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Judea Capta:  
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Judea Capta: Judea is captured.  So states the commemorative coin 

struck by Vespasian communicating the conquest of Jerusalem to the world.i  

On one side, the coin famously features the sneering face of Vespasian; on 

the other, a palm tree, under which stands a Jewish soldier stripped of his 

weapons, his hands bound behind his back, and a Jewish woman in 

mourning.  This week, we saw all these images resurrected.  The medium 

has changed, but the pictures remain: the sneering faces of the enemies of 

Israel; captured soldiers, stripped of all dignity; weeping widows.  Whatever 

one believes about the arrangement made by the Israeli government- and 

evaluating whether or not it was the right approach is not my objective 

today- it is a deeply depressing moment for the Jewish people.  As such, the 

events lend a deeper dimension to our own mourning this Sunday.  The 
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Three Weeks begin with Shiva Asar be-Tammuz and conclude with Tisha 

be-Av, and they are usually seen as commencing and concluding a single 

chain of events.  But as Rav Hirsch has stressed in his essays, the two fasts 

commemorate two very different days, two very different defeats. For the 

Bayit was burned on the ninth of Av; but the battle was essentially over three 

weeks before, when Jerusalem was invaded and Judea’s capital conquered.  

On Tisha be-Av we mourn first and foremost the defeat of the Jewish faith; 

but tomorrow we mark the military and political humiliation of the Jewish 

people in every era, whether by Babylon, Rome, or the hand of Hezbollah.  

This Sunday, then, is the anniversary of Judea Capta.   

 But in the haftarot of the Three Weeks, tragedy is constantly coupled 

with consolation; and so despite the depressing news we must seek some 

source of encouragement.  I believe we can find this source in the Judea 

Capta coin itself.  In various versions of the coin one image frequently 

appears: the palm tree.  The Judean date palm was once a symbol of the 

Jewish state; and this is because the Holy Land was known for the quality of 

its dates and its flourishing palms.  According to an article from the San 

Francisco Chronicle on the subject, “when the Romans invaded ancient 

Judea, thick forests of date palms towering up to 80 feet high and 7 miles 

wide covered the Jordan River valley.”ii  And thus Vespasian included the 
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date palm, known the world over as the symbol of the strength of Judean 

society, in his depiction of Judean downfall.  And indeed, several centuries 

after the Roman conquest the Judean date palm, once the botanical backbone 

of the Jewish economy, disappeared, apparently extinct.  “Today,” the article 

reports, “nothing remains of those mighty forests. The date palms in modern 

Israel were imported, mainly from California.”  But the story does not end 

there.  Forty years ago, the archeological excavators of Masada discovered a 

storage of date seeds from dates that had been stockpiled by the besieged 

defenders of the fortress.  Assuming the seeds were an 

uninteresting artifact, the seeds lay dormant in a 

drawer until they were given to a scientist at the 

Arava Institute in Kibbutz Keturah.  The seeds were 

pretreated in hormone-rich solution and then planted.  

The result?  MSNBC a month ago featured this 

picture with the headline “Palm Resurrected from a 

2000 Year Old Seed.”iii What a striking symbol of the resurrection and 

resilience of the Jewish people and the Jewish state!   

In 1958, long before this occurred, Israel minted a response to Judea 

Capta, featuring free Jews, a man engaged in planting, and a woman playing 

with her child, under a palm tree.iv   A contrast between the Roman and 
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Israeli images provides not just a tale of two 

societies, but also a battle between two 

worldviews: one celebrates violence and death, the 

other life and love; one glories in destruction, the other in planting, building; 

one celebrates people who murder babies, the other celebrates those who 

give birth to babies.   And if the Judean date palm defies extinction, if two-

thousand year old life from Masada flourishes today in the sacred soil of the 

Holy Land even as the glory of all that was Vespasian’s empire is an 

archeological curiosity, if Judea endures even as enemy after enemy is 

consigned to the asheap of history, it is, we believe, because God is not 

neutral in this war of worldviews.  May Sunday be a fast of prayer and 

reflection; may God be nokeim nikmat dam avadav ha-shafuch; and may our 

brethren in captivity merit the true pidyon prophesied in Isaiah: Tziyon 

bemishpat tipadeh, ve-shaveha bitzdaka.    

                                                 
i Image from http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Image:Sestertius_-_Vespasiano_-_Iudaea_Capta-RIC_0424.jpg 
ii Mattew Kalman, San Francisco Chronicle, http://www.sfgate.com/cgi-
bin/article.cgi?f=/c/a/2005/06/12/MNGJND7G5T1.DTL 
iii http://www.msnbc.msn.com/id/25123015/ 
iv Image from 
http://images.google.com/imgres?imgurl=http://www.commem.com/images/State_Medals/SM1_Jud_Capta
_f.JPG&imgrefurl=http://www.commem.com/prod24b.htm&h=300&w=300&sz=39&hl=en&start=3&um=
1&tbnid=ec9vfkGLDbpbgM:&tbnh=116&tbnw=116&prev=/images%3Fq%3Djudea%2Bcapta%26ndsp%
3D20%26um%3D1%26hl%3Den%26sa%3DN 


