
Remains of the Jews: The Holy Land and Christian Empire 
in Late Antiquity
by Andrew S. Jacobs. Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2004, xiv + 
249 pgs.

A revised version of the author’s 2001 Duke University doctoral disserta-
tion, this book explores the ways in which the early Christian Holy Land 
functioned as a site of the formation of explicitly Christian imperial pow-
er. It emerges from the author’s concern for language and power, both 
Christian and Jewish, drawing in particular on post-colonial criticism. 

Chapter 1 presents a methodological introduction dealing for the most 
part with the relevance of post-colonial criticism to the study of Christians 
and Jews in Late Antique and Byzantine Palestine. The following chapters 
are divided into two parts. The first, chapters 2–3, relates to what Jacobs 
calls “discourses of knowledge,” that is, “the ways Christians inscribed 
their own appropriation and construction of imperial knowledge through, 
around, with, or from the Jews of the Holy Land” (p. 16). In this section, 
the author studies a number of Christian authors of the fourth and early 
fifth centuries, and especially Eusebius of Caesarea, Cyril of Jerusalem, 
Epiphanius of Salamis, and Jerome. The Jews depicted in the writings of 
these authors are, perhaps not surprisingly, inferior, and this is so, ironi-
cally, even in the case of Jerome, who studied Hebrew and the Bible with 
Jews in order to produce his commentaries and his Latin translation. 

The second part, “discourses of power,” chapters 4–5, examines repre-
sentations of Christian power in the Holy Land and especially displays 
of Christian authority over Jews. The “triumph” of Christianity was the 
result of literary pursuits depicting that very triumph of Christianity 
over Judaism as well through a vast Christian building campaign in the 
Holy Land—including such cities as Jerusalem—in order to obliterate the 
Jewish past as well as to strengthen the Christian presence and control 
over formerly Jewish real estate. The book concludes with a brief chapter 
that reconsiders Jewish-Christian relations and the author’s particular 
contribution to the continuing academic debate.

This is an extensive and well-constructed book. The use of post-colonial 
criticism is novel and thought-provoking, and provides many new and 
interesting readings of relevant ancient literature. Jacobs makes his 
case with skill and enthusiasm. However, for those not accustomed to 
reading history (and especially ancient history) within a post-colonial 
framework, it is not always easy to follow the author’s language and argu-
ments. Moreover, it is far from clear that nineteenth-to-twentieth-century 
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European imperialism, the reality that gave impetus to post-colonial the-
ory, is sufficiently similar to that of the Roman-Byzantine world to justify 
the use of this research tool, although its use regarding the ancient world 
seems to be freer of any post-colonial political agenda. Jacobs is aware 
of this problem but answers that the “Holy Land provides a particularly 
rich site for the analysis of asymmetrical power relations based not only 
on theological or intellectual suppositions but on the very real material 
and economic configuration and appropriation of ‘other’ space” (p. 10). 
The Holy Land is understood by the author to be “a ‘contact zone’: a ‘so-
cial space’… where disparate cultures meet, clash, and grapple with each 
other, very often in asymmetrical relations of domination and subordina-
tion” (p. 10). After having made his case as to the acceptability of using 
post-colonial criticism in the study of Roman-Byzantine Palestine, the 
author moves on to explaining the mechanics of post-colonial criticism 
in general and its relevance to the issues discussed.

According to Jacobs, recent studies on the interaction between 
Christians and Jews have tended to avoid discussions of Christians and 
political power in the Holy Land, imagining either disjointed commu-
nities of Christians and Jews or else a patchwork of such communities. 
There has also been little discussion of how the formation of imperial 
Christianity—that is, Christianity associated with the Roman Empire—
might create new assumptions on the part of Christians and Jews. Within 
the realm of colonial discourse, this new reality of imperial authority in 
the Holy Land would invite the examination of the Jew playing the role 
of colonial “subaltern,” the dominated object of fear and envy that the 
Christian might make into his own colonial shadow.

The author’s aim is to discuss Christian discourse on Jews—that is, to 
discuss Christian texts produced and circulated from a Christian point of 
view—and the possibilities for Jewish resistance that it constructed. The 
discussion is limited to those “possibilities,” because the author does not 
examine Jewish literature. There are two reasons for this. The first is his 
lack of training in rabbinic literature “to the degree that I am trained in 
patristic literature” (p. 13).1 The second is that he feels that he can learn of 
the Jewish response through Christian writers who “speak Jewishly.” It is 

 1 The author refers to the work of Cynthia Baker, Steven Fine, and Hayim Lapin, 
who approach the history of Palestinian Jewry from the perspective of colonial dis-
course analysis and have shared their work with him (p. 13, n. 40). The bibliography, 
however, makes no mention of works by either Fine or Baker and cites only one article 
by Lapin, from 1996. This author’s work is published in a series among whose edi-
tors is Daniel Boyarin, and he mentions Boyarin’s “forthcoming” Border Lines: Hybrids, 
Heretics, and the Partition of Judeo-Christianity (which eventually appeared without the 
Hommi Bhabhaian “Hybrids” in its title), but little use is made of his work.
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possible in his view to learn about Jews, Judaism, and potential Jewish re-
sistance to Christian imperial power from Christian writings. Neither of 
these claims does justice to the topic at hand. While the first excuse might 
have been acceptable for a dissertation, it is certainly not for a work of 
published scholarship. Also, if most post-colonial criticism is grounded 
in the work of the colonized, namely, the Jews, the author would seem 
to be presenting a skewed view of these “Jewish possibilities of resist-
ance.” It is impossible to understand the loci of power, both Christian and 
Jewish, if no attempt is made to understand the Jewish reaction without 
the Christian filter.2 

This is especially true regarding the clear-cut Jewish responses to 
Christian power motifs found in midrashic literature.3 There has been 
much work on the Judeo-Christian polemic as found in this literature, 
and to ignore such expressions of the colonized Jewish voice is problem-
atic for a book dealing with “remains of the Jews.” While the author is 
entitled to portray Christian constructions of Jews, his own work leads 
to the conclusion that the Jews constructed a firm posture of opposition 
to the new Christian imperial realities in the Holy Land. Thus, his thesis 
might have even been strengthened by the inclusion of at least a few real 
Jewish reactions, particularly since there were pointed Jewish respons-
es to such sensitive matters as the building of the Church of the Holy 
Sepulcher and the ensuing Encaenia festival.4

Another problem with the book relates to the author’s understanding 
of the history of Late Antique and Byzantine Palestine. While the au-
thor is not so much interested in history as in perceptions of power and 
knowledge and in the representation of self and “other,” an understand-
ing of this cannot be achieved without serious reference to the history 
of the peoples and the land, in spite of the methodological problems this 
may generate.

Thus, for example, Jacobs’ discussion of contemporary Jews and 
Judaism, as well as the relative formative biblical background, in light 

 2 As stated, the author is aware of this weakness, and it has not escaped the critical 
eye of earlier reviewers, although some are more forgiving than others. For criticism, 
see, for instance, the reviews by James Carlton Paget in The Journal of Ecclesiastical 
History 57 (2006), pp. 554–555, and Lincoln Blumnell in the Canadian Journal of History 
41 (2006), pp. 103–104. Compare, however, the review of Marina Greatrex in AJS Review 
29 (2005), pp. 369–370, which ignores this problem. 
 3 For example, see Joshua Schwartz, “The Encaenia of the Church of the Holy 
Sepulcher, the Temple of Solomon, and the Jews,” Theologische Zeitschrift 43 (1987),  
pp. 265–281. See also Lieve M. Teugels, Aggadat Bereshit (Leiden: Brill; Jewish and 
Christian Perspectives 4, 2001).
 4 Schwartz, “Encaenia,” and the literature cited there.
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of the Onomastikon of Eusebius of Caesarea is puzzling. How can we 
understand Eusebius’ textual “mapping” of contemporary Jews if the au-
thor never asks why so many of the eleven Jewish villages mentioned by 
Eusebius are in Daroma, that is, the southern Mount Hebron region?5 
Eusebius mentions only three Christian villages, one village of Ebionites 
and one of Samaritans. Not a single “mixed” village is mentioned, al-
though there are “double villages.”6 If the geography of the Onomastikon 
is dependent to a great extent on Roman road maps, making its de-
mographic contribution rather limited, then the author’s evaluation of 
the depiction of the Jew and his integration into the scope of Christian 
knowledge and identity might need revision.

There are numerous examples of such problems throughout the book. 
In order to understand “us [Christians] and the Jews,” especially when 
described in some of the Christian literature in close physical and con-
ceptual proximity, it is necessary to analyze the sources cited at least in 
some sort of quasi-historical manner. “Their spectacle can be made into 
Christian spectacle, and their presence can add a particular appropriate 
flavor to the sites of Christian pilgrimage” (p. 130). To this end, the au-
thor cites the tradition of the sixth-century Christian traveler Antoninus 
of Piacenza regarding Jews and Christians praying in the same basilica 
in Mamre, in the Hebron region, on December 26, separated only by the 
chancel screen. In actuality, Antoninus combines the Mamre and Hebron 
traditions, and the description is of the Cave of the Doubles in Hebron, 
the traditional burial site of the patriarchs, and this should have been 
clear to the author from the beginning of the tradition that mentions the 
patriarchs.7 

There are numerous conundrums here. Are these Jews local? If not, 
where are they from? What is the significance of the date for the Jews? Does 
this peaceful cooperation reflect any type of historical, social, or religious 
reality, as some historians have suggested? Is the tradition of Antoninus 

 5 See, for example, Joshua Schwartz, Jewish Settlement in Judaea after the Bar-Kochba 
Revolt until the Arab Conquest (Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 1986), pp. 16–19, 92–109 
[Hebrew]. The following two works on the Onomastikon should be added to the au-
thor’s bibliography: G.S.P. Freeman-Grenville, Rupert L. Chapman III, and Joan E. Taylor, 
Palestine in the Fourth Century A.D.: The Onomastikon by Eusebius of Caesarea (Jerusalem: 
Carta, 2003); and R. Steven Notley and Ze’ev Safrai, Eusebius, Onomasticon: The Place 
Names of Divine Scripture (Leiden: Brill; Jewish and Christian Perspectives 9, 2005).
 6 The author’s understanding of kome megiste Ioudaion (“large Jewish villages”;  
p. 36, n. 57) as mixed villages is simply not correct and reflects a lack of familiarity with 
the administrative terminology of Eusebius. 
 7 On this tradition and on relevant bibliography, see Ora Limor, Holy Land Travels: 
Christian Pilgrims in Late Antiquity (Jerusalem: Yad Izhak Ben-Zvi, 1998), p. 180, n. 40, 
p. 237n. [Hebrew].
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dependent upon that of other Christian travelers, and to what extent was 
the Cave of the Doubles appropriated into the Christian itinerary? And 
what is the relationship of this site to the real Mamre, or Terebinthos, site 
of the famous summer fair frequented by Jews, Christians, and pagans, 
and taking place in close proximity to the Constantinian church erected 
at the site?8 All of this bears on the rhetoric of Jews and Christians here 
and should not be ignored by the author.

Sometimes complicated answers are sought for what seems simple, 
at least when normative tools of historical research are used. Why are 
the sixth-century Jews not able to move the bench on which Jesus sat 
as a child, described in the account of Antonius, out of their Nazareth 
synagogue (pp. 127–128)? While a discussion of the appropriation of the 
space of the “other” might be helpful, so might an understanding of the 
demographic and political realities of the time. There still might have 
been a large and strong Jewish presence in the Galilee that allowed the 
Jews to remain in Nazareth and to be even nominally in control of sites 
important and holy to Christians, but there was also a political reality, 
and the Byzantine Christian government ruled. Both sets of players could 
not ignore this reality; rather, they just had to grit their teeth and play by 
the political and/or demographic rules. The Jews were too strong to be 
evicted from the synagogue, but they were not strong enough to “close 
down” Christian tourist sites that happened to be in a synagogue. This 
reality, the tension between possession and function of holy sites in the 
land of Israel among different religions, exists even today. To be sure, 
though, if the Jews also had political control, they probably would have 
thrown out the bench at their first opportunity.

According to Jacobs, for the fourth-century-C.E. Bordeaux pilgrim, 
the Jews are no more alive than the scriptural ghosts surrounding them 
(p. 114). However, the author never really asks why there is so much bibli-
cal (that is, Old Testament) material and relatively so little New Testament 
material in the itinerary of this pilgrim. While it may be possible to claim 
that Jews there are “ghosts,” at least they are prominently there, so much 
so that some scholars attributed the work not to a Christian author, but 
to a Jew or Judeo-Christian, although these views are not accepted today.9 
From a demographic point of view, there were really not many Christians 
in Palestine in the first third of the fourth century, and the process of 

 8 See Yoram Tsafrir et al., Tabula Imperi: Romani Iudaea Palaestina: Eretz Israel in 
the Hellenistic, Roman and Byzantine Periods (Jerusalem: The Israel Academy of Arts 
and Sciences, 1994), s.v. Mamre, Terebinthos, Botana, pp. 177–178.
 9 See Limor, Holy Land Travels, pp. 21ff. and the bibliography there.
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Christianization had barely begun. Perhaps Jacobs is right in the text’s 
depiction of Jews, but this might be because of Christian lack of con-
fidence and strength. Without historical and demographic analysis, we 
cannot determine whether the author’s reading is correct.

The same problem exists in the author’s discussion of the fourth-century-
C.E. Christian pilgrim Egeria, who visits Sedima (Salem) (p. 121).10 The 
author might be right that the land and its scriptural traditions have been 
Christianized. The land becomes for the Christians the text they venerate. 
But in that same tradition, why does it take so long for the monk guides 
to mention the activities of John the Baptist so close by at Aenon near 
Salem? Indeed they would not have done so had Egeria not remembered 
the possible connection.11 Jacobs, in keeping with the reticence of monks, 
does not mention this either. They may be expropriating Jewish tradi-
tion, but it seems to derive from a feeling of Christian inferiority, similar 
to the phenomenon of Temple envy relating to the Jewish Temple and, 
ultimately, to the Church of the Holy Sepulcher.12 By ignoring historical 
grounding and the Jewish tradition, the author makes it difficult to prove 
possible legitimate readings of his work.

Perhaps it would be better for us all to follow the practice of Jerome. 
While Jerome wanted to turn Jewish knowledge into Christian knowl-
edge and the Jewish terra sancta into a Christian one, he realized that this 
could be done only “on the spot” (p. 83). Jerome had to see the biblical 
land, and he was not afraid to make use of and learn from local Jews in 
order to understand it. While these Jews may have been constructed into 
the “Judaeus biblicus,” and while Jerome may have engaged in academic 
imperialism, it was all based on an attempt to build upon historical un-
derstanding. He was willing to travel, and he was willing to “sweat” (p. 68) 
learning Hebrew, whether this was an act of colonizing or just a reflection 
of the difficulties this Westerner faced with a Semitic language. 

One last point of criticism may seem petty to others, especially outside 
the State of Israel, but is important to this reviewer. The author appar-
ently does not read modern Hebrew and makes no reference to works 
of scholarship written in that language. Speaking in the author’s terms, 
this is a marginalization of a good deal of Israeli scholarship, turning it 

 10 Tsafrir et al., Tabula, s.v. Salem III, Salumias, p. 219. 
 11 Tsafrir et al., Tabula, p. 58, s.v. Aenon. Cf. Joshua Schwartz, “John the Baptist, 
the Wilderness and the Samaritan Mission,” in Gershon Galil and Moshe Weinfeld, eds., 
Studies in Historical Geography and Biblical Historiography Presented to Zecharia Kallai 
(Leiden-Boston-Koeln: Brill, 2000), pp. 104–117.
 12 See Hugh Nibley, “Christian Envy of the Temple,” Jewish Quarterly Review, n.s. 
50 (1959), pp. 97–123.

Hebraic Political Studies     147



into a silent “other.” There is much written in Hebrew on Late Antique 
and Byzantine Palestine in general, including on patristics and on the 
Christian pilgrims and not only on Jews and their literature. Those who 
undertake the study of Roman-Byzantine Palestine, or the land of Israel, 
must know the relevant languages, ancient or modern. Modern Hebrew 
is definitely one of them.

 In spite of all of the above, Jacobs’ readings are important. They pro-
vide a fresh understanding of the Christian depiction of the “other,” and 
they offer a good description of shifts in Christian discourse, a discourse 
of knowledge and power that claimed the Holy Land for its own. While 
the author provides glimpses of Jewish resistance, we still await the work 
that will integrate the Jewish response into post-colonial criticism and 
theory. For the time being, however, his work represents the beginning 
of the task and is well worth reading.

Joshua Schwartz, Bar-Ilan University and the Shalem Center
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