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SPIRITUAL CHALLENGES, SUCCESSES,
AND FAILURES

243A The Jews i medieval western Christendom have often been

243B

portrayed as having lived comfortably (or sometimes uncomfortably)
isolated lives, having maintained their ancestral faith effortlessly, and
having pursued their traditional culture with a high level of equa-
mmity and unanimity. While it 1s acknowledged that Jews living in
the medieval Mushm sphere were fully conversant with the culture
surrounding them and were deeply influenced by that culture, the

Jews of western Christendom have often been projected as removed

from the broad majority ambience, unchallenged in their Jewishness,
and sustained solely by their own cultural heritage.' In fact, this
beguiling picture is highly inaccurate. The Jews of medieval west-
ern Christendom were very much a part of the social and culmral
ambience in which they lived, encountered a creative majority milieu
seething with new ideas and ideals, and were profoundly challenged
by their dynamic environment.”

While both majority and minority religious leadership attempted
to limit Christan—Jewish social contact, three factors militated
against truly effective isolation of the Jews 1 medieval western
Christendom — demography, economics, and language. The towns
of medieval western Christendom were very small by modern stan-
dards, and the Jewish communities housed in these small rowns were
minuscule. We recall Benjamin’s portrayal of a few hundred Jews at
most in the urban enclaves of northern Spain and southern France
that he visited. In such small towns with their tiny Jewish communi-
ties, there could be no true isolation of the Jews as desired by both the
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244 The Jews of Medieval Western Christendom

Church hierarchy and the Jewish leadership. Moreover, the economic
circumstances of the Jews reinforced the tendency toward consider-
able Christian—Jewish contact. As noted, the Jewish economy was
anything but variegated; Jews tended to cluster in a limited num-
ber of economic specializations. Such specialization meant that Jews
served the needs of the non-Jewish population and in turn required
a wide range of goods and services from the Christian majority. Such
reciprocal needs obviated a high level of isolation.?

Finally, the linguistic factor reinforced the tendency toward mte-
gration of the Jews. Jews regularly spoke the language of the majority
environment.* To be sure, in medieval western Christendom —unlike
the Islamic sphere — the spoken language differed from the written
language, and the Jews did not use Latin, the written majority Jan-
guage, for their cultural pursuits. Nonetheless, mastery of the local
spoken idiom is obvious. Jacob ben Reuben portrays himself as exiled
from his home community and befriended by a learned Christian,
with no sense of any difficulty in establishing such cordial ties and dis-
cussing complex issues of religious truth. The Barcelona disputation
of 1263, involving the formerly Jewish Friar Paul and the rabbi of
Gerona, Moses ben Nahman, took place in the presence of a multi-
tude of Christians and Jews, with the two protagonists understanding
each other readily and both elements of the audience following the
proceedings with no difficulty. Full Jewish mastery of the majority
spoken language meant ready familiarity with the cultural changes
taking place within majority society.

One more possibility with respect to Jewish engagement within
medieval western Christian society should be raised. and that imvolves
the oft-noted distinction between the areas of the south, where Jews
had long lived and had established deep roots, and the rapidly devel-
oping areas of the north, where Jewish presence was new and has
often been portrayed as isolated. One of the gauges of greater Jewish
distance from majority culture often adduced is the militant Jewish
rejection of conversion in the face of the crusader assaults of 1096.° In
fact, however, the Jews of the north settled rather quickly into their
new environment and adopted for themselves the language of the
majority. The early intellectual giant of the new northern Jewry, the
eleventh-century Solomon ben Isaac of Troyes, author of monumen-
tal commentaries on the Hebrew Bible and the Babylonian Talmud,
regularly explains difficult terminology in both commentaries by cit-
ing the Old French equivalents for problematic Hebrew or Aramaic

245A

245B

Spiritial challenges 245

expressions. The militant Jewish rejection of crusader calls to bap-
tism by no means proves the distancing of these northern Jews from
their environment. To the contrary, it shows these Jews very much
caught up in the religious exhilaration of their environment.’ Both
the older Jewish communities of the south and the younger Jewish
communities of the north were deeply embedded in their milieus.
To be sure, the Jews of the south were more deeply ensconced in
their majority environment, as will be reflected recurrendy in this
chapter. However, neither the Jews of the south nor the Jews of the
north were truly distanced from their Christian surroundings.”

The Jewish polemicists whom we shall shortly discuss attempted to
portray the Christian society in which they found themselves as intel-
lectually and morally inferior. Asa polemical ploy, this tactic is entirely
understandable; it should not, however, be taken as historically accu-
rate. We well know that medieval western Christendom, from the
eleventh century on, embarked on rapid and impressive change in
every sphere, from the technological and economic through the intel-
lectual and spiritual. Integrated into this dynamic environment, the
Jews of western Christendom were deeply challenged by develop-
ments around them.

The first and most overt challenge involved maintaining Jewish
faith. Again, while the medieval Jewish polemicists we shall encounter
attempted to create for their Jewish readers the sense that Christianity
as a religious alternative was contemptible and unthinkable, in fact the
lure of Christendom and Christianity was considerable. It was, after
all, the vigor and vitality of western Christendom that drew Jews to
immigrate; this vigor and vitality extended beyond the realm of the
economic and political. Jews had to be impressed with the achieve-
ments of Christian society and thus by extension of Christanity as
well, although denigration of at least some of those achievements was
important —as we shall see — for maintenance of Jewish identity. More
directly and more tellingly, the Jews of western Christendom were
subjected to powerful conversionist pressures. aimed at separating
them from their ancestral community and faith. New techniques for
confronting Jews with Christan truth claims were introduced, and
new lines of argumentation were essayed. Given the fundamental
appeal of a dynamic majority society and the organized mission-
izing campaign of the Roman Catholic Church, maintenance of

Jewish identity was hardly simple. Jewish leaders had to formulate for
their followers persuasive arguments for maintaining Jewish identity;
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perhaps more important, the institutions of the Jewish community
and the Jewish family had to reinforce Jewish identity and belong-
ingness creatvely.

There was a second, and subtler challenge faced by the Jews of
western Christendom, a challenge that again flowed from the rapid
development of majority civilization in medieval western Christen-
dom. As noted, the period between 1000 and 1500 saw remarkable
advances in every facet of European culture. Jews could hardly remain
oblivious to the cultural evolution taking place around them. This
cultural evolution challenged the Jews of western Christendom to
evaluate and adapt their own cultural and religious traditions to the
new developments taking place in their milien. Faced with an excit-
ing majority culture, the Jews of Europe could ill afford to allow their
own cultural legacy to lag. They had to exercise their creativity to
reassure themselves of the ultimate superiority of their own tradi-
tion. Of course, the pressure for such Jewish creatvity was a func-
tion of the level of majority achievement. In those areas in which
Christian cultural creativity was prominent. such as southern and
northwestern Europe, the goad to Jewish cultural innovation and
creativity was strongest; where Christan creativity was less promi-
nent, such as north-central and northeastern Europe, the pressures
for Jewish cultural innovation and achievement were considerably
weaker.

The rapid cultural and spiritual evolution of western Christendom
and the profound challenge it posed eventuated in a fundamental
reshaping of Jewish culture and religion. New understandings of
Christianity — 1n fact of religion in the broadest sense — emerged
in medieval western Christendom, often culminating in intense dis-
pute over truth and falsehood, over acceptable and prohibited views,
over orthodoxy and heresy. While much of this rethinking took place
within the institugonal framework of the Roman Catholic Church,
the Jewish minority was nonetheless deeply affected by the vigorous
new spiritual currents palpable in majority society. Just as the major-
ity was reshaping Christianity in a variety of directions, so too was
the Jewish minority challenged to undertake its own search for new
forms of Jewish culture and the deeper meanings of Jewish faith.

The missionizing campaign mounted by the Church was external
and obvious. Jews could readily recognize this externally imposed
threat and were forced to mobilize their resources to combat it.
While there was some disagreement as to the tactics that would
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prove most effective, the level of consensus engendered by an obvi-
ous external danger was considerable. The subtler challenge — the
challenge of majority cultural creativity and thus the challenge to
reshape the essentials of Jewish culture and faith — was less overtly
threatening, and thus more difficult to engage: it entailed significant
changes on the internal scene and thus occasioned far more discord
than did the externally imposed proselytizing onslaught. The Jews
of western Christendom were deeply divided in their reactions to
the broad cultural challenge they faced. Some Jews felt that internal
reform had to be undertaken in order to rebuft the challenges posed
by their dynamic Christian environment; others felt that embracing
the innovative weakened Jews as they sought to mobilize themselves
against the dangerous external pressures. When large-scale conver-
sion did take place, in Spain in the late thirteenth and fourteenth
centuries, proponents of internal change called for intensification of
their efforts, while more traditional voices argued that acceprance
of the new had paved the way for massive defection. In sum, the
period we are studying was hardly one of tranquility and unanimity.
The pressures were diverse and intense; the Jewish reactions had to
be creative and multi-faceted; inevitably, the Jewish communities of
western Christendom were factionalized by differences of opinion as
to how best they might respond to the spiritual challenges posed by
their dynamic environment.

The successes depicted in the preceding chapter resulted from the
cooperative efforts of the Christian majority — or at least parts of
it —and the Jewish minority to foster Jewish life in medieval western
Christendom. The challenges to be analyzed in this chapter had to
be met by the Jews alone. In combating these challenges, the Jews
were very much on their own. The majority could not be an ally:
it was in fact the adversary. The spiritual challenges were every bit
as profound as the material challenges already discussed. As was true
in the material sphere, so too culturally and spiritually the record is
mixed, involving a combination of successes and failures. Once again.
no simple reckoning will do justice to the complexities of Jewish life
in medieval western Christendom.

PROSELYTIZING, CONVERSION, AND RESISTANCE

As noted earlier, Christianity was from 1ts beginnings a missioniz-
ing faith, indeed a missionizing faith with a history of remarkable
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successes. Effective proselytizing led to the christanization of the
Roman Empire; effective proselytizing transformed all of medieval
Europe, both the southern and the northern tiers, into a Christian
society. The issue of missiomzing among the Jews was, for the
Church, by no means simple. The record of proselytizing success
among the Jews was quite umimpressive, suggesting that the effort
was hardly worth pursuing. At the same time, there remained potent
reasons for continued outreach to the Jews. In part, the record of
failure itself spurred the desire to try yet once more — successful mis-
sionizing among the Jews, with their lengthy history of recalcitrance,
would constitute a signal achievement; in part, the dangers seemingly
posed by unconverted Jews warranted the effort; in part, proselytiz-
ing among the Jews reflected deep yearnings for homogeneity within
western Christendom.

Since there was no sigmficant Jewish presence n western
Christendom prior to the end of the first Christian millennium,
no major proselytizing efforts are recorded from that early period.
As Jewish presence in western Christendom increased, it was almost
inevitable that missionizing activity would begin, at first informally
and then more formally. From the 1160s and 11705 we have our first
Jewish sources that suggest informal but significant Christian religious
pressures being exerted upon the Jews of western Christendom. The
earliest of these Jewish anti-Christian polemical works, the Sefer ha-
Berit of Joseph Kimhi of Narbonne, presents itself as a response to
a student’s request for guidance. The tone of the work suggests that
the pressures that sparked the compilation of anti-Christian argu-
ments were quite serious.”

The slightly later Milhamot ha-Shem of the unknown Jacob ben
Reuben, probably written in northern Spain, sets itself in a some-
what more exotic framework. As noted, Jacab claims to have been
exiled from his home Jewish community and to have been befriended
mn his place of refuge by a prominent and learned Christian. The
two seem to have studied together amicably enough. At some point,
the learned and friendly Christian challenged his Jewish associate
with a simple and direct argument. The Christian claimed that the
contrasting circumstances of Christians and Jews, with the former
increasingly powerful and the latter sinking 1nto ever-deeper degra-
dation, suggest convincingly that God has favored the Christians
and abandoned the Jews. This claim galvanized Jacob to undertake
an extensive examination of the Christian—Jewish debate.” It is not
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at all surprising that these first two Jewish anti-Christian polemical
works should have been composed in southern France and north-
ern Spain, the scene of intense and successful efforts to push back
the forces of [slam and likewise home to considerable Jewish and
Muslim minorities that recommended themselves as proselytizing
targets.

Christian missionizing efforts quickly proceeded from the infor-
mal to the formal. By the middle decades of the thirteenth century,
casual argumentation had given way to a well-organized campaign
to win over Jews. The first major element in this new program was
considerable ecclesiastical investment in language training. On occa-
sion, learned Jews who converted brought with them knowledge of
Hebrew and access to the treasures of the Jewish tradition. At the
same time, an increasingly militant Church invested in Hebrew and
Arabic language training for missionizing personnel. A second ele-
ment in the new campaign involved the development of avenues for
confronting Jews and Muslims with proselytizing arguments. Jews and
Muslims living within western Christendom and under Christian rule
were forced to make themselves available for missionizing sermons
and debates. To be sure, this aspect to the campaign required gov-
ernment backing. Those authorities under whose jurisdiction Jews
and Muslims lived were asked to force attendance at these sermons
and debates, and some of them did. Jewish spokesmen complained
bitterly of this innovation, arguing that it contravened the basic rights
of Jews to live as Jews, so long guaranteed by the Church. To this,
the Church leadership replied that forced attendance at sermons and
debares did not constitute a violation of Jewish rights, since no coer-
cion on religious faith was being exerted. Jews were merely being
forced to hear Christian teachings; they were not being forced to
accept those teachings. The choice of religious identity remained
with the Jewish auditors, despite their forced attendance. Finally,
new methods of argumentation were developed, with a special focus
on utilization of rabbinic literature to prove to Jews that their own
spiritual leaders had — knowingly or unknowingly — acknowledged
Christian truth.

‘What were the major lines of Christian argumentation, conducted
on either the informal or formal level? The most common Christian
argument involved the claim that the Hebrew Bible, when read simiply
and properly, attests in very obvious ways to the truth of Christianity.
Especially marked 1s the emphasis on Jesus” fulfillment of messianic
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prophecies. This argument can be traced back into the very earliest
strata of Christian literature, the epistles of Paul and the Gospels; with
the passage of time, it was expanded and embellished considerably.
From earliest days, the assertion that Jesus’ mission was foretold by
the prophets of Israel was an important element in Christian truth
claims directed at a variety of audiences. We recall that, for Augustine,
Jewish attestation to the truth of the Hebrew Bible was so important
as to constitute one of the prime reasons for maintaining Jews within
Christian society. For debating with Jews, these claims rooted in
the Hebrew Bible were key. Christians felt that Jews, who treasured
the Hebrew Bible and knew it well, should have been particularly
responsive to this line of argumentation.

While claims rooted in the Hebrew Bible are the most obvious
element in Christian missionizing claims, other lines of argumenta-
tion were cultivated as well. Fairly early on, Christianity made 1ts
peace with Greco-Roman philosophy and contended that philo-
sophic principles — alongside biblical proof-texts — incontrovertibly
prove Christian truth. To be sure, the philosophic temper waxed and
waned in Christendom of late antiquity and the early Middle Ages.
By the twelfth century, however, philosophic inclinations reasserted
themselves in western Christendom, and it became important to
show that Christian truth and philosophic truth were one and the
same, Thus, philosophic considerations began to find their place in
the Christian—Jewish debate.

There was a third line of argumentation —again old but rejuvenated
in medieval western Christendom — that was espectally distressing to
the Jews. This was the argument from observable realities, meaning
specifically the successes of Christendom and the downtrodden state
of the Jews. As noted, this is the argument that purportedly launched
the early Milhamot ha-Shem of Jacob ben Reeuben. Almost all medieval
Jewish polemical works accord a central role to this line of empiri-
cal argumentation.'” What was especially problematic in this line of
argumentation was its psychological impact. Jews could by no means
deny the reality of Jewish degradation and at least some measure of
Christian success. What they had to do was to challenge the inter-
pretation of this contrast. Flowever, the contrast in and of itself was
distressing to Jews, and embedding 1t at the heart of the Christian—
Jewish debate meant introducing this distress into the give-and-take
of polemical exchange. This was, from the Jewish perspective, an
especially problematic line of Christian argumentation,
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The formalized missionizing campaign that began in the middle
decades of the thirteenth century continued to pursue these pre-
existent lines of argumentation; at the same time, it developed a new
approach aswell. This innovation seems to have been the contribution
of a fairly learned convert from Judaism to Christianity, named Saul as
a Jew and Paul as a Christian. Subsequent to conversion, Paul joined
the Dominican Order, which was committed to purging Christian
society of heresy and to expanding the ranks of Christians through
missionizing activity. Friar Paul won the support of his Dominican
confreres and began his preaching to the Jews in southern France, the
area in which he was born and grew up. In 1263, he engineered, with
broad Dominican support and the backing of King James [ of Aragon,
a public missionizing engagement in Barcelona wath the distinguished
rabbi of Gerona, Moses ben Nahman. Subsequently, Friar Paul made
his way northward and, again with Dominican support, won the
backing of King Louis IX of France for a similar engagement in Paris
with a number of northern-French rabbis. ™!

Friar Paul, as both a former Jew and a convert to Christianity, rec-
ognized the centrality of the Hebrew Bible to the Christian-Jewish
debate. He also knew, from his Jewish experience, that Christian
argumentation from biblical verses encountered a powertul tradition
of Jewish counter-exegesis. Jews had long been inured to Christian
exegetical claims and had a rich exegetical tradition of their own, This
led Friar Paul to propose that a close look at rabbinic understanding
of the Hebrew Bible would show that the rabbis of old, wittingly or
unwittingly, supported Christian claims. This approach — the argu-
ment that traditional Jewish exegesis or indeed free-standing rabbinic
dicta support Christian truth claims —stands at the core of Friar Paul’s
argumentation in both Barcelona and Paris.

This line of Christian argumentation had at least three benefits.
First, newness itself was an advantage. In a debate that had gone on
for more than a millennium, an innovatve line of argumentation
was in and of itself an achievement. Secondly, attempting to prove
Christianity from rabbinic sources in effect removed the truth of
Christianity from dispute. The very worst outcome of confrontations
with rabbis might be that Christian truth could not be proven from
Jewish sources. Such an outcome would of course have no impact
on Christians and would represent no discredit to the Christian taith.
Finally, it was surely dispiriting for Jews to have rabbinic sources cited
by a knowledgeable Dominican preacher.
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Using this innovative argumentation, Friar Paul set out to argue in
Barcelona that: (1) the Messiah predicted in Hebrew Scriprures had
already arrived: (2) that Messiah was predicted to be both human and
divine; (3) that Messiah was predicted to suffer and die; (4) with the
arrival of the promised Messiah, Jewish law was intended to lose its
validity. While the style of argumentation was new, the contentions
to be proven were utterly traditional.

We hear of no conversionist successes associated with the preaching
and disputing of Friar Paul. This did not lead the Dominican Order
to repudiate his new initiative, however. Another Dominican (this
time not Jewish by birth), Friar Raymond Martin, expanded and
refined the innovative tack taken by Friar Paul in a monumental
missionizing guide called the Pugio fidei. The Pugio fidei addresses the
broadest possible range of theological issues and presents thousands
of rabbinic sources to show purported rabbinic espousal of Christian
doctrine. Friar Raymond presents the rabbinic texts in their original
language and then offers scrupulously accurate translations into Latin.
These texts and the arguments derived from them were intended to
be utlized by Dominican preachers in their sermons to Jews.

The early fifteenth century saw yet another major forced dispu-
tation, this ume held in Tortosa. Once more, it was a learned con-
vert who led the Christian initiative. The Tortosa disputation differed
from the earlier Barcelona and Paris disputations in a number of ways.
Perhaps most important was the mood of the Jews assembled to hear
the argumentation. The Tortosa disputation took place in the wake of
the devastating attacks of 1391, at a point when Jewish morale on the
Iberian peninsula had reached its nadir. In addition, the Tortosa dis-
putation was far more focused. Over a two-year period, it addressed
one 1ssue only — the tradittonal Christian claim that the Messiah has
already come. To be sure, this focused issue had a number of impor-
tant corollaries — especially the role of Jesus himself as Messiah and
the implication that, since the Messiah has already appeared, Jewish
circumstances had become utterly hopeless. Finally, whereas there
is no evidence of Jewish conversion in the wake of the Barcelona
and Paris disputations, the Tortosa disputation was accompanied by
significant bursts of conversion.

What were the major lines of Jewish rebuttal of the Christian
claims, both traditional and innovative?'"* Since argumentation from
biblical verses was central to the Christian case, let us begin with that
claim and 1ts Jewish rejection. Jews simply contested each and every
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verse adduced by Christians. At the same time, there were some gen-
eral emphases regularly introduced. The first involved appeal to the
Hebrew text of the Bible. Jews were deeply cognizant of Christian
reliance on the Latin translation of Jerome and attacked that transla-
tion regularly. Secondly, Jews emphasized the importance of context,
arguing that many of the Christian readings took key verses out ot
theirimmediate setting. Finally, Jewish polemicists disputed Christian
emphasis on figurative reading of the Hebrew Bible, insisting instead
on the literal sense of the biblical passages.

As noted, the innovative argumentation that appeared toward the
middle of the thirteenth century built on the older reliance on bib-
lical verses. Fully cognizant of the rich Jewish tradition of biblical
exegesis, Friar Paul and those who followed him urged that rabbinic
interpretation of biblical verses reveals Jewish acknowledgement of
Christian truths. Again, the Jewish response was to contest each and
every citation of a rabbinic text, with the argument that the rab-
binic text was misquoted or misinterpreted. In a real sense, the new
Christian argumentation elicited the same kind of dogged Jewish
rejection as the older claims made directly from biblical verses.

The second line of Christian argumentation involved invocation
of reason. Fairly standard cases were made that specific human needs
required the incarnation of the divine or that the doctrine of a triune
God was in fact not a contradiction of reason. Here Jewish polemicists
both defended the traditional Jewish positions and went on the offen-
sive against Christianity. Jews felt that the doctrines of Incarnation and
Trinity were rationally indefensible. Jews were aware that Christians
themselves had grave difficulties with these doctrines. Whereas for
Christians these difficulties translated into massive endeavors to make
the doctrines intelligible, for Jews the difficulties were utterly insur-
mountable, could not be explained away, and constituted irrefutable
evidence of the irrationality of Christianity. For many Jewish polemi-
cists, the doctrine of the Trinity was so absurd as to be laughable. The
doctrine of Incarnation — much more important to the Jewish polem-
1cal enterprise — was not made the butt of humor; rather, for many
Jewish polemicists this doctrine involved a blasphemous attack on the
majesty of the Almighty.™?

The Christian argument that Jews often found most troubling
involved the contrast between Christian ascendancy and Jewish
decline, understood to reflect divine embrace of Christianity and
Christans and divine rejection of Judaism and the Jews. This
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argument had psychological impact, woubling Jews by pointing
in painful directions. On the intellectual level, Jews responded by
appealing, first of all, to their broad sense of the past. Jews had, over
the ages, encountered great and successful empires, for example the
Babylonians, the Persians, and the Greeks. Christians acknowledged
that, in all these cases, worldly success did not imply theological truth.
For Jews, the same was the case for Christianity as well. Christian
material successes by no means implied religious truth.

This general appeal to history elided into a serious and focused
attack on the achievements of Christianity, which addressed both
the intellectual element and some of the psychological distress. This
attack involved, at one level, consideration of the achievements
of Jesus himself as purported Messiah. Contending that all bibli-
cal prophecy envisaged a redeemer who would wield remarkable
earthly power, Jewish polemicists contended that Jesus showed no
such worldly power; they argued that Jesus’ career had involved recur-
rent instances of weakness and trepidation, culminating in ignomin-
ious death rather than far-reaching victories. While the spread of
the religion founded by Jesus was impressive to an extent, Jewish
polemicists argued that it did not reach the world-wide proportions
predicted by the biblical prophets for messianic redempton. During
the late twelfth and thirteenth centuries, as setbacks to crusading in
the Holy Land became increasingly obvious, Jewish polemicists began
to invoke Muslim power and achievement and the specific turbulence
in the Holy Land to further argue the failures of Christianity.

To be sure, all this questioning of Christian achievement still left
the difficult issue of Jewish suffering. Diverse traditional views were
invoked by Jewish authors. Most significantly, Jewish suffering was
projected as a test of commitment, along the lines of divine testing
of Abraham. Jewish steadfastness in the face of difficulties and suf-
fering — that is to say maintenance of the legacy of Abraham and his
son Isaac — would serve as indication to God of unshakeable loyalty
and would eventually result in splendid reward."® Yet another biblical
image appropriated by Jewish polemicists was that of Isaiah’s Suffer-
ing Servant. Like that figure, the Jews too were — it was argued —
exposed to groundless hatred and abuse, but theirs would be the
rich reward pronused by the prophet. Invocation of the figures of
Abraham, Isaac, and Isaiah’s Suffering Servant are doubly interesting
in that they reflect a Jewish challenge to Christian claims on these
biblical images. For Christians, God himself sacrificed his beloved

255A

255B

255C

Spiritual challenges 255

son, as had Abraham; for Jews, it was the Jewish people who recur-
rently emulated Abraham’s sacrifice of those nearest and dearest. For
Christans, Jesus was the figure groundlessly despised and persecuted;
for Jews, that figure was the people descended from the prophet
Isaiah, the Jewish people.

Defense against Christian philosophical argumentation often
clided into attacks on Christiamty; defense agamnst Christian claims
rooted in Christian successes and Jewish failures likewise often
evolved into assaults on the reality of Christian achievement. The
line between defensive and offensive argumentation was necessarily
porous. In some instances, Jewish polemicists went directly onto the
offensive. Such thoroughly offensive thrusts are particularly notewor-
thy in two areas. The first involved Jewish knowledge and criticism
of the New Testament. As a minority group, Jews were familiar with
the central symbols of their majority neighbors. Translations of the
New Testament emerged in the medieval Jewish world, largely as
a vehicle for criticizing vigorously the ruling faith. Contradictions
within the Gospels were noted and highlighted; Jesus” behaviors and
teaching were subjected to scathing critique.'®

The second major area of direct Jewish offensive against
Christianity involved appeal to spiritual achievement, with sharp con-
trasts drawn between a small but highly moral Jewish minority, com-
mitted to living out the demands of the divine-human covenant, and
a larger Christian majority, allegedly awash in moral tailure. Among
the elements in purported Christian failure were Christian bellicosity
(warfare both secular and sacred was projected by Jews as a staple of
Christian life at this point), Christian sexual mores or — more pre-
cisely — the allegedly debased level of Christian sexual mores, and
the social abuses rampant in Christian society.'? Ultimately, Jewish
polemicists — ever sensitive to Jewish minority status and its degra-
dations — presented their co-religionists with the choice between
joining a powerful majority that was both irrational and immoral
or remaining in a weak minority committed to a life of reason and
ethical dignity.

Finally, we must ask about the successes of the Christian pres-
sures and the successes of the Jewish resistance. Reliable statistics
on conversions out of Judaism during our period are not avail-
able. In the absence of such statistics, we must confine ourselves
to some qualitative observations. Jewish departure from the fold was
hardly an unknown phenomenon. Evidence from all over western
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Christendom and from all the sub-periods between the years 1000
and 1500 show at least occasional Jewish defections. Indeed, 1t is hard
to imagine that things might have been otherwise.

In discussing conversion out of the Jewish fold, it is important
to remember that such conversion was hardly a monolithic phe-
nomenon. The Jews who converted came from many different strata
of the Jewish community and left it for diverse reasons, ranging from
the most mundane to the truly spiritual. Perhaps most important
for our purposes is medieval Christian and Jewish awareness of the
distinction among the various strata of Jewish life from which the
converts might come. Following is a remark that a medieval Jewish
polemicist, Rabbi Meir bar Simon, puts in the mouth of a thirteenth-
century archbishop of Narbonne, suggesting that Jews should en masse
consider conversion.

For there are, among your sages, men both wealthy and learned who have left
your faith and entered ours, as a result of having their eyes opened. In the past.
when only the retrograde left you, T would not have been concerned with
then. Now, however, when learned men convert, you can understand that
they have found the fruit and desire to cast off the rind, eating what 15 within.
Thus, it behooves you to learn from them."

Thas citation suggests that, for both Christians and Jews, conver-
sion of those on the peripheries of the Jewish community — the poor
and the unlettered — meant little. By contrast, conversion of those at
the center of Jewish life — the wealthy and the learned — was evidence
for Christians of great success and for Jews of deep danger. We have
noted the extent to which learned converts themselves became active
missionizers. The Barcelona disputation of 1263 and the Tortosa dis-
putation of 1413-1414 were led. from the Christian side, by former
Jews become zealous Christian missionizers.

At umes, departure from the Jewish fold reached epidemic pro-
portions. The best-known instance of massive conversion took place,
as we have seen, on the Iberian peninsula in the late fourteenth and
on into the fifteenth century.'’ The wave of conversions was sparked
initially by wide-ranging anti-Jewish violence in 1391, Many Jews
converted under the mistaken assumption that conversions illegiti-
mately forced upon themn would be quickly underdone when life on
the peninsula returned to normalcy. Such was not the case. The suc-
cesses achieved throngh force, however, were followed by intensitied
missionizing activity, more successful than it had been heretofore.
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Thus, loss of Jewish identity could and did take place in medieval
western Christendom. To an extent, this loss of identity was the
simple result of mundane considerations and aspirations. Conversion
to the majority faith generally paved the way for higher social sta-
tus and enlarged economic horizons, although these aspirations were
often thwarted. To an extent, the dynamic growth and development
of majority society worked not on Jews” immediate social and eco-
nomic aspirations, but rather on a more spiritual level. Jews were often
impressed with the achievements of Christian society and depressed
by the secondary status and degradation of their own Jewish commu-
nity. There is a perfectly human sense that some kind of truth rests
with a majority: unremitting Jewish minority status and its atten-
dant inferiority took its toll on sensitive souls.” Finally, the role of
the Church’s unremitting proselytizing campaign cannot be gainsaid.
The constant pressure brought to bear by Christian preachers surely
took a toll of 1ts own.

At the same time, we must not lose sight of the achievements of the
Jewish community in maintaining Jewish identity. Jews were keenly
aware of the threats to their identity, and Jewish leaders fulfilled their
obligations by marshaling relevant argumentation against Christianity
and on behalf of the dignity and truth of the Jewish tradition. Beyond
the arsenal of intellectual argumentation, the Jewish community cre-
ated an educational system and a network of social relations we can
no longer fully reconstruct. The steady small numerical losses and
the occasional instances of large-scale conversion do not obscure
the broadly successful preservation of Jewish identity. A fairly weak
minority community did maintain itself under adverse circumstances.
As noted at the outset, in the year rooo the Jewish communities of
western Christendom were a negligible factor on the world Jewish
scene; by the year 1500 they were rising to a position of dominance.
This could not have been achieved without successful preservation
of Jewish identity.

STRENGTHENING TRADITIONAL LINES OF [EWISH
CULTURAL CREATIVITY

We have seen that a major thrust of Christian mussionizing argu-
mentation highlighted the contrast between Christian successes and
Jewish degradation. Jews did not challenge the basic reality of such a
contrast; they could hardly do so. Christians thoroughly outnumbered
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Jews during this period, and Christianity was a religion of power
and authority while Judaism was not. Jews did challenge the quality
of Christian power and authority in their absolute terms, arguing
that they did not reach the level of messianic achievement. Jews also
developed explanations for Jewish suffering and degradation. All this
involved material considerations. What the Jews of medieval western
Christendom could never allow themselves to consider was a con-
trast in spiritual creativity. These Jews had to make certain that their
community created at a high level, so that they could remain secure
in a sense of spiritual superiority. Given the dynamism of medieval
western Christian society, Jews were profoundly challenged to create
at a high level in both traditional and innovative cultural spheres, and
they in fact did so.

Jewish cultural creativity in the Middle Ages (and in modern times
as well) was anchored in the classics of Jewish religious literature -
the Hebrew Bible and the Babylonian Talmud, which Jews regularly
designated as their Written Torah and their Oral Torah respectively.
These two classics served simultaneously as wellsprings of Jewish
intellectual and spiritual activity and guidebooks for the management
of everyday Jewish affairs. Understanding these two great works and
their teachings was hardly a simple matter. In the first place, they are
both sprawling and dense collections of material, rife with internal
inconsistency. These inconsistencies of emphasis and detail necessi-
tated ongoing study and investigation. Moreover, as the Middle Ages
progressed and new intellectual styles evolved, examination of these
two classics was inevitably affected. For example, as study of lan-
guage and grammar progressed, the advances in linguistics affected
study of both the Bible and the Talmud; likewise, growing Jewish
immersion in philosophy resulted in the emergence of philosoph-
ically oriented commentaries on the Bible and at least the aggadic
portions of the Talmud; similarly, the expansion in Jewish mystical
thinking stimulated yet another tendency in explication of the Bible
and of rabbinic tradition. Finally, first the Bible and then subsequently
the Talmud were contested by Christianity. This contestation had sig-
nificant impact on the way in which Jews read their classic works.
Thus, understanding of the biblical and talmudic texts was by no
means static; ongoing reexamination of these core works was required
and was regularly undertaken. Such reexamination constituted the
core of Jewish spiritual creativity throughout medieval western
Christendom,
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The Hebrew Bible was the very first item of study in the medieval
Jewish curriculum; it was embedded at the core of the Jewish worship
service and thus was encountered and pondered by Jews of all ages
on a regular basis. The Hebrew Bible directed all aspects of Jewish
living and thinking. It formulated for medieval Jews their sense of self
and community, served as a guide to past, present, and futare, and
projected the ideals of reasonable and decent living. In the Christian
environment, the Hebrew Bible was a profoundly controversial work.
For Christians, as for Jews, it was sacred, the written record of divine
revelation. To be sure, Christians read the Hebrew Bible in a difter-
ent — Latin — version and from a different theological perspective. As
a result, Jews had to be constantly aware of the alternative Christian
understandings of the biblical text and to tend oft such understand-
ings. Reading the Hebrew Bible became, to a considerable extent, a
polemical undertaking.®

The first line of biblical study among the Jews of western
Christendom was popular and took place in the synagogue as part of
the worship service. Interestingly, in western Christendom there was
no effort to make the biblical text available in an alternative language
format, as had happened in the Islamic sphere. In the Muslim world,
major Jewish leaders. preeminently the tenth-century Saadia Gaon,
had bent their efforts toward creating a biblical text in Judeo-Arabic,
which clearly functioned as both the spoken and written language
of the Jews. By contrast, in western Christendom, there was no such
cffort. This is a reflection of the language situation already noted.
While Jews used the language of their surroundings for oral commu-
nication, they did not use the accepted written language — Latin — for
their intellectual life. Whereas the majority combination was spoken
vernacular and written Latin, for Jews the combination was spoken
vernacularand written Hebrew. The emphasis on Hebrew also flowed
from the polemical considerations already noted. It was very helpful
in combating Christian readings of the Hebrew Bible for Jews to be
in a position to regularly insist that they were basing their views on
the biblical text in the divinely revealed original, rather than in what
Jews perceived as a humanly crafted translation.

Teaching the biblical text in the synagogue context was achieved
through the sermon. While few sermons from the carly centuries of
our period have survived, from the later centuries there is a consid-
erable corpus available.” From this body of material, it is clear that
sermons served as a first line of biblical study and Jewish education
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or, to put the matter differently, that the Bible served as the prism
through which the preacher and his listeners sought to make sense of
an increasingly complex world. Biblical heroes were projected as role
models; ideals for iving were extracted from biblical stories and from
prophetic exhortations; the sense of Jewish past, present, and future
was elicited; Jewish perceptions of self and self~worth were derived.
In the process, there was inevitably a running argument with the
Christian environment as to its reading or misreading of the biblical
corpus and message. Clearly, the Bible as engaged in the synagogue
served as the major educational vehicle for inculcating Jewish values
and for reinforcing Jewish identity.™

To be sure, biblical study proceeded beyond the synagogue and
moved onto more advanced levels. One of the major genres of
medieval Jewish intellectual creativity was the Bible commentary.
The most popular of the biblical commentaries composed in medieval
western Christendom was that of Solomon ben Isaac of Troyes, Rashi.
Indeed, Rashi’s biblical commentary has been — over the ages —one of
the most popular works in the Jewish library. Rashi was committed to
a commentary that would make the Hebrew Bible accessible from a
number of points of view. His first concern was straightforward clar-
ification of a sometimes difficult text. As noted, he often explained
difficult terms through an Old French translation. Beyond translation,
paraphrase was also used by Rashi to make opaque passages under-
standable. While hardly highlighting the grammatical work that had
been done in the Muslim sphere, Rashi did introduce some of those
findings into his biblical commentary. again with the aim of pene-
trating into the direct and unadorned meaning of the biblical text.
At the same time, Rashi was highly sympathetic to rabbinic views.
Indeed, he recurrently introduces traditional rabbinic exegesis into
his biblical commentary, as a way of linking what he and the Jewish
world saw as the interconnected Written and Oral Torahs. Rashi’s
commentary regularly provides an effective sense of the interrela-
tionship of the two Torahs, Finally, Rashi was also aware of Christian
readings and sought to combat them. Rashi’s commentary became
a vehicle for diffusing Jewish anti-Christian exegesis throughout the
medieval Jewish world.**

While Rashi’s commentary seems to have been addressed to a
broad Jewish audience, there were a number of more specialized foci
to Jewish biblical commentary in medieval western Christendom.
In fact, every major intellectual tendency in medieval European
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Jewry — the scientific, the philosophical, the mystical, and the polemi-

cal — found expression in biblical commentary. Given the centrality of
the Hebrew Bible to medieval Jewish life and thought, the expression
of all these approaches in biblical exegesis 1s hardly surprising. The
Bible influenced every new development in Jewish thinking; each
of these developments had to be squared with the biblical source of

Jewish religious authority.

One such focus involved a scientfic effort at eliciting the straight-
forward meaning of the biblical text. In the southern sectors of
western Christendom, many of the immigrant Jews came from the
Muslim environment that had nurtured such exegetes as Saadia Gaon
and brought with them the commitment to scientific language study
that was intended to get at the strict meaning of biblical words and
verses. Comparative linguistic insight was utilized to pinpoint the
meaning of difficult — and in some mstances ostensibly well-known —
Hebrew terms; increasingly acute understanding of Hebrew grammar
assisted in laying bare the syntax of difficult phrases and sentences.
We have earlier noted David Kimhi of Narbonne, whose widely used
commentaries excel in their linguistic acuity.™ A curious figure —
shghtly earlier than David Kimhi — was Abraham ibn Ezra, a wan-
derer set adrift by the turbulence on the Iberian peninsula during
the middle decades of the twelfth century. Abraham ibn Ezra trekked
across much of medieval western Christendom, writing commen-
taries on the various books of the Hebrew Bible and determined
at all times to elicic the scrupulously scientific meaning of the text.
Rabbi Moses ben Nahman of Gerona, mentioned in a number of
connections and like David Kimhi and Abraham ibn Ezra heir to the
rich traditions of the Muslim world, attempted as well to penetrate
the literary truths of the biblical text.*®

Across northern Europe, particularly in northern France in the
wake of Rashi, a school of Jewish biblical commentators arose that
was committed to straightforward contextual exegesis of the biblical
text. Indeed, there was more than intellectual connection between
Rashi and these exegetes. One of the most important early figures
in this new school, Samuel ben Meir of Ramerupt, was a grandson
of the sage of Troyes. It seems likely thac this new tendency among
the northern-European Jews was related in some measure to parallel
proclivities in Christian biblical exegesis at the time. It is known that
some of the Christian exegetes turned to Jewish scholars for assistance
in their effort to plumb the straightforward meaning of the Hebrew
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text.’7 The encounter with Christian exegetes and exegesis may have
furnished more than simply a model: the Jewish commentators may
well have concluded — as Jewish polemicists had long insisted — that
straightforward reading of the biblical text served as a most effective
way of disproving Christian truth claims.

Jewish Bible commentary also was addressed quite directly to
polemical purposes. Argumentation from biblical verses is promi-
nent in the very earliest of the Jewish polemical works composed in
medieval western Christendom, the Sefer ha-Berit of Joseph Kimhi
and the Milhamot ha-Shem of Jacob ben Reuben. Striking in the
commentaries of Joseph Kimhi% son David is the commitment to
engaging overtly and at some length the claims of Christian exegesis.
Particularly in his commentary on the Book of Psalms, David Kimhi —
after explaining the psalm in its entirety in what he saw as an objec-
tive manner — adduces and dismisses Christian readings. The Kimbhi
commentary on Psalms became a major vehicle for diffusion of anti-
Christian argumentation among Jews all throughout the medieval
period and on mto modernity.

Across northern Europe, a genre of biblical commentary devel-
oped that was entirely devoted to citation of biblical verses, Christian
interpretation of those verses, and Jewish rebuttal. The Sefer Nizahon
Yashan and the Sefer Yosef ha-Mekane —both thirteenth-century works
from northern Europe — proceed through the books of the Hebrew
Bible, identify verses utilized by Christian polemicists, specify the
Christian thrust, and then rebut that thrust. Such collections indi-
cate precisely how central the Hebrew Bible was to the inter-faith
polemical enterprise.*

As philosophic speculation made its way into the Jewish world, this
new-style thinking had to make its peace with prior Jewish tradition,
and that meant, above all, squaring the new thought with the Bible.
Already in the Muslim sphere, pre-1000 thinkers like Saadia Gaon
had begun the effort to show the compatibility of philosophic spec-
ulation and biblical truth. To be sure, this meant, in some instances,
reinterpreting the biblical text in order to establish this compatibility.
As noted previously, reinterpretation was grounded in the sense that
the biblical text had to be addressed to an earlier and less marure stage
of human development, a view that raised hackles in many sectors of
the Jewish community.

In the southern areas of medieval western Christendom, as philo-
sophic speculation entrenched itself in the Jewish community, the
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liblical text was regularly studied from a philosophic perspective,
Mot surprisingly, many of the commentators engrossed m the scien-
tific study of the Bible were deeply committed to the philosophic as
well, This is, for example, very much the case with Dayid Kimbhi,
noted already for both his scientific and polemical commitments.
I2avid Kimhi’s commentaries regularly address philosophic issues and
advance understandings of the biblical text that are consonant with
philosophic truths as Kimhi understood them. We have noted previ-
ously the philosophic speculations of Levi ben Gerson in fourteenth-
century southern France. Levi ben Gerson was also a biblical exegete
of note. His wide-ranging commentaries represent an effort on his
part to convey his philosophic insights to a broader Jewish audience,
through the medium of a biblical commentary.

Finally, the powerful new Jewish mystical impulses were regularly
centered on the biblical text. Once again, the mystics were in effect
committed to an effort to proceed beyond the surface meaning of
everyday life, the Written Torah, and the Oral Torah to a deeper
understanding of all three. Thus, the biblical text served, on the one
hand, as the goad and source of much mystical insight; at the same
time, once more it was critical for innovative Jewish thinkers to con-
vince themselves and others that their new insights were compatible
with the record of divine revelation.

Mystical tracts that are in effect commentaries on the books of
the Hebrew Bible abound from our period. One of the earliest of
the southern-French mystical treatises, of uncertain authorship, is
in effect a running mystical commentary on the first two chapters
of the Book of Genesis.® Much of the central classic of medieval
Jewish mysticism, the Zohar, is presented as a lengthy and diffuse
commentary on the first five books of the Hebrew Bible. While
much of this commentary simply utilizes the biblical verses as points
of entry into rambling mystical discourses, setting these discourses in
the context of the biblical text expresses the insistence on the biblical
roots of the mystical insights and on the absolute conformity of these
insights with divine revelation.?°

For the Jews of medieval western Christendom, God had revealed
his truth through the Written Torah and through its complementary
Oral Torah as well. These Jews were very much committed to order-
ing their communal and personal lives by the dictates of both the
Bible and Talmud, with a sense that the latter represented n tact an
effort to make the biblical injunctions meaningful in the context of
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everyday life. Just as the dynamic environment of medieval western
Christendom challenged the Jewish minority to new creativity in
its approaches to the Written Torah, so too did it stimulate creative
thinking in the realm of Oral Torah also.!'

By the year 1000, a number of modalities for engaging Oral Torah
had developed. The first of these was the rabbinic responsum. Nor-
mally, uncertainties as to the requirements of Jewish law — how to
square observed and encountered realities with the dictates of the
Talmud — were dealt with orally and locally. The local elder or rabbi
could readily be consulted. When this local figure was unable to pro-
vide requisite guidance, because of the newness or complexity of the
problem, the matter then passed onto a larger stage and into writ-
ten format. Questions were addressed to authoritative institutions or
mdividuals. The responses of these institutions or individuals then
became part of rabbinic tradicion.

In the Muslim world, centralized rabbinic institutions had emerged
in late antiquity, indeed with the crystallization of the Babylonian
Talmud itself. These institutions — preeminently the venerable
academies of Sura and Pumbaditha, relocated in the great city of
Baghdad — became the central addresses for the questions that puz-
zled local rabbis and teachers all across the Islamic world and into
the Christian sphere as well. The rulings of the academies became an
important element in rabbinic law. In western Christendom, by con-
trast, no such centralized institutions developed. Individuals known
for mastery of Jewish law and for acuity of mind became the addressees
for the difficult questions that local Jewish leaders could not answer.
Such figures emerged both in the older Jewish communities of the
south and in the newer Jewish communities of the north. Despite the
lack of institutional sanction. the responses of these respected indi-
viduals quickly took their place of honor within the ever-expanding
corpus of Jewish legal tradition.

There was a second modality for the ongoing development and
expansion of Jewish law, rooted in a direct confrontation with the
talmudic text, rather than in engagement with everyday realities.
Study of the talmudic text was a staple of the Jewish educational
system, at least at 1ts more advanced levels. Once again, in western
Christendom there were no venerable institutions of academic dis-
tinction, such as existed in the Muslim world. At least in the early
stages of the development of medieval European Jewry, schools coa-
lesced around dominant figures, again revered for mastery of Jewish
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liw and for penetrating intelligence. When the renown and impor-
tnce of a teacher reached a very high level, the teacher himself or
Ji1s students committed to writing valuable insights as to the meaning
of the talmudic text.

265A  Such commentaries were composed in both the older communities

of the south, where they were much influenced by the earlier study
carried out in the Muslim sphere, and in the newer communities of
the north. Curiously, it was in the latter setting that the first dominant
talmudic commentary emerged, followed by the evolution of a new
school of ralmudic exegesis. The dominant commentary was that of
Solomon ben Isaac of Troyes, whom we have already encountered
15 the most popular of biblical exegetes. Rashi’s commentary on the
Talmud set for itself a number of objectives. The first was clarifica-
tion of textual readings. In many instances, Rashi’s observations begin
with the phrase: “This is the [proper| reading,” indicating that the
manuscripts in his possession were diverse and uncertain. His clarifi-
cation of the proper reading has by and large become normative for
subsequent talmudic study, so that we only infrequently know what
the rejected alternatives were. A second objective of the Rashi com-
mentary was simple explication of difficult terms. As noted, he often
resorted to Old French terms in order to clarify uncertain words in
[Hebrew and Aramaic. Finally and perhaps most importantly, Rashi
set out to provide a running account that would guide the reader
through the flow of the intricate talmudic argument. Indeed, he was
50 successful that, throughout the subsequent Jewish world, printed
cditions of the Talmud feature the commentary of Rashi, and study
of the Talmud has regularly meant study of the text with Rashi’s
guidance.

Out of Rashi’s pioneering efforts emerged. during the middle years
of the twelfth century, an entirely new school of talmudic exegesis,
the school of the Tosafists (the Hebrew term Tosafot literally means
additions and suggests the veneration accorded the exegesis of Rashi,
to which the new work was seen as supplementary). In fact, the key
carly figures in this new school of exegesis were again biologically
descended from Rashi — they were his grandchildren. The goal of
the Tosafist enterprise was quite different from that of Rashi; indeed.
their goal built upon that of Rashi. Now no longer required to
clarify the proper reading and simple explication of the ralmudic
text, the Tosafists were concerned with treating the sprawling talmu-
dic text as a coherent unit. Seemingly contradictory passages were
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carefully scrutinized by the Tosafists, with new explanations advanced
that would resolve the ostensible contradictions. Interestingly, the
Tosafists saw in the consensus behavior of their community evidence
of talmudic teaching as well, so that seeming contradictions between
the talmudic text and Jewish behavior resulted in careful scrutiny and
proposals tor resolving the ostensible discrepancies. Like the com-
mentary of Rashi, that of the Tosafists became an accepted feature
of the later printed talmudic text. Reserved for somewhat advanced
students, the commentaries of the Tosafists became core to subse-
quent talmudic study. The Tosafist enterprise lasted about a century
at 1ts creartive best, from the middle of the twelfth to the middle of the
thirteenth century.? [t has often been noted that this creative period
corresponded to the emergence of a growing majority exploitation
of the tools of dialectic for resolving seeming inconsistencies within
the legacy of Christian canon law rulings and within the corpus
of Christian theological teachings. This suggests once again Jewish
immersion in majority culture and the fruitful stimulation provided
by that majority culture,

There was yet a third modality of Jewish engagement with tal-
mudic tradition, alongside the responsum and the commentary. As
new issues were raised and clarified and as new understandings of the
Talmud text proliferated, the need for manageable manuals of Jewish
law became increasingly obvious. Saadia Gaon in the tenth-century
Islamic sphere was an important innovator in this regard, composing
a number of guides to specific areas of Jewish law. The dominant
figure in codification of Jewish law in the Muslim world was Moses
ben Maimon. One of the most striking Jewish intellectual figures of
all times, Maimonides made numerous contributions to the field of
Jewish law. Unquestionably the most important of these contribu-
tions was his massive compendium entitled the Mishneh-"Torah. This
work, in fourteen books, was remarkable in several respects. In the
first place, Maimonides’ mastery of prior Jewish law was unparalleled.
At the same time, he was determined to present the diverse elements
of Jewish law in a compilation that would be topically organized, so
that a reader could peruse the table of contents and know precisely
where to turn for the information sought. In addition, Maimonides,
who composed most of the rest of his oeuvre in Judeo-Arabic, wrote
his Mishneh-"Torah in a flowing Hebrew, a Hebrew that was (and is)
instantly clear and understandable. This made the Mishneh-"Torah a
work that could circulate easily throughout the entire Jewish world,
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which it in fact did. Finally — and most controversially, Maimonides
saw the philosophic underpinnings of Jewish belief as a part of the
totality of Jewish law. The opening sections of the Mishneh-Torah’s
fourteen books is devoted to identfying these philosophic under-
pinnings, in a way that was often unacceptable to more traditional
Jewish intellectual leaders.

267A Outstanding Jewish scholars throughout western Christendom

made their contributions in this area as well. The most significant
compendium of Jewish law was the Arbah Turim (The Four Pillars),
composed by Rabbi Jacob ben Asher in fourteenth-century Spain.
It is somewhat misleading to label this work Spanish, since its author
was a German Jewish scholar transplanted from the north to Christian
Spain. Rabbi Jacob ben Asher enjoyed the fruits of the talmudic learn-
ing of both the north and the south and bequeathed his synthesis to
the subsequent Jewish world. His Arb‘ah Turim became yet another
classic created by the Jews of medieval western Christendom, studied
from then until now in the academies of talmudic learning. Perhaps
even more important, the framework he organized for his code, con-
sisting of four major divisions of Jewish law (Orah Hayyim, devoted
to laws of prayer, Sabbath, and festivals; Yoreh De'ah, devoted to rit-
ual law: Even ha‘Ezer, devoted to laws affecting women: and Hoshen
Mishpat, devoted to civil law), became the normative framework for
all such manuals of Jewish law from then until now, thoroughly dis-
placing the prior organizational scheme of Maimonides.

We have noted earlier the thirteenth-century Church attack on the
Talmud, centered in royal France, with all its complications. In some
areas, the Talmud was prohibited entirely; in other areas, censorship
of the Talmud was instituted; in yet other places, Talmud study was
relatively unaffected. Despite these external pressures, talmudic study
remained at the core of Jewish intellectual life, with the commentaries
of Rashi and the Tosafists and the code of Rabbi Jacob ben Asher
gaining increasing currency throughout all of western Christendom
and indeed beyond.

INNOVATIVE LINES OF CULTURAL CREATIVITY

267C While Bible and Talmud study were central to the popular and more
advanced curricula of Jewish study, other lines of intellectual activity

were pursued as well. These alternative lines of intellectual activity
never gained the kind of consensus support enjoyed by immersion 1n
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the Bible and Talimud. In some cases, such as the translation effort to
be discussed immediately. the alternative lines of intellectual activity
were transitory, intended to meet immediate needs; in other instances,
such as philosophic inquiry, they in fact became highly polarizing
within the Jewish communities of medieval western Christendom.
As noted. many Jews were enthused by innovation and felt it critical
to Jewish survival; others were quite leery of the new and different,
seeing it as threatening to Jewish solidarity and survival.

We have noted recurrently that much of Jewish intellectual and
spiritual life in medieval western Christendom was rooted in the cre-
ativity of the Jews in the Muslim sphere; we have also noted the
regular use of Judeo-Arabic by the Jews living in the realm of Islam
for most of their intellectual oenpre. Thus, one of the first impor-
tant cultural activities of the Jews in medieval western Christendom
mvolved translation from Judeo-Arabic and Arabic into Hebrew,
so that the important output of their predecessors m the Islamic
sphere and the riches of the Muslim world in general not be lost.
To be sure, Jews were not alone in concern for absorbing the cre-
ativity of the Muslim world through translaton. Christian society
also was becoming aware of the riches available in Arabic and was
likewise committed to a translation effort. Not surprisingly, Jewish
translators were regularly drafted into the more general enterprise as
well.

Obviously, those Jews who had lived in the Muslim world, espe-
cially on the Iberian peninsula, and had been forced to emigrate
into Christian territories were particularly committed to the trans-
lation enterprise and especially adapted to it. Joseph Kimhi, already
mentioned, was one such migrating Jew who lent his skills to the
translation effort. The dominant figure, however, was a fellow-
southern-French Jew. Judah ibn Tibbon of Lunel. The range of
Judah’s translations is most impressive. He rendered into Hebrew
many of the major authors of the tenth through twelfth centuries in
the Islamic world, including the oft-mentioned Saadia Gaon, Bahya
ibn Paquda, Solomon ibn Gabirol, and Judah ha-Levi. Judah ibn
Tibbon’s translations involved commitment to a firm method, with
an emphasis on literal rendition of the original. Judah also penned
lengthy prefaces to many of his translations, explaining their impor-
tance and claritying issues of genre. He clearly believed that a transla-
tor was hardly a technician. For Judah ibn Tibbon, the translator must
know languages well - both the language from which the translation
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i+ made and the language into which the translation is made — and
must also be expert in the subject matter.

Beyond his own achievements, Judah ibn Tibbon also attended to
the raising and educating of a remarkable son and contimuator in the
(ranslation enterprise. We know a good deal more of the education
ol Samuel ibn Tibbon than we do of almost any other medieval
Jew, as a result of an unusual testament penned by father for son.
In this document, Judah ibn Tibbon spells out a paideia of sorts,
indicating the essentials of genuine education as conceived in the
Jewish communites of Muslim Spam. This model includes study of
BBible, Talmud, Arabic language, Hebrew grammar, literary style, and
the major sciences. The model is rigorous and demanding; it reflects
a4 Jewry very much integrated into and affected by the intellectual
milieu of the majority.

260 Samuel ibn Tibbon, although occasionally criticized by his father,

seems in fact to have fulfilled the vision of this demanding model and
became a key figure in the ongoing translation of Andalusian Jewish
culture into western Christendom. Samuel ibn Tibbon translated a
number of lesser works by Maimonides, as well as works of Aristotle
and Averroes. It was, however, his translation of Maimonides™ Guide of
the Perplexed that won him greatest renown. In this important under-
taking, Samuel followed his father’s insistence on literal translation,
seemingly in defiance of Maimonides’ own suggestions. The transla-
tion took a number of years, with an edition presented in 1204 and
1 revised version with glossary completed nmine years later. Ibn Tib-
hon’s translation paved the way for the flourishing of a new Jewish
philosophic temperament in western Christendom, with attendant
intellectual and spiritual dislocation as well.

Samuel 1bn Tibbon’s son-in-law, Jacob Anatoli, rounds out our
picture of the family and its place in the Jewish translation enterprise.
Jacob studied with Samuel in Marseilles, where the latter relocated
from his ancestral home in Lunel. Jacob eventually left Marseilles
and his father-in-law in response to an invitation to join the cir-
cle of Christian translators at the imperial court in Naples. There,
Jacob participated in the Latin translations of Averroes sponsored by
Emperor Fredrick 11. At the same time, he continued the family com-
mitment to the translation of works of Greek and Arabic philosophy
into Hebrew, reinforcing the effort already noted to transplant the
culture of the Islamic world into the new Jewish home in western
Christendom.
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The rich Jewish culture fashioned by the Jews in the medieval
Muslim world involved study of the classical literature of the Jews, the
Bible and the Talmud; it also included immersion in Arabic science.
philosophy. and belles lettres. Beyond these diverse fields of study, the
Jews in the Muslim sphere committed themselves to two major new
avenues of Jewish cultural creativity, the first of which was Hebrew
poetry. Whereas Arabic was regularly used in all other spheres of
Jewish cultural activity, in poetry — a highly prized cultural outlet in
the Muslim realm — the Jews utilized Hebrew exclusively, in both
sacred and secular compositions. It has regularly been suggested that
the use of Hebrew in poetry reflects a sense of competition with
Arabic, an effort to show that the language of the Jewish minority
was as beaudiful and could be used as impressively as the language
of the Muslim majority. Again, many of the immugrants into areas
of southern Europe brought with them interest in poetry and the
capacity to write it well. The legacy of poetic creatvity was nur-
tured by these southern-European Jewish immigrants. One major and
somewhat different southern-European Jewish poet was Immanuel
of Rome, whose poetry shows signs of considerable influence from
the Christian environment of Italy in which he lived and created.
This southern-European Jewish poetry was — like that of the Muslim
world — often polarizing among the Jews. Some of the motifs and
imagery of this poetry raised deep objections in more traditional
sectors of the Jewish community.

The newer Jews of northern Europe absorbed little of the poetic
legacy of the Jewish communities of the Muslim sphere or of their
Christian environment, To the extent that they were at all involved
in poetic creativity, it was along the lines of earlier synagogal poetry.
Hebrew poetry of this more traditional type became a major vehicle
through which the Jews of the north expressed their reactions to the
difficulties they encountered and reinforced their ideals and aspira-
tions. Jewish historical consciousness was regularly expressed through
the medium of such poetry.* This northern poetry, sacred and far less
immediately accessible than the secular poetry of the Muslim sphere
and southern Europe, was sufficiently valued and sufficiently obscure
as to require an exegetical literature, which the Jews of northern
Europe provided.

The second arena of innovative Jewish creativity in the Muslim
sphere was philosophy, which had a far greater propensity than poetry
for arousing anxiety and anger and for creating dissent. Jewish life in
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antiquity had produced little in the way of philosophic speculation.
The gianr figure of Philo of Alexandria was in effect absorbed by
Christianity and lost to the Jewish world. Once again, the integra-
tion of the Jews into the Muslim world and their comfort with the
Arabic language and its literature made philosophic speculation a
possibility for the Jews in this area. In fact, for many Jews, philo-
sophic speculation became a necessity. The growing sophistication
of Muslim thinkers could not go unchallenged. Some Jews at least
were unwilling to see their tradition as any less rational and any less
philosophically profound than that of their neighbors.

Like their Muslim peers, Jews were attracted to philosophical spec-
ulation and were challenged by it as well. Particularly problemaric
was the seeming disparity between the teachings of the philosophers
and the doctrines bequeathed to Muslims and Jews by their reli-
glous traditions. For the Jews, this meant a perceived gulf between
the abstractions of philosophic thought and the often anthropomor-
phic imagery of both the Bible and the Talmud. For philosophically
inclined Jews, the gulf was deeply distressing and had to be bridged.
often by remterpretation of the Jewish classics. For those Jews dis-
inclined to philosophic speculation, the end result was unwarranted
tampering with the sacred legacy of the past.!

The towering figure of Jewish philosophy in the Muslim world was
Moses ben Maimon, who was — as we have seen —a remarkably gifted
and productive intellectual giant. Maimonides could not be written
off as untutored in the classical literature of the Jews or as a peripheral
member of Jewish society. As noted, he was a respected communal
leader and an acknowledged master of the talmudic corpus. For philo-
sophic concerns to thus penetrate into the heart of rabbinic Judaism
was, for the adherents of Jewish philosophy, an enormous boon; for
those suspicious of Jewish philosophizing or hostile to it, the activities
of Maimonides were disconcerting in the extreme.

Maimonides himself was obviously concerned with the social
implications of his philosophic speculation. His philosophic mag-
mum opus, the Guide of the Perplexed, was deliberately couched in
an obscure format. The gifted teacher who was capable of formu-
lating his findings in rabbinic law so transparently did not compose
his dense and opaque philosophic treatise out of an inability to write
clearly. The obfuscation was surely deliberate, intended to ward off
those unsuited for deep philosophic inquiry and its wide-ranging and
potentially dangerous ramifications.
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As we have seen repeatedly, the Jews immigrating into southern
Europe brought with them veneration for the rich Jewish culture of
the Muslim world they were leaving, with commitment to the philo-
sophic enterprise looming large as part of this veneration. Samuel ibn
Tibbon’s translation of the Guide of the Perplexed opened the way for
the Jews of western Christendom — or at least its southern sectors —
to study firsthand the most important work of medieval Jewish phi-
losophy. This translation was critical to the emergence of a broad
following for Maimonides and his speculation. This diverse follow-
ing covered a considerable spectrum of opinions, ranging from those
mildly influenced as to content and committed to maintaining dis-
crete limitations on philosophic speculation to those more profoundly
committed to Maimonidean teachings and their dissemination. These
Maimonidean partisans included many scholars revered for their tal-
mudic knowledge and thus above reproach; they also included others
more peripheral to the Jewish community and highly suspect.

Among the more important of those fully devoted to the cause of
philosophy was Samuel ibn Tibbon himself. Beyond his important
translation of the Guide, Samuel composed two important works of
his own — a commentary on the book of Ecclesiastes and a discussion
of Genesis 1:9.%% In both cases, philosophy and exegesis are intricately
intertwined. Samuel was utterly committed to the resolution of the
seeming distance between biblical and philosophic truth. He quoted
liberally from the biblical corpus and, at the same time, from the
philosophers. His master in all this was Maimonides, whom he cites
extensively. For Samuel, as one of the more radical Maimonideans,
philosophic inquiry was crucial to Jewish survival and had to be
undertaken widely and openly. Samuel was clearly aware of the divi-
siveness of the enterprise to which he was devoted, but saw 1t as a
necessity.

During the early years of the thirteenth century, controversy
erupted — initially in Languedoc — over philosophic speculation.®”
In part, the objections to the philosophic camp flowed simply trom
change, the disruption of prior thinking patterns; in part, the objec-
tons were far deeper and more focused. The essential issue con-
fronted by the philosophic camp involved the seeming disparity
between the abstract conclusions of the philosophers and the concrete
imagery of the biblical corpus. For many, this meanta simple choice —
either philosophic abstraction or biblical anthropomorphism. In
all three monotheistic camps, however, there was considerable
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unwillingness to choose between the two tendencies, a conviction
that beneath the seeming discord lay essential harmony. How to
achieve such harmony was the heart of the medieval philosophic
dilemma.

For most Jewish philosophers. as for their Muslim and Christian
counterparts, the solution lay in the invocation of a special kind of
reading of the biblical text. Jewish philosophers like Maimonides
could readily appeal to a venerable Jewish tradidon suggesting that
revealed truth, while stemming from the ommiscient divine source
and thus immutable, had to be couched in terms understandable to
the specific human audience to which it was addressed. Thus, biblical
anthropomorphisms represent, in this view, essentially an accommo-
dation to the level of understanding of the biblical Israelites. This
means of course that the anthropomorphisms are not to be taken in
their simple and literal sense, for they were never intended to be taken
that way. This view ofaccommodation to the level of Israelite society
has implications for the realm of religious praxis as well. The sacrifi-
cial system, for example — so central to the core biblical narrative and
to Jewish religious life through much of antiquity — was likewise cast
as an accommodation to the developmental level of Israelite society,
not intended by God to represent an eternal formula for worshipping
the divine.

For the anti-philosophic camp, this solution was fraught with prob-
lems — it was 1n fact profoundly threatening. The first problem was
simply the element of change itself, which is always disruptive. The
sheer newness of the approach distressed many medieval Jews, as
parallel views in the other two monotheistic communities distressed
many medieval Muslims and Christians. The discomfort with change
went deeper. A key element in traditional Jewish historical thinking
was veneration for past hero figures and a sense of historical diminu-
ton, with the leaders and common folk of the present far inferior
to their predecessors. The philosophic view of revelation reversed
that traditional evaluation, making prior generations inferior in their
capacity for religious understanding and valorizing the present gener-
ation, with its ability to see beneath the biblical rhetoric and to recog-
nize triths unacknowledged by their ancestors. This reversal of histor-
ical valence was profoundly disquieting to the ant-philosophic camp.

There was a yet more upsetting concern. The new reading of the
biblical text involved relativization of the divinity and the praxis of
relating to it, acknowledgement of the legitimacy of changing views
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of God and of religious obligation. Relativizing biblical injunction
entailed two serious liabilities. The first was recognition that this was
precisely the path already taken by Pauline Christianity in its efforts to
dissociate itself from the practical injunctions of Jewish religious life.
Finding themselves moving in such Christian pathways was deeply
distressing to many medieval Jews. Moreover, the relativization of
religious praxis constituted a slippery slope. While the sacrificial sys-
tem could be dismissed, since it was no longer in actual practice,
what of much of the rest of Jewish ritual? Was it likewise simply an
accommodation to prior and less mature religious sensibilities? Was
it too dispensable, like the sacrificial system?

The controversy over philosophy first erupted during the early
decades of the thirteenth century in the town of Montpellier. There,
a conservative talmudic scholar named Solomon ben Abraham leveled
a series of charges against Maimonides and his followers. Every phase
of this controversy is difficult to reconstruct, because of the polemi-
cal distortions introduced by the adherents of both camps, the anti-
Maimonideans and the pro-Maimonideans. The difficulties begin
with the initiating figure of Solomon ben Abraham of Montpellier,
who is portrayed in one camp as a thoughtful and moderate defender
of Jewish tradition and in the other as radical and obscurantist. It does
seem that each camp enrolled upstanding and respected Jewish lead-
ers to its cause. It is likewise difficult to identify the specific charges
leveled against the philosophers and their writing, because — once
again — there is a high level of exaggeration in the writings of both
sides. Clearly, the central author involved 15 Maimomdes, venerated
as a student of the Talmud, but feared by some as a philosophic inno-
vator. Precisely how the figure of Maimonides was manipulated by
various elements in the controversy is again hazy. It is also clear that
the central issue for the anti-Maimonideans was innovative reading
of the biblical text and religious praxis, with the perceived threat that
such reading could occasion the disintegration of the entire structure
of Jewish religious life. Once more, however, the diverse positions
are difficult to reconstruct, The controversy spilled over into adjacent
Spain and up into northern Europe. Rumor was spread that the anti-
Maimonideans denounced Maimonides’ Guide to the inquisitorial
courts active in southern France, a claim that cannot be definitively
refuted, but that seems highly unlikely:

Despite the ongoing controversy, a galaxy of Jewish intellectuals
all across southern Europe maintained the philosophic enterprise

e ——————————————— -
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all through the thirteenth through fifteenth centuries — for example
Levi ben Gerson, Isaac Pollegar, Joseph ibn Kaspi, and Moses INarboni
during the fourteenth century, and Profiat Duran, Hasdai Crescas,
Joseph Albo, Isaac Bibago, and Isaac Abravanel during the fifteenth.
Each of these and many others continued to immerse themselves
in the broad philosophic corpus and to compose works in which
they strove to accommodate the teachings of the philosophers and
the dictates of Jewish tradition. What is especially impressive in this
effort was its commitment to spreading these philosophic under-
standings throughout the Jewish commumnity. No longer was philos-
ophy viewed as the preserve of a small and narrow stratum of Jewish
society; rather, it was increasingly viewed as an enterprise central to
Jewish life and spiritual survival.’” As noted, this conviction led to
deep disquiet among the opponents of the philosophic enterprise.
Since philosophic speculation was no longer the privilege of a nar-
row elite, but was now intended to affect Jewish life more broadly, its
potential impact loomed increasingly large and — for its opponents —
was increasingly dangerous. We have noted earlier the struggle to
ban philosophic speculation or at least to limit it significantly. These
efforts — like the philosophic inquiry itself — were a constant of Jew-
ish life across southern Europe throughout the latter centuries of our
period. Interestingly. the pursuit of philosophic truth —so central to
Jewish life in the south — made no significant inroads among the Jews
of northern Europe, who were never deeply influenced by the riches
of Jewish creativity in the Islamic realm.

Alongside philosophic inquiry, there developed also — in both
southern and northern Europe — an intense commitment to mys-
tical speculation. Medieval Jewish mystical speculation is extremely
difficult to study. In contrast to the poetry and philosophic inquiry
Just now discussed, medieval Jewish mysticism conveys little sense of
sharp innovation; rather, it has a timeless quality to it. Students of
Jewish mysticism have traced many of the medieval mystical themes
well back mto antiquity; students of early Christianity have noted
striking parallels between medieval Jewish mystical speculation and
the imaginative ruminations of Christian thinkers of the second and
third centuries. Indeed, the mystics themselves regularly fostered a
sense of age-old verities being recovered, rather than new insights.
The language of the mystics was often a talmudic combination of
Hebrew and Aramaic; the attribution of mystical writings to much
carlier figures was common. What can be safely said is that, n
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twelfth- and thirteenth-century western Christendom. there was
remarkable efflorescence of Jewish mystical writings, culminating in
the composition of the classical work of the genre, the Zohar.3®

Among the Jewish mystics, the legacy of Jewish life in the Muslim
sphere seems to have been less telling. While there was mystical spec-
ulation among these earlier Jews, there is no sense of a legacy trans-
lated and carried over into Christendom, as was the case in so many
other cultural domains. In a broad sense, the underlying issue in
most of the mystical writings involves bridging the gap between a
transcendent deity and humanity. Since Christianity had proceeded
further along this path — as a result of its doctrine of Incarnation —
than either Islam or Judaism, the Jewish mystics of medieval west-
ern Christendom may well have been stimulated to a considerable
extent by their new environment. Especially in the areas of southern
France, where creative and innovative rethinking of Christian symbols
and beliefs was rife during the latter decades of the twelfth century,
there was considerable simulation to Jewish mystical speculation from
the majority milieu. Efforts to pinpoint the influences on the new
mysticism have tarned in many directions and have generally been
inconclusive. Suggestions include the impact of Jewish thinking long
transiitted orally, a positive role for philosophy in fostering certain
Issues and motifs, a negative role for philosophy in requiring counter-
thinking, the impact of the religious ferment in majority Christian
SOCIE'IY.

The emergence of the Zohar as the authoritative text of medieval
Jewish mysticism has tended to consign much of the evelving mystical
literature of the late twelfth and early thirteenth century to obscurity.
Scholarly labors of the past century have recovered this literature
and have revealed dynamic and fluid mystical speculation all across
southern France and northern Spain from the middle decades of the
twelfth century onward. Many of the figures whose work has been
unearthed were previously unknown; at the same time, it is clear
that mystical speculation — like philosophic inquiry — penetrated the
ranks of leading scholars in the more traditional domains of Jewish
creativity. Rabbi Moses ben Nahman of Gerona, encountered already
asa crucial voice in combating the burgeoning Christian missionizing
efforts and in both biblical and talmudic exegesis, lent his considerable
prestige to the new mystical proclivities; his role in and support for
the new mystical speculation lent it the kind of legitimacy that Rabbi
Moses ben Maimon lent to philosophic inquiry.

277A

277B

277C

Spiritual challenges 277

As noted, during the second half of the thirteenth century the new
mystical speculation eventuated in the composition of the classic of
medieval Jewish mysticism, the Zohar. Purporting to be the writing,
of the second-century Rabbi Simon bar Yohai, the Zohar 1s 1 com-
plex work that recent scholars attribute — at least in its main lines — to
the late-thirteenth-century Castilian Moses de Leon. Cast largely
in the format of free-wheeling biblical commentary, the Zohar
addresses the widest possible range of theological and spiritnal issues.
Perhaps its central theme — or at least its most influential theme —
is the shaping and explication of a complex vision of the supernal
wortld, whose ten sefirof are engaged in constant and dynamic inter-
action. It is the role of humanity — especially the centrally located
[ewish element in humanity — to affect in positive terms these ongo-
ing interactions. Indeed, Jewish behaviors take on cosmic significance
through their impact on the interaction of the sefirot.?”

The new mystical speculation was by no means limited to the
southern sectors of western Christendom only. In the north, new
lines of mystical speculation developed as well. Once again. identify-
ing the innovative and explaining it have proven difficult or impos-
sible. What distinguishes the northern from the southern mystical
speculation is especially the linkage of such speculation in the north
to a powertul pietism, with heavy emphasis on the imperatives of the
divine will and the importance of human response to those demands.
This German pietism seems to have been restricted to rather lim-
ited groups, but its broad ideals were purveyed to larger segments
of northern-European Jewry through the pietistic writings of some
of its leading figures, drawn from the ranks of the leading rabbis of
the German lands. The relationship of this northern stream of Jewish
mystical speculation and that of the south has not been fully clarified.

Historical narrative had never been a mainstay of Jewish intellectual
life. During the early centuries of the Middle Ages and within the
Muslim sphere, Jews composed little in the way of history. The Jews in
the Christian world showed considerably more interest in the Jewish
past, The Jews of the south, long settled along the northern shores
of the Mediterranean, were — not surprisingly — concerned with
Rome and the earlier phases of Jewish history. At a fairly early point
mn time, probably during the tenth century, Italian Jewry produced
a major historical work, the Book of Josippon. While purporting to
be a Hebrew translation of Josephus’s account of the war between
the Jews and the Romans, there is much in the book that reflects



Suzanne
Typewritten Text
276A

Suzanne
Typewritten Text
276B

Suzanne
Typewritten Text
277A

Suzanne
Typewritten Text
277B

Suzanne
Typewritten Text
277C


278A

278B

278C

278 The Jews of Medieval Western Christendom

subsequent rendering of the Greek original into Latin and much that
seems to reflect authorial embellishment. The end result is a lengthy
and elegant account of Jewish life in antiquity, couched in a flowing
Hebrew. The book was widely disseminated and interpolated during
the Middle Ages and was regularly cited as authoritative by Jewish
exegetes and thinkers. For Jews living in the Christian world, Josippon
seems to have provided a Jewish view of the history of the Roman
civilization so prized by the Latin West and of the Jewish place in
that civilization.

The same kind of broad historical interest is reflected in the work
of yet one more talented Jew displaced from his Andalusian origins
during the middle decades of the twelfth century. Abraham ibn Daud
was both philosopher and historian. Like Moses ben Maimon, Joseph
Kimbhi, and Judah ibn Tibbon, he left Muslim Spain. In Abraham’s
case, the move was a mild one, at least in geographical terms, as he
relocated to Christian Toledo. There, perhaps influenced by the same
sense of Roman history that moved the author of Josippon, Abraham
ibn Daud composed a briet history of the Roman emperors and a
lengthier history of the Jews under Greek and Roman rule.

Abraham ibn Daud’s historical magnum opus moved in a different
direction. His Sefer ha-Kabbalah left the Greco-Roman sphere and
focused on the history of Jewish law. Ibn Daud, stung by internal
Jewish critiques of the chain of Jewish tradition, set out to construct
that chain 1n a manner that would brook no opposition or dissent.
Beginning with Sinai, he traces the history of Jewish teachings, mov-
ing from generation to generation and teacher to student. While by
no means unprecedented, ibn Daud’s work became the widely quoted
standard for this genre.

At the same time, ibn Daud undertook in his Sefer ha-Kabbalah
a second task, a rather more poignant one. In his closing chapter,
intended ostensibly to bring the chain of Jewish tradition down to
his own day, he in fact did much more. He composed, as it were,
a pacan of praise to the Spanish Jewry of which he had been a part
and which he thought he saw disintegrating before his very eyes.
He described the greatness of this Spanish Jewry, with its courtiers,
grandees, rabbis, and scholars, and sketched its downfall. He ended
with the firm conviction that the demise of medieval Spanish Jewry,
as tragic as it might be, by no means spelled the end of the saga
of the Jews. According to ibn Daud, the God who controls history
had already established new centers of Jewish life, which ibn Daud
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projected as lying in the Christian sphere, both in southern Europe
aud in the north.*

The Jews in the northern sectors of western Christendom did not
immerse themselves in the long-range history of their people, satistied
to cite the fragmentary data in the Talmud and the more extensive
details in Josippon when such information was required. They also
exhibit no wide-ranging sense of their own past, such as found in ibn
Daud’s reconstruction of the history of the Jews in Muslim Spain. The
Jews of the northern sector did, however, manifest an alternative sense
of history, highly innovative in its own way and very much influenced
by the dynamic and militant environment in which these Jews found
themselves, I'rom early on, these northern Jews composed accounts
of contemporary events, generally centered on crisis moments. In
some instances, the crisis was resolved happily; more often the erisis
eventuated in tragedy, which had to be memorialized and explained.

The most famous of these historical memoirs were the three
Hebrew narratives that depict the crusader assaults of 1096 on the
great Jewish communities of the Rhineland. These three narratives
were written at varying times, ranging from quite close to 1096 down
through the later decades of the twelfth century.*' The most interest-
ing of the narratives is — not surprisingly — the earliest, the so-called
Mainz Anonymous. Written fairly soon after the events themselves,
this narrative, which portrays only the attacks on the three great
Rhineland settlements of Speyer, Worms, and Mainz, was intended —
first of all — to alert Jewish readers to the constellation of forces at
work in majority society in 1096: the erusaders, the authorities, and
the burghers. All three groups are portrayed in all their complex-
ity. The crusaders are portrayed as a diverse group, some willing to
spare the Jews in return for funding and some implacably committed
to destroying Jewish life. The authorities are depicted as uniformly
committed to protection of their Jewish clients, but often incapable
of so doing. The burghers are the most diversified group of all — some
in league with the murderous crusaders, some opposed to them, and
some wavering in their commitments. The author also portrays the
Jewish reactions in all their complexity — the efforts to elicit protec-
tion from the authorities, the attempts to negotiate with the crusaders
themselves, acceptance of baptism under duress, and —most important
of all to the author — the widespread Jewish readiness for martyrdom.

Providing information to Jewish readers was clearly important to
the Mainz Aunonymous, but that was not its only objective. Since
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Christian onlookers — often quite friendly to their endangered Jewish
neighbors — regularly argued that the massacres themselves proved
abandonment by God and the need to convert, the Mainz Anony-
mous had to provide as well an explanation for the sanguinary events of
1096. How could a community of Jews known for its commitment to
God’s covenant have been subjected to such murderous persecution?
We have seen that Jewish suffering constituted a major Christian
argument in the missionizing efforts of the twelfth and thirteenth
centuries. It is reported as a Christian argument already in 1006,
with the suggestion that the Jewish losses reflected the sinfulness of
the Jews and God’s abandonment of them. The Mainz Anonymous
offered a remarkably audacious alternative to his Jewish readers. In
his view, the Rhineland Jews were in fact exemplary in their prior
allegiance to God. Since God had determined to test his people, he
had to choose the strongest of Jews, not the weakest — hence the test
was imposed on the pious Jews of the Rhineland. In the event, these
pious Jews came through the test brilliantly. They resisted almost all
blandishments, choosing overwhelmingly to die at the hands of the
crusaders or at their own hands rather than submit to baptism. Such
heroism would eventually win great rewards for the Jewish people
as a whole; the martyrs themselves were immediately rewarded with
passage into the highest realms of paradise.

In the process of making this case, the Mainz Anonymous com-
posed a truly remarkable historical narrative, peopled with unforget-
table characters drawn from every sector of the Jewish community.
Women in particular — so often unrepresented in the writings of
medieval Jews — play a central role. The narrative breathes an air of
certitude and militancy; indeed, it is as militant as the corresponding
Latin crusade narratives. To a considerable extent, the Jewish author
in fact composed a counter-crusade narrative. He argues that the vast
Christian undertaking, which after all seemed highly successful, was
in fact meaningless. It was conducted in terrestrial terms only and
achieved only transitory terrestrial objectives. The profoundly signif-
icant achievements associated with the First Crusade were the Jewish
martyrdoms. It was the Jewish victims of crusader fury — not the
crusaders themselves — who were the heroes of the campaign. The
Mainz Anonymous in effect rewrote the story of the First Crusade,
transforming victors into ciphers and victims into heroes. In the pro-
cess, he added a new element into the limited repertoire of Jewish
historical writing.
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A new genre of cultural creativity that emerged out of the Jewish
experience in western Christendom was polemical literature.#* In
this area, the prior legacy was skimpy. The Jews in the medieval
Muslim world had produced very little polemical writing. The pres-
sures already noted in western Christendom necessitated the develop-
ment of a fairly ramified polemical literature. The earliest exemplars
of this literature emerged in southern Europe, where the mission-
izing pressures were first felt intensely. Eventually, this literature was
composed in the north as well, although with a slightly different
flavor. Polemical materials were composed in a number of literary
genres — for example biblical commentaries, treatses, and dialogues.
The most popular of these genres was the dialogue, which allowed for
the creation of dynamic give-and-take and the creation of appealing
(Jewish) and unappealing (Christian) characters. As we proceed into
the fourteenth and fifteenth century, many of the polemical writings
become increasingly technical and less accessible.®3

Let us focus briefly on one example of the polemical dialogue,
penned by one of the great intellectual figures of medieval Jewry,
Rabbi Moses ben Nahman of Gerona. As noted, Rabbi Moses was
forced to meet the new missionizing argumentation developed by
the former Jew; Friar Paul of the Dominican Order, in a public dis-
putation in Barcelona. The ground rules of the disputation specified
that only rabbinic sources could be discussed, with the friar attempt-
ing to show their Christological content and the rabbi limited to
rebutting that Christological content. In the wake of the encounter,
Rabbi Moses — a gifted writer in many genres — composed a narra-
tive account of the proceedings that is exceedingly rich and colorful.
He depicts a scene of great danger to himself and his tellow-Jews: a
Christian opponent who is aggressive, but ill-informed and foolish;
a royal patron who is decent and supportive, albeit misguided in his
theology; and a Jewish spokesman (Rabbi Moses himself), who 15
learned and clever and consistently carries the day. In the course of
this narrative, Rabbi Moses suggests that he was able to completely
rebut the new argumentation of Friar Paul and. in addition, to show
that older lines of Christian argumentation were deficient as well.
Whatever the historical accuracy of this account, its detail, color,
pace, and drama made it widely read by Jews all through the Middle
Ages and on into modernity.*

In addition to the more traditional study of Talmud and Bible, the
Jews of western Christendom branched out into alternative cultural
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directions as well. To an extent, they were influenced by their prede-
cessors in the Muslim sphere; to an extent, they were aftected by the
rich creativity of the Christian majority. In any case, the end result
was a vibrant Jewish culture, aimed ultimately at responding to both
the direct and indirect challenges of medieval western Christendom.
Creative Jewish thinkers sought, in a variety of genres, to arm their
fellow-Jews against the informal and formal missionizing thrusts of
majority Christian society. At the same time, through their creativity
they showed that the Jewish minority, despite its small numbers and
political weakness, was capable of maintaining a superior intellectual
and spiritual profile within a dynamic majority cultural ambience.

NEW AND CREATIVE JEWISH CULTURES

At the outset of this study, we established a number of geographic
distinctions, the most significant of which distinguished the Jewish
communities of the south, with their deep roots along the north-
ern shores of the Mediterranean and their profound connections to
the rich cultural legacy created by the Jews of the Muslim sphere,
from the Jewish communities of northern Europe, so new in their
commniunal history and identity. In effect, this chapter has suggested
that two disparate Jewish cultures evolved across Europe during the
period between the years 1000 and 1 500. Southern-European Jewish
culture was deeply influenced by the legacy of Jewish creativity in
the Muslim world and by extensive contact with the contemporary
Christian environment; it was mnclusive in its parameters, ranging
from traditional concerns with Bible and Talmud into innovative
domains, especially philosophy and mysticism; it was wracked by
internal tensions and debates. In contrast, the newer Jewish commu-
nities of northern Europe —more distanced, but by no means isolated
from surrounding culture — fashioned a culture that was more lim-
ited in its parameters and more cohesive, spared much of the turmoil
generated in southern-European Jewish culture.

Subsequent to our period, Jews have recurrently attempted to
assert the superiority of one or the other of these contrasting cul-
tures. Especially with the onset of modernity and the new chal-
lenges posed by intensified contact with a vibrant majority society,
the southern-European Jewish experience has often been introduced
as a valuable precedent and has been valorized as authentic Jewish
cultural creativity.*® In reaction, other voices have highlighted the
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northern-European Jewish experience as quintessentially Jewish and
have eriticized the southern-European Jews for their absorption of
non-Jewish forms and values. No valorization has been essayed
this study. For our purposes, it suffices to note that two separate cul-
tural stances and two distinct patterns of cultural creativity emerged
in medieval western Christendom. Each was destined for a lengthy
history and for profound impact on subsequent Jewish life.

While so different in their patterns of cultural expression, the
Jewries of southern and northern Europe were united in fundamen-
tal ways. Both found themselves living as minority communities in
a dynamically developing majority, and both were profoundly chal-
lenged by their environment. As noted recurrently in this chapter,
the challenges were both explicit — in the extensive missionizing
endeavor on the part of the Christian majority — and implicit — in
the high level of majority creativity that required a commensurately
high level of Jewish cultural creativity as well. Despite the differing
cultural directions taken by the two sets of Jewries, both proved capa-
ble of achieving the kind of creativity that enabled their members to
take pride in the Jewish minority of which they were a part.
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NOTES
7 SPIRITUAL CHALLENGES, SUCCESSES, AND FAILURES

This sense of isolated and untroubled Jewish cultural and spiritual
existence has regularly been contrasted with modern Jewish integra-
tion into the surrounding culture and the dislocation entailed by this
integration.

- The facile contrast between modern Jewish integration into major-

ity society and pre-modern distancing from majority society involves,
tor most observers, modern Jewry on the one hand and pre-modern
eastern-European Jewry on the other. However, we have noted already
in chap. 5 —some of the uniqueness of the late medieval Jewish experi-
ence in eastern Europe, with its enhanced distancing from a minimally
challenging majority environment. The dilferences between eastern-
European Jewish life and Jewish life across medieval western Christen-
dom only intensified in the early modern centuries. One of the objec-
tives of this book is to distinguish between the late medieval and early
modern eastern-Furopean Jewish experience and the experience of the
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6,

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

Jews in medieval western Christendom, which was by no means sacally
isolated and spiritually untroubled.

. The economic profile of medieval Jewry in Europe and its impact on

majority—minority contact and interaction has been stressed by Jacob
Katz, Exclusiveness and Tolerance: Jewish—Gentile Relations in Medieval andd
Modern Times (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1061), 24—36.

. Note the eastern-European exception — see abave, chap. s.
. Recall the sharp contrast drawn between this pattern of Jewish behav-

ior and the massive conversions of 1391 on the Iberian peninsula. For
criticism of this sharp distinction, see above, chap. 3.

Chazan, European Jewry and the First Crusade, 99-136.; idem, God,
Humawity, and History, 191—210.

. Recent anthropologically oriented studies have emphasized the embed-

dedness of medieval European Jews in their environment, Interestingly,
two of the most important of these studies — Ivan G. Marcus, Rituals
of Childhood: Jewish Aceulturation in Medieval Burope (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 1996), and Elisheva Baumgarten, Mothers and Children:
Jewish Family Life in Medicval Europe (Princeton: Princeton University
Press. 2004) — both address Jewish life in the northern sectors of medieval
western Christendom and argue convincingly for the impact of the
majority environment upon the Jewish minority.

. Again, this valuable text is available in an English translation by Talmage

as The Book of the Covenant. For observations on the book and its author,
see Chazan, Fashioning Jewish Identity, 94-08.

. Id., o8-103.
10.
IT.

Ibid., 181-197.
Chazan, Barcelona and Beyond, tor the Barcelona encounter; idem.
Medieval Jewry in Northert France, 149—153, for the Paris encounter.

. For an overview of medieval Jewish polemical thinking and hiterature,

see Baron, A Svdal and Religions History of the Jews, y: y7—134. For a
close look at the first hundred years of these efforts, from the 11605 1o
the 1260s, see Chazan, Fashioning Jewish Identiry.

See Daniel |. Lasker, Jewish Philosophical Polemics against Christianity in
the Middle Ages (New York: Ktav, 1977), and Chazan, Fashioning Jewish
Identity. chap. 12.

Chazan, Fashioning Jewish Identity, chaps. 9-10.

This was the posinon taken by the narrators of the events of 1096 —see
above, chap. 5.

For a translation of chap. 11 of Milkaniot ha-Shem, in which Jacob ben
Reuben quotes and attacks passages from Matthew, see Joshua L. Levy,
Sefer Milhamot Flashem, Chapter Eleven: The Eatliest_Jewish Critique of the
New Testament (unpub. doct. diss.: New York University, 2004).
Chazan, Fashioning Jewish Ideatity, chap. 4.
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Milliemer Mizvah, 226b-227a. Note the specification that wealthy and
learned Jews were converting, This suggests of course that these new
conversions were not the result of poverty or ignorance. Nicholas Donin,
who led the anti-Talmud campaign that began in the 1230s, and Friar
Paul Christian, who led the new missionizing effort that seems to
have begun only slightly later, constitute highly visible — but by no
means utique — examples of learned converts. For an overview of
medieval Jewish conversion in the northern areas of Burope. see Elisheva
Carlebach, Divided Sonls: Converis from Judaism in Cermany, 15001750
(New Haven: Yale Umiversity Press, 2001), r1—32. Further study of
Jewish conversion for the various areas of medieval western Christet-
dom is a desideratum.

Recall also the evidence of considerable Jewish conversion in the
County of Provence toward the end of our period. See above,
chap. 3.

- Recall that the conversion of Abner of Burgos in the early fourteenth

century seems to have been sparked by his ruminations on the down-
trodden state of the Jewish people - see abave, chap. 3.

. For an overview of Jewish biblical exegesis for at least the first half of our

period, see Baron, A Social and Religious History of the Jeivs, 6: 152—168
and 235—313.

- See Mare Saperstein (ed. and trans.), Jewish Preaching 1200-1800: An

Anthology (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1989).

- Recall the sermon delivered in the synagogue of Narbonne by Rabhi

Meir bar Simon in the wake of a Christian missionizing address.
The rabbi built his sermon around key biblical verses, utilized to
show an unbreakable divine commitment to redemption of the Jew-
ish people, to explain.the tardiness of that redemption, and to indi-
cate the bounteous rewards that unswerving Jewish devetion would
entail.

« The popularity of Rashi’s commentary has resulted in widespread trans

lation of his many biblical commentaries into a variety of languages,
including English. For an English translation of Rashik commentary on
the Pentateuch, see Chumash with Targur Oulelos, Haphiaroth and Sabbatl
Prayers and Rashi'’s Commentary (5 vols.; London: Shapiro, Valentine &
Co.. 1920-1934): for his commentary on Psalms, see Rashi'’s Commentary
on Psalms, trans. Mayer Gruber (Leiden: Brill, 2004).

- See agan Talmage, David Kimhi: The Man and the Commentaries.
- For an English tanslation of Nabmanides’s influential commentary on

the Pentateuch, see Moses ben Nahman, Compentary on the Torah, trans.
Charles B. Chavel (5 vols.: New York: Shilo, 1971-1976); foran anaylsis
of his lterary sensitivity, see Michelle Judi Levine, The Poetics of Char-
acterization in Nachmanides’s Cormmentary to Genesis (unpub. doct. diss.:
New York University, 2000).
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33
34

33-

36.

37-

38.

i Lo R L R e R B P

. See the important work of Beryl Smalley, The Study of the Bible in the

Middle Ages (3rd ed.; Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1983).

. Note the edition and English translation of the Sefer Nizalion Yashan —

see David Berger (ed. and trans.), The Jewish-Christian Debate in the High
Middle Ages (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1979).

For an English translation of this fauly brief text, see Dan and Kiener,
The Early Kabbalah, 30—85.

 For a detailed sense of the contents of the Zohar and its exegetical

character, see below; n. 30.
There is no comprehensive account of Jewish creativity in English for

this intportant area of Jewish creativity during our period.

». The decline of the Tosafist school has ofien been associated with

the deteriorating external circumstances of Jewish life in northern
France, including the condemnation of the Talmud. Recently, Haym
Soloveitchik has argued that the decline simply reflects the normal
trajectory of intellectual and spiritual creativity — “Catastrophe and
Halakhic Creativity.”

Again, see Einbinder, Beantiful Deatl, and Yerushalmi, Zakhor.

For broad overviews of Jewish philosophy during our period, see Baron,
A Social and Religious History of the Jews, 8: §5-137; Colette Sirat, A
History of Jewish Philosophy in the Middle Ages (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1985); and Daniel H. Frank and Oliver Leaman (eds.),
History of Jewish Philosophy (London: Routledge, 1997; Routledge His-
tory of World Philosophies), 204—4 14. A valuable set of texts in English
translation 1s available in Daniel H. Frank et al. (eds.), The fewish Philos-
ophy Reader (London: Rou tledge, 2000).

See James T. Robinson, Sanuel ibn Tibbon's Comnentary on Ecclesiastes
(unpub. doct. diss,: Harvard University, 2002).

For a usefil overview of the controversy, see ldit Dobbs-Weinstein,
“The Maimonidean Controversy,” in Frank and Leaman (eds.), Hisfory
of Jewish Philosophy, 331-349.

This change in the status of philosophy is highlighted in two valuable
essays — Mare Saperstein, “The Social and Cultural Context: Thirteenth
to Fificenth Centuries,” in Frank and Leaman (eds.), Hisfory of Jewish
Philosophy, 294—330; and Charles 1. Manekin, “Hebrew Philosophy in
the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Centuries: An Overview,” in ibid., 350~
378.

Medieval Jewish mysticism has attracted extensive schalarly interest over
the past half century. with a focus on the creativity of our period.
The classical works are those of Gershom G. Scholem — see espe-
cially his On the Kabbalah and Its Symtbalism, trans. Ralph Manheim
(New York: Schocken, 1065), and Origins of the Kabbalah, ed- R.. ].
Zwi Werblowski and trans. Allan Arkush (New York: Jewish Publi-
cation Society, 1087). More recent overviews are provided by Moshe
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39

40.

41,
42.
43-

+4-

o

Idel. Kabbalah: New Perspectives (New Haven: Yale University Press,
1988), and Elliot R. Wolfson, Through a Speculun that Shines: Vision
and Imagination in Medieval Jewish Mysticism (Princeton: Princeton Uni-
versity Press, 1904) and Language, Eros, Being: Kabbalistic Hermeneutics
and Poetic Imagination (New York: Fordham University Press, 2004).
The Zohar is now available in 2 new English translation with commen-
tary by Daniel C. Matt, (2 vols.: Stanford: Stanford University Press,
2004). For a brief introduction to the Zohar, see Green, A Guide to
the Zohar; for a much fuller introduction with translated selections, see
Fischel Lachower and Isaiah Tishby (eds.) and David Goldstein (trans.),
The Wisdom of the Zohar: An Anthology of Texts (3 vols.; London: The
Littman Library of Jewish Civilization, 1989).

See agan the superb edition and translation of Sefer ha-Kabbalah by
Gerson D. Cohen, much enriched by the important excursus on key
aspects of ibn Daud’s thought,

On these narratives, see Chazan, Gad, Hionanity, and History.

For overviews, see above, n. 12.

For an important example of such later polemical works, see Hasdai
Crescas, The Refutation of the Christian Principles, trans. Daniel J. Lasker
(Albany: State University of New York Press, 1992).

For an English translation of the Nahmanides narrative, see Charles B.
Chavel (trans.), Ramban: Whitings and Discomises (2 vols.; New York:
Shilo, 1978), 2- 656—696: {or an analysis, see Chazan, Barcelona and
Beyond, 1oo-141.

5. Note the interesting essay by Ismar Schorsch, “The Myth of Sephardic

Supremacy,” in From Text to Context: The T to History in Modern
Judaism (Hanover: Brandeis University Press, 1994). 71-92. In effect,
nineteenth-century Ashkenazic Jews looked to medieval Sephardic
Jewry for models of synergistic interaction with a vibrant majority envi-
ronment. As suggested here, medieval southern-European Jewry (by no
means all Sephardic) did nvolve itself more deeply than the Jews of
northern Europe with its majority milieu. However, this did not tnean
that the northern-European Jews of our period were detached from their
majority environment in the ways that later became prevalent among
their successors, especially in eastern Europe, and that so distressed the
nineteenth-century thinkers discussed by Schorsch.
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