). Y. Kutscher explained
the word |21 (as in 78702 [27) the same way, comparing it with the French monsignor.® In the final
analysis, not only was the pope right that Jesus spoke Aramaic, but the evidence of Jesus’ speech in the
New Testament records precisely the pronunciation and meaning of the Aramaic of his time and place.

% Of the 23 instances recorded in the Friedberg database, all but one are petitions to God as 1120, usually made by
Moses. One (T-S Misc. 36.198 2v, lines 14 and 16) parallel 2121 and "0, ‘my master.” In Aramaic, e.g., Targum
Neofiti translates DN1aX 1ITX in Gen. 24:27 as DNNAX 100,

>M.Y. and Menahem Kister, “ Al Yehudei Arav -- he‘arot,” Tarbiz 48 (1979), pp. 233-234.

ey, Kutscher, “Ha-Aramit shel ha-Shomronim,” in his Mehqgarim be-Ivrit uve-Aramit, Jerusalem, 1977, pp. 201-201.



