A Literature Review of Gendered Language and the Construction of Jewish Identity in 2 Maccabees by Joshua Ezra Burns.
Joshua Ezra Burns is an associate professor at the Department of Theology at Marquette University in Milwaukee, his areas of study include Jewish life and thought among the Greeks and Romans, early Jewish and Christian relations, the Dead Sea Scrolls and the Hebrew Scriptures. His works include The Christian Schism in Jewish History and Jewish Memory which was published in 2016.[footnoteRef:1] He has written many other articles, but this literature review is going to focus on his paper Gendered Language and the Construction of Jewish Identity in 2 Maccabees which was published in the Journal of Jewish Identities vol 11 in January 2018 by Johns Hopkins University Press. [1:  Marquette University, Dr Joshua Ezra Burns (2020) <https://www.marquette.edu/theology/directory/joshua-burns.php> [accessed 28 May 2020].] 

Burns thesis was to contribute to the project of contemporary gender theorists who had chosen to look at Classical Jewish texts for signs of non-binary gender identities which were later omitted out of Judaism by regulators of rabbinic orthodoxy. Burns chose the text 2 Maccabees to discuss how Jewish Culture was to become known or identify as “Judaism”, also arguing that the author of 2 Maccabees used gendered language to show that women could be considered as valuable as men, as this changed over the generations as Judaism became more hierarchical.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Joshua Ezra Burns, 'Gendered Language and the Construction of Jewish Identity in 2 Maccabees', Journal of Jewish Identities, 11.1, (2018), 107-122 (p.107).] 

Burns argues that describing “Jews” and “Judaism” in antiquity has been challenged more recently by scholar's, which has caused a problematic situation that has had far-reaching implications for the documentation of the Jewish past. Here Burns criticises the work of Steven Mason who is a distinguished professor of Ancient Mediterranean Religions and Cultures, whose work includes the study of Flavius Josephus a well-known primary source of the First Century CE.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  University of Groningen, Professor Steve Mason (2020) <https://www.rug.nl/staff/s.mason/research/publications.html> [accessed 28 May 2020].] 

Burns states:
“Mason opted to render the generations of ioudaioi documented by Josephus as Judeans, effectively erasing every last Jew from the historian’s work.”[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Joshua Ezra Burns, 'Gendered Language and the Construction of Jewish Identity in 2 Maccabees', Journal of Jewish Identities, 11.1, (2018), 107-122 (p. 107).] 

 Here Burns is referring to the debate caused by an apologetic trend in biblical scholarship which started after the Holocaust in which Christian Theologians felt that some of their texts had an antisemitic trend and the Greek term ioudaios which is used in the New Testament to indicate a Jew, was used to indicate a Jew who were the opponents of Jesus. Burns argues that the animosity felt towards the Jews was now redirected towards the Judeans and as the Judeans no longer existed, they could no longer be offended. This can also be seen in the works of Stephen G. Wilson in his paper “Jew” and related terms in the ancient world where he states that:
“Of the 71 occurrences of the phrase “the Jews” (hoi Ioudaioi) some are neutral or even positive, but approximately 37 of them are patently negative, so much so that their presence in the Christian canon is an embarrassment to many.”[footnoteRef:5] Which is why it could be argued that Mason choose to change the meaning of Ioudaios from Jew to Judean. [5:  Stephen G. Wilson, '"Jew" and related terms in the ancient world', Studies in Religion, 33.2, (2004), 157-171 (p.162).] 


 Burns states that in the opening chapters of 2 Maccabees the two letters that are written, are addressed to the Jews of Ptolemaic Egypt which tells the Jewish community to observe the festival which was recently established by the Hasmonaean kings which today is known as Hanukkah. 2 Maccabees is the first time the term ioudaismos or Judaism is used on record, Burn argues that the author of 2 Maccabees uses the word Judaism to explain what it is to be a Jew. The author implies that it involves land, God, Laws, Jerusalem and the temple. It was not just ancient laws and bloodlines that made a Jew a Jew, but it was the balancing of traditional values with a Hellenised Cultural environment. [footnoteRef:6]  [6:  Joshua Ezra Burns, 'Gendered Language and the Construction of Jewish Identity in 2 Maccabees', Journal of Jewish Identities, 11.1, (2018), 107-122 (p. 110-111).] 

Wilson on his paper “Jew” and related terms in the ancient world, states that by the Common Era the term Ioudaios is translated to mean “Jew” and is has been attributed to political alliances and conquests and acceptance of non-Jews that have chosen to convert in the Hasmonean era. It marked a change in the way that Jews defined themselves they were no longer tied to geography and ethnicity and had to allow for the inclusion of others.[footnoteRef:7] This can also be seen in Shaye J.D. Cohen’s book The Beginnings of Jewishness: Boundaries, Varieties, Uncertainties, he states: [7:  Stephen G. Wilson, '"Jew" and related terms in the ancient world', Studies in Religion, 33.2, (2004), 157-171 (p. 158-159).] 

“Greekness once had been a function of birth and geography but now in the Hasmonean period it became a function of religion and culture. Anyone could become a Hellene or an Ioudaios through a change in values and culture.... Jewishness became an ethno-religious identity.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Shaye J.D Cohen, The Beginnings of Jewishness: Boundaries, Varieties, Uncertainties (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1999), p.137.] 

Burns in his paper also discusses how men and women could be seen behaving “manfully” for Judaism. The author of 2 Maccabees believed that what all Jews had in common was their fatherly honours, laws, feasts and tongue and calls the Israelites their fathers and their country their fatherland. Yet Burns states that the author shows that women are among the individuals whom he ascribes value has been a model of excellence for Judaism. The author states two accounts of Jewish resistance, the first is an old scribe named Eleazar and a unnamed women and her seven sons, Eleazar is executed for “manfully” refusing to eat swine(pigs flesh) and the unnamed women and her sons are each taken to the throne and forcefully challenged to eat polluted meat in which they all refuse and are all executed.[footnoteRef:9]  [9:  Joshua Ezra Burns, 'Gendered Language and the Construction of Jewish Identity in 2 Maccabees', Journal of Jewish Identities, 11.1, (2018), 107-122 (p. 112-113).
] 

Burn’s explains that in Greek literature it was common place to expand the meaning of the word andreia(manly/brave) to courageous women, it relied on the notion that maleness and bravery were linked but at the same time showed that manliness was not just a male characteristic. Burns believes the author thought in these two cases of Jewish resistance that Eleazar proved his masculinity and his Judaism by refusing to submit to the king orders and the women proved her masculinity and her Judaism by showing manly courage that overcome her natural instinct to protect her children from death. The people in these stories are known as the Maccabean martyrs due to their reputation as saints in the Catholic and Orthodox Christian traditions. Burns again criticises Christian theologians as he goes onto say that early Christian theologians tended to claim Israel’s people who inspired or influenced others as their own.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Joshua Ezra Burns, 'Gendered Language and the Construction of Jewish Identity in 2 Maccabees', Journal of Jewish Identities, 11.1, (2018), 107-122 (p. 113).] 

Burn’s concludes by saying that 2 Maccabees corrects the assumptions and ongoing debates and that “Judeans were in fact “Jews”. They did not practise the Judaism of the Talmud or the 21st century but established their own Jewishness that was neither just a religion nor just an ethnicity. He concludes that the author of 2 Maccabees believed that Hellenism was not just a Greek concept and that it was also Jewish. He chooses to portray women as defenders of Judaism on an equal footing as men if only in their courage and commitment to Judaism and showed no noticeable gender anxiety that was later shown by the rabbinic sages. Burn concludes that the author expressed his ideas on sex and gender by using contemporary Greek terminology which showed that male and female and also Jewish and Hellenistic traits could co-exist in the same body. Burn’s finally concludes that the female martyrs acted with masculine bravery as they challenged their Roman tormentors. The lesson to be learned from the stories of the martyr’s and 2 Maccabees is that faith should exceed fear in the face of mortal punishment.[footnoteRef:11]    [11:  Joshua Ezra Burns, 'Gendered Language and the Construction of Jewish Identity in 2 Maccabees', Journal of Jewish Identities, 11.1, (2018), 107-122 (p. 115-116).
] 

 This articles thesis is clear and easy to understand, Burns contributes to the project of contemporary gender theorists by analysing 2 Maccabees for non-binary gender identities by concluding that the author shows no gender anxiety when portraying women on an equal     footing as men, if only in their commitment and courage to Judaism he shows that women can also be seen as manly and portray masculine bravery in the face of adversary when confronted by Roman tormentors. On first reading this article it can come across as been bias towards Christianity in that the author  on numerous occasions chooses to  portray Christianity theologians has having animosity towards the Jewish people  and also taking claim to the Maccabean martyr’s as their own. After rereading the article and also reading other sources such as Stephen G. Wilson Burn’s bias towards Christian theologians may be well placed. This article has a long and well-informed bibliography that was accessible and had a good range of sources. This article could be criticised negatively in that 2 Maccabees is a large document and Burns only really acknowledges a few passages throughout his whole article. 
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