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Yet what kind of men were they who set their hands to the task [of rebuilding the
temple]? They were men who constantly resisted the Holy Spirit, revolutionists
bent on stirring up sedition. After the destruction which occurred under Vespa-
sian and Titus, these Jews rebelled during the reign of Hadrian and tried to go
back to the old commonwealth and way of life. What they failed to realize was
that they were fighting against the decree of God, who had ordered that Jerusalem
remain forever in ruins.

St. John Chrysostom, Adversos Judaeos

Christianity did not bring a message of social revolution like that of the ill-fated
Spartacus, whose struggle led to so much bloodshed. Jesus was not Spartacus, he
was not engaged in a fight for political liberation like Barabbas or Bar- Kochba.
Jesus, who himself died on the Cross, brought something totally different: an
encounter with the Lord of all lords, an encounter with the living God and thus
an encounter with a hope stronger than the sufferings of slavery, a hope which
therefore transformed life and the world from within.

Pope Benedict X VI, Spe Salvi
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Introduction

Introduction

On September 12, 2006, Joseph Ratzinger made a triumphal return to his na-
tive Bavaria. Having chosen the name of Benedict XVI when he was elected pope,
His Holiness returned not only to Germany but to the German university of Re-
gensburg to express his gratitude for the time he spent there as a professor and to
renew the Church’s commitment to the university.

But more than that, Pope Benedict wanted to re-affirm the Church’s position
on the relationship between faith and reason. In order to do that he had to refer
to a tradition where that relationship has not been so complementary, a tradition
which stands outside of Europe, namely, Islam.

That’s where the trouble began, specifically when Benedict quoted the Byzan-
tine emperor Manuel II Paleologos, who felt that the Islamic world and the Chris-
tian world shared two fundamentally different views of the relationship between
God and reason. The issue was religiously inspired violence: “Show me just what
Mohammed brought that was new and there you will find things only evil and
inhuman, such as his command to spread by the sword the faith he preached.™

After an initially favorable response, the world press, including the Arab
press, appeared to use the quote to inflame Islamic opinion against the Church.
The inflammation was a replay, at least in some ways, of the Danish cartoon crisis
of a few months before. In that incident, a Danish magazine editor, with ties to
American neoconservatives like Daniel Pipes, ran a series of cartoons that were
calculated to outrage Muslims and provoke them to attack Denmark and, by ex-
tension, Europe. The purpose of the provocation was to drive Europe, by way of
reaction to the Muslim outrage, into the arms of the Americans, who were desper-
ately in need of support for their failing war in Iraq.*

In the instance of the Regensburg speech, the outrage surrounding the Man-
uel II Paleologos quote achieved two ends: first, it strengthened the neoconser-
vative hold over the Catholic mind by giving the impression that Muslims were
fanatics determined to wage jihad against both the pope and the Church (the
Muslim/Catholic alliance against abortion, which I personally witnessed at the
World Population Conference in Cairo in 1994, gave the opposite impression), and
secondly, it obscured the real topic of the talk, which was Logos and the central
role it plays in both Europe and the Church.

Unlike Christianity, Islam is not docile to Logos, nor for that matter is Islam’s
God; God’s will is arbitrary, inscrutable. According to Benedict’s reading of Man-
uel II Paleologos, “the decisive statement in this argument against violent conver-
sion is this: not to act in accordance with reason is contrary to God’s nature.” This
idea is not intrinsic to Islam. The “noted French Islamicist R. Arnaldez,” Pope
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Benedict continues, “points out that Ibn Hazm went so far as to state that God is
not bound even by his own word, and that nothing would oblige him to reveal the
truth to us. Were it God’s will, we would even have to practice idolatry.”

Christianity is different from Islam in this regard: The Christian God acts
with Logos. In using the term Logos, the Pope situates Christianity and, by exten-
sion, the European culture which grew up under its influence, in the tradition of
Greek philosophy. Greek philosophy is part of God’s plan for humanity, some-
thing that became clear when St Paul had to change his plans and travel to Mace-
donia. Greek philosophy is, in other words, not just Greek; it is universal:

Is the conviction that acting unreasonably contradicts God’s nature merely a
Greek idea, or is it always and intrinsically true? I believe that here we can see the
profound harmony between what is Greek in the best sense of the word and the
biblical understanding of faith in God. Modifying the first verse of the Book of
Genesis, the first verse of the whole Bible, John began the prologue of his Gospel
with the words: “In the beginning was the logos.” This is the very word used by
the Emperor: God acts with logos.

“In the beginning was the logos, and the logos is God,” says the Evangelist.
The marriage of Hebrew scripture and Greek philosophy that begat Christi-
anity and subsequently Europe is not mere coincidence, nor is Greek philosophy
some adulteration of an otherwise pure Gospel. Europe means Biblical faith plus
Greek thought: Europe is based on Logos. “The encounter between the Biblical
message and Greek thought,” the pope continues,
did not happen by chance....Biblical faith...encountered the best of Greek thought
at a deep level, resulting in a mutual enrichment evident in the later wisdom
literature....A profound encounter of faith and reason is taking place there [in
the Septuagint], an encounter between genuine enlightenment and religion.
From the very heart of Christian faith, and, at the same time, the heart of Greek
thought now joined to faith, Manuel II was able to say: “Not to act ‘with logos’ is
contrary to God’s nature.

This means that Logos, far from being some cultural accretion, is part of the
nature of God and, therefore, part of creation. The European, and by that term I
include both North and South America and Australia, is traditionally born into a
world that is radically reasonable, radically logical, because that world mirrors the
mind of God, who behaves in ways that sometimes go beyond what human reason
can comprehend but never in ways that contradict that reason.

So far so good. We agree wholeheartedly with what the Pope said about
Logos, and we can see without too much effort that Islam has a radically different
attitude toward the relationship between faith and reason. Europe has dealt with
the threat for centuries, but from an historical perspective, the Islamic threat to
Europe is only half the story.

At this point we come to the attack on Logos which is not mentioned in the
Pope’s speech, the Jewish attack on Logos, which manifests itself not by the threat
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of invasion from without, as is the case with Islam, which has sought to spread its
faith by military conquest, but by the threat of subversion from within, otherwise
known as revolution. If Muslims are alogos, because of Mohammed’s imperfect
understanding of the monotheistic traditions he absorbed from his position be-
yond the borders of a collapsing Greco-Roman civilization, then Jews are anti-
Logos, in the sense that they reject Christ altogether. Islam did not reject Christ;
Islam failed to understand Christ, as manifested in its rejection of both the Trin-
ity and the Incarnation, and ended up trying to mask that misunderstanding by
honoring Jesus as a prophet.

The situation with Jews is completely different. The Jews were God’s chosen
people. When Jesus arrived on earth as their long-awaited Messiah, the Jews, who,
like all men, were given free will by their God, had to make a decision. They had
to either accept or reject the Christ, who was, so Christians believe, the physical
embodiment of Logos.

As we will see, the Jews began by wanting to have the Messiah save them
on their terms, which were suffused with racial pride. When the Jews tell Jesus
in John 8 that they are the “seed of Abraham,” in Greek “sperma Abraam,” He
changes the term of the argument by replying “If you were Abraham’s children,
you would do as Abraham did,” which is to say follow God’s will and accept Jesus
as the son of God and Messiah. Since the Jews, or those to whom Jesus is speaking,
reject Jesus, they reject their father Abraham as well, and show that “the devil is
[their] father.”

Once Jesus arrives in Jerusalem, the term Jew in the Gospel of St. John is no
longer a purely racial term. Jew has come to mean a rejecter of Christ. Race is no
longer the focus. The Jews who accept Jesus will henceforth be known as Chris-
tians. The Jews who reject him are known henceforth as “Jews.” As St. John reports
in the Apocalypse, “those who call themselves Jews” are really liars and members
of the “synagogue of Satan” (Rev 2.9, 3.9).

By the middle of John’s Gospel, the term Jew no longer has the clear racial
meaning it had at the beginning when the Samaritan woman was told that “salva-
tion is from the Jews.” The other, more negative redefinition of the word Jew is also
not essentially racial and becomes apparent in the story of the man born blind in
John 9. That man’s parents, we are told, refused to answer any questions about
Jesus healing their son because they feared the “Jews.” They “said this because
they feared the Jews, for the Jews had already agreed that if any one should confess
him to be Christ, he was to be put out of the synagogue.” Clearly the split between
“Jews” and followers of Christ had already begun.

The Jews rejected Christ because he was crucified. They wanted a powerful
leader, not a suffering servant. Annas and Caiaphas mockingly told Christ that if
he came down from the cross, they would accept him as the Messiah. When the
Jews rejected Christ, they rejected Logos, and when they rejected Logos, which
includes within itself the principles of social order, they became revolutionaries.
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Jews may have become revolutionaries at the foot of the cross, but the full im-
plications of their decision didn’t become apparent until 30 years later, when the
Jews rebelled against Rome, and Rome retaliated by destroying the Temple. At this
point, the Jews had no temple, no priesthood, and no sacrifice, and as a result they
had no way of fulfilling their covenant. Seeing which way the battle for Jerusalem
was going, a rabbi, and deputy head of the Sanhedrin, by the name of Jochanan
ben Zakkai had himself smuggled out of Jerusalem in a shroud, and, after being
recognized by Roman authorities as a friend of Rome, was granted the privilege of
founding a rabbinical school at Jabneh.

It is at this moment, some 30 years after the founding of the Church, that
modern Judaism, Judaism as we know it, was born as essentially a debating soci-
ety, because in the absence of a Temple, that was all that Jews could do. The results
of these interminable debates became known as the Talmud, which got written
down over the next six centuries. The debating did nothing to eradicate the spirit
of revolution from the Jewish mind, but in many ways intensified it by teaching
the Jews to look for a military Messiah.

The Jews got their military Messiah roughly 60 years after the destruction of
the Temple, when Simon bar Kokhba rose up against Rome in 131. The rabbis in
Jerusalem, with a few exceptions, recognized bar Kokhba as the Messiah, and so
as if to prove that racial Judaism had become incoherent, the Christian Jews were
expelled for not recognizing him as the Messiah. It didn’t matter whether your
mother was Jewish; the ultimate determinant of Jewishness had become rejection
of Christ, and that rejection led inexorably to revolution.

II

Debate over who the Jews are never ceases. Such debate comes up against a
basic philosophical issue, something akin to the nominalism of William of Ock-
ham. The issue revolves around the use of the word “Jew.” Just what does the word
refer to? Does it refer to anything at all, or is it like the word “tree,” a word which,
according to the nominalists, has no clear meaning, since in the real world the
only thing which exists are individual birches, maples, etc? According to this un-
written rule of discourse, the term “Jew” refers to no category of beings in reality.
Use of the term “Jew” as a category is, as a result, ipso facto evidence of anti-
Semitism.

This reasoning is not a new phenomenon. Hilaire Belloc noticed it in England
in the 1920s, when he wrote that if anyone “exposed a financial swindler who hap-
pened to be a Jew, he was an anti-Semite. If he exposed a group of Parliamentar-
ians taking money from the Jews, he was an anti-Semite. If he did no more than
call a Jew a Jew, he was an anti-Semite.”™

Things have gotten worse since Belloc’s time. Now it is impossible to write
about Jews without opening oneself to the charge of anti-Semitism, as Belloc’s
current place in the literary firmament now shows. It is impossible to refer to Bel-
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loc in polite circles without the mandatory disclaimer that he was an anti-Semite,
partly because he wrote one book about the Jews. His views on Islam are much
more censorious than his views on Jews, but that fact never gets mentioned. Nor is
it obligatory to refer to Belloc as anti-Muslim.

If anything, what Belloc said then is a fortiori true today. Calling a Jew a Jew
may or may not be prima facie evidence of anti-Semitism, but criticizing a group
of people as Jews is regularly taken as such evidence. This is because it indicates
that the group exists, that it has definable beliefs (at least in many contexts) and
that it can, therefore, act in a certain way, and can even be criticized for so acting.
All of this does not change the fact that the main task confronting anyone who de-
cides to write about the Jews is precisely what he means by that term. It is precisely
in the manipulation of the term “Jew” that its political benefits lie.

Since the term Jew actually gets used with some frequency, its use is deter-
mined by the political advantage of those who use it.* Thus, it is permissible in
some circles to use the group designation when Jews are victims of some attack,
but any reference to Jews as the perpetrators of some attack is, again, ipso facto
evidence of anti-Semitism and also a sign of conspiracy mania as well. It’s heads
I win, tails you lose. So, again, according to another variation of the canons of
contemporary discourse, it is permissible to say that Jews played a large role in the
civil rights movement, but it would be anti-Semitic to say that they played a large
role in the abortion rights movement.

Christians, however, must believe that there is a definite Jewish people who
will perdure till the end of time. St Paul, addressing the Romans, says: “if the root
is holy so are the branches” (Romans 11.16). St John Chrysostom, commenting
on St Paul’s speech, explains that the root refers to Abraham and the patriarchs,
“from whom all the Jewish nation proceeded, as branches from that root: and...
these branches are to be esteemed holy, not only because of the root they proceed-
ed from, but also because they worshipped the true God. And if some, or a great
many of these branches, have been broken, they may, as it is said (v.23) be ingrafted
again. And you, Gentiles, ought to remember that, you were of yourselves a wild-
olive tree: and it is only by the merciful call of God, that you have the happiness
to be ingrafted upon the same root as the patriarchs; and so by imitating the faith
of Abraham are become his spiritual children, and heirs of the promises, and by
that means have been made partakers of the root.... And let me tell you, as to the
Jews, if they abide not still in unbelief, God is able to ingraft them again into their
own olive-tree: and it seems more easy, that they, who are naturally branches of
the sweet olive-tree, should bring forth good fruit, when they shall be ingrafted
in their own olive-tree, being of the race of Abraham, to whom the promises were
made.”

III
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The Christian then holds that the Jewish people have a perduring role and are
at least in part defined by their refusal of the New Covenant and by their relation-
ship to Abraham and his “seed”. In order to discuss who counts as a Jew it might
be helpful to offer a working definition. We might say that there is a disjunctive
positive component: A person who is related by birth or conversion to those simi-
larly related by birth or conversion to Abraham®- and a negative component: A
person who has not renounced Judaism by embracing another faith (especially
Christianity).

The renowned Jewish scholar Jacob Neusner, makes clear a distinction be-
tween Judaists and Jews, when he says: “The ethnic group does not define the reli-
gious system.... All Judaists—those who practice the religion, Judaism—are Jews,
but not all Jews are Judaists. That is to say, all those who practice the religion,
Judaism, by definition fall into the ethnic group, the Jews, but not all members of
the ethnic group practice Judaism.”

However, Neusner adds, tellingly, that Christianity plays a special role in de-
fining who counts as a Jew either ethnically or religiously: “the ethnic community
opens its doors not by reason of outsiders’ adopting the markers of ethnicity...
but by reason of adopting what is not ethnic but religious.... While not all Jews
practice Judaism, in the iron-clad consensus among contemporary Jews, Jews who
practice Christianity cease to be part of the ethnic Jewish community, while those
who practice Buddhism remain within.”

Without knowing it, Neusner is simply restating the thesis of this book: when
Judaism rejected Christ it rejected Logos as well. In rejecting Christ, Judaism took
on a negative identity, something that many Jews have realized at one time or
another. The recent Jewish convert to Catholicism, Roy Schoeman, writes: “I re-
member praying, ‘Let me know your name—I don’t mind if you are Buddha, and
I have to become a Buddhist; I don’t mind if you are Apollo, and I have to become
a Roman pagan; I don’t mind if you are Krishna, and I have to become a Hindu; as
long as you are not Christ and I have to become a Christian’”® Schoeman presum-
ably recognizes this perverse and deep-seated enmity to Logos as having come
from a perversion of what was handed down by Moses.*

Such enmity to Logos as represented in the person of Jesus Christ is present in
the Talmud. Princeton Jewish scholar Peter Schaefer notes that Talmudic stories
mock claims of Jesus’s birth from the Virgin Mary, challenge His claim to be the
Messiah, and state that He was rightly executed for blasphemy and idolatry,” and
that He resides in Hell, where His followers will go. Schaefer makes the startling
claim that, rather than being ill-informed and ephemeral, parts of the Babylonian
Talmud, such narratives betray a remarkably high level of familiarity with the
Gospels—especially Matthew and John—and represent a deliberate and sophis-
ticated anti-Christian polemic.* And while many Jews may never read such pas-
sages there can be little doubt that they arose from the defining rejection of Christ
by many Jews of His time, a rejection that finds echoes in present day attitudes to
Christian converts from Judaism.
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Ironically, the very Talmud that vilifies Christ appears to provide some evi-
dence that He is the Messiah. The Talmud admits the central role of Jesus in salva-
tion history in a number of significant if indirect ways. Roy Schoeman points out
that in order to ensure that the Temple sacrifice had been successful in expiating
the sins of the Jews, the priests and rabbis would watch to make sure that a scar-
let thread had turned white. He cites the Talmudic verse from Rosh Hashanah
31b, “For forty years before the destruction of the Temple the thread of scarlet
never turned white but it remained red.” According to Schoeman, the Talmud
itself “unwittingly confirms” that the Temple sacrifices failed 40 years before the
destruction of the Temple in 70 AD (i.e., at the time when Christ died and the veil
covering the Holy of Holies was rent in two) when it “recounts that from that time
on. .. the scarlet thread never again turned white.” According to the Talmud, the
Temple was destroyed because therein prevailed “hatred without a cause.” The
Talmud might be said to be referring in some mysterious way to Christ’s own
words in John 15:18-25: “They hated me without a cause.” The Talmud, in other
words, “is exhibiting a gift of prophecy, stating a profound truth that unknow-
ingly confirms Jesus’ identity as the Messiah, although unaware of that fact.”™

While the Talmud refers to the justice of Christ’s execution, the Christian
must believe that Christ died for our sins. According to the Catholic Church: “
‘sinners were the authors and the ministers of all the sufferings that the divine Re-
deemer endured.’ Taking into account the fact that our sins affect Christ himself,
the Church does not hesitate to impute to Christians the gravest responsibility
for the torments inflicted upon Jesus, a responsibility with which they have all
too often burdened the Jews alone.” Moreover, the Catholic Catechism goes on to
quote from an earlier Catechism: “We, however, profess to know him. And when
we deny him by our deeds, we in some way seem to lay violent hands on him.™

It is all too easy to minimize this profound teaching, but in maximizing it
we fall into another grave error by claiming that Jews were not primarily respon-
sible at the time and place for bringing about the actual event in history that is
known as the crucifixion. Such a position directly contradicts the Gospel accounts
and makes any understanding of the nature of the Jewish split impossible. After
all, that famous Jewish convert St Peter (Acts 3.14-15) refers directly to those who
killed Christ in addressing and appealing to the very people he saw as having done
this. This rejection of Logos, rooted in an historical event, continues to play a part
in what it means to be a Jew.

v

In dealing with such complex and highly controversial matters it is important
to be clear on what is not being said as well as what is. Clearly the Christian must
hold certain views regarding the Jewish people, if only regarding their existence
and continuance to the Second Coming as a people. Any individual Jew, like any-
one else, can choose to follow Logos. He may follow the “lower Logos” of the Natu-
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ral Moral Law—i.e., the law that St Paul tells us is written in the hearts of men.
That law, fully understood, leads ultimately to Christ and the Church He founded.
We might call the latter the Higher Logos. Deliberate rejection of Logos is deliber-
ate rejection of salvation. A spirit founded on rejection of Logos can only lead to
disaster. True, people may be more or less ignorant—for all sorts of reasons—of
Logos. But there is a special tragedy if a member of the Chosen people rejects what
he or she was chosen for—as we see in the Gospels.

Anyone can choose to reject Logos—all of us do this or are tempted to reject
the lower Logos every day. But to have the rejection of the Higher Logos at the un-
avoidable core of one’s religion or even as a determining factor of who is to count
as a member of one’s community means that a revolutionary spirit is entwined
with that community.

By revolution we mean revolution against Logos—the deepest kind of revolu-
tion.” This Jewish revolutionary spirit is, as we have said, an internal (understood
as above) enemy of Christianity. But so too are those Christian heresies that have,
in one way or another attacked Christ, His Church, or the Natural Moral Law.
Part of the history to be recounted in this book is the story of the relationship
between the history of the Jews and the attacks on the Universal Church by Chris-
tian heretics linked to Jews or heavily influenced by Jews.

One example of such an alliance, typical of the history this volume is con-
cerned with, is the Arian/Jewish alliance in the 4" Century. John Henry Newman,
in his work The Arians of the Fourth Century, makes the following observations:

It is...a question, whether the mere performance of the rites of the Law, of which

Christ came as anti-type and repealer, has not a tendency to withdraw the mind

from the contemplation of the more glorious and real images of the Gospel; so

that the Christians of Antioch would diminish their reverence towards the true

Savior of man, in proportion as they trusted to the media of worship provided

for a time by the Mosaic ritual.... In the Epistle addressed to them, the Judaizers

are described as men laboring under an irrational fascination, fallen from grace,

and self-excluded from the Christian privileges; when in appearance they were

but using, what on the one hand might be called mere external forms, and on the

other, had actually been delivered to the Jews on Divine authority.... If we turn

to the history of the Church, we seem to see the evils in actual existence, which

the Apostle anticipated in prophecy; that is, we see, that in the obsolete furni-

ture of the Jewish ceremonial, there was in fact retained the pestilence of Jewish

unbelief, tending (whether directly or not, at least eventually) to introduce fun-

damental error respecting the Person of Christ.*

Ultimately, the doctrinal issues are not the main issue. During the 4% cen-
tury, the Jews sided with the Arians because they had become habituated to pro-
moting revolution. In practical terms, John Henry Newman notes, “in the popular
risings which took place in Antioch and Alexandria in favor of Arianism, the Jews
sided with the heretical party, evincing thereby, not indeed any definite interest
in the subject of dispute, but a sort of spontaneous feeling, that the side of heresy
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was their natural position; and further, that its spirit, and the character which it
created, were congenial to their own.™

This book records how such a “spontaneous feeling” has played itself out in
history, in a conflict between Judaism, Jewish movements, heresies and the Catho-
lic Church.

Rabbi Louis Israel Newman* points out how Jews have consistently support-
ed revolutionary movements throughout history. Jews joined forces with heretics
during the Albigensian crisis, the Hussite revolution, the Reformation, and at the
birth of modern England. They joined forces with revolutionaries during The En-
lightenment, the Russian Revolution and the Civil Rights movement. We also see
the conflict between the Church and Judaism working itself out at the birth of the
Spanish Inquisition, the spread of the Polish empire and the Chmielnicki rebel-
lion that began the break-up of that empire. Finally, we see a Jewish presence in
the rise of the American Empire.

As always, movements are led by the few—a few often unrepresentative of
the many. The evolutionary psychologist Kevin MacDonald, in examining Jew-
ish movements, has suggested the following approach to the issue—that a Jewish
movement is a movement dominated by Jews “with no implication that all or most
Jews are involved in these movements and restrictions on what the movements
are,” and that one must “determine whether the Jewish participants in those
movements identified as Jews and thought of their involvement in the movement
as advancing specific Jewish interests.” He adds that involvement may be uncon-
scious or involve self-deception, but in many of the cases he examines, it is more
straightforward.” A revolutionary movement may be led by religious or non-reli-
gious Jews and still count as a Jewish revolutionary movement.

The Catholic response to the revolutionary Jewish rejection of Logos came to
be known as “Sicut Iudeis non...,” a doctrine codified by Pope Gregory the Great
and reiterated by virtually every pope after him. According to “Sicut Iudeis non...,”
no one has the right to harm Jews or disrupt their worship services, but the Jews
have, likewise, no right to corrupt the faith or morals of Christians or subvert
Christian societies.

Since the time of Gregory the Great, the church has applied “Sicut Iudeis
non. .. ,” even at the risk of appearing “anti-Semitic,” a charge which has become
more frequent in modern times. One of the classic instances which we are given
of “modern” anti-Semitism is the pastoral letter on morals which was issued by
Augustine Cardinal Hlond, the primate of Poland, on February 29, 1936. The part
beginning “It is true that Jews ...have a corruptive influence on morals, and that
their publishing houses are spreading pornography . . .” is invariably quoted as
proof of Hlond’s anti-Semitism, but no mention is made of what follows. Hlond’s
pastoral letter is a classic instance of the two part teaching on the Jews that goes
by the name of “Sicut Iudeis non . . ” 1 will now quote the passage on the Jews in
full:
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So long as Jews remain Jews, a Jewish problem exists and will continue to exist.
This question varies in intensity and degree from country to country. It is espe-
cially difficult in our country, and ought to be the object of serious consideration.
I shall touch briefly here on its moral aspects in connection with the situation
today.

It is a fact that Jews are waging war against the Catholic Church, that they are
steeped in free-thinking and constitute the vanguard of atheism, the Bolshevik
movement, and revolutionary activity. It is a fact that Jews have a corruptive in-
fluence on morals, and that their publishing houses are spreading pornography.
It is true that Jews are perpetrating fraud, practicing usury, and dealing in pros-
titution. It is true that, from a religious and ethical point of view, Jewish youth
are having a negative influence on the Catholic youth in our schools. But let us
be fair. Not all Jews are this way. There are very many Jews who are believers,
honest, just, kind, and philanthropic. There is a healthy, edifying sense of family
in very many Jewish homes. We know Jews who are ethically outstanding, noble,
and upright.

I warn against that moral stance, imported from abroad [he is clearly thinking of
Germany] that is basically and ruthlessly anti-Jewish. It is contrary to Catholic
ethics. One may love one’s own nation more, but one may not hate anyone. Not
even Jews. It is good to prefer your own kind when shopping, to avoid Jewish
stores and Jewish stalls in the marketplace, but it is forbidden to demolish a Jew-
ish store, damage their merchandise, break windows, or throw things at their
homes. One should stay away from the harmful moral influence of Jews, keep
away from their anti-Christian culture, and especially boycott the Jewish press
and demoralizing Jewish publications. But it is forbidden to assault, beat up,
maim, or slander Jews. One should honor Jews as human beings and neighbors,
even though we do not honor the indescribable tragedy of that nation, which
was the guardian of the idea of the Messiah and from which was born the Savior.
When divine mercy enlightens a Jew to sincerely accept his and our Messiah, let
us greet him into our Christian ranks with joy.

Beware of those who are inciting anti-Jewish violence. They are serving a bad
cause. Do you know who is giving the orders? Do you know who is intent on
these riots? No good comes from these rash actions. And it is Polish blood that is
sometimes being shed at them.*

Cardinal Hlond was not expressing racial hatred here; he was warning his

Polish flock about the dangers of Bolshevism, which, as all of Europe had learned
during the 1920s, was an essentially Jewish movement. Cardinal Hlond was op-
posing Jewish revolutionary activity on the one hand, but he was also opposing
the vicious reaction to Jewish revolutionary activity that was known as Nazism,
which had taken over Germany at that time. The Church was consistent in its op-
position to revolution on the one hand, and in defending the Jews against genuine
persecution on the other. Both parts of this teaching are necessary. If either one is

ignored, trouble follows.
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This, of course, is precisely what happened in the wake of the Second Vatican
Council. Nostra Aetate, the council document on other religions, was supposed to
usher in a new era of interfaith dialogue, with Jews in particular. What followed
can best be gleaned from a sampling of statements issued both around the time of
or as part of what claimed to be a celebration of the document’s 40* anniversary.
In his book A Moral Reckoning: the Role of the Catholic Church in the Holocaust
and its Unfulfilled Duty of Repair, Daniel Jonah Goldhagen wrote, “For centuries
the Catholic Church...harbored anti-Semitism at its core, as an integral part of its
doctrine, its theology and its liturgy.™ As his contribution to a “celebration” of
40 years of Nostra Aetate, Yona Metzger, Israel’s chief rabbi, wrote in the Jesuit
magazine America that in Nostra Aetate, the Church rejected “the normative view
of Jews that had been held throughout Christendom for many centuries” namely,
that “the Jews rejected Christ and were guilty of the crime of deicide; consequent-
ly, they had been rejected by the Creator in favor of the Christians,” who were “the
new Israel.” Rabbi Metzger went on to say that this attitude of “supercessionism,”
and “the teaching of contempt,” “laid the groundwork for centuries of discrimina-
tion, persecution and violence against Jews, culminating in the Shoah, in which
one-third of Jewry was murdered.”

This book then is the story of those movements that embody a spirit of rebel-
lion (conscious or unconscious) against Logos, which more often than not meant
an attack on Christ and His Church through history. This spirit is embodied not
just in Judaism but in numerous Christian heresies and secular movements.

The Good Friday prayers of the Catholic Church reach out to those affected
with such a spirit. The 1962 Good Friday prayer for the Jews reads:

Let us pray also for the Jews that the Lord our God may take the veil from their
hearts and that they also may acknowledge our Lord Jesus Christ. Let us pray:
Almighty and everlasting God, you do not refuse your mercy even to the Jews;
hear the prayers which we offer for the blindness of that people so that they may
acknowledge the light of your truth, which is Christ, and be delivered from their
darkness.

The Church had amended the prayer from an earlier version referring to “per-
fidious” or “faithless” Jews. Since that time it has been further amended, even
to the point of ambiguity. However, with Pope Benedict XVTI’s recent Summo-
rum Pontificum motu proprio, the 1962 prayer will be more commonly heard. The
prayer now reads as follows: “Let us pray for the Jews. That our God and Lord
may enlighten their hearts, so that they may recognize Jesus Christ, the Savior
of all men. Let us pray. Let us bend our knees. Rise. Almighty and eternal God,
who wants all of mankind to be saved and gain knowledge of the truth, grant that
when the fullness of peoples enters your Church all of Israel may be save. Through
Christ, our Lord." Far from being “anti-Semitic” it is, as the Jewish atheist Israel
Shahak noted, “a prayer which asked the Lord to have mercy on Jews...”

23



The Jewish Revolutionary Spirit

The rewriting of the 1962 prayer in a way that retains the orginal explicit call
for conversion is a sign that the post-Vatican II era is drawing to a close. No-
where is the need for closure and re-evaluation more urgent than in the Church’s
teaching on the Jews. Nostra Aetate, the council’s document on non-Christian
religions, was supposed to inaugurate a new era of interfaith dialogue. What it led
to instead was a condemnation of the heart of the Gospel’s call for conversion as
“supercessionism” and confusion in the face of an increasingly imperious foreign
policy under the leadership of what is now called the “Israel Lobby.”

By the time Daniel Jonah Goldhagen’s attack on Pius XII appeared, it had
become apparent that the 40 years of interfaith dialogue inaugurated by Nostra
Aectate had resulted in apparent heresy on the part of leading Church authorities,
diatribes on the part of Jews, and political disaster for the entire world. When the
Church acquiesced to the Jewish interpretation of Nostra Aetate, she opened the
door to the rise of neoconservative foreign policy in the United States, which led
to the disastrous war in Iraq. Dialogue in this context has reached a dead end on
both theological and political levels. It is my hope that this book will promote a
rethinking of these issues and a return to the wisdom of tradition.

No book of this size can come into existence without help. At this point I
would like to acknowledge the assistance of James G. Bruen, Anthony S. McCa-
rthy, Jeffrey J. Langan and John Beaumont for the assistance they provided in
bringing this book out.

E. Michael Jones
South Bend, Indiana
December 2007
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Synagogue of Satan

Chapter One
The Synagogue of Satan

played off the descendants of Alexander the Great’s generals against each

other as a prelude to seizing power and completing the ring of Roman rule
around the Mediterranean, the ocean the Romans called “ours.” In 64 BC Pompey
deposed Phillip II, the last Seleucid, and made Syria a Roman province. Pompey
soon learned the Jews would not be incorporated into the Empire without a strug-
gle, just as his successors found they could not keep the Jews in the Empire with-
out bitter struggles.

One year after taking Syria without firing a shot, so to speak, Pompey was
enmired in a siege of Jerusalem. He called for battering rams from Tyre and had
trees felled to cross the moats surrounding the city walls, but success was uncer-
tain. The Jews had water and food; they also had the Temple to their god, about
which Pompey had heard impressive if contradictory reports. While Pompey sat
outside the walls, the priests sacrificed to their god, who seemed disposed to hold
the Romans at bay.

So Pompey studied the Jewish religion. The Jewish prohibition against work
on the Sabbath allowed bearing arms only to defend against attack. The Roman
soldiers therefore laid down their arms on the Jewish Sabbath and instead under-
mined the city’s walls, against which Jewish religious scruple allowed no action.

In June 63 BC one Temple tower fell. Roman soldiers poured through the
breach into the Temple precincts where they slaughtered the Jewish priests. Many
Jews committed suicide by throwing themselves off the Temple battlements. Oth-
ers immolated themselves on pyres intended for sacrificial animals. All in all,
12,000 Jews died. With victory imminent, Pompey’s curiosity about the inner
sanctum of the Jewish Temple replaced the concerns of war. Wading through the
blood of slain priests, Pompey penetrated to the holy of holies to find that the
object of Jewish worship was not an ass’s head, as Alexandrian propagandists had
claimed. He discovered that, in Roman terms, there was no object of worship. Per-
haps Pompey found the empty shrine unsettling; perhaps he was disconcerted by
a presence he felt even though no object represented it. Either way, Pompey halted
before the Temple treasury with its gold and retreated empty-handed.

The Temple was left standing, but the walls of Jerusalem were razed. A tax
was levied against the Jews in amounts appropriate to a conquered province. The
Temple had been violated, but it remained intact. Temple sacrifices continued, but
Israel ceased to exist as a nation with a state.

Pompey executed the most fanatical Jewish revolutionaries, the Zealots. He
named the pliable, dim-witted Hyrcanus high-priest and ethnarch, ensuring he

S ensing that Hellenistic hegemony over Palestine had run its course, Pompey
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was only a figurehead by putting him under the authority of Antipater, whom he
made governor of Judaea. The more formidable Aristobulus was sent to Rome with
his son Antigonus and a horde of Jewish prisoners, whose descendants, known as
libertini, or the emancipated, settled on the right bank of the Tiber on the slopes
of the Vatican hill. The bridge across the Tiber was known as the Pons Judaeorum,
indicating the race of the settlers, and that they had been there for a long time.

Defeat led to Jewish dispersion. From that dispersed seemingly hopeless posi-
tion, the descendants of the Jews began to wage, in Graetz’s words, “a new kind
of warfare against long-established Roman institutions” which would ultimately
“modify or partly destroy them.™ Graetz is referring to Christianity—the most
successful Jewish sect, in his view. To conquer Rome from within, Judaism had to
be modified, however, and it “became estranged from and placed itself in harsh
antagonism to the parent source.”™ But Graetz could have referred to other Jewish
sects that were not estranged because, while they were swallowed by the Roman
empire, they refused to be digested by it. As Roman oppression increased, Jewish
settlements across the empire became the source of insurrection and revolution-
ary activity that would threaten the existence of the empire in a different way from
the ultimately successful Christian threat.

The Romans were generally adept at ruling conquered nations, but Roman
rule in Palestine was a story of blunders and oppression. Because the Maccabees
had thrown off Greek hegemony 100 years before Pompey’s triumph, a similar
victory against the Romans didn’t seem impossible. The defeat of the Jews by yet
another foreign power, together with the arrogance and blunders of the Romans
thus fueled apocalyptic fervor among the Jews.

Apocalyptic literature started under the Hellenistic hegemony due to Alex-
ander the Great’s conquests in 333 BC. Antiochus IV Epiphanes pressed assimila-
tion in 167 BC by abolishing Jewish practices and establishing the cult of Zeus in
the Temple. He ordered pagan sacrifice on the new altar of the Temple. The priest
Mattathias and his five sons called upon the Jews to revolt. Three years of war fol-
lowed, during which the Book of Daniel was written. Daniel is the first in a series
of Apocalypses, or revelations of things hidden, that culminate in the book of
Revelation, which completes the canon of Christian scripture. Apocalyptic writ-
ing enjoyed its greatest popularity from 200 BC to 100 AD, a time of distress and
persecution for Jews and then for Christians. Daniel, according to the editors of
New American Bible, “was composed during the bitter persecution carried on by
Antiochus IV Epiphanes (167-164) and was written to strengthen and comfort the
Jewish people in their ordeal” by showing “that men of faith can resist temptation
and conquer adversity.™

In the second chapter of Daniel, King Nebuchadnezzar dreams of a statue
with feet of clay, which none of his sages can interpret. Daniel explains the four
parts of the statue correspond to four kingdoms which will rule the earth. The
fourth kingdom “will crush and break all of the earlier kingdoms” in a sequence of
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events familiar to the inhabitants of Palestine. But the fourth kingdom under the
dominion of the fourth beast “shall devour” as well “the whole earth, beat it down
and crush it.” The Book of Daniel is describing the trajectory of human history in
a fallen world. One empire follows the other; the only constant: oppression, with
each successive kingdom more tyrannical than the previous one.

The Book of Daniel also proposes an “end to history.” “A stone broke away,
untouched by any hand, and struck the statue, struck its feet of iron and earth-
enware and shattered them.” According to Daniel’s interpretation: “In the time
of these kings the God of heaven will set up a kingdom which shall never be de-
stroyed, and this kingdom will not pass into the hands of another race; it will shat-
ter and absorb all the previous kingdoms and itself last for ever—just as you saw
the stone untouched by hand break from the mountain and shatter iron, bronze,
earthenware, silver and gold.”

After the triumph of the worst and most oppressive fourth kingdom, Daniel
has another vision in which “I saw One like a son of man coming on the clouds of
heaven.” The “son of man” is the messianic designation; the Messiah will establish
dominion unlike any other. “His dominion is an everlasting dominion that shall
not be taken away; his kingship shall not be destroyed.” The divided lower part
of the statue—half clay and half iron—probably refers to the failed merger of the
Seleucids and the Ptolomies, Alexander the Great’s successors who failed to keep
his legacy of conquest unified. The fourth kingdom is traditionally taken as Rome,
but that can be ascribed only to prophecy or hindsight.

Pompey did what Daniel said the fourth beast would do: he conquered Jeru-
salem in 63 BC. He crushed the kingdom of clay and iron, but his victory only in-
tensified the Messianic expectation. The triumph of the fourth kingdom indicated
that the Messiah’s coming was imminent. The Son of Man was to deliver the Jews
from foreign oppression and inaugurate an unending kingdom that would break
apart all empires. Oppression fueled Messianic fervor. The Messiah “became more
superhuman as the situation became more hopeless.™ The Messiah became for the
oppressed Jewish people “a mighty warrior” to destroy Israel’s foes and “take cap-
tive the leader of the Romans and bring him in chains to Mount Zion, where he
will put him to death” and “establish a kingdom which shall last to the end of the
world.” Deliverance from political oppression would occur in the only manner the
Jewish people considered possible—through a mighty general who “would show
himself invincible in war.” As the conflict with Rome became bitterer, “messianic
fantasies became with many Jews an obsessive preoccupation.”

From the Christian perspective, the apocalyptic age culminated in Christ. Je-
sus, repeatedly referring to himself as “the Son of Man,” was invoking the proph-
ecy in Daniel and pointing to himself as the inaugurator of the Messianic King-
dom. As his earthly life became more public, it became clear that Jesus was no
mighty warrior of the sort the Jews admired in King David. He claimed to be of
the House of David, but it was unclear how a man who was not a warrior was go-
ing to bring freedom to captives held in bondage by Roman arms.
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The Jewish desire for a “superhuman” savior found fulfillment and disap-
pointment in Jesus Christ. Christ convinced his followers He was superhuman,
but he disabused them of the notion He was merely a more powerful version of
David or Alexander the Great or Caesar. “Superman” is a comic book figure cre-
ated in America during the Depression by Jerry Siegel and Joe Schuster, Jews of
eastern European extraction who couldn’t expunge the idea of a Messiah from
their consciousness.® But it also bespeaks a perennial inability to see supernature
as anything more than a comic exaggeration of the military heroes who conquered
the Jews.

The Superman fantasy has plagued the Jews since the time of Christ. Was the
Son of Man the same as Superman? Was the Kingdom of God a more powerful
version of Rome? How would the Messiah overthrow Rome? How would the stone
untouched by human hands shatter the fourth kingdom? No one had the answers
because, ultimately, the ambiguity could only be cleared up by the Messiah, the
Son of Man, Himself. Arrival of the kingdom is a central theme of the synoptic
gospels, and Jesus, in calling himself “the Son of Man” reminds us he fulfills the
destiny of this mysterious figure. Jesus identified himself as the “Son of Man,”
but his encounters with his fellow Jews showed their difficulty in distinguishing
between the “Son of Man” and a fantasy Superman.

Graetz claims “the rapacity of the Roman rulers” intensified “the longing for
the deliverer announced in the prophetical writings” so much that “any highly
gifted individual ... would have readily found disciples and believers in his Messi-
anic mission.” That would have come as a surprise to Jesus. The Gospel of John de-
scribes Jesus in increasingly acrimonious debate with “the lost sheep of the House
of Israel,” the very people he came to save, who, according to Graetz, were willing
to accept “any highly gifted individual” as their Messiah. The Jews’ longing for
release from Roman oppression increased with each year, but it fixated on a figure
who wielded military power. The Nazarean was proposing something else, and
the conflict with Jewish expectations led to increasingly bitter heated discussions
and recriminations until the Jews who rejected Jesus finally sought his death.

The first coming of Christ created a crisis for the Jews. In the Gospels, the
Jews define themselves by their relationship to the man who claims to be the “Son
of Man” or the Messiah. As a result, the discussion of Messianic expectations be-
comes very quickly a discussion of what it means to be a Jew. Klaus Wengst says
that “the Gospel of John was written out of the situation of a hard-pressed Jewish
Christian minority which found itself in the period following 70 AD confronted
by the opposition of rabbinical orthodoxy.”™

Whether the Gospel of St. John was written after the destruction of the Tem-
ple, as Wengst maintains, or before, as Markus Barth maintains, Roman hege-
mony created the political context for both groups of Jews, for “those who rejected
Christ and for the Jews and non-Jews who believed in him as the Messiah.™

The conflict between these two groups of Jews pervades the Gospel of St. John.
That gospel, in which the term “Jew” appears 71 times, is a protracted discussion
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of what it means to be a Jew. Who are “the Jews”? Well, it depends; the word has
different meanings in different contexts, but the context gets increasingly specific
and increasingly hostile as the Gospel narrative progresses, leading ultimately to
a break between “the Jews” and Jesus that leads to His death.

One of the most interesting consequences of the Anti-Defamation League’s
attack on Mel Gibson’s The Passion was the focus on whether the gospels are anti-
Semitic. Abraham Foxman and Rabbi James Rudin condemned the film because it
contained the passage from Matthew 27:25 when the Jewish people shout to Pilate,
“His blood be on us and our children.” But, if the statement is anti-Semitic, then
the fault lies not with Mel Gibson but with St. Matthew. By thus framing the is-
sue, Foxman and Rudin reveal their real position, namely, that the Gospels and
by extension Christianity are intrinsically anti-Semitic; Mel Gibson needs to be
censured because he makes the statement publicly, i.e., in a big budget film. Rabbi
Daniel Lapin was appalled at Foxman and Rudin, “self-appointed Jewish leaders,”
for making a spectacle of themselves and harming the standing of all Jews in the
United States, but Foxman and Rudin did frame the issue honestly from a specifi-
cally Jewish perspective by implying that the Gospels are anti-Semitic.

Philip S. Kaufman, a Christian Jew and Benedictine priest, tries to restore
civility by insisting the Gospel of St. John is the least anti-Semitic (by which he
means anti-Jewish) Gospel. Kaufman bases his argument on comparison of the
Passion narratives, but he glosses over Chapter 8 of the Gospel of St. John, espe-
cially 8:44 where Jesus tells the “Jews” that “the devil is your father,” a passage
Caron calls the most anti-Semitic New Testament passage. Trying to be irenic,
Kaufman argues for translation of the Johannine phrase “hoi Ioudaioi” as “the
Jerusalem officials, leaders or authorities.”™

Kaufman would probably find a sympathetic ear in Rabbi Lapin. Rabbi Lapin,
however, is the exception that proves the rule. Jewish leaders would not be lead-
ers if they didn’t have followers, and their followers continue to be unimpressed
by Catholic ecumenical outreach. The unavoidable issue is the intrinsically anti-
Jewish nature of the Christian scriptures. Indeed, the disappointment is so uni-
versal since the time of Nostra Aetate, the Vatican II statement on non-Christian
religions, that re-evaluation and course correction seems unavoidable.

Atan Evangelical-Jewish dialogue at the Evangelical Academy of Arnoldshain
in Germany in March 1989, Micha Brumlik, a Jewish participant, got quickly to
the point. How is dialogue possible when the “irreducible Kernel” of the Gospel
of St. John is “intrinsically anti-Jewish”?" If that Gospel is, as Brumlik claims,
“an embassy of hate,” then the issue is not inter-faith dialogue but the identity
of Christianity itself. If the Gospel of St. John is normative for Christianity, then
Christianity is a religion of hate, and there is no point in engaging in dialogue
with its adherents. Brumlik engages in the dialogue, but only to denounce the
foundational writings of Christianity as hate speech. In the Gospel of St. John, he
writes,
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the message that is supposed to lead the people by way of faith and the Son to
the Father, is in reality a message of maginalization, fear, anxiety and hate. There
is no other scripture in the New Testament, in which Christianity more fully
achieves its non-Jewish identity, and there is no other scripture in which the
marginalization of the Jews, and by that I mean Judaism, is achieved in such a
sharp, irreconcilable and unbridgeable manner as in the Gospel according to
John.*

St. John achieves this by portraying Jews “both in the form of the spontane-
ous Mob as well as in the form of the political religious leadership” as “murderers,
assassins and killers.” Even the Jews who believed in Jesus, “insofar as they wanted
to remain Jews,” have to hear themselves denounced as “children of the Devil.”

The heart of the matter for Brumlik lies in Chapter 8, which he sees as “proto-
racist” and manifesting “politically and socio-psychologically explainable delu-
sions” tied together in a “consistent Satanology” demonizing the Jews and giving
them “no chance.™ According to Brumlik, St. John portrays the Jews “as a group
of people, who don’t recognize Jesus as the Son of God because they are ontologi-
cally and constitutionally incapable of recognizing him as such. This is part and
parcel, according to this view, of the satanic nature of the Jews. They can’t recog-
nize him and so they must persecute him: “Why don’t you understand what I am
saying? Because you can’t hear my word. The Devil is your father, and you prefer
to do what your father wants. He was a murderer from the start and was never
grounded in the truth; there is no truth in him at all.”

The Gospels are not and cannot be construed as anti-Semitic, because, as Ca-
ron points out in Qui son les “Juifs” de l'evangile de Jean? “It is clear that the ex-
pression does not include the entirety of the Jewish people. Jesus and his disciples,
along with John the Baptist, are Jews.™ The term “Jew,” according to Caron, “is
not used in an ethnic or racial sense.”™ The Gospels cannot be anti-Semitic because
the antagonists are all Semites. The Gospels do not espouse hatred of individuals
because of race; it would be impossible for them to do so because the Christians in
the Gospels are all Jews. This does not preclude, however, the “anti-Jewish” nature
of the Gospels, depending on how one defines the term.

How is the term “Jew” used? Brumlik is not helpful here. He’s unable to clar-
ify the issue because clarification revolves around the true identity of Christ. The
Gospel of St. John, according to Brumlik, portrays “Jews, in fact all Jews, insofar
as they are Jews—which is to say, insofar as they hold fast to their position as chil-
dren of Abraham—as essentially damned enemies of Jesus.”® Jesus would prob-
ably object, not because damnation was not a real possibility for his opponents
(see Matthew 23:15, 23:33)—but because Brumlik portrays them as loyal children of
Abraham, a contention Jesus rejects in John 8:37: “If you were Abraham’s children,
you would do as Abraham did.”

The Gospel of St. John is not and cannot be construed as anti-Semitic, but
is it, as Brumlik claims, “judenfeindlich”?* Is it anti-Jewish? Following scripture
scholar Raymond Brown’s lead, Kaufman avoids the issue, claiming that by “oi
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Ioudaioi,” St. John means “Jewish leaders.” “To capture its correct meaning,”
Kaufman writes, “tous Ioudaious and hoi Ioudaioi could be translated in the same
verse as ‘the Jerusalem officials, leaders or authorities.”® Kaufman says “the ten-
dency in the past to fuel anti-Semitism by that Gospel’s frequent use of the phrase
‘the Jews,” could “be eliminated by the translation of hoi Ioudaioi as ‘hostile Jeru-
salem leaders, where that translation is justified in the context.” Kaufman gripes
that several new translations of the Bible eliminated sexist language but “did not
at the same time correct ‘anti-Jewish’ language.” Unless better translations are
made, “such corrections should be made in lectionaries and all materials used for
pubic reading and study.™

Translating “oi Ioudaioi” as “the Jewish leaders” creates its own problems.
Nicodemus and Joseph of Arimethea were Jewish leaders, but they were also fol-
lowers of Christ and thus proof there was as little unanimity among leaders as
among followers. Brumlik rightly rejects translation of oi Ioudaioi as “leaders”
because that would hide what John makes clear, namely, “that he’s talking not just
about the Pharisees but about all Jews ... At the beginning of the Gospel of St.
John hoi Ioudaioi means all of the Jews; by the end of that Gospel it means all of
the Jews who have rejected Christ.

The Jews aren’t Judeans or Pharisees or other groups opposing the followers
of Jesus; they are, in Brumlik's view, the Jewish people.* The fact that the “divine
Word” of the Christians was a Jew doesn’t change the fundamentally anti-Jewish
nature of this gospel.” Brumlik concludes that dialogue between Christians and
Jews is impossible if either takes the Gospel of St. John as its starting point.> There
is no possible meeting point because Jesus is the essence of Christianity, accord-
ing to this gospel, and that essence is “precisely what Jews, insofar as they want to
remain Jews, must reject”.”

Brumlik inadvertently makes the same point as St. John. To hold onto their
“identity,” the “Jews” had to reject Christ. The “Jews” (as opposed to the entire eth-
nic group, some of which accepted Christ as the Messiah) created a new identity
for themselves, one that is essentially negative.

St. John brings readers to this understanding gradually as the Jews define
themselves in encounters with Christ in his gospel. Jew, in the context of the Gos-
pel of St. John, cannot mean all Jews in an ethnic or racial sense, since Jesus him-
self was a Jew, as were his disciples. Caron says, “this particular use of ‘oi Ioudaioi’
in the narrative context of the gospel denies us the possibility of using the expres-
sion in any nationalist or ethnic sense.™® Similarly, Caron denies “oi Ioudaioi” can
be translated as “Jewish leaders.”

What does St. John mean when he refers to “the Jews”? When St. John uses
the words “oi Joudaioi,” he is referring to a group that has rejected Christ. The
coming of Christ changed Jewish identity forever, something the Jews at His time
comprehended only with difficulty. From then, the terms “Israelite” and “Jew”
were no longer synonyms, because, Ferdinand Hahn points out in Caron’s book,
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“the ‘true Israelites™ from the Christian perspective “are precisely those who, like
Nathaniel, recognize in Jesus the Messiah.™

The conflict that defines “Jew” in the fourth gospel is essentially religious2°
Caron suggests that when St. John employs “oi Ioudaioi” he means “Judaism.” But
what does Judaism mean? Both terms are defined in John’s narratives. The Jews
define themselves and their religion in light of Jesus proclaiming himself the Mes-
siah. Caron notes the dialogue with the Jews invariably occurs during a religious
festival when Jesus is either in or on his way to Jerusalem. “It is not coincidence,”
he writes, “that the confrontation with Jesus takes place precisely on the occa-
sion of those celebrations.” Judaism celebrates the “Jews™ identity, their origins,
their history and their past, and anyone who questions one of these elements, as
Jesus does, is a threat to that identity The festivals celebrate and confirm Jewish
identity; the encounters between Jesus and the “Jews” occur during the festivals
because for John Jewish identity revolves around the person of Jesus.

Christianity is intimately connected with Christ. Judaism is just as intimately
connected with Jerusalem. The “Judaism in question takes on an official character.
It has its seat in Jerusalem and it is hostile to Jesus.™* It is “le principal accusatu-
eur” of Jesus® Its headquarters is in Jerusalem where all confrontations between
Christ and “the Jews” occurs; it is the center of the “systematic hostility of Juda-
ism” against Jesus.

St. John mentions this systematic hostility in describing the man born blind
but healed by Jesus. Word of the miracle spread, but “the Jews [my emphasis] would
not believe that the man had been blind and had gained his sight.” To confirm (or
discredit) the story, the “Jews” sent for the man’s parents (who, like the man, were
Jewish), who were intimidated, refusing to speak “out of fear of the Jews, who
had already agreed to expel from the synagogue anyone who should acknowledge
Jesus as the Christ.”

Brumlik claims there is no evidence of intra-Jewish dissension outside of the
gospel accounts, but there is plenty within them. Some commentators claim this
bespeaks a projection backward in time from the time of the writing of the gospel,
which some place as late as 170 AD. The testimony of John, who says he was an eye-
witness whose “testimony is true,” is that the split was virtually contemporaneous
with the public ministry of Jesus. It is difficult to see how it could be otherwise.
The claim that Jesus was the “Son of Man” required a decision by the Jews. In John
7:11, we read that “At the festival the Jews were on the look-out for him: “Where is
he?” they said. People stood in groups whispering about him. Some said, “He is a
good man”; others “No, he is leading the people astray.” Yet no one spoke about
him openly for fear of the Jews.”

The meaning of “Jew” in this context is clear: a Jew is openly hostile to Christ
and willing to persecute those Jews who accept Him as the Messiah. John’s men-
tion of “fear of the Jews” indicates that Jews were then afraid of “Jews.” The well-
being of the Jews who accepted Christ was threatened by the Jews who rejected
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him. The parents of the man born blind exhibit “fear of the Jews” because the
“Jews” threaten to expel followers of Jesus, also Jews, from the synagogue. The
identity of both groups was essentially religious, not ethnic; both identities were
a function of Christ. The Jews who acknowledged Christ were expelled from the
synagogue. The Jews who rejected Him, the people John calls “the Jews,” defined
themselves by that rejection.

Unsatisfied by the parents’ evasions, the “Jews sent for the man” to question
him themselves. They ask him leading questions and tell him to “Give glory to
God!” by testifying against Jesus, because “For our part, we know that this man
is a sinner.” The man refuses to be intimidated by “the Jews.” “I only know,” he
responds, “that I was blind and now I can see.” When “the Jews” want him to
repeat his story, presumably to catch him in contradictions, the man refuses: “I
have told you once and you wouldn’t listen. Why do you want to hear it all again?
Do you want to become his disciples too?” This outrages “the Jews,” who respond
indignantly “we are disciples of Moses.”

At another point, Jesus rejects their claim to be disciples of Moses. In John
5:45, Jesus tells the “Jews™

Do not imagine that I am going to accuse you before the Father:

You place your hopes on Moses,

and Moses will be your accuser.

If you really believed him,

you would believe me too,

since it was I that he was writing about;

but if you refuse to believe what he wrote,

how can you believe what I say?

The arrival of Jesus, according to St. John, is the defining moment for all Jews.
He brings a radical discontinuity in history too, for those who claim to be fol-
lowers of Moses are not what they claim to be. They are, in fact, the opposite:
in rejecting Christ they reject Moses and everything Moses stood for. The term
“law,” usually used in the same context as Moses, the lawgiver, is also deceptive.
Jesus refuses to admit that "the Jews" are true to the law of Moses. Instead, he re-
fers repeatedly to "the Jews" as following “their law” or “your law.” As Caron says,
“The term ‘law’ does not refer in this case to the law of Moses or to the writings
of Moses, but rather to the law of the Jews’ or that of the pharisees ... . The Jews
are not faithful to the former but rather to their own law, or put another way, to a
false interpretation of the law of Moses.”* The official Judaism of Jerusalem thus
is not what it pretends to be. Judaism is not Judaism at all but rather what Caron
calls “un pseudo-Judaisme.> The “Jews” are faithful to “their law,” not the law of
Moses.

What is true about Moses vis a vis the “Jews” who claim him as their father
is also a fortiori true about Abraham. As the discussion of spiritual parentage
moves from chapter 5 to chapter 8, the terms become more intimate. Instead of
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talking about the law, the “Jews” talk about “sperma” or the biological inheritance
of their status as the chosen people. In both cases there is a radical discontinuity
in history. Or, to put it another way, the continuity is not what it seems. Those who
accept Christ are the children of Abraham and Moses. Those who call themselves
“Jews” are liars.

St. John was a Jew. More precisely, St. John was a Jew but not “a Jew.” Ac-
cording to Overbeck: “the author of the fourth gospel” is “not a pagan Christian
... he is instead a hellenistic Jew.”® Why, then, does St. John refer to the “Jews” as
an alien “they” determined to kill Christ? The answer again revolves around how
the meaning of the word evolves in the Gospel. John begins by describing Jesus’
encounter with the Samaritan woman. Jesus tells the woman

You worship what you do not know;
we worship what we do know;

This dichotomy is simple. Jesus is a Jew; the Samaritan woman is not. The
distinction is important because, as Jesus says, “Salvation comes from the Jews.”
His declaration seems straight-forward; the Jews are an ethnic group that is God’s
chosen people. From this group, salvation will come. Then, as if to complicate
things, Jesus adds

the hour will come—is in fact already here—
when true worshippers will worship the Father in spirit and truth.

Now that Jesus has arrived, the categories “Jew” and “true worshippers” are
no longer synonymous. Salvation comes from the Jews, i.e, from an ethnic group
that calls itself the chosen people. Upon Christ’s arrival, however, the situation
changes, for the Jews have to accept Christ to remain Israel. The Jews have to ac-
cept Christ to become “true worshippers” who “will worship the Father in spirit
and truth.”

The full implication of his cryptic message to the Samaritan woman only be-
comes apparent, however, when Jesus confronts the Jews, and in this confronta-
tion the meaning of the word “Jew” also becomes apparent. John uses the term
“Jew” two ways. He begins by saying that “Salvation comes from the Jews,” and
ends by saying those who call themselves “Jews” are not children of Abraham or
Moses and, in fact, have Satan as their father. From identifying the word Jew with
“we,” as he does with the Samaritan woman, Jesus goes on to refer to what John
calls “Jews” as “you,” which is to say, a group that does not include Jesus. Accept-
ing or rejecting the Messiah becomes the principal way of defining what it means
to be a Jew.

John makes this clear in chapter 8. The discussion becomes progressively
more heated, leading to an irreparable break between Jesus and “the Jews.” When
Jesus says to “them,” i.e., “the Jews,”

“I am going away; you will look for me

and you will die in your sin.
Where I am going you cannot come.”
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the Jews become confused, wondering “Will he kill himself?” But Jesus indi-
cates that a great division already exists. The “Jews” can no longer be referred to as
a “we” that includes Jesus, but rather as “you,” i.e., as a group that does not include
Christ because it rejected him. “You,” Christ continues, referring to “the Jews,”

are from below;

I am from above.

You are of this world;
I am not of this world.

The issue of what it means to be a “Jew” thus can only be resolved by resolv-
ing the issue of Christ’s identity. Christ is the antithesis of sin. Those who reject
Christ will die in their sins. “I have told you already,” Christ tells “the Jews,” “You
will die in your sins.” The “Jews” redefined themselves by rejecting Christ as the
Messiah. They proposed false dichotomies—Moses vs. Jesus; Abraham vs. Jesus—
which became nonetheless the essential defining characteristic of what it meant
to be a “Jew.” Thus, the term “Jew” is slowly redefined throughout the Gospel of
St. John, until by the end of the Gospel it means something different from what it
meant at the beginning. This new meaning necessitates the awkward use of quota-
tion marks when the term “Jew” is used. With Christ’s arrival and the annuncia-
tion of his ministry as “the Son of Man,” the term “Jew” has either a completely
and exclusively ethnic meaning, i.e., one shorn of any notion of chosenness, or it
has a completely and exclusively theological meaning: A “Jew” is someone who
rejects Christ and as a result will die in his sins. After the Jews rejected Christ,
Judaism ceased being a religion and became an ideology. Or, to say the same thing
another way, it went from being a true religion (in fact, the only true religion) to
being a false religion, like Islam, Mormonism, Scientology, etc., in spite of the fact
that it still claimed the inspired word of God as its fondationa texts. Israel simul-
taneously lost its biological basis. The New Israel, the true children of Moses and
Abraham, was now the Church.

The Jews, aware of the redefinition of their identity, are not happy and try to
return the discussion to their role as the chosen people or the ethnic group favored
by God. The Jews respond to Jesus’ denunciation by saying, “We are descend-
ed from Abraham.” The Greek is instructive, for the Jews say to Jesus “Sperma
Abraam esmen,” that is, “we are the sperm of Abraham,” or we share Abraham’s
DNA and are in exclusive possession, therefore, of the necessary if not sufficient
condition for salvation. Jesus, however, changes the term from “Sperma” to “Tek-
na,” which is to say from DNA, or “seed,” to “children.”

When the Jews repeat, “Our father is Abraham,” Jesus replies: “Ei tekna tou
Abraam este, ta erga tou Abraam epoieite.” “If you were Abraham’s children (Tek-
na not Sperma), you would do as Abraham did.”

Once Jesus denies the Jews salvation through their DNA, or through their
version of keeping the law, their differences become irreconcilable, and violence
becomes inescapable. The “Jews” feel Jesus is casting aspersions on their parents.

37



The Jewish Revolutionary Spirit

“We were not born of prostitution,” they exclaim as anger builds. Jesus then pours
gasoline on the fire. “If you were Abraham’s children,” Jesus tells them, casting
their heritage in doubt,

you would do as Abraham did.

As it is, you want to kill me

when I tell you the truth

as I have learnt it from God;

That is not what Abraham did.

The anger of the Jews and the truth of Christ collide, and out of the collision
comes the new definition of what it means to be a “Jew”

“What you are doing,” Christ tells the “Jews,” “is what your father does.”

The “Jews,” sensing further insult, claim “We were not born of prostitution.”
But their biologism is beside the point. A child of God is known not by his DNA
or Sperma but by what he does, as the "Jews" themselves would have to admit. The
“Jews” claim to have God as their father, but their actions indicate the opposite.
“If,” Jesus reminds them, “God were your father, you would love me.” Since the
“Jews” do not love Christ, God is not their father. Either His interlocutors are Jews
or Christ is a Jew, but according to St. John, both cannot be members of the same
group. Indeed, they don’t even speak the same language:“Do you know why you
cannot take in what I say?” Christ asks the “Jews.” “It is because you are unable
to understand my language.” Then chapter 8 reaches its crisis. The “Jews” are not
children of God. Their father is Satan. “The devil,” Jesus tells the “Jews,” is your
father and you prefer to do what your father wants.”

The Jews are transformed by their encounter with Christ. Those who accept
Him become the New Israel known as the Church. They are the true “children”
of Abraham and Moses. Those who reject Christ become the “Jews” or follow-
ers of Satan. The “Jew,” whose father is Satan, “a murderer and a liar from the
beginning,” defines himself by rejecting Christ and truth. At that moment, Israel
ceases to be an ethnic designation. The old Israel was determined by DNA; it was
the “seed” of Abraham. The new Israel, which “worships in spirit and truth,” is
determined entirely by behavior, most significantly acceptance of Christ and his
message. The Church is the new Israel.

St. Paul’s epistles are consistent with St. John’s Gospel. “Not all those who
descend from Israel are Israel,” he writes in Romans 9:7, “not all the descendants
of Abraham are his true children. Remember: it is through Israel that your name
will be carried on, which means that it is not physical descent that decides who are
the children of God; it is only the children of the promise who will count as the
true descendants.”

DNA is a chemical; children are acting individuals. The terms of election have
changed. Only those “who follow this rule,” Paul writes in Galatians 6:16, “form
the Israel of God.” Just as conscious choice and consistent behavior now form the
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sole basis for membership in the New Israel, the “Jews” embrace of DNA is the
basis for all subsequent ideologies of race from Nazism to Zionism. Proponents
of race were always choosing more primitive formulations of community that led
to intellectual bondage instead of freedom based on choice proposed by the Gos-
pels.

The confrontation between Jesus and the “Jews” leads first to a redefinition of
the word “Jew.” What used to refer to the chosen people, now refers to those who
reject Christ. What used to be synonymous with Israel now means its opposite. St.
John’s use of “oi Ioudaioi” indicates one of the most profound and radical discon-
tinuities in history. Those who, according to the “Jews,” seem to reject the religion
of Moses and Abraham are the true children of Moses and Abraham. They are the
- Church, the New Israel.

What then are the “Jews”? In Revelations 2:9, John defends the nascent Chris-
tian community against the “Jews” by reporting that “the slanderous accusations”
against the Christians “have been made by people who profess to be Jews but are
really members of the synagogue of Satan.” He revisits the theme in Revelations
3:9, referring to “the synagogue of Satan” as “those who profess to be Jews but are
liars, because they are no such thing.” The angel visiting the beleaguered Christian
community in Philadelphia will compel the “Jews” to “fall at your feet and admit
that you are the people that I love.” Just as the Jews who rejected Christ have a
new name, “the synagogue of Satan,” so the group of Jews which accepted him,
now enlarged by Gentile converts, will henceforth be known as “the new Jerusa-
lem which comes down from my God in Heaven.” Later Christian writers tried to
avoid the confusion which flows from these conflicting uses of the word "Jew" by
referring to the Church as the "New Israel." Unlike the word "Jew," whose meaning
changes dramatically, "Israel" has only positive connotations.

Christ’s coming brought about what Wengst terms “a turning point in both
religious economies.”™ The Church is now the true Israel, and the “the people who
profess to be Jews” are in reality liars and members of the “synagogue of Satan.”
Once the term “Jew” is redefined, no further dialogue or compromise is possible.
Jesus tells the “Jews,” “Your father is Satan,” and they repay the favor by determin-
ing to kill him, a decision which, Caron says, “confirms in dramatic fashion the
diabolic identity of the Jews.”®

Pseudo-Judaism—the term Caron proposes as synonymous with “oi
Ioudaioi”—is responsible for the death of Christ. To remain Jews, Jews must ac-
cept Christ. Those who reject him become “the Jews,” i.e., representatives not of
the religion of Abraham and Moses, but rather adherents of a new ideology, which
within the generation following Christ’s death became the main source of revo-
lutionary ferment in the Roman empire. Despite the scepticism of those like Ga-
maliel (Acts 5:33-40) who urged caution both in relation to Christian and to other
Messianic claims, the revolutionary ideology inexorably took hold. After this rev-
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olutionary ideology failed to conquer Rome, it went into dormancy for 1000 years
only to re-emerge in Christian empires when the modern era began.

Attempting to put the Church’s relationship with the Jews on a new footing
after the Holocaust, the fathers of Vatican II issued Nostra Aetate, which said

Even though the Jewish authorities and those who followed their lead pressed for
the death of Christ (cf. John 19:6), neither all Jews indiscriminately at that time
nor Jews today, can be charged with the crimes committed during his passion.
It is true that the Church is the new people of God, yet the Jews should not be
spoken of as rejected or accursed as if this followed from Holy Scripture.®

One extrapolation from this passage is that the murder of Christ was a crime
committed by some Jews at the time of Christ. In describing those people, Nostra
Aetate identifies “Jewish authorities and those who followed their lead.” St. John
identifies them as “the chief priests and the guards,” who shouted “Crucify him!
Crucify him!” when Pilate presented Jesus wearing a crown of thorns and a purple
robe. In the narrative leading up to the Passion, St. John identifies them as “the
Jews.” Jesus Himself identifies the group which is planning to kill Him in John
8:39:

“They [i.e., the “Jews] repeated, ‘Our Father is Abraham.’ Jesus said to them: ‘If

you were Abraham’s children, you would do as Abraham did. As it is, you want
to kill me when I tell you the truth.”

The group “who want to kill me” also claims “we are descended from Abra-
ham,” i.e., that they are “Jews.” And so those “Jews,” with the collaboration of
Pilate, killed Christ. Christ was killed not by “all Jews indiscriminately” but rather
by the Jews who rejected Christ. According to Caron’s reading, “the trial of Jesus
and his condemnation is without equivocation the doing of the Jews ... it is not
the ‘world’ which killed Jesus, but rather the Johannine Jews.® “It is particularly
significant that all of the references to the death of Jesus implicate the Jews.”* The
conclusion, especially in light of Nostra Aetate, is inescapable: the “Jews” (what
Caron calls “les Juifs johanniques™) killed Christ.

“How great was the woe caused by that one execution!” writes Graetz in his
history of the Jews:

How many deaths and sufferings of every description has it not caused among

the children of Israel. Millions of broken hearts and tragic fates have not yet

atoned for his death. He is the only mortal of whom one can say without exag-
geration that his death was more effective than his life.+*

Graetz in typically Jewish fashion is referring to the Crusades, the Inquisi-
tion, the pogroms and all other nameless tragedies when Jews died at the hands of
at least nominal Christians as the fruit of Christianity. He is also being Jewish, in
the sense in which St. John defined the word, in seeing Christianity as the source
of Jewish woe. Graetz was right in seeing the death of Christ as the beginning
of Jewish woes, but that calamity was self-inflicted, as were some, at least, of its
results. However infamous the behavior of “Christian” persecutors, the original
source is to be found elsewhere. The source of Jewish woe was the revolutionary
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spirit that proceeded inexorably from rejection of Christ. It was also the spirit of
revolution which prompted Jews to reject Christ in the first place, whether those
wanting a revolution or those, like Caiaphas, wanting to prevent such a revolution,
with all it would entail. Jews wanted a military leader who could defeat the Roman
legions. They did not want a man that the Romans could put to death on the Cross.
Of the Passion, Matthew writes:
The passers-by jeered at him; they shook their heads and said, ‘So you would
destroy the Temple and rebuild it in three days! Then save yourself! If you are
God’s son, come down from the Cross!” The chief priests with the scribes and
elders mocked him in the same way. ‘He saved others,” they said, ‘he cannot save

himself. He is the king of Israel, let him come down from the Cross now, and we
will believe in him.”

Writing 1000 years after Christ’s death, Maimonides established the criteria
whereby his people could identify the Messiah. “If,” he wrote,

there arises a king from the House of David, versed in Torah [who] performs the

commandments like David his ancestor...and wages a war of God, it is assumed

that he is the Messiah. If he successfully does this and builds the Temple in its

proper place and gathers the dispersed of Israel, behold, he is certainly the Mes-
siah.®

Writing 800 years after Maimonides, Graetz says the same thing. “The only
stumbling block to their [“Jewish”] belief lay in the fact that the Messiah who
came to deliver Israel and bring to light the glory of the kingdom of heaven, en-
dured a shameful death. How could the Messiah be subject to pain? A suffering
Messiah staggered them considerably.™

Once again, the “Jews” defined themselves by their rejection of Christ, a deci-
sion with incalculable consequences. Once the “Jews” defined a suffering Christ as
a contradiction in terms, they made their rejection of the Logos inevitable. And
once they rejected the Logos, they paved the way for the rejection of all Logos.
And once they did that, they embarked upon a path of revolutionary activity that
brought woe upon them almost immediately. All of the acts of self-definition re-
volved around Christ; since the Jewish Messiah could not be a suffering servant, he
had to be a warrior king. Since the Jews did not rule their own nation, that warrior
king would have to be a revolutionary who would overthrow the dominant politi-
cal culture. By the time of Maimonides, the definition had become axiomatic. If
the claimant did not fulfill political and revolutionary criteria, he was, ipso facto,
not the Messiah. The Messiah had to be a Revolutionary Jew. This, not persecution
by Christians, was the deepest source of Jewish woe, because the revolutionary
stance of the Jew, redefined throughout history from political insurrection to cul-
tural subversion, brought on persecution in reaction: persecution affecting guilty
and innocent alike.

By rejecting Logos, which was simultaneously the person of Christ and the
order in the universe, including the moral order, which sprang from the divine
mind, the “Jew” found himself drawn inexorably to revolution. The parents of the
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man born blind knew “the Jews ... had already agreed to expel from the synagogue
anyone who should acknowledge Jesus as the Christ.” Once the Christ was cruci-
fied, the “Jews” followed through on the threat. Brumlik states “the re-constitution
of Judaism as rabbinical or pharisaical Judaism” began “with the introduction of
the curse of the heretics of the 18 petition prayer.™ This curse, which was leveled at
new Christians, was formulated and implemented between 80 and 120 AD, which
is when scholars say the Gospel of John was written. Judaism was a ‘religio licita’
or permitted religion—a religion freed from offering sacrifice to the emperor. Ex-
clusion from the synagogue must have inflicted severe hardship on Jewish follow-
ers of Jesus, because they thus also lost protection and social membership.

Brumlik denies exclusion from the synagogues took place when St. John says,
i.e,, at the time of Christ. He admits it affected Christians; however, he fails to see
the more devastating effect on the “Jews” when it turned the synagogue into a cell
of revolutionary activity. After Christ, Zealot influence over the “Jews” grew in di-
rect proportion to the number of Jews expelled from the synagogue. That process
culminated in overt revolution when the Jews rebelled against Roman hegemony
in 66 AD.

The process is simple to understand. “The fanatics keep pushing the envelope,”
says Kevin MacDonald, “forcing other Jews to either go along with their agenda
or to simply cease being part of the Jewish community.** MacDonald is discuss-
ing the development of Zionism, but his description applies equally to those who
threatened the parents of the man born blind with expulsion. This dynamic has
been at work throughout “Jewish” history from the time of Christ. (MacDonald
traces it back further.) The Jews who objected to the hysteria that reigned when the
Jews proclaimed Sabbetai Zevi their Messiah were expelled from the synagogue,
too. Some left town to save life and limb. In both instances, “the most radical ele-
ments” in the Jewish community “end up pulling the entire community in their
direction.™

“The radicals who determined the direction of the Jewish community” after
Christ’s death were known as Zealots. Jews who followed Jesus were expelled from
the synagogue, just as today: “Jews living in the:Diaspora who do not support the
aims of the Likud Party in Israel” are “being rooted out of the Jewish commu-
nity.® Following Christ’s death, the “Jews” became progressively more committed
to revolutionary activity, which is to say, military operations, to throw off the yoke
of Roman hegemony. The inexorable movement of the Jewish people toward revo-
lution began when, as Matthew puts it, “The chief priests and elders ... persuaded
the crowd to demand the release of Barabbas and the execution of the Jesus.” It was
ratified when Annas and Caiaphas told Christ they could accept him as the Mes-
siah if he came down from the Cross. The rejection of Christ was intimately bound
up with the acceptance of Barabbas, the Zealot, i.e., choosing the revolutionary
Jew over the suffering Christ. In choosing Barabbas, the “Jews” chose revolution.
In rejecting Christ, the “Jews” chose revolution, setting in motion events that led
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to Masada and greater tragedy beyond. Graetz cites Flavius Josephus, the assimi-
lated Jew who wrote The Jewish Wars, as an authority to establish the role of mes-
sianic revolutionary politics in the revolt against Rome: “According to Josephus, it
was chiefly the belief in the imminent advent of a messianic king that launched the
Jews upon the suicidal war which ended with the capture of Jerusalem and the de-
struction of the temple in AD 70. Even Simon bar-Kokhba, who led the last great
struggle for national independence in AD 131, was still greeted as Messiah.™

The insurrection of 66 AD began when Florus, a grasping, blundering Roman
ruler, used a small riot in Jerusalem as a pretext for looting the Temple. The Jews
rushed to defend the Temple, hurling stones at the Roman soldiers, barring their
passage through the narrow entrance, and demolishing the colonnade leading
from Fort Antonia. The revolution started inadvertently, but the way had already
been prepared. The combination of Roman arrogance and Jewish expectation of
the coming of a military Messiah made conflict inevitable.

The Jewish population was divided between the Zealots and the peace party
clustered around the rabbinical school of Hillel, among whom were King Agrippa
and Princess Berenice. “[T]he party that favored revolution,” clustered around the
more rigorous school of Shammai** When Florus’ sack of the Temple was thwart-
ed by popular resistance and the future of Jerusalem hung in the balance, Agrippa
mounted the high gallery opposite the Temple, with the popular Princess Beren-
ice at his side, and tried to persuade the people further resistance was futile and
would lead to disaster. Many were moved by his arguments and felt that Roman
hegemony without Florus might be workable, so Agrippa concentrated his rheto-
ric there. But when Agrippa tried to persuade the Jews to obey Florus until Rome
replaced him, “the revolutionary party again won the upper hand, and Agrippa
was obliged to flee from Jerusalem.”™

The revolutionaries then controlled the Jewish people, who refused to pay
taxes to Rome. Menahem, a descendant of Judas, the founder of the Zealots, cap-
tured the fortress of Masada, putting the Roman garrison to death. After grabbing
the Roman arsenal, Menahem and his followers appeared on the field of battle to
drive the Roman legions from Palestine.

Eleazar, leader of the Zealots, led his followers into the field, too. He “fanned
the revolutionary spirit of the people and drove them on to complete rupture with
Rome.”? He persuaded the Jewish priests to stop offering the daily sacrifice for the
emperor Nero, thus committing them to the revolution. Adherents of the school
of Hillel claimed that it was unlawful to refuse the offerings of the heathen from
the Temple, but their pleas fell on deaf ears. “The officiating priests ... threw them-
selves without reserve into the maelstrom of revolution. From that time on, the
Temple obeyed its chief, Eleazar, and became the hotbed of insurrection.” Hop-
ing to avert draconian measures from the Romans, Agrippa sent his cavalry to
fight alongside of the remnants of the Roman garrison in Judaea, but they could
not dislodge Eleazar and the Zealots from the Temple. The Zealots’ counterat-
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tack drove the Romans from the city. The Sicarii, the terrorist faction under Me-
nahem, named after their daggers, broke through the defenses of the fort where
the Romans made their last stand and slaughtered them. The revolution liberated
Jerusalem for a time.

Gravely underestimating the threat the Jewish revolutionaries posed, Nero
dispatched his general Cestius, who left Antioch and descended on Jerusalem with
30,000 experienced soldiers. Like Nero, Cestius underestimated the revolutionary
fervor of the Jews and mistakenly engaged them before the walls of Jerusalem,
where they inflicted a stunning defeat on the Roman legions.

The emperor Nero, in Greece singing to the crowds and impressing them with
his skill as a charioteer, trembled upon learning of Cestius’ defeat, “for the revolu-
tion in Judaea might be the precursor of grave events.”* The idea of revolution was
essentially Jewish, practiced by Jews who had liberated their country from Rome,
but it could be extrapolated and refined to apply to other nations. The Jewish revo-
lutionaries posed a much greater threat to Roman hegemony than the rebellious
members of other tribes, where issues never transcended the local.

The Jewish revolutionaries posed another threat because, like the Jews in
Rome on Mount Vatican, there were colonies of Jews throughout the empire. Each
was a potential revolutionary cell, emboldening Jews not only to revolt, but urging
other subjugated ethnic groups to revolt too. The Jewish revolutionary vision was
both ethnocentric and altruistic. As God’s chosen people, they bore revolutionary
liberation to the nations. Jewish revolutionaries saw themselves as the little stone
that would shatter the Roman colossus not just for their own benefit but also for
the benefit of the benighted gentiles, who would seek their own liberation under
Jewish auspices.

So Nero had reason to tremble. He chose as the successor to the arrogant
but unfortunate Cestius, Flavius Vespasian, who had subdued the barbaric Brit-
ons, and was one of the ablest generals of his age. Vespasian arrived in Judaea
with almost twice as many soldiers as Cestius, but he arrived cautiously. Rather
than meet the revolutionary Jews in open battle, where their enthusiasm could
compensate for their lack of military experience, Vespasian cut the ground from
under them one fortress at a time, knowing that in a landlocked nation, every
hand that wielded a sword did not guide a plow. A long siege meant no planting or
harvest. The Romans controlled the ocean; starvation became their most powerful
weapon, as one city after another fell.

Although the Jews were losing the war, the remnant fleeing to Jerusalem,
thought the city impregnable. The idea of Messianic revolution, not the size of
their army, sustained the Jews. The Jews were “stimulated by their ardent belief
that the Messianic period so long foretold by the prophets, was actually dawning,
when every other nation of the earth would be given to the dominion of Israel.”

Not everyone was filled with enthusiasm. According to Graetz, “only the very
young and men of no worldly position devoted themselves to the cause of the
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revolutionists.”¢ The more sensible and the more prosperous were ready to capitu-
late and throw themselves on the mercy of the Romans. As the glow of the initial
victories faded and the folly of rebelling against Rome became more apparent, the
peace party became emboldened. Jewish adherents of the cause of Rome wrapped
intelligence reports around the shafts of arrows and fired them into the Roman
camp.

In February of the year 70 A.D., when Titus, son of Vespasian and heir to the
imperial throne, appeared before Jerusalem, the city had maintained its indepen-
dence for four years, a scandal to Rome that Titus had to resolve. Titus intended
to deal leniently with the Jews, asking only that they acknowledge Rome’s sover-
eignty and pay taxes, but the Jews refused. So Titus resolved to show no mercy. In
March, Titus’s army breached the outer wall of Jerusalem and seized the town of
Bezetha. His offer of leniency spurned, Titus turned to cruelty to intimidate the
besieged, crucifying 500 prisoners in a single day. Other prisoners he sent back
with their hands cut off. Famine, more than Roman arms or cruelty, was taking a
toll on the city, causing many Jews to surrender; they were then butchered. Cruelty
was piled upon cruelty, but each time Titus called for negotiations he ran into the
brick wall of Jewish messianism. John of Gischala was convinced that God would
not abandon his people; he led the Jews into their last defensive position, the Tem-
ple itself, where they held off the Romans by setting fire to their own buildings.

When Jesus went to the Temple in Jerusalem for the last time He drew a dif-
ferent lesson from Daniel’s messianic prophecies than the Zealots did. Discussing
the Temple, Jesus told his disciples “not a single stone here will be left on another;
everything will be destroyed.” Jesus wept because the lost sheep of the house of
Israel had chosen revolutionary politics, a decision that spelled catastrophe for the
very people he came to save. “Jerusalem, Jerusalem, you that kill the prophets and
stone those who are sent to you! How often have I longed to gather your children,
as a hen gathers her chicks under her wings and you refused. So be it! Your house
will be left to you desolate.” The image of Christ as the mother hen spurned by her
offspring found grim fulfillment a generation after his death when a woman who
had fled to Jerusalem was driven beyond endurance by hunger and killed and de-
voured her own child. It was, Graetz remarked without irony, “as if not one line of
the old prophecy concerning the doom of Judaea was to remain unfulfilled.”

Titus, sensing victory, decided to take the Temple without destroying it, but
God had other plans. In August 70, one of the Roman soldiers who had beaten
back a furious sally by the Jews climbed onto a comrade’s back and hurled a flam-
ing torch through the window of the Temple, where it set fire to the wooden beams
of the sanctuary. Soon the whole Temple was in flames. Titus ordered his troops to
extinguish the blaze, but no one heeded him. Seized by the same curiosity that had
gripped Pompey a Century earlier, Titus made his way into the Holy of Holies. Ti-
tus was the last to gaze on the empty shrine at the heart of the Temple that would
disappear, never to be rebuilt. Julian the Apostate tried to re-build the Temple 300
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years later but the workmen were stymied by fire and brimstone explosions and
work soon ceased. In the mid-1900s, Israel was restored as a nation in an act that
the Jews of Middle Ages would have found astounding, but the Temple never got
rebuilt. Titus had the last glimpse of the last remnant of the Jewish religion that
revolved around Temple sacrifice. Judaism would be reconstituted as a religion of
the book after the altar of sacrifice was destroyed.

As Titus contemplated the demise of something larger than he could un-
derstand in the Jewish Holy of Holies, the slaughter continued unabated in the
Temple courtyard.

Congregated clusters of trembling people from all the country beheld in the
ascending flames the sign that the glory of their nation had departed forever.
Many inhabitants of Jerusalem, unwilling to outlive their beloved Temple, cast
themselves headlong into the fire. But thousands of men, women and children
clung fondly to the inner court. Had they not been promised by the persuasive
lips of false prophets, that God would save them by a miracle at the very moment
of destruction? They fell but an easier prey to the Romans, who slew 6,000 on
the spot. The Temple was burnt to the ground; only a few smoldering ruins were
left, rising like gigantic ghosts from the ashes. A few priests escaped to the tops
of the walls, where they remained without food for some days until they were
compelled to surrender. Titus ordered their instant execution, saying “Priests
must fall with their Temple.” The conquering legions raised their standards in
the midst of the ruins, sacrificed to their gods in the Holy Place and saluted Titus
as emperor. By a strange coincidence the second Temple had fallen upon the an-
niversary of the destruction of the first Temple.s®

“When you see the disastrous abomination of which the prophet Daniel spoke
up in the holy place, ... then those in Judaea must escape to the mountains.... For
then there will be great distress such as, until now, since the world began, there
never has been nor never will be again.”

Within two months, Titus leveled Jerusalem’s walls and established three
camps to capture and execute the escaping soldiers. More than a million lives
were lost in the siege. So many Jewish women and children were put on the block
that the price for slaves collapsed. The Menorah, the golden table, and the scroll of
the Law were taken as booty to Rome along with the mighty Jewish warrior Simon
bar Giora, who was dragged through the streets of Rome and then thrown from
the Tarpeian rock in sacrifice to the gods.

While it seemed the Jewish nation had perished in the aftermath of the siege,
a remnant escaped to the Diaspora communities in Arabia, Egypt, and Cyrene,
whence they took both their hatred of Rome and their revolutionary messianic
politics. A remnant of the peace party also escaped. Sensing the revolution was
leading to catastrophe, Jochanan ben Zakkai had himself smuggled out of be-
sieged Jerusalem as a corpse wrapped in a shroud. When Titus’ Jewish spies in-
formed him that Jochanan was a friend of Rome, the Roman general granted him
one request. Jochanan asked for permission to start a school. From this school,
the new religion of Judaism arose. The Jews had no Temple, no burnt offerings, no
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priesthood, and no Sanhedrin or ruling body. All they had was a book, and out of
this book they created a new religion. The role of the rabbi was now to comment
on the book. The commentary was known as Talmud, which became the basis of
the new Jewish religion.

The Jewish revolutionaries lived on their fantasies of messianic omnipotence,
even when messianic politics brought catastrophe to the Jewish people. The school
of Jochanan and Hillel and the other friends of Rome, however, craved an opposite
good, survival. The basis of their religion was the Pentateuch, upon which they
built a superstructure of commentary. The Law guaranteed survival, but survival
often dictated what was going to be the Law.

The political factions among the Jews became critical schools following the
destruction of the Temple. The school of Shammai, having espoused the cause of
the Zealots, now returned to espousing rigorism in scriptural exegesis. The School
of Hillel became the school of peace with the Romans. After the Jewish religion
was re-defined as a religion of the book, or of competing interpretations of the
book, these two schools would define the options for generations of Jews. There
would be Jews drawn to assimilation, after the model of Jochanan and Hillel, and
there would be Jews drawn to political messianism, after the model of Eleazar
the Zealot and the school of Shammai. Jewish life oscillated between these poles
for two millennia, and the two options manifest themselves in various ways: Roy
Cohn urging the death sentence for the Rosenbergs during the McCarthy era; or in
contrast, Spinoza’s excommunication by Rabbi Menasseh ben Israel’s synagogue
in Amsterdam. Jews could emulate Moses Mendelssohn on the one hand, or The-
odor Herzl on the other; they could emulate David Brooks or Noam Chomsky.

Unfortunately, there was no way to adjudicate competing interpretations.
The various interpretations were not organized on any scientific framework. The
“Halacha” were deduced from the Pentateuch and appended randomly, handed
down separately usually joined to the name of the authority from whom they were
derived. They were then memorized and repeated, spawning new interpretations
which were then strung together, memorized and repeated. There was no way to
adjudicate between the authorities when they differed. This led to averroeism, the
notion that the mind could hold two contradictory truths, both of which were
right. During a contentious debate between the schools of Shammai and Hillel,
a voice from heaven announced “the teachings of both schools are the words of
the living God, but practically the laws of Hillel only are to carry weight. At
another point, the rabbis concluded: “Every man according to his choice may fol-
low the school of Hillel or of Shammai, but the decision of the school of Hillel
shall be the only accepted interpretation of the Law.™° By becoming a religion of
the book, Judaism subverted the book upon which it was based: “The contentions
between the schools, which extended to various practical matters, brought about
wide divergence in the view with regard to the Law and life. One teacher held
some things to be permissible which another forbade. Thus, Judaism seemed to
have two bodies of laws, or, according to the words of the Talmud—"The One Law
had become two.”™
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With directives like this, the relationships between the schools became more
acrimonious. By putting a premium on Jewish survival, the school of accommo-
dation could not resolve its own disputes effectively. The Talmudic commentary
was based ultimately upon the law, but the commentary often contradicted what
it commented on. “The written Law (that of the Pentateuch) and the oral Law (the
Sopheric) from this time ceased to be two widely sundered branches, but were
brought into close relations with each other, although the new rendering certainly
did violence to the words of Scripture.”* As a result, the rabbis expected to achieve
unity without truth. Dissenters were expelled from the synagogue; the rabbis had
to be obeyed even if they were wrong. When Joshua showed that Gamaliel’s cal-
culation for the commencement of the month of Tishri, during which the day of
Atonement was celebrated, was false, Gamaliel refused to yield and threatened
Joshua with expulsion from the synagogue. To preserve unity, Dossa ben Harchi-
nas persuaded Joshua to yield, reasoning “that the arrangements of a religious
chief must be uncontested even if they are erroneous.”™ With thought like this in
the party of peace and accommodation, the political messianism of the Zealots
soon burst into flame again.

In 115, the Jews of Babylon revolted against Rome. The revolt soon spread. In
Cyrenaica, the Jews slaughtered 200,000 Greeks and Romans. In Cyprus, where
240,000 Greeks were slain, the revolutionary Jews leveled Salamis. So great was
the local revulsion in Cyprus that the Jews living there were exterminated 30 years
later. After that, a law decreed that no Jew would be allowed to set foot on the is-
land, not even Jews shipwrecked off its coast.

The normally docile Jews in Egypt were also seized with revolutionary fervor,
indiscriminately massacring Greeks and Romans. After plundering towns near
Alexandria, the Jews boldly attacked the Roman army under the general Lupus.
In their first encounter, the revolutionary spirit of the Jews triumphed over the
military experience of the Romans, and Lupus fled. When terrorized Greeks and
Romans took to ship on the Nile, the Jews followed them bent on revenge. The
historian Appian, living then in Alexandria, wrote an account that “gives some
idea of the terror excited by the Jewish populations.”™ The Jews “are said to have
eaten the flesh of the captive Greeks and Romans, to have smeared themselves in
the skins torn off them.” Graetz finds this difficult to believe because these actions
“are quite foreign to Jewish character and customs.” However, he concedes, “it is
probably true that the Jews made the Romans and Greeks fight with wild animals
or in the arena.”™s He characterizes this as “a sad reprisal” for what Titus and Ves-
pasian did after the rebellion of 66.%

InJudaea, the rebellion wasled by Julianus and Pappus, Jews from Alexandria.
Like his predecessor Nero, Trajan especially feared the rebellious Jews because
Jewish revolution was never merely local and because there were Jewish colonies
throughout the Empire since it was based on the Jewish messianic idea applicable
to all oppressed ethnic groups. Then, as during the Bolshevik revolution in Rus-
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sia, the Jews in the revolutionary vanguard could mobilize far greater numbers
because of the message of Jewish revolution—the messianic idea they had derived
from Daniel, the idea of resistance to political authority they had derived from
Maccabees, and the idea of deliverance they had derived from Exodus—had uni-
versal application. Jesus’ statement, “Salvation is from the Jews,” would take on a
political significance unintended by Jesus as Jews gravitated toward leadership in
one revolutionary movement after another. The revolution against Rome was the
first post-Christian attempt to put revolutionary Jewish principles into practice.
The Jews—Trajan probably understood this—were motivated by an idea that was
every bit as powerful as the idea of Rome. As a result, Trajan sent the cruel Moor
Quietus to crush the rebellion.

Trajan died in 117; news of his death fanned the rebellion into an inferno that
threatened to bring the empire down in flames. Captive nations seemed caught
up in revolution, willing to test it with their lives against Rome’s military might.
Trajan’s successor Hadrian lacked the brutal will of his predecessors. He arranged
limited self-government for the provinces to the East and was even open to mak-
ing concessions to the Jews. Quietus was called back to Rome and, in a gesture
of reconciliation with the Jews, was executed at the command of the emperor. In
peace negotiations, the Jews asked Hadrian for permission to rebuild their Tem-
ple. Hadrian, to their surprise and delight, acceded. What followed, however, were
years of broken promises by Hadrian and unfulfilled expectations for the Jews.
Hadrian had second thoughts. Magnanimity to subjugated peoples was unprec-
edented imperial behavior. The Jews became more impatient and more inclined to
act on their growing revolutionary fervor.

In 130, Hadrian came to Palestine to meet the rebellious Jews. The Samaritans,
who probably worshipped him as a god to curry favor, soon began to poison his
mind, claiming reconstruction of the Temple was the first step the Jews planned
to declare independence from Rome. As a result, Hadrian backed away from his
promises. The Jews could build their Temple, but not on the original site or on a
scale as large as the original. The Jews, “filled with the idea of rebellion” anyway,
were not disposed to put up with Hadrian’s prevarication.

Hadrian remained in Syria for a year. When he left for Egypt, he thought the
issue was resolved. Jerusalem would be rebuilt as a pagan city, which would hasten
the assimilation of the Jewish race into the Roman Empire. Racial and religious
differences would disappear. All would be Romans, nothing more, nothing less.
The Jewish revolutionaries, however, were plotting rebellion. The Romans’ weap-
ons, fashioned by Jewish armaments makers, were deliberately weak and meant to
fail in battle, because the Jews knew they would have to face them soon.

Hadrian’s departure was the signal for rebellion. Well planned, it broke out
seemingly miraculously, taking Hadrian by surprise. Equally miraculous was the
emergence from nowhere of Simon bar Kokhba, the military leader of the Jews.
Virtually nothing is known about him, other than his name. Kokhba (or Cochba)
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means “star,” as the “star which has arisen in David.” Kokhba was a play on his
real name, Bar-Kosiba, referring to the town of his birth. For a short time, bar
Kokhba was the terror of the Roman Empire, a military figure not unlike Han-
nibal, another Semite whose daring and skill threatened the Roman Empire. Like
Hannibal, bar Kokhba threatened Roman hegemony over the Mediterranean.

Because he personified the military leader they had longed for, the Jews pro-
claimed Simon bar Kokhba their Messiah. In him, the “Jews” found everything
they thought lacking in Christ. Bar Kokhba was “the perfect incarnation of the
nation’s will and the nation's hate, spreading terror around and standing as the
center-point of an eventful movement.”” Bar Kokhba was the Messiah that the
Jews wanted because he “turned the small, defeated Jewish nation into a mighty
force that, for a short while, pushed back the mightiest empire the world has ever
known.”™® Resnick adds without the slightest sense of irony “Bar Kokhba was a
glimpse into the future, a glimpse that enabled the Jews to know that one day, the
Messiah will truly come.™®

Bar Kokhba was proclaimed Messiah by Rabbi Akiba, who also gave him the
name “star.” Akiba “was confirmed ... in his hopes that the Roman power would
soon be overthrown, and that the splendors of Israel would once more shine forth,
and he looked forward through this means to the speedy establishment of the
Messianic kingdom.”° Bar Kokhba was proclaimed Messiah largely because the
“Jews,” by expelling the Christian Jews from their synagogues, had become revo-
lutionaries who defined their Messiah in exclusively political and military terms:
“The outstanding quality that is attributed to [the Messiah] is that when his iden-
tity is revealed, the kings of the land will tremble when they hear of it; they will
fear and shake and their kingdoms will plot how to stand against him, by sword
or other means.”” Of course, according to a counter tradition, the false Messiah
“causes Israel to be slain by the sword, to scatter those who remain, and to humili-
ate them. He abolishes the Torah and deceives most of the world to serve a deity
other than God.” Again, the Jews had no way to adjudicate competing claims;
revolutionary fervor ended the debate by sweeping everyone into a movement
headed for disaster.

As when Sabbetai Zevi was declared the Messiah in 1666, the verdict was
virtually unanimous, but not completely. Rabbi Jochanan Ben Torta remained
skeptical. When he heard Akiba had proclaimed Bar Kokhba the Messiah, he ex-
claimed, “Sooner shall grass grow from thy chin, Akiba, than that the Messiah
will appear.”” But his voice was ignored, as the Jews had ignored prophets like
Jeremiah, who had warned: “do not rebel against the government; do not try to
hasten the End of Days, do not reveal the mysteries of Torah and do not leave
the Diaspora by force; otherwise, why should the Messiah have to come.”” Bar
Kokhba did what Jeremiah forbade, but the all but unanimous acclaim he received
as Messiah increased his power and helped him unite the Jewish people.

Bar Kokhba demanded that all Christian Jews deny Jesus and make war
against the Romans. Those who refused were declared traitors, punished with
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heavy penalties. The process that had begun when the parents of the man born
blind were threatened with expulsion from the synagogue reached its completion.
Now there was no longer any question. To be a Jew meant to be a revolutionary.
Ethnos and religion disappeared into the political ideology of the revolutionary
movement, which would henceforth masquerade, depending on the circumstanc-
es, as both ethnos and religion. The Jewish Christians were considered blasphem-
ers and spies, because “they refused to take part in the national war.”” Bar Kokhba
was not only the alternative to Christ, he also fulfilled Christ’s prophecy that oth-
ers would come “saying I am Christ, and shall deceive many.” Bar Kokhba’s com-
ing was accompanied by “wars and rumors of wars,” at a time when the Christian
Jews were going to be beaten in the synagogues, and when they were hated by all.
Christ also predicted unprecedented suffering, a prediction the Jewish Christians
kept alive as their co-ethnics got swept up in the hysteria and euphoria leading to
war.

After Akiba proclaimed Bar Kokhba the Messiah, Jewish warriors from
throughout the Roman Empire poured into Jerusalem to fight at his side. Jewish
sources claim Bar Kokhba had 400,000 troops. Dio Cassius, the pagan historian,
puts the number at 580,000. To test his troops’ ferocity and obedience, Bar Kokh-
ba asked them to bite off the end of a finger, and 200,000 complied. The size of
the army was impressive, but when combined with the fervor of the revolutionary
ideology and significant numbers of heathens who made common cause with the
Jews, the “revolt became one of great dimensions,” and the entire Roman empire
was in jeopardy from a blow “by which the various members of its gigantic body
were to be rent asunder.””® According to Dio Cassius, “All Judaea had been stirred
up. Many other nations joined them for personal gain. The whole earth, one might
say, was stirred up in the matter.””

The rebellion of Bar Kokhba was no local matter; it was a struggle over who
was going to rule the world. Jewish revolutionary thought never settled for a
smaller stage. The same was true of Bolshevism and Neoconservatism; each had
the same universal scope. Aut munda aut nihil could have been the motto of Jew-
ish revolution. Once the Talmud became the essence of the redefinition of Juda-
ism as anti-Christian, Judaism espoused a political view antithetical to what it
perceived as Christian otherworldiness. It committed the Jews to Messianic poli-
tics. According to Resnick’s reading of the Talmud, “the major distinction of the
Messianic era will be political.””® The Talmud looked forward to heaven on earth
when a political Messiah would reign over a universal political system. Resnick’s
account of that millennial era shows its uncanny similarities to the Jewish utopias
proposed by Marx, Trotsky, and the Neoconservatives:

The Messianic Era will herald the onset of a single, universal political system,

with the Messiah at its helm. There will no longer be localized concern over nat-

ural resources. The spirit of universal cooperation and brotherhood will reign

supreme. There will no longer be the need to accumulate wealth.... There will
no longer be diverse cultures and philosophies. Just as in the very beginning of
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time, a single man was created, so, too in the end of days, all Mankind will unite
as a single entity. There will no longer be the need for war.”

Finally, the millennial universal revolutionary political system will abolish
the nations because:

History has taught us that in a world divided into various nations, no nation
can achieve eternal independence or perpetual self-reliance. But in a one-world
political entity, true independence can be achieved. Man can turn his focus to
the realm of the spirit and strive for moral perfection and intellectual excellence.
The Messianic Era will usher in the rebirth of virtue, a renaissance of spirituality
and an understanding of God’s will. The world will experience a spiritual revival
that will result in the perfection of the human condition. Man will achieve the
same state of godliness as on the day he was created. “The wolf shall dwell with
the lamb.”°

With huge numbers of Jews pouring into Judaea and a revolutionary fervor to
match their number, the “warlike Messiah” drove the Roman legions out of Pal-
estine. The Governor of Judaea was stunned by the size and power of the military
force arrayed against him. He retreated under its blows, abandoning in the first
year 50 fortresses and 985 towns and villages. Like Nero who watched the impetu-
ous Cestius go down to defeat in 66, Hadrian had to send one general after another
packing before he found someone the equal of Bar Kokhba, who, in the ultimate
act of defiance, had coins struck bearing his image. Known as Bar-Kokhba coins
or more tellingly “coins of the revolution,” they made explicit what was already
obvious to the entire world. The Jews had defied Rome and created their own state.
They were a model to any other ethnic group which felt oppressed by Rome, and
as such they were a threat to the existence of Rome itself. The Jewish revolution
had thrown off the Roman yoke. Akiba was right: Bar Kokhba had proven he was
the Messiah.

In Julius Severus, who had just put down a rebellion in Britain, Hadrian even-
tually found the general who was Bar Kokhba’s equal. Arriving in Judaea, Severus
found the Jews so firmly entrenched that a quick and decisive victory was out
of the question. Like the less impetuous and more effective of his predecessors,
Severus took advantage of Roman control of the seas and put hunger to work as
his most effective weapon. With the blockade in place, Severus reconquered Ju-
daea one village and town at a time.

During Severus’ campaign, which lasted years and extended over more than
50 battles, the tide turned against Bar Kokhba. Rabbi Akiba was captured and
executed after an extended stay in prison. Deemed strategically indefensible, Je-
rusalem was abandoned to the Romans, and on the gth of Ab (August), the day
on which the second Temple had been destroyed in 70 AD, the Roman governor
plowed up the Temple mount and offered sacrifice there to Roman gods. It was not
a good omen.

The Jews retreated to the fortress of Bethar, and there, like their Messianic
forebears who had perched atop Masada 7o years before, they assumed that God
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would protect them. The Romans settled in for a year-long siege which was to be
the culmination of a three and a half years war of attrition. Eusebius states that
Bethar was besieged in the 18th year of Hadrian’s reign (134 AD), about two years
after the revolt, and that its fall was caused by hunger and thirst.

The Jews almost outlasted the Romans. According to one account, Bar Kokh-
ba snatched defeat from the jaws of victory by kicking the pious Eleazar, whose
prayers were holding off the Romans, and whom he suspected of conniving with
a Samaritan spy. When Eleazar died, a voice was heard from heaven saying, “thou
hast lamed the arm of Israel and blinded his eyes; therefore shall thine arm and
thine eye lose their power.”

Another account says the Romans were ready to call off the siege when two
Samaritan brothers imprisoned by the Jews threw a detailed map of the city’s sub-
terranean passages over the city’s walls to the Romans. Taking advantage of the
Sabbath, Roman soldiers forced their way into the city, and a bloodbath ensued.
Horses were said to wade through blood up to their nostrils. The tide of blood was
said to have washed bodies to the sea. Dio Cassius claims that half a million Jews
were slaughtered in addition to those who died of fire and starvation. The Romans
suffered great losses too, but Bar Kokhba was captured; his head was brought to
Harain. Bethar fell on the most fateful date in Jewish history, the gth of Ab.

The Jewish population of Judaea was largely exterminated in the repression
that followed Bethar’s fall. Hadrian established three military stations to capture
the fugitives and execute them; women and children were sold into slavery in the
markets of Hebron and Gaza, as in the first revolt. Towns that offered any re-
sistance were leveled; Judaea was “literally converted into a desert.” Those who
could escape went to Arabia, where their descendants played a role in the rise of
Islam. In place of Jerusalem, Hadrian built Aelia Capitolina, a new city slightly to
the north in the Greek style. On the Temple Mount, instead of the temple prom-
ised to the Jews, Hadrian erected a column in his own honor and a temple in
honor of Jupiter Capitolinus. So completely was Jerusalem eradicated that “a hun-
dred years later a governor of Palestine asked a bishop, who said he came from
Jerusalem, where that town was situated.”®

The catastrophe following the short violent reign of the Messiah Bar Kokhba
did not bring an end to the Jewish people—although it almost did just that—but it
did end Jewish messianic politics for a while. For more than one thousand years,
during which Christianity supplanted Rome and established its hegemony over
Europe, the Jewish revolutionaries largely held their peace. The bloody suppres-
sion of the Bar Kokhba revolution brought about “the annihilation of political
nationalism” which “put an end both to the apocalyptic faith and to the militancy
of the Jews.”®

Hadrian made a lasting impression on the Jews. After his governor plowed
up the Temple Mount, the Jews concentrated on survival. The religion of the book
took a back seat to the religion of ethnocentric survival, which would henceforth
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dictate the meaning of the book. Once again, the rabbis disputed one another, One
group claimed “every Jew ... should be ready to die the death of a martyr.”® The
faction of Shammai, though, said, “outwardly and under compulsion, one might
transgress the Law in order to preserve one’s life.”®¢ The assembly at Lydda took
a middle course, distinguishing between “important precepts and those which
are less weighty.” Finally a decision was reached that “all laws might be broken,
with the exception of those prohibiting idolatry, adultery, and murder” in order
“to avoid death by torture.” Graetz comments: “It was touching to note the petty
tricks and pious frauds by which they endeavored to avoid death and yet to satisfy
their conscience. The mental tortures which they suffered daily and hourly made
them skillful in discovering loopholes of escape.”™®
The search for loopholes became a defining characteristic of the Jewish race.
The law could henceforth be transgressed in the interest of survival. As one ex-
ample:
The two authorities of Tiberias, Jonah and Jose, taught that it was lawful to
bake for Ursicinus on the Sabbath, and the teachers of Neve, a Gaulanite town,
permitted leavened bread to be baked for the legions during Passover. In their
distress the religious representatives quieted their consciences with the excuse,
which they deluded themselves into believing, that the enemy did not expressly
demand the transgression of the law, but simply required the regular supply of

the army. But Ursicinus’ intention appears really to have been to institute a reli-
gious persecution.

The notion that “it is better, for a time, religious laws should be transgressed™°
was not endorsed by Jews who became Christians. Christians died rather than of-
fer incense to the emperor. Many died rather than violate their faith. They were
known as “martyrs,” which means “witnesses.” And those who listened to their
witness often concluded that they died believing their faith to be true, which led
many to accept their faith.

The opposite conclusion applies to the Jews. If they were not willing to die for
their religion, then it was probably not true. It was as if the Jews understood that
with the fall of the Temple they had created a new religion, and that no one was
willing to put his life on the line to attest to its authenticity. Jewish religion became
a religion of ethnic survival, which became its highest good. The notion that sur-
vival somehow allowed the transgression of religious laws found no precedent in
scripture. The books of Daniel and Maccabees show that a Jew must accept death
rather than transgress the law of God. Christians now hold this position, but not
the Jews. The fact that Christians took the position of Daniel and the Maccabees
while the Jews repudiated it shows the continuity from Moses to the Church, as
Christ indicated, not from Moses “to those who call themselves Jews,” in St. John’s
words.

Graetz mocks the Jewish penchant for discovering “loopholes of escape,” but
he ignores the role it played in handing victory over Rome to the Christians.
By siding with Bar Kokhba, the rabbis made the split with their Christian co-
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ethnics inevitable and bitter when it finally came. The Christians conquered Rome
because they had been expelled from the synagogue. Had they remained in the
synagogue, they would have undoubtedly been compromised by the religion of
ethnic survival, which compromised everything it came in contact with, includ-
ing the Torah, its nominal basis and raison d’etre. “From the time of Hadrian,” we
are told, “all connection between Jews and Christians ceased.”* The Bar Kokhba
Revolution made the split final and irrevocable. As if to show their independence,
the Christians chose an uncircumcised heathen as their bishop. Jews and Chris-
tians, henceforth, “no longer occupied the position of two hostile bodies belong-
ing to the same house, but they became two entirely distinct bodies.”™ Paganism,
a religion nourished by and in turn breeding “irrational ideas, deceit, and im-
morality,” was replaced inevitably by ethical monotheism. Mankind cannot pre-
tend it doesn’t know certain things. Once Jewish religion and Greek philosophy
were transmitted throughout the Mediterranean basin by Roman infrastructure,
mankind could not return to placating irrational and petulant gods. Revulsion at
Jewish revolutionary excess and contempt at the supine behavior that often fol-
lowed it meant that heathens would not accept the religion of the “Jews” either.
That left Christianity, the revised and renewed religion of Moses, Abraham, and
Christ, alone in the field. After years of contention, Rome submitted to baptism.
Following Constantine’s conversion, “the last thread” connecting “Christianity
with its parent stock” snapped at the Council of Nicaea when the Church decided
that it would not rely on the Jewish calendar to calculate the date of Easter. “For,”
Constantine wrote, “it is unbecoming beyond measure that on this the holiest
of festivals we should follow the custom of the Jews. Henceforward, let us have
nothing in common with this odious people; our Savior has shown us another
path.™s Citing Constantine, Graetz claims “The first utterance of Christianity on
the very day of its victory betrayed its hostile attitude towards the Jews and gave
rise to those malignant decrees of Constantine and his successors, which laid the
foundation of the bloody persecution of subsequent centuries.”*

But history belies his claim. Persecution of the Jews was, as at the time of
Masada and Bethar, a function of revolutionary activity. It was oftentimes a re-
action to Jewish participation in revolutionary activity, as in Cyprus during the
second Century and in Eastern Europe in the 1920s and 1930s. But the idea of revo-
lution has a life of its own. The temptation to “judaize” has never left Christianity,
and Christian writers who understood the pull of the “Jewish” idea denounced
Judaizers as dogs that returned to their vomit. In the Middle Ages, as Christian
cultural hegemony over Europe reached its zenith, the Jewish idea of heaven on
earth would burst forth again. The dogs would return to their vomit, and Jews
would be the first to feel its effects.
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Chapter Two

Julian the Apostate and the Doomed
Temple

peror who was the scion of the dynasty that acknowledged Christianity as the

religion religion of Rome, should come to be known to us as Julian the Apos-
tate. Born in the year 331, Julian was raised a Christian, but watching his relatives
get slaughtered by nominally Christian relatives soured him on Christianity. He
never knew Basilina, his mother, who died within months of his birth. His father
was a distant figure, caught up in the administration of the empire, who had Julian
raised by servants until his father was murdered by Constantius II, Julian’s cousin
and Constantine’s successor. Ricciotti says Julian “seems never to have fully recov-
ered from this tragic shock which influenced many of his decisions in later life.”

When Constantine the Great died on May 22,337, Constantius II resolved any
doubts about imperial succession by brute force, murdering his rivals. In his Life
of Constantine, Eusebius of Caesarea claims “the slaughters had their origin in a
spontaneous decision of the soldiers throughout the empire,™ but St. Jerome, St.
Athanasius, and Zosimus agreed with Julian, who held Constantius II responsible.
Julian escaped death because of his age—he was six years old when Constantine
died—but later gave full expression to the feeling he nurtured for throughout his
life: “And what this most beneficent emperor did for us who were so closely related
to him! Six of our common cousins, his uncle, my father, and another on our fa-
ther’s side, and my eldest brother, he put to death without a trial. My other broth-
ers and I, whom he had intended to kill, were eventually sent into exile.™

Because Julian held Constantius II responsible for the murder of his relatives,
his hatred gradually transformed itself into a overwhelming desire for revenge
against Constantius II and his religion, Christianity. Julian also lost his inherited
property, which passed to Constantius II, his Christian—albeit Arian—cousin.
(Constantius II, whose reign saw a resurgence of the Arian heresy, was Christian
by self-designation only. Like Constantine, he put off baptism until his death bed.)
Julian hated Christianity “not by any philosophic or abstract reason but by the
fact that his murderous cousin was a Christian.™ His revulsion would grow with
time.

Constantius II sent Julian to Nicomedia for education, where he was taught
by Mardonius, his mother’s former tutor. Julian learned the poetry of Homer and
Hesiod as well as the philosophy of Plato, Socrates, Aristotle, and Theophrastus.
Julian must have received instruction in Christianity there too.

I t is one of the ironies of history that Flavius Claudius Julianus, the Roman em-
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Mardonius accompanied Julian to Macellum, where Julian was baptized and
where he and his brother were enrolled in the Christian clergy in the minor order
of lector. Julian read the Scriptures in the assemblies. At Macellum, Julian learned
the habit of duplicity that remained with him for his entire life. Although bap-
tized, in Macellum Julian also fell under the influence of Maximus of Ephesus and
became convinced the ancient gods had anointed him to restore the empire to the
glory it knew under paganism.

Scholars have concluded that Mardonius was an “honest pagan.”™ Julian’s later
pagan teachers were more dubious. Mardonius led Julian to the threshold of the
sacred temple of Neoplatonic philosophy, which had become hopelessly infected
with magic and the occult. If Mardonius was Julian’s Vergil, Maximus of Ephesus
was the temptress Beatrice who led him across the threshold into the occult. Max-
imus “initiated” Julian into theurgy. Under the influence of Maximus and other
adepts in secret Gnosis, Julian became convinced the wisdom of the Greeks would
triumph over the folly of Constantine. There was no reason why one of Constan-
tine’s relatives or successors should not come to his senses and restore Hellenism.
Those in Constantinople who thought as he did soon saw in Julian their secret
champion, even though Julian must have taken part in Christian services there.

At the end of 351, Constantius II ordered Julian to return to Nicomedia, but
forbade him to attend the lectures of Libanius. Julian obeyed his cousin externally,
but duplicitously followed them closely in secret by poring over notes taken by
others. The return to Nicomedia marked “the beginning of Libanius’ influence
over Julian, an influence which was to increase continually until the Apostate’s
death.™ Ricciotti refers to Libanius as “a rhetorician ... without depth of thought;
in other words, a brilliant literary peacock.” Libanius, who later became teacher
of St. John Chrysostom, hated Christianity as an intellectually feeble alternative
to the Hellenic tradition, which boasted a pantheon of literary gods from Homer
to Plato.

When Julian came under Libanius’ spell, however, Plato’s teaching and phi-
losophy had fallen on hard times. Hellenism meant Neoplatonism, a compendium
based on Plato’s teachings as synthesized by Plotinus a Century before but split
apart again by Plotinus’ students Porphyry and Iamblicus. '

Porphyry was a practitioner of magic and theurgy who, under the influence
of Plotinus, rejected occultism in favor of reason and philosophy according to the
traditional understanding of Plato’s teachings. The same cannot be said of Iambli-
cus. As Neoplatonism’s center of gravity shifted toward Asia at the beginning of
the fourth Century, magic gained the upper hand over philosophy. [amblicus was
Neoplatonism’s representative, leading the final decline of the Hellenism of Plato
into the mumbo-jumbo of Asiatic magic. So

The exponents of this late Neoplatonism thus gradually ceased to be philosophers,

since they renounced the hope of arriving at divine contemplation by means of
reason and became instead to a greater or less extent hierophants, magicians,
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thaumaturges, and evokers of the gods [who] dedicated themselves to the task of
bringing that divinity to light [through] “theurgy,” that is, divine work.?

The decay of Platonic thought eventually infected Judaism. Kaballah was the
Neoplatonic reading of the Talmud, and the Lurianic Kabbalah would become
Talmudic Judaism infected with Iamblichus’ version of Neoplatonic thaumaturgy,
according to which the thaumaturge tried to rescue the scattered sparks and bring
about Tikkun Olam, or the healing of the world. But that is to get ahead of our
story.

Julian, who would live only to 32, was fully formed in his beliefs at 20. By
then Julian renounced Christ in favor of Mithra, and in keeping with its dualistic
nature, kept his true beliefs secret until the proper time to reveal them. In the
meantime, he attended church, especially on religious feast days, while practicing
his real religion in secret.

St. Gregory Nazianzen, who met Julian in Athens, felt that he was “handi-
capped by a number of physical and moral defects” mirrored in his appearance.?
Julian was short, stocky and bearded. Ammanius, his pagan biographer, claims
“the rabble at Antioch called him a Cercops (one of a race changed by Jupiter into
apes), since being of low stature and having a beard like a billy goat’s he spread his
broad shoulders as he advanced with great strides through the streets.” Gregory
felt that Julian went to Athens “to associate secretly with pagan priests and quacks,
since he was no yet confirmed in his impiety.™ His duplicitous nature was ex-
pressed in Julian’s “weaving head [and] shifty feet [and] the constant changes of
opinion without apparent reason”; his religious fanaticism was expressed in “the
wild, wandering eyes, ... the nostrils breathing hate and scorn, the proud and con-
temptuous lineaments of the face, the paroxysms of uncontrolled laughter ... the
breathless speech and disordered, senseless questions, interlaced with answers no
more to the point.” Gregory wondered, “What a monster the Roman empire is
nourishing within itself™

Julian visited Pergamum, then an important center for Hellenism. There Max-
imus of Ephesus tightened his control over Julian’s mind. lamblicus was no longer
at Pergamum, but his spirit perdured through the work of his disciples, Aedisius
and Maximus. Julian had the reputation of being an ascetic, but intellectually, he
showed little discipline much less asceticism. Warned by Eusebius to pursue “the
purification of the soul through the use of reason,” Julian chose instead the mer-
etricious thaumaturgy Eusebius condemned.? Maximus, “completely dedicated to
the occult sciences and theurgy,™ invited Eusebius and Julian to a magic show at
the temple of Hecate that featured the spontaneous lighting of torches and other
wonders. Julian was swept away by the spectacle. “Farewell to your books, you
have shown me my man,” Julian said, confounding Eusebius’ admonition.”

Julian stayed on for a course in magic, during which he was initiated into
theurgic mysteries, which Gregory Nazianzen describes thus:
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Julian descended into a subterranean sanctuary closed to the common people
in the company of a clever conjurer, a theosophist rather than a philosopher.
Such individuals practiced a kind of divination that required darkness and sub-
terranean demons to foretell the future. As Julian advanced father and farther,
he encountered terrors increasingly numerous and alarming—strange sounds,
revolting exhalations, fiery apparitions, and other such prodigies. Since he was
taking his first steps in the occult science, the strangeness of the apparitions
terrified him. He made the sign of the Cross. The demons were subdued and all
the visions disappeared. Julian regained courage and began to advance. Then
the dread objects began to reappear. The sign of the Cross was repeated and they
again disappeared. Julian wavered. The director of the initiation at his side ex-
plained: “We loathe but no longer fear them. The weaker cause has conquered!”
Convinced by these words, Julian was led on toward the abyss of perdition. What
he later heard and did only those know who have undergone such initiations. At
any rate, from that day he was possessed.®

Like Keith Richards, the Rolling Stones’ guitarist at the 1969 rock concert
that returned human sacrifice to the realm of public spectacle, Julian made the
sign of the Cross when demons were about to overwhelm him, until he realized
at the prompting of his guide that he was there to be overwhelmed by the demons
he feared. The Greek gods were real enough: the Christians called them demons
or fallen angels. From then, Julian was their servant. At their behest he rose to the
pinnacle of power in the Roman empire and then to doom in the deserts of what
is now Iraq. Julian’s career is inexplicable without consideration of his recourse to
these gods. He saw them at his side during crises, and he consulted them in the
entrails of animals and the flight of birds at every turn; they advised him at crucial
moments.

In 355 Julian received permission to study at the School of Athens. The Athe-
nians were described in Acts 17:21 as people who “employed themselves in noth-
ing else but in telling or in hearing some new thing.” Only the level of Athenian
decadence had changed since the time of St. Paul. When Julian arrived, Athenians
were living on the memories of the glorious past, but they did not measure up to
that past. They talked about Plato, but they substituted theurgy for his teaching.
In a stronger soul, their decadence would have inspired disgust; in Julian, it con-
firmed his abandonment of philosophy for magic. Julian encouraged his pagan
followers by submitting to initiation into the Eleusinian mysteries in ceremonies
so secret that almost nothing is known of them.

Judged by its effect, the magic seemed powerful enough. After leaving Ath-
ens, Julian was summoned to Milan, where he was crowned Caesar in November,
355. One month later, he was sent to rule Gaul. Julian was 23 years old and had
spent his life immersed in books and conversing with those who possessed eso-
teric knowledge.

Gaul was a province in ruin. Colonia Agrippina (Cologne) the principal city
of Germania Secunda had just fallen to barbarian invaders. The barbarian tribes
had established a base of operations that extended 35 miles west of the Rhine from
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which they could pillage Roman Gaul at will. The barbarians controlled the west
bank of the Rhine all the way to the North Sea, effectively cutting off ship traf-
fic up the Rhine, preventing support from or to Britain. To make matters worse,
Constantius IT had made Julian a puppet Caesar answerable to generals already in
Gaul, whose negligence and corruption had created the chaos.

Facing great handicaps, Julian learned to be a ruler and a general in a few
months. Within a short time, he reformed the corrupt tax system of the bankrupt
Gallic prefecture. Then, securing the goods to prosecute a campaign against the
barbarians, he defeated Chonodomarius and 30,000 Alamanni in a battle near
Strasbourg. After the victory, Julian’s legions acclaimed him Augustus, or sole
ruler of the empire, but he declined the honor.

By this point in his career, Julian had taken on the superhuman characteris-
tics of the gods he worshipped. A Mars in battle, he was a Zeus in rule. He drove
the barbarians across the Rhine and freed Gaul from imminent danger. His skill
as an administrator won him the esteem even of his Christian enemies like Sts.
Ambrose and Gregory Nazianzen. As governor of Gaul, “he succeeded in reduc-
ing the captatio from 25 to only seven aurei per head™ while providing sustenance
for successful military campaigns. He was renowned for the purity of his morals.
Ammanius, his pagan biographer, claims “He was so conspicuous for his unde-
filed chastity that after the death of his wife [Helena] it is well known that he never
gave a thought to love.... Even his most confidential servants never accused him
of any suspicion of lustfulness, as often happens.™ In 359 he took the war against
the Alamanni to the heart of their territory, attacking them on their side of the
Rhine.

Achievement like this could not go unpunished. Constantius II stripped Ju-
lian of the better half of his troops and ordered them to the eastern front where
they were to fight under Constantius II against the Persians. The fame of the Gallic
troops, who it was said never turned their back on the enemy, preceded them east-
ward, but they refused to return the compliment. After one detachment left, the
rest mutinied, refusing to leave Julian, whom they again declared Augustus. This
time Julian consulted the gods before responding. “I prayed to Zeus,” he wrote,
“through an opening in the wall” of his quarters in Paris.* “I entreated the god to
give me a sign, and thereupon he showed to me and ordered me to yield and not
to oppose the will of the army.™® The genius publicus of the empire appeared to
him in his sleep and rebuked him for his timidity. “If I am not received even now,”
the guardian spirit of the empire told Julian, “when many men share my opinion,
I shall depart sad and dejected.”™ In the morning, Julian, who “told his more inti-
mate friends about the vision,” according to Ammanius, yielded to the demands
of his troops, who raised him on a military shield and proclaimed him Augustus,
sole ruler of the Roman Empire.

Julian, like Caesar before him, cast his die and crossed his Rubicon. He con-
soled himself against the reproach that he was a traitor, a usurper, and ungrateful
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to his cousin who had elevated him to Caesar by the “mystic conviction that he
had been chosen by the gods to renew their worship.™ Eunapius writes that Julian
“after his conquest of Gaul ... summoned the heirophant from Greece, and after he
had performed with his assistance certain rites known to themselves alone, he was
aroused to throw off the tyranny of Constantius I1.”* His decision to rebel against
his cousin was a function of his involvement in the occult and the sense of politi-
cal destiny it instilled in him pushed Julian to rebel.

Summoning his troops, who had mutinied at the thought of leaving Gaul,
Julian marched east and then embarked on the Danube, sailing forth to his ren-
dezvous point in what is now Serbia. During his progress down the Danube, “the
people flocked together at his passage—the Romans on the right bank to acclaim
him and the barbarians on the left to gaze on him in wonder and to bend their
knees in terror.”™ Cooler heads thought he was marching toward his doom. With
rebellion behind him and Constantius II’ army massing in front of him on the
plains of Illyricum, Julian “was headed toward disaster™ when the gods inter-
vened in his life once again. Constantius II suddenly died on November 3, 361
on his way to do battle. Julian took Constantius II' sudden death as proof of the
gods’ approval of the rebellion. Julian entered Constantinople on December 11.
The court confirmed him sole Augustus because “the times required an energetic
and warlike leader.”

Julian now found himself at the pinnacle of power and in a position to effec-
tuate the commission for which the gods prepared him, the restoration of pagan
worship throughout the empire. “I came because the gods expressly bade me, and
promised me safety if I obeyed them, but they threatened me with what I pray no
god may do to me if I stayed.”®

After his accession to the imperial throne, Julian announced he had ceased
being a Christian at the age of 20 and that he was anointed by Rome’s ancient gods
to restore her former glory. Socrates and Sozomen trace Julian’s apotheosis and
moral fall to the machinations of the theurgist Maximus of Ephesus, and Ricciotti
writes, “considering the moral character of the theurgists, this is quite probable.™®
Socrates, Sozomen and Gregory Nazianzen, he continues, “all affirm that at this
time Julian kept up the appearance of being a Christian.” Nevertheless, his with-
drawal from Christianity in the secret of his conscience was compete and defini-
tive. He confesses in a letter at the end of 362 that he had “walked along the road”
of the Christians “till his twentieth year,” but that “with the help of the gods”
he had walked along another “for twelve years.” The chief obstacle to restoring
paganism was Christianity, which had received numerous benefactions from the
state since the Edict of Milan in 313.

Julian was a determined reactionary. To purify himself from baptism, which
he heard left an invisible but permanent sign on those who received it, he submit-
ted to the Mithraic sacrament known as the taurobolium. Crouching naked in a
trench, the most powerful man on earth allowed the blood of a slaughtered bull to
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pour over his entire body, but particularly those members most in need of purifi-
cation: his hands which had handled the body of Christ in the Eucharist. Gregory
Nazianzen writes Julian “washed his hands, purifying them from the unbloody
sacrifice through which we become partakers in the sufferings and divinity of
Christ.™

The Petulantes and Celts, his loyal legions from Gaul, busily went from one
drunken orgy to another, gorging themselves on the meat of slaughtered animals
to propitiate the rehabilitated gods. Cynics began referring to Julian Augustus as
“the butcher,” conjuring up images of him covered with blood hacking away at
sides of beef as his new priesthood of libertines and whores looked on in cynical
amusement.

Julian was a classic reactionary. He was determined to restore the worship of
the gods, convinced they had led him through the extraordinary events of his life
for that purpose. When he became Augustus, “he laid bare the secrets of his heart
and with plain and final decrees ordered the temples to be opened, victims to be
brought to the altars and the worship of the gods to be restored.”+

But Julian was thoroughly modern too, which is to say, Masonic in his duplic-
ity. He promoted the goals of his esoteric circle of thaumaturges under the exoteric
guise of religious tolerance. He intended, at least he said in public, “to grant full
religious liberty not only to the pagans but also to the Christians.”™ Ammanius,
part of his inner circle, understood the meaning of the gesture. Julian granted
universal freedom of conscience “that he might have no fear thereafter of a united
populace, because such a freedom increased their dissensions, and he knew from
experience that no wild beasts are so hostile to mankind as are most Christians
in their savage hatred for one another.”™ Trying to “divide and conquer,” Julian
hoped to reduce Christianity “to extremes without appearing as an open adver-
sary.”

Julian inaugurated a thoroughly modern persecution in which the state
seemed a benevolent supporter of tolerance when it was encouraging pagans to at-
tack Christians with impunity. It was like Sargent Shriver giving $900,000 to the
Blackstone Rangers in Chicago in the ‘60s. Certain groups had free rein to terror-
ize Christians because they enjoyed the favor of the emperor and would never be
punished. Ricciotti calls it “disguised persecution guided by the hand in power.””
He says “Julian shrank from the death sentence, since this would have removed
the disguise from his system of veiled persecution.™®

Julian was ahead of his times. He invented Kulturkampf a millenium and a
half before Bismarck fired Catholic teachers from the Gymnasium in Braunsberg.
Julian, like Bismarck, felt “Christians should be discredited by being deprived of
their culture.” Julian banned Christian teachers from schools, but made it seem
he was implementing a politically neutral program of educational reform. In June
362, Julian issued the constitution Magistros studiorum which gives the “appear-
ance of neutrality,* because the “words of the decree, taken alone, could not be
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interpreted as a direct plot against any individuals or groups within the empire
such as the Christians.™ But the exoteric document was interpreted in light of a
circular letter to the esoteric circle of magistrates and teachers who implemented
the constitution. Again
it is necessary to keep in mind that Julian was a member of the secret society of
Mithra ... and that in such associations it was the rule to reveal only the more
generic and vague aspects of one’s thoughts, keeping hidden what ever was more
characteristic and decisive. We obviously have an example of this procedure
here: Juliah’s generic plan was set forth in the Magistros studiorum, but its spe-
cific interpretation was reserved for the letter already cited.+

By depriving Christians of their culture, Julian rendered them powerless
without the odium of bloody persecution. In this he was a typically modern ruler.
He was a radical innovator who dramatically expanded the power of the state
into spheres traditionally left to the family. When Rome was a republic, the state
bowed to the paterfamilias in education. In De republica Cicero claimed Romans
“had never wished for any system of education for free-born youths that was ei-
ther definitely fixed by law or officially established or uniform for all.** Even in
Hadrian’s time, education was a private initiative. But the situation changed as the
government subsidized the schools. The quid pro quo was to become common in
other empires, too: Financial support in exchange for the schools’ allegiance to
the regime. “Vespasian,” Ricciotti says, “was the first to assign to rhetoricians an
annual salary of 100,000 sesterces from the public treasury.** Christian teachers
had to renounce their faith or give up their careers and face poverty and social os-
tracism. “There was to be no bloody persecution,” Ricciotti continues, “but rather
a slow asphyxiation and inevitable paralysis.™

In one of the ironies that mark Julian’s career, he articulated a position the
Church would eventually take with regard to the Jews. “I do not want the Galile-
ans to be put to death or unjustly beaten or to suffer anything else,” Julian told his
teachers and magistrates, “but still I emphatically maintain that those who rever-
ence the gods must be preferred to them.™ Under the formula “Sicut Judaeis non,”
Pope St. Gregory the Great articulated the same principle as the Church’s policy
toward the Jews. No one was to harm them, but they were to be given no position
of cultural influence, lest they use it to engage in blasphemy and the corruption
of morals.

Mesmerized by Maximus of Ephesus, whom Ricciotti compares to “a myste-
rious sphinx charming him from afar,* Julian was drawn to ruin in the deserts of
the East, but before that he succumbed to a vision of himself as the pagan messiah,
a vision confected by the thaumaturges and hierophants who surrounded him.
The man who studied Greek literature so avidly seemed strangely unaware of the
hubris that ruled his life. Messianic politics broke out where least expected, from
the very empire that crushed it among the Jews three centuries earlier:
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Just as the Messianic herald had been chosen to bring back to Jahweh all the
offspring of Israel and to carry the message of salvation “even to the farthest part
of the earth,” so Julian would bring back all the peoples of the empire who were
corrupted by the Christianity of Constantine to the worship of the gods.

Ricciotti says “this pagan Messianic program” wasn’t “exclusively religious in
the modern sense of the word, since it also involved politics as well.*® But it was
precisely messianic politics because it mixed religion, politics, and a charismatic
penchant for private revelations as the validator of preconceived policies. In this,
Julian was a forerunner of George W. Bush. Both led their empires into ill-fated
military campaigns against rulers of Mesopotamia; both relied more on gut feel-
ing than rational calculation; both were influenced by the traditional source of
Messianic politics, namely, the Jews—George Bush by his neoconservative advis-
ers; Julian through the study of literature, in particular the Church fathers and
their polemics against the Jews.

Julian initially espoused tolerance to all religious sects to sow dissension in
the hope they would eradicate each other, saving him the trouble. His policy to-
ward the Jews was dictated by the same principle. Julian felt the religion of the
Jews was, except for its unfortunate penchant for monotheism, almost as good as
the religion of the Hellenes. Julian was sympathetic to the Jews, probably because
of their antipathy toward Christians, and decided to exploit it for political effect.

Although originally viewed by Rome as a sect of Judaism, Christianity became
Judaism’s bitterest rival after the destruction of the Temple in 70 AD and the bar
Kokhba rebellion in 131. In Antioch, where Julian was despised by Christians and
ridiculed by pagans, he was described as a hairy ape with the beard of a he-goat
who was always buried in books. Since he was avid to refute Christianity, Julian
was especially familiar with Christian texts and Christian writers. From them,
he knew Jews were the main opponents of Christianity; Jews were also involved
in every persecution. So he decided to use them to refute Christianity once and
for all. Aware of the theological import of Matt 24:2, in which Christ prophesied
the destruction of the Temple, Julian decided to reverse history by rebuilding the
temple that Christ said would remain forever destroyed. “The high priest of the
Hellenes would embarrass the god of the Galileans on his own terrain, making
Him out to be a charlatan.”

In Against the Galileans, now known only through writings of those who
wrote to refute it, Julian accused the Christians of impiety, of atheism, of claiming
that men were not divine, and of being the illegitimate offspring of Judaism. Juda-
ism was more legitimate because it was ancient. Christianity had existed for only
300 years, and no one in his right mind could put faith in a religion that new. The
dispute over the relative antiquity of the religions bespoke a deeper dispute: the
issue of patrimony and lineage. The dispute between the Jews who accepted Christ
as the Messiah and those who rejected him became full-blown cultural warfare
within years of Christ’s crucifixion. Who were the true children of Abraham and
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Moses? Who was the True Israel? An astute politician, Julian would have his en-
emies fight each other to settle the claim. Since Christianity was the established
religion, that meant promoting the cause of the Jews, the Christians’ implacable
enemy.

The Acts of the Apostles and the Epistles describe the founding of the Church
as a life and death struggle with the Jews, who, even more than the pagan Romans,
saw it as a threat precisely because it refused to see itself as new. The followers of
Christ were one religion among many in the Roman empire because they lacked
political power, but they could not accept the Jews as one of those many religions.
The Jews, many Christian writers made clear, were different from the Hebrews.
The Hebrew religion had a priesthood, a Temple, and sacrifice. After 70 AD, the
Jews had none of these things, so the religion of the Jews could not be the same
as that of the Hebrews. The only religion that had a priesthood, a Temple, and a
sacrifice was the Catholic Church, the New Israel. The Jews did not have a sepa-
rate but equal covenant; the only real basis for fulfilling their covenant had been
destroyed.

Writing about 115 AD, St. Ignatius of Antioch claimed “It is absurd to have
Jesus Christ on the lips, and at the same time to live like a Jew.” He established the
proper causal and chronological relationship between Judaism and Christianity:
“Christianity did not believe in Judaism,” he tells us, “but Judaism believed in
Christianity, and in its bosom was assembled everyone professing faith in God.™
The Hebrew prophets, he wrote, “lived a Christian life,” because they lived “a life
in union with Christ even before he came.™ Logically then, the religion called
Judaism after Christ was a spurious invention lacking continuity with Abraham
and Moses.

Writing in the aftermath of the bar Kokhba rebellion, St. Justin Martyr makes
the point more emphatically. Justin refers to the Old Testament as “our writings”
because, though delivered to the Jews, they were destined for the Christians. The
Jews are incapable of understanding Scripture because they are “carnal,” a word
applied to them repeatedly by the Church fathers. Because they did not under-
stand the Scriptures, the Jews rejected Christ and attacked him when he walked
among them. Similarly, they also attack Christians because they do not under-
stand the real or spiritual meaning of Scripture.

Political messianism is a manifestation of the carnal Jew. According to the
Church Fathers, the Jews perennially await a Messiah who will restore their po-
litical power. Christianity is incompatible with political messianism and Jewish
revolutionary activity because it recognizes another Messiah. According to Justin
Martyr, who died roughly 50 years after Ignatius, Christians were persecuted dur-
ing the bar Kokhba rebellion because of their loyalty to Jesus Christ. Eusebius says
bar Kokhba persecuted the Christians because they would not fight the Romans
because that would mean accepting bar Kokhba as their Messiah. Jewish revolu-
tionary fervor only increased Jewish hatred of Christianity because they saw the
Christians as traitors.
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Justin writes “Not only do the Jews hate the Christians, but they persecute
them, and treat them like the pagans do, as worthy of punishment and of death,
whenever they can put their plans into execution.”* Rejection of the true Messiah
made them intolerant of those who questioned their Messianic politics, namely,
the Christians, who chided them for their folly and blindness. Add the dispute
over which was the True Israel, and constant friction and bloodshed resulted.
When Christians claimed for themselves the antiquity of the Jews, this reproach
“struck at the very roots of Jewish self-respect” because in antiquity “the proof
of late origin meant that historically the people with this late origin was of little
importance. Such a people received its culture from other peoples.™ The question
perdured through polemics: who had the derivative culture? The Christians or the
Jews?

Justin Martyr addressed the issue in Dialogue with Trypho, written in the
aftermath of the bar Kokhba rebellion. The dialogue was “written ... for those Jews
brought up with some of the benefits of Greek training, but faithful to the Law”
who were “disillusioned at the temporal collapse of Judaism in the days of their
parents.”* Justin felt that the Jewish people were held in intellectual and spiritual
bondage by their rabbis, so “it was against their authority and their competence
that he leveled his attack.™ Dialogue with Trypho is aimed at Jews during their
moment of disillusionment flowing from the ruined hope in a false Messiah. Justin
could not set up a straw Judaism; his audience would see through any caricature.
Harnack comments: Justin is “a reliable reporter and does not construct a Judaism
that will suit his own polemical purposes.™ The Dialogue is, Wilde says, “neces-
sarily a substantially faithful representation of Jewish religious life in the middle
of the second Century from the point of view of a Christian and with the reactions
of a Christian.™” It “shows us that the two religions are completely separated from
one another.” Wilde describes the Dialogue as “the monologue of the victor.”®

Justin concedes to Rabbi Trypho that Christians and Jews worship the same
God. But differences outweigh similarities. Trypho concedes the Messiah, accord-
ing to Scripture, must suffer, but pulls back in disgust at the idea he would suffer
and die in the shameful manner recounted in the Gospels. The Cross was a scan-
dal to the Jews of St. Paul’s time and to the Jews of Trypho’s. Trypho, like Mai-
monides 1000 years later and virtually every rabbi in between, wanted a Messiah
“who would be great and glorious.”

Justin realized the Jewish desire for a carnal Messiah was undimmed by the
disastrous bar Kokhba rebellion® Because the Jews were not going to embrace
Christ, Justin argued for concessions in behavior so the two groups could live in
peace under Roman rule. Justin called for an end to reviling Christ in the syna-
gogue, a common practice based on the Talmud. He also said only a Jew would
claim the crucifixion was necessary so there was no guilt on their part (in con-
trast to what St. Paul says at Romans 3:5-8). At the end of his Dialogue, his Jewish
interlocutors remain unconvinced and unconverted. This obdurate blindness, he
suggests, will last for a long time.
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The Dialogue is not irenic in the sense those living in the wake of Vatican II
have grown accustomed to. Justin reviles Jews for “blind obedience to rabbinic
control.” Only in Christianity can Jews find “the fulfillment of their Messianic
expectations, the explanation of the collapse of Judaism, and the freedom which
their spirits craved and which their condition denied them.™ The rejection of
Christ orchestrated by the rabbis turned Judaism into anti-Christianity, distort-
ing the Jewish personality. The Jews “are openly wicked men.” They are “worse
than the Ninevites who at least did penance, for they by their bad actions make
the pagans calumniate God. By their merely carnal understanding of the Law, de-
signed to be primarily spiritual; they make men calumniate the law and hence the
God of the Law and are thus false to their spiritual vocation.” The Jews are “wise
only in doing evil” and, as a result, “unable to know the hidden plan of God.™

The most obvious manifestation of Jewish wickedness is the persecution of
Christians, which follows logically from the Jews’ responsibility for the death of
Christ. Justin is not alone in ascribing to Jews the role of persecutor.

The Martyrdom of Polycarp explains the extent of Jewish participation the
persecution of Christians. Polycarp was bishop of Smyrna when a persecution of
Christians broke out. In Revelation 2:8 the Jews in Smyrna are described as form-
ing the synagogue of Satan, a group habitually slandering and persecuting Chris-
tians. When the persecution commenced, Polycarp escaped. Captured later with
others, they were burned alive rather than renounce their faith; the whole popu-
lace gathered wood, but “especially active in these preparations were the Jews, as
was their custom, who eagerly helped people in this matter.” In ascribing blame
for the murder of Polycarp, the author mentions that this sort of persecution was
“habitually practiced by the Jews.™*

Origen says Jews were habitual inciters of widespread and long-standing per-
secution of Christians. The persecutions were too systematic to be local or person-
al. They were the policy of the rabbis who controlled Jewish life. Origen mentions
that the Jews roused local populations to persecute Christians by repeated cal-
umnies. The Jewish claim that Christians ate murdered infants at night meetings
was a calumny that triggered one persecution, but he says the history of Jewish
persecution went back to apostolic times. In 62, the apostle James was thrown to
his death from the Temple. From 131-135, Simon bar Kokhba gave Christians the
choice of apostasy or death. Women were whipped or stoned if they showed any
intention of becoming Christians. “Opposition at all times,” Wilde writes, sum-
ming up Origen, “and persecution where possible, was the policy of the Jews, once
the distinction between Jews and Christians became known and understood.™:
Like other Church Fathers, Origen felt Jewish opposition to Christianity flowed
from Jewish opposition to Christ; their hatred of Christ stemmed from their car-
nal nature and “national pride” because Christianity admitted Gentiles into the
new spiritual kingdom.** According to Rabbi Tarphon (perhaps the model for the
Rabbi in Justin’s Dialogue with Trypho), Christians “were far worse than the pa-
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gans, for the pagans never had the truth. But the Minim [the Christians] had the
truth and abandoned it. Hence we find the curse upon the Minim introduced
into the Shemone Esre at the end of the first Century or the beginning of the
second.™s

The evidence for Jewish animus against Christians is not ascribable to unfor-
tunate personal experience. It suffuses the patristic writings, just as it suffuses the
canonical books of the New Testament.® Nor is the patristic view of the Jew based
on literary stereotypes compensating for actual experience. The Jew is a personal
acquaintance, unlike Shylock or the Jew of Malta, who were stereotypes based on
distant memory. Origen, like Justin Martyr, was personally acquainted with Jews.
Origen understood that Jewish calumny helped to cause Christian persecution,
and that Jewish hatred was a fact of life for the Christians, continuing unabated
after the repeated defeats of Messianic politics. As we have seen, the revolution-
ary Jew was born, according to Origen, when the Jews chose Barabbas in place of
Christ because “it is he who holds sway over them in their unbelief.”™” Like Justin,
Origen feels that rabbis are the primary source of this hatred and the force that
holds the Jewish people in their thrall. The Rabbis are also responsible for the
calumnies and blasphemies in the Talmud. Demonstrating familiarity with parts
of the Talmud, Origen mentions the Talmudic claim that Christ was born of an
adulterous union of a Jewish whore and a Roman soldier named Panthera.

Jews, according to Origen, cling to a carnal, literal interpretation of the scrip-
tures and persecute those who have the true spiritual understanding. Jewish pros-
elytes are “especially bitter and their hatred lasts after the peace of the church,
especially against converts from Judaism.™® Persecutions, according to Origen,
flowed inexorably from the Jews’ rejection of Christ. The Jews not only crucified
Christ, “the hatred of the Jews for Christ extended beyond the grave, for they
bribed the soldiers to deny the resurrection of Christ.”®

Origen was not only familiar with Josephus’ account of the siege of Jerusalem
in 70 AD; he draws theological conclusions from it. The Church fathers saw in the
destruction of the Temple a repudiation of the Jews for their rejection of Christ and
the destruction of their religion too. The Jews were in darkness because they laid
violent hands on the light. Jerusalem was destroyed because of the sins of the Jews;
that destruction is proof of the truth of what Christ had said. The Jews, according
to Origen, were abandoned because of their rejection of Christ. “Jerusalem,” he
says, “may now be called wretched. It has no honor, no glory. It is without Temple,
without altar, without sacrifice, without prophet without priesthood, without any
divine visitation whatever. The Jews are dispersed throughout the world and live
as fugitives and exiles. They have been repudiated by God.””

Justin Martyr says the same thing. The foundation of Jewish worship was
sacrifice that expiated sin and won the favor of God. With the destruction of the
Temple, sacrifice became impossible. So the Jews were rendered unproductive and
unfruitful, “though great and innumerable.” They “drink up the doctrine of bit-
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terness and impiety and reject the word of God.”” Similarly, “the Jews think that
because they are by the flesh the sons of Abraham and of Jacob they will be saved.
In this they are completely deceived.”” The promises to Abraham can no longer
be fulfilled in the Jews. As we have seen before, if the priesthood, sacrifice, and
Temple must continue, then Christians are the true Israelites, because only they,
through Christ, have priesthood, sacrifice (in the Mass) and Temple (in Christ
himself).

The destruction of the Temple caused a radical discontinuity in history. Ori-
gen deals with this discontinuity by refining the definition of the word Jew, a re-
definition necessary because of confusion the word “hoi Ioudaioi” caused in the
Gospel of John. Origen distinguishes between the Jew in occulto and the Jew in
manifesto. The Jew in occulto is the spiritual Jew, the follower of Christ. The Jew
in manifesto is the carnal Jew, the biological descendant of Israel, the Jew who
claimed to be the “seed of Abraham” whom Christ repudiated. Israel, according
to Origen, means one who sees God. Everyone who has obtained the vision of God
through faith and a sinless soul may be called Israel. The synagogue, according to
Origen, will continue to exist, but it will bear no fruit.

A number of consequences flow from this rejection. The Jews, who have aban-
doned the light of reason, the Logos, have no control over their passions. They
will live in the darkness of unreason and, as a result, pursue their desires without
restraint. They “are well represented by the figure of Barabbas,” an ill-fated po-
litical insurrectionary”* They are also identified with Judas, “and with him go to
hell.”” The devil does not bother the Jews because “they have already fallen into
his hands.”” He now attacks the Church. The Jews are agents of the devil who ac-
cuse Christians of credulity while persecuting them and blaspheming Christ. Jews
are unjustly proud of their carnal descent from Abraham and refuse to repent. The
Jews practice magic, and are “foolish, hard-hearted, wise only in doing evil, un-
able to know the hidden plan of God,” and are “useless to society.””

Origen, according to Wilde, “presents more clearly than any uninspired writer
of the first three centuries, what was to prove to be the full traditional attitude of
ecclesiastical authors toward the Jews.””” In spite of their words, which seem harsh
to modern ears, Wilde rejects the idea that the Church fathers are anti-Semitic
because “there is no trace of any racial animosity on the part of Christians.”” The
fathers did not manifest “hatred of the Jews.... They were opposed to Judaism as a
religion whose place is taken by Christianity and as an institution responsible for
the death of Christ.”” They also opposed the Jews because Jews were responsible
for persecution of Christians. The “present wretched condition of the Jews ... is
due to their rejection of Christ and is a punishment for their sin.”® That same
wretched condition, persecution of the Jews, also flowed from “the temporal char-
acter of their Messianic expectations.” Jewish revolutionary activity invariably
created a violent reaction against all Jews. The Judaism practiced after Christ was
“condemned as a religion which has been replaced, whose rites are therefore vain
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and useless.”* The Judaism practiced before Christ, however, was “the precursor
of Christianity, and, therefore, worthy of respect and reverence.” Like the Gospel
of St. John, the writings of the Church fathers were anti-Jewish because they saw
the Jew as a rejecter of Christ rather than someone with any real religious identity.
Christian writers would often refer to Judaism as “superstitio,” which is to say,
confected by man not God, for carnal purposes. Wilde concludes “the Christian
treatment of the Jews never descends to the ad hominem level.”®

St. Irenaeus reiterates what Justin and Polycarp said before him and antici-
pates what Origen and others would say later. The Jews are rejected as Israel; their
vineyard is turned over to the Gentiles; the Church is the New Israel. Irenaeus
applies the parable of the wicked husbandmen to the Jews as did Jesus when he
told the Jews “the kingdom of God will be taken from you and given to a people
who will produce its fruit.” Irenaeus makes the implication clear. The rejection
of Israel as an ethnic group meant the selection of the Gentiles as the Church.
After comparing the Jews to the wicked husbandmen cast out of the vineyard, Ire-
naeus claims that the vineyard has been expanded to include the whole world and
given to other husbandmen who will render its fruits. The vineyard “is no longer
hemmed in, that is, no longer limited by Jewish narrowness.”

Irenaeus knows his idea engenders animosity among the Jews of his time be-
cause it engendered animosity among the Jews of Jesus’ time. “When they heard
his parables,” Matthew recounts, “the chief priest and the scribes realized he was
speaking about them, but though they would have liked to arrest him they were
afraid of the crowds, who looked on him as a prophet” (Matthew 21:45-46).

Irenaeus thought the choice of Barabbas over Christ had lasting political im-
plications. “In dishonoring the Son of God they chose Barabbas, a robber and a
murderer. They denied the Eternal King, and preferred to admit the temporal Em-
peror as their king. For this reason God delivered their inheritance to the Gentiles
and does not want them to return to the Law.”®® According to Irenaeus, all Jews are
responsible for the rejection of Christ, “the people by not knowing Him, and the
priests for attacking Him.” In claiming “we have no king but Caesar,” Jews com-
mitted themselves to a political program that actively manifested their rejection
of Christ. Jews would henceforth implement the promise of a Messiah in a carnal
fashion, which is to say, in a way opposite to the kingdom of God on earth.

St. Hippolytus of Rome takes this thought to its logical conclusion in his trea-
tise on the Antichrist. The death of Christ at the hands of the Jews was anticipated
in what they did to the Prophet Jeremiah. The desolation of Judaea and the burn-
ing of the sanctuary occurred after both events. Hippolytus says, the Jews killed
Christ because “they were disappointed in Him, for they thought that he was to
establish a community on earth alone.”® The same carnal messianic political de-
sire for heaven on earth that led the Jews to choose Barabbas will lead the Jews
who perdure in the rejection deeper into the service of the devil until they finally,
it is argued, bring about the reign of the Antichrist.
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The Kingdom of the Antichrist, Hippolytus says, is a Jewish operation. Just as
the Antichrist will bear “many apparent similarities to the true Christ,” so too “the
Jewish people over whom Antichrist will rule bear many apparent similarities to
the people of God.”™ The Antichrist will first gather the scattered Jewish people
into Jerusalem, where they will reconstruct the temple. The Antichrist, accord-
ing to Hippolytus, “will resurrect the kingdom of the Jews.”® The Antichrist thus
will be the culmination of Messianic politics. He will re-establish the superseded
ethnic Israel as heaven on earth, but that heaven will be a hell for Christians. The
Antichrist “will kill kings in battle” and be “a harsh ruler. He will bring tribula-
tion and persecution against his enemies,™ namely, the Church, the New Israel.
In the meantime, each Jewish Messiah will be an avatar of the Antichrist, because
the Jews, “who gave themselves over to wickedness according as their temporal
prosperity grew greater” and were “a stubborn people, and full of cunning, who
feared not God, and had not shame before men” were condemned to mistake “the
Antichrist for the true Messias” repeatedly?* “The Jews had an excessive desire
for the things of this world, and too great a reliance upon their own strength.” As
a result, “the wrath of God fell upon them because of their part in the death of
Christ, and it brought with it the following punishments: eternal blindness, loss
of the Way which is Christ, eternal servitude to the Gentiles and destruction of
the Temple.™ The Jews would be punished in the aftermath of each intermediary
Antichrist. In fact, “in the age to come the Jews will be horror-stricken at the pun-
ishment they are to receive.™*

Bar Kokhba’s failed rebellion did not end Jewish animus against Christianity;
it merely required a change in strategy. Largely eschewing armed insurrection,
the Jews turned to psychological warfare and promoted heresy instead. Irenaeus’
work, as its title implies, was written to combat heresy, specifically Gnosticism,
but in entering that fray he had to deal with the Jews, acknowledging “from the
very beginning of the Gnostic attack on Christianity,” that Gnosticism was associ-
ated with judaizing% Irenaeus claims Simon Magus, the proto-heretic mentioned
in the Acts of the Apostles, “bears a Jewish imprint.® His ideas of God, of the
world, of angels, of the Law and of man, according to Irenaeus, “all show Jew-
ish influence.” Origen saw “Jewish influence on heresies such as Docetism and
Gnosticism.™®

Origen wrote “Heretics and Jews are grouped together as the conventicle of
the wicked who build in vain™® over a Century before Julian became emperor,
but he could not have more accurately described Julian’s project to rebuild the
Temple—or its outcome. “Under Julian (361-63),” we are told, “there was a revival
of Jewish national ambition connected with the attempt to rebuild the temple. The
Jews of Antioch were certainly involved in this revival. In fact, the Jews fitted well
into Julian’s plan to restore paganism.™*° Graetz says “Julian’s reign ... was a period
of extreme happiness for the Jews of the Roman Empire,™ and “Julian was greatly
impressed by the God of Judaism,™ but the latter seems unlikely given his initia-
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tion into the Eleusinian mysteries and his desire to restore the pagan gods. Julian’s
attraction to the Jews was more political than theological, which historians closer
to his time recognized.

Rufinus does not share Graetz’s feeling that Julian was “greatly impressed by
the God of Judaism.” Rufinus says in Historia ecclesiastica, written in about 400:

So great was Julian’s subtlety and shrewdness as to land even the unfortunate
Jews in illusory expectations to which he himself was subject. He summoned
them and confronted them with the question of why they do not perform sac-
rifices, although their laws obligate them to do so. But they sensing the oppor-
tunity of the moment said: “We can do so only in the Temple of Jerusalem. For
such is the command of the law.” Having obtained from him the permission to
start with the work of reconstruction, they became so emboldened in their in-
solence as to make it appear that a prophet of theirs had come to them. From all
regions and provinces there came Jews, to start with the reconstruction of the
Temple which had long ago been consumed with fire. With the permission of the
Emperor’s representative they used public and private means to proceed in great
haste. Meanwhile they started insulting our fellow Christians, as if the Jews’ old
kingdom were about to be reinstated. As the Jews grew in confidence and pride,
they menaced Christians ever more heatedly.'**

Socrates is more pointed in exposing Julian’s political manipulation of the
Jews and their messianic hopes. Julian, says Socrates,

thought to grieve the Christians by favoring the Jews, who are their most invet-
erate enemies. But perhaps he also calculated upon persuading the Jews to em-
brace paganism and sacrifices; for they were only acquainted with the mere letter
of Scripture, and could not, like the Christians and a few of the wisest among the
Hebrews, discern the hidden meaning.... The emperor, the other pagans, and all
the Jews, regarded every other undertaking as secondary in importance to this.
Although the pagans were not well-disposed towards the Jews, yet they assisted
them in their enterprise, because they reckoned upon its ultimate success, and
hoped by this means to falsify the prophecies of Christ.**

An educated man, Julian understood the thrust of Christian anti-Jewish po-
lemic. The Christians claimed that destruction of the temple proved the superiori-
ty of Christianity and that Christianity had superseded Judaism as the New Israel.
Julian’s desire to rebuild the Temple fit squarely into the trajectory of anti-Jewish
Christian polemic. To blunt Christian claims, he could find no more willing allies
than the Jews, who hated Christians and were eager to collaborate with those who
held political power. The Jews had cried that they had “no king but Caesar,” and
now Caesar was reaching out to them, willing to support their deepest aspirations,
the restoration of Jerusalem and its Temple.

In a letter “To the Community of the Jews,” Julian promised “I will use all
my zeal to make the temple of the Most High God rise again.”* His reference to
“the Most High God” flattered his Jewish audience, and Graetz was still taken in
by the flattery a millennium and a half later. In his letter Julian affirmed that the
Temple in Jerusalem alone was recognized by the Torah, and that it would have to
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be rebuilt before the Jews again had “sacred precincts” and “altars for sacrifice,™
thereby confirming everything the Christian fathers had said about the Church
as the New Israel. He also upped the ante. If he could build the Temple, he could
reverse the course of history, prove that Christianity was a hoax, and prove that he
himself was a god worthy of induction into the pantheon he was reconstructing.
From a theological viewpoint, the decision to rebuild the Temple was the most
ambitious construction project in history. “The high priest of the Hellenes would
embarrass the god of the Galileans on his own terrain, making Him out to be a
charlatan.™>”

St. John Chrysostom attributes more wickedness to Julian and more slyness
to the Jews. Julian, according to Chrysostom (born 14 years before Julian’s reign
and ordained a priest 20 years after Julian’s death), “surpassed all the emperors in
irreligion.”® He did not begin by enlisting the Jews in his project to repaganize
the Roman Empire; rather he “invited the Jews to sacrifice to idols in an attempt
to drag them to his own level of ungodliness.™® The Jews were cleverer than the
emperor. They turned his project to their advantage, saying: “If you wish to see
us offer sacrifices, give us back Jerusalem, rebuild the temple, show us the holy of
holies, restore the altar, and we will offer sacrifices again just as we did before.™*
But the sacrifices the Jews promised were not going to be to Roman gods.

Chrysostom, too, felt “all Jews are responsible for Christ’s passion and death,
that they have been repudiated and cursed by God, and that they stand condemned
out of the mouths of their own prophets.™ Like Julian, Chrysostom had “received
an excellent education in the Greek paidaeia.”™ Like Julian, Chrysostom saw the
Jew as the primary enemy of the Christian. Anyone who saw the Church as a dan-
ger to the security of state and society, as Julian did, would “favor Judaism™" to
remove Christianity as paganism’s chief rival.

The stage was set for a battle of wills in which the emperor would attempt to
force God’s hand. Like latter day evangelicals who show up at the Temple Mount
in Jerusalem with dynamite to usher in Armageddon by blowing up the mosque
built on the Temple’s foundations, Julian would reverse the course of history by
resurrecting the Jewish priesthood, sacrifice, and Temple.

Julian’s claim was daring, but not preposterous, for as St. John Chrysostom
makes clear in Adversus Judaeos, Christians accepted the premises of Julian’s ar-
gument. If Julian could rebuild the Temple, then the Jews would be vindicated,
and Christianity, the superseder, would itself be superseded. It may be difficult
to imagine the construction of one building causing this, but the Temple in Je-
rusalem wasn’t just any building. It was the sine qua non of the Jewish religion.
If it could be rebuilt, the Jewish religion would be re-established, and if that were
to happen, Christianity’s claim to be the New Israel would be over. Christianity
would be one sect among many, easily accommodated into Rome’s pantheon.

Eusebius in Demonstratio evangelica claimed the Temple precincts had been
completely obliterated by time and the Roman legions. The site of the Temple was
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“ploughed and cultivated by Roman citizens in a way not all different from other
such fields.”# Much earth and rubble, as a result, had to be removed before the
foundations were laid bare and Julian’s construction could begin. The Jews, “blind
to all things,™s called on the Emperor for help, and the Emperor happily obliged.
Julian turned to Alypius, distinguished prefect of Britain. Work went smoothly, at
the beginning. Roman know-how combined with Jewish wealth and enthusiasm
seemed unbeatable. According to Ammianus, Julian “allotted enormous (immodi-
cis) sums for the enterprise,” sums which “were augmented by contributions of the
patriarch of all Judaism and other voluntary offerings, including costly garments
and jewels handed over for the purpose by Jewish women.”™* Jewish women, ac-
cording to Eusebius, even “used their garments to help carry away the earth re-
moved by diggers busy with making room for the new foundations.™” The lone
dissenting voice was St. Cyril, bishop of Jerusalem, who according to Eusebius,
predicted dire consequences for the day lime was mixed to make mortar for the
foundation stones.

The Jews scorned Cyril’s prediction. The enthusiastic effort went smoothly for
a while. Rubble that covered the site for centuries was removed, exposing the orig-
inal foundation. But when new construction was about to begin, things started to
go wrong. “During the night,” says Eusebius, “there arose a huge storm, the earth
shook, and huge balls of fire burst forth from the ground and continued to do so
through the next day. Instruments melted, workers were burnt to death, strange
crosses appeared on clothes and bodies, a luminous cross shone in the sky, and
the enterprise had to be abandoned. A violent tremor caused a portico to collapse
killing a number of workers.™?

According to St. John Chrysostom, Julian “overlooked nothing but worked
quietly and a little at a time to bring the Jews to offer sacrifice, in this way he
expected that it would be easy for them to go from sacrifice to the worship of
idols.™ The emperor’s construction crew was about to start construction of the
new temple, “when suddenly fire leaped forth from the foundations and complete-
ly consumed not only a great number of the workmen but even the stones piled up
there to support the structure.™°

Gregory of Nazianzen says the Jewish women “carried the dirt in their lap
with no consideration for their robes and for the tenderness of their bodies, be-
cause they saw in all this a work of piety, as they carried everything downward”
from the Temple foundations to a nearby valley.” “But,” Gregory continues:

a sudden whirlwind and the convulsion of the earth caused them to rush to a

nearby church . . as they [the Jewish women] reached the door of the church

which was open, suddenly those doors closed, as if by an invisible hand, which
filled with fear the impious and protest the devout. It is reported unanimously

and held for certain that when they tried to open the door of the church, flames

that burst forth from the inside prevented them from forcing the door open. The

flames then burnt some of them and destroyed others ... Still others lost various

limbs of their bodies to the flames that burst from inside the church and burnt
some of them to death.'*
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Gregory adds that those who refuse to admit the event’s miraculous char-
acter “do not believe in any miracle of God.”* Gregory, says Stanley Jaki, “was
fully aware of the need of being credible when reporting about truly miraculous
events.”* He, therefore, scrupulously avoids embellishment in describing the sec-
ond miraculous occurrence, “the appearance of a cross within a luminous circle
in the sky” followed by the appearance of crosses on the clothing of the Jews:

Anyone who was there found either on his vestments or on his body a luminous

sign in the form of a cross, which exceeded the beauty of anything produced

by a weaver or by a painter. On seeing this, they [the Jews] were so terrified as

to invoke in one voice the God of the Christians and tried to expiate Him with

many praises and supplications. Some even went so far as to seek out our priests

and were after many prayers admitted into the Church, and introduced into the

greater mysteries. They had their souls purified in baptism and so profited from

their terror.™*

Again, Jaki explains why Gregory could not exaggerate, much less lie: “Had
he done so he would have exposed himself to immediate rebuttal by pagan ad-
mirers of Julian who were very numerous indeed and were not absent even from
Cappadocia, a stronghold of Christianity. But neither Gregory, nor other erstwhile
reporters of the event were challenged about the veracity of their presentation.
Gregory ... was never charged of falsifying or inventing facts.»2¢

St. Ambrose, a former civil servant, also could not embellish the tale because
it was within the memory of those still living, and any fabrication would have
undermined his credibility with the people he wanted to impress. Yet he pulls
no punches in describing the incident and its meaning to the Emperor Gratian.
“Have you mot heard how,” Ambrose asked the Emperor in reference to a syna-
gogue he planned to build, “when Julian had ordered the Temple of Jerusalem re-
built, those who were carrying the rubbish were burned by fire from heaven? Are
you not afraid that this will happen also now? In fact, you should not have given
an order such as Julian would have given.™”

Ammianus Marcellus, Julian’s pagan biographer, reports “frightful balls of
flame kept bursting forth near the foundations of the temple” which “made it im-
possible to approach the place,” even though “Alypius pushed the work forward en-
ergetically” and “was assisted by the governor of the province.”** Alypius ordered
men to their deaths by ordering them into the flames from the Temple’s founda-
tions, but he eventually conceded defeat because “the elements [i.e., fire] persis-
tently drove them back.”* Ammianus notes, “Julian gave up the attempt.™°

Socrates says the Jews were driven to doom by their desire to gratify their il-
licit passions:

when God caused the earthquake to cease, the workmen who survived again

returned to their task, partly because such was the edict of the emperor and

partly because they were themselves interested in the undertaking. Men often, in

endeavouring to gratify their own passions, seek what is injurious to them, reject
what would be truly advantageous, and are deluded by their ideas that nothing
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is really useful except what is agreeable to them. When once led astray by this
error, they are no longer able to act in a manner conducive to their own interest,
or to take warning by the calamities which are visited upon them.

The Jews, I believe, were just in this state; for, instead of regarding this unexpect-
ed earthquake as a manifest indication that God was opposed to the re-erection
of their temple, they proceeded to recommence the work. But all parties relate,
that they had scarcely returned to the undertaking, when fire burst suddenly
from the foundations of the temple, and consumed several of the workmen.

Socrates concludes: the incident is “believed by all; the only discrepancy in
the narrative is that some maintain that flame burst from the interior of the tem-
ple, as the workmen were striving to force an entrance, while others say that the
fire proceeded directly from the earth.™?

The explosions dumbfounded Julian and his Jewish allies. The Jews “were as-
tonished and struck with shame.™ Julian, formerly “madly eager” to finish the
project, was suddenly filled with fear, afraid fire might fall on his own head too.
So “he and the whole Jewish people withdrew in defeat.” Chrysostom comments:
“Even today if you go into Jerusalem, you will see the bare foundation. If you ask
why this is so, you will hear no explanation other than the one I gave. We are all
witnesses to this, for it happened no long ago but in our own time.”*

Julian tried to make the best of a bad situation in “To a Priest.” According
to him, the Jewish prophets who scorned the worship of idols were brought low.
Julian fails to note the idea to rebuild the Temple was his. Julian the idol worship-
per concludes idols of all kinds are perishable. “The God of the Jews may be great,”
Julian says, “but He has not found worthy prophets and interpreters. The reason
is that their souls have not been refined by a liberal education, and their eyes have
not been purified by the light of study.™ Julian thus tried to pin the failure on the
Jews.

Some have claimed the explosions resulted from the “seepage of petroleum.”*
But there is no natural explanation. The Dead Sea, which contains asphalt, which
does not explode, was 25 miles away and a thousand meters lower than the Tem-
ple. A recent Jewish Encyclopedia entry blithely claims no fire rose from the earth
to stop work on the Temple, but Graetz is not as reckless with the truth. Graetz
admits “on the occasion of the pulling down of the ruins and the excavation of
the foundations, a fire broke out by which several workmen lost their lives.”s” He
ascribes “this subterranean conflagration” to “gases which had long been com-
pressed there, and which, on being suddenly released from pressure, ignited on
coming into contact with the air above.™® “[T]hese sudden explosions,” Graetz
says, “disheartened the workmen, so that they gradually gave up work.”» Graetz’s
explanation fails twice. First, Ammianus insists “frightful balls of flame kept
bursting forth near the foundations of the temple,™° which could not occur from
pent-up gas. If construction were halted by that kind of explosion, the explosion
would have solved the problem. Construction could have resumed immediately.
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Ammianius states the fire “kept bursting forth,”# something incompatible with
pent-up gas. Secondly, Graetz overlooks the implication that flows from use of
Ammianus as his source. Ammanius is a pagan with a vested interest in a non-
theological explanation unfavorable to the Christians. If there were evidence for a
natural cause, Ammanius would have seized it.

Julian, Graetz recounts, “accused the Christians of having caused the fires to
break out in the underground passages.™* Graetz then attempts to rebut Chrysos-
tom’s account without mentioning him by name, claiming “the Christian authori-
ties of the following generation relate the most wonderful tales of the miracles
which are said to have happened during this impious rebuilding, the purpose of
all of which was to warn the obdurate Jews and to glorify Christ.”+

Graetz is playing the familiar role of the Jewish debunker, but his assessment
of Chrysostom is not far off the mark. Chrysostom does assert that the attempt to
rebuild the Temple was an act of impiety, and that the project’s failure was a warn-
ing to obdurate Jews and a vindication of Christians. Julian did not make a second
attempt. Julian and the Jews recognized the explosions as a sign the work should
not continue. Julian was fatally wounded by a spear thrust in his side in his mili-
tary campaign against the Persians, uttering, according to one account, “Nenike-
kas Galilaiae,” just before his death or, as Swinburne rendered the phrase, “Thou
hast triumphed, O pale Galilean.” Another account has him saying, “Helios, thou
hast ruined me!™# Christian legend attributes his death to St. Mercurius, a Ro-
man soldier martyred a Century before.# St. Mercurius’ role in slaying Julian
was memorialized in Orthodox iconography, but it appears first in the chronicle
of John Malalas after 563. According to one account, Christ ordered Mercurius to
slay Julian. Another says the Theotokos gave the order.

Either way, the champion of the Jews died by the rivers of Babylon, and Jewish
hopes for a rebuilt Temple died with him. The Jews and the pagans were demoral-
ized by their failure to reconstruct the Temple. Graetz says “the death of Julian in
the neighborhood of the Tigris (June 363) deprived the Jews of the last ray of hope
for a peaceful and unmolested existence.”* The death of Julian for all practical
purposes ended Jewish political aspiration, certainly in Europe, for roughly a mil-
lennium. Towards the end of the 14th Century, their hopes would revive briefly as
they conspired with the Moors in Spain against the Reconquista, but they backed
the wrong side and were expelled from Spain.

Chrysostom’s explanation of Julian’s efforts is straightforward; it is consider-
ably less labored than Graetz’s. The Emperor and his Jewish allies failed because
they “failed to see that they were attempting the impossible” because if God de-
stroyed their city, “no human power could ever change what God had decreed....
What God has reared up and wishes to remain, no man can tear down. In the

same way, when he has destroyed and wishes to stay destroyed, no man can re-
build.™+
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The Jews’ failed attempt to rebuild the Temple with help from the most pow-
erful man on earth shows “how conspicuous our victory is” and how it could not
be attributed to the efforts of Christians to halt it, because, Chrysostom says,

This did not happen in the times of the good emperors; no one can say that the

Christians came and prevented the work from being finished. It happened at a

time when our religion was subject to persecution, when all our lives were in

danger, when every man was afraid to speak, when paganism flourished. Some

of the faithful hid in their homes, others fled he marketplaces and moved to the

deserts. This is when these events occurred.'®

The failure to rebuild the Temple happened when Christians were power-
less, Chrysostom concludes, “So the Jews have no excuse left to them for their
impudence.” Chrysostom is under no illusion that Jewish impudence will disap-
pear, because it became part of their identity when they rejected Christ and would
remain as long as they perdured in that rejection. The project of restoring the
Temple was, according to Chrysostom, traceable to the Jewish character, which by
resisting the Holy Spirit, has become revolutionary. What kind of men, Chrysos-
tom asks, would rebuild the Temple? The answer is simple: the revolutionary Jew,
or as he puts it:

They were men who constantly resisted the Holy Spirit, revolutionists bent on
stirring up sedition. After the destruction under Vespasian and Titus, these Jews
rebelled during the reign of Hadrian and tried to go back to the old common-
wealth and way of life. What they failed to realize was that they were fighting

against the decree of God, who had ordered that Jerusalem remain forever in
ruins.”°

On February 27, 380, the Emperor Theodosius decreed Christianity was the
official religion of the Roman Empire. In 17 years, the Jews had suffered a complete
reversal of fortune. The people who cried “We have no King but Caesar” found
that Caesar had suddenly become a Christian. Theodosius’s decree brought many
converts into the Church but it created another more complex problem for the
Church, the danger of judaizing.

St. John Chrysostom was ordained to the priesthood six years after Theodo-
sius issued his decree. The decree did not obliterate the status quo ante. Theodo-
sius protected the Jews. The benefactions Julian had established were still in effect,
and they gave the Jews a force and vitality dangerous to the local church. There
were theoretical issues, too. Jewish monotheism seemed more rational than the
Trinitarian formula that Christ was true God and true man; as a result, the Jews
forged politically useful links with Arian heretics.

Chrysostom felt converts to the official religion of the empire often were “po-
litically motivated to accept the Christian faith rather than committed to its way of
life.”s* To meet this threat, Chrysostom gave a series of sermons known as Adversos
Judaeos, translated as Against the Judaizing Christians, since that is his focus. The
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Jews and their synagogues were “a risk to the faith of this Christian community”
that he countered “with every weapon in his rhetorical arsenal.”s* Chrysostom,
along with Augustine and Jerome, has been accused of aiding and abetting “neu-
rotic anti-Semites in every historical crisis affecting the Jews for more than the
next 1500 years.”? Chrysostom in particular, but the Church Fathers in general,
portrays the Jews as “sensual, slippery, voluptuous, avaricious and possessed by
demons.™* Additionally, Jews are “drunkards, harlots and breakers of the Law,”
as well as “the people who murdered the prophets, Christ and God.™ The Jews
are “pitiable” because they chose darkness over the Light. They are “pitiable and
miserable” because “when so many blessings from heaven came into their hands,
they thrust them aside and were at great pains to reject them. The morning Sun
of Justice arose for them, but they thrust aside its rays and still sit in darkness.™*
They are also pitiable “because they rejected the blessings which were sent to them,
while others seized hold of these blessings and drew them to themselves.™”

The Church, as a result, has superseded the Jews. Christ said “it is not fair
to take the children’s bread and cast it to the dogs.” The Jews were originally the
children, and the Gentiles the dogs, but the coming of Christ and his rejection
by the Jews changed that. Now, said Chrysostom, “they became the dogs, and we
became the children.”™s?

The animus expressed here is theological not biological. Everything depends
on the Jews’ rejection of Christ. Everything can be rescinded by a rejection of the
rejection. That rejection is the source of Messianic Politics because, as Chrysos-
tom points out, “the Jews rejected the rule of Christ when they said: “We have
no king but Caesar.”® In rejecting Christ, Chrysostom tells the Jews “you made
yourselves subject to the rule of men.”® And when the Jews “broke the yoke,” he
continues, “they grew fit for slaughter.™* Messianic Politics leads to the slaughter
of the Jews who continue to reject Christ. The cycle is clear: prosperity leads to
revolution and revolution leads to disaster:

When brute animals feed from a full manger, they grow plump and become more
obstinate and hard to hold in check.... Just so the Jewish people were driven by
their drunkenness and plumpness to the ultimate evil; they kicked about, they
failed to accept the yoke of Christ, nor did they pull the plow of his teaching....
Although such beasts are unfit for work, they are fit for killing. And this is what
happened to the Jews: while they were making themselves unfit for work, they
grew fit for slaughter.’

When Jews use their cultural influence to drag Christians after them into di-
saster, Chrysostom speaks out. “Dancing with bare feet in the marketplace,” they
lure Christians to destruction by luring them from the freedom of the Gospel back
to the synagogue of Satan, where they “are gathering choruses of effeminates and
a great rubbish heap of harlots.”™ In fact, “they drag into the synagogue the whole
theater, actors, and all. For there is no difference between the theater and the syna-
gogue.”s Christians in Antioch were afflicted with the “deadly opinion” that they
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should “respect the Jews and think that their present way of life is a venerable one.”
It is Chrysostom’s task is “to uproot and tear out this deadly opinion” to protect
the Christians “still sick with the Judaizing disease” from seduction by the “inde-
cency and laughter” which “fellowship with those who slew Christ” fosters.**s

Antioch, where Chrysostom became bishop, had historical and cultural pe-
culiarities that fostered Judaizing. Antioch had Jewish inhabitants since its found-
ing. When Antiochus I'V Epiphanes tried to Hellenize those Jews by forcing them
to eat pork, the Maccabees refused, choosing martyrdom rather than compro-
mise. The tomb of the Maccabees was in Antioch, a shrine for Christians and
Jews. Christians worshipped there because they were the New Israel and the Old
Testament was their history; Jews worshipped there as a sign that there was no
New Israel and to show the old covenant was still in force.

The situation was bound to lead to confusion. De facto syncretism resulted
among new converts so strongly that it was difficult to tell demi-Christians from
demi-Jews. They were, in effect, one and the same, a group “sick with the Juda-
izing disease,”*® Chrysostom said. Chrysostom felt “the Judaizing sickness raged
especially among women and slaves, who should be kept at home and away from
the synagogues.™” Devotion to the seven Maccabees spawned pilgrimages. The
Maccabees were properly revered as precursors to the Christian martyrs, but they
were also revered because they preferred death to violation of Jewish ritual, which
led many to feel the Jewish law was still valid and binding on Christians. The
Church eventually took over the synagogue that housed the relics of the Mac-
cabees, but uprooting the syncretism engendered by devotion to the relics proved
more difficult.

Hence, Chrysostom’s sermons, which were intended for “those who are sick
with the Judaizing disease.” Chrysostom had to assert the orthodox mean in the
face of two heretical extremes. One the one hand, some Christians felt that going
to the synagogue was the same as going to church. On the other hand, the Mar-
cionists asserted that Jews and Christians worshipped different Gods, so great
were the differences between the Old and the New Testaments.

The same golden mean applied to behavior. Jews were a pernicious threat to
civil and moral order, but Jews should not be harmed. Judaizers were a constant
threat to the purity of Christian doctrine, but Christians should not persecute
them. If there is a curse on the Jews, it is of their own making, inflicted when they
rejected Christ, and removable through acceptance of Christ. The proper place
for the Jews is in the Church as Christians. The Jews can be saved. The friendly
relations that existed between Justin and Trypho in the former’s Dialogue with
Trypho were both a model for future Christians and thought to be based on ac-
tual life. Christians, in other words, were opposed to Judaism on theological, not
racial, grounds. The source of the animosity—rejection of Christ and persecution
of Christians—could be overcome (some would later say, could only be overcome)
by conversion. Conversion, however, should not be forced, nor should Jews be
harmed.
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But the Jews were a threat to Christian society that had to be contained. Jews
were promoting syncretism or the sense that there was no difference between
the Old and the New Covenant, luring unsuspecting newly-baptized but poorly
catechized Christians into their synagogues, where they promised cures by Jew-
ish doctors, who often used amulets and spells. Jews were also promoting elabo-
rate musical productions that overshadowed the Mass. Unlike the Fathers of the
Second Vatican Council, St. John Chrysostom tried to impede dialogue between
Christians and Jews, especially when it entailed Christians and Jews worshipping
together in the synagogue. To halt this dialogue, Chrysostom asks newly baptized
Christians to consider that they are sharing their fasts “with those who shouted:
“Crucify him, Crucify him,” and with those who said: “His blood be upon us and
our children.” For those who “worship the Crucified” to “keep common festival
with those who crucified him” is more than strange, it is “a sign of folly and the
worst madness.”*?

Since many newly baptized Jews saw going to the synagogue as the equivalent
of going to Mass, Chrysostom began his attack there: the synagogue “is no more
than a theater into which the Jews drag effiminates, harlots, and actors.”* The com-
parison with the theater is more invidious than it sounds to modern ears because
obscene performances were often staged there. “To go to the synagogue,” Chrys-
ostom continues, “is a greater crime than going to the theater. What goes on in the
theater is, to be sure, sinful; what goes on in the synagogue is godlessness.™”°

Chrysostom also hates the synagogue because of how it differs from the the-
ater. The synagogue has the prophets; it has the law; it has the word of God; and yet
it uses them to corrupt: “This is my strongest reason for hating the synagogue: it
does have the Law and the prophets. And now [ hate it more than if it had none of
these. Why is this? Because in the Law and the Prophets they have a great allure-
ment and many a snare to attract the more simple-minded sort of men.™”

Chrysostom also hates Judaism because “although they possess the Law, they
put it to outrageous use.™” Because “they have heaped outrage on him whom the
prophets foretold,™ “the man who sets a Judaizing Christian straight, wins a vic-
tory over godlessness.”* The deceptive similarities between the Church and the
synagogue are dangerous and troubling:

this is the reason above all others why I hate the synagogue and abhor it. They

have the prophets but do not believe them; they read the sacred writings but

reject their witness—and this is a mark of men guilty of the greatest outrage. Let

that be your judgment about the synagogue too. For they brought the books of

Moses and the prophets along with them into the synagogue, not to honor them
but to outrage them with dishonor.”s

By luring unsuspecting Christians into synagogues, the Jews implicate the
“saintly prophets” as “partners of their impiety” in rejecting Christ. So, “the harm
they bring to our weaker brothers is not slight,” because “when they see that you,
who worship the Christ whom they crucified, are reverently following their ritual,
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how can they fail to think that the rites they have performed are the best and that
our ceremonies are worthless”?7¢

Chrysostom finds the Jews’ promotion of music especially troubling. By go-
ing to the synagogue and participating in the festivals of the trumpets, weaker
brethren will “be emboldened to admire what the Jews do.™” Blinded by spectacle
and music, they will not see that what really stands “in their synagogue” is “an
invisible altar of deceit on which they sacrifice not sheep and calves but the souls
of men.”™”® God is not worshipped in the synagogue; after the Jewish rejection of
Christ, the synagogue “remains a place of idolatry.™”® Because Christ is God, “No
Jew adores God!™® Chrysostom bases his claim on the authority of Jesus Christ,
the Son of God, “For he said: ‘If you were to know my Father, you would also know
me. But you neither know me nor do you know my father.” Could I produce a wit-
ness more trustworthy than the Son of God?™®

Chrysostom cites Matthew 12:43-45 as proof “demons dwell in the synagogue”
and “these demons are more dangerous than the ones of old.” “When God forsakes
a place,” he says, “that place becomes the dwelling of demons.” The synagogue “is
not merely a lodging place for robbers and cheats but also for demons. This is true
not only of the synagogues but also of the souls of the Jews ... who “live for their
bellies; they gasp for the things of this world; their condition is no better than that
of pigs or goats because of their wanton ways and excessive gluttony.™®

Demons gained a foothold in the synagogue when the Jews “sacrificed their
own sons and daughters to demons. They refuse to recognize nature, they forgot
the pangs of birth, they trod underfoot the rearing of their children, they over-
turned from their foundations the laws of kinship, they became more savage than
any wild beast.”®

That savagery began in sexual license and culminated in rejection and cru-
cifixion of Christ, a gratuitous act made more heinous because the Jews had their
law given to them by God. “No necessity,” Chrysostom continues, “forced the
Jews when they slew their own children with their own hands to pay honor to the
avenging demons, the foes of our life.... Because of their licentiousness, did they
not show a lust beyond that of irrational animals. Hear what the prophet says of
their excesses. “They are become as amorous stallions. Every one neighed after his
neighbor’s wife.””%

Sacrificing their children to idols paved the way for the synagogue’s rejection
of Christ. “Why is it,” Chrysostom wonders, “that God put up with you in the old
days when you sacrificed your children to idols, but turns himself away from you
now when you are not so bold as to commit such a crime? Is it not clear that you
dared commit a deed much worse and much greater than any sacrifice of children
or transgressions of the Law when you slew Christ?™* As a result, the synagogue
is worse than the theater, and “everything that goes on among the Jews today is a
ridiculous sport, a trading in shame, filled with outrages beyond number.”#

The Jews dedicated themselves to their lusts and sacrificing their children to
idols. As a further impiety, they dedicated themselves to strict adherence to the
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law and rigorous fasts after rejecting Christ who abolished the law. “Now that the
Law has ceased to bind,” Chrysostom writes, “they obstinately strive to observe it.
What could be more pitiable than those who provoke God not only by transgress-
ing the Law but also by keeping it?”*” The Jews offend God, “not only by trans-
gressing the Law but also by wishing to observe it at the wrong time.™®® According
to Chrysostom, Jewish legalism is as impious as Jewish lawlessness. “That is what
destroyed the Jews. While they always kept looking for the old customs and life,
these were stripped from them and they turned to impiety.™®

In addition to blaspheming, Jews are “drunkards,” a people in whom reason
is overcome by the darkness of uncontrolled passion. Chrysostom uses the term
“drunkard” because “drunkenness is nothing other than a loss of right reason, a
derangement, and depriving the soul of its health.”** For, Chrysostom continues,

the man in love with a woman who is not his wife, the man who spends his

time with prostitutes, is a drunkard. The heavy drinker cannot walk straight,

his speech is rude, his eyes cannot see things as they really are. In the same way,

the drunkard who is filled with the strong wine of his undisciplined passion is

also unsound of speech; everything he utters is disgraceful, corrupt, crude and

ridiculous; he, too, cannot see things as they really are because he is blind to

what he sees. Like a deranged man or one who is out of his wits, he imagines he

sees everywhere the woman he yearns to ravish. No matter how many people

speak to him at gatherings or banquets, at any time or place, he seems not to hear

them; he strains after her and dreams of his sin; he is suspicious of everything

and afraid of everything; he is no better off than some trap-shy animal.*

If “the man in the grip of passion or anger is drunk” because “his reason is
submerged,” then “this is all the more true of the impious man who blasphemes
God.™* Just as the drunkard “has no awareness of his unseemly behavior .... So,
too, the Jews are drunk but do not know they are drunk.™? Anyone who goes
to the synagogue or observes Jewish fasts, has “fallen among robbers, the Jews,”
who are “more savage than any highwaymen” because “they do greater harm to
those who have fallen among them.”s* They did not strip a victim’s clothes nor
inflict wounds on his body as did robbers on the road to Jericho. The Jews have
mortally hurt their victim’s soul; they have “inflicted on it ten thousand wounds
and left it lying in the pit of ungodliness.” So Christians “must not turn to God’s
enemies, the Jews, for cures” because “this will only rouse his anger against them
still more.™s

Those who attend the synagogue and observe Jewish fasts destroy “the peace
which comes from the harmony sent by the Spirit.™* The Judaizers “are now tear-
ing this peace asunder by destroying us and exalting the Jews. These men consider
the Jews as more trustworthy teachers than their own Fathers; they believe the ac-
count of Christ’s passion and death, which is given by those who slew Him. What
could be more unreasonable than this?™s

Chrysostom felt the Jews would be a perennial danger to the Christian com-
munity. The Church must formulate that danger so future generations could act
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justly to the Jews but without prejudice to the Christian communities. “Let us,”
Chrysostom concludes, “not exalt our enemies’ side and destroy our own.™*

Once the Church became the established religion, it had to find a modus vi-
vendi with the Jews. The Church, as a result, proposed for the first time in history
a dfferent reaction to Jewish revolutionary activity, one based on Christian char-
ity and forbearance. The normal reaction to Jewish revolutionary activity was to
slaughter the Jews. That is what Vespasian, Titus, and Hadrian did, as did the
Greeks on Cyprus and in Alexandria. The Church could not respond that way,
but it also could not ignore the danger Jews posed in terms of cultural subversion
and, ultimately, armed insurrection. It formulated its position with those dangers
in mind.

Shortly after Chrysostom’s death, the Church articulated what would become
the constant teaching of the Church on the Jews. A law promulgated in either 412
or 418 announced: “Let no one who has done no harm be molested on the ground
that he is a Jew, nor let any aspect of his religion result in his exposure to contu-
mely; in no place are their synagogues to be set afire, or wantonly damaged.” In
other words, no one was to harm the Jew. The Church fathers had learned that the
Jew left unmolested tended to abuse his position and act in ways subversive to the
common good. So the same law “warn[ed] the Jews that, elated, it may be, by their
security, they must not become insolent and admit anything which is opposed to
the reverence due to Christian worship.™

The relationship between Christians and Jews is central to Christianity. “There
is,” in fact, “no moment from the beginning to the end, when Christian legislation
on the Jews is silent on their providential role, especially as guardians of Scripture
and as destined for final salvation. That Jews are the people first chosen by God
and never abandoned, an Elect whose failure, for all its tragedy in Christian eyes,
is less a fall than a ‘stumbling’ (Rom 9: 1-11, 32), remains Catholic teaching.”°
That same Christian doctrine absorbed Roman law, so “the Jews could expect that
the rights and privileges conceded them in the decrees of past emperors would be
vindicated in the imperial courts,” but they should not expect to expand them.>>
Christian Roman law added theological depth to what had been Imperial law.
That generally played itself out in the following fashion. Christian Roman law
“declared it illegal to confiscate or to burn down existing synagogues, but, on
the other hand, generally forbade the construction of new ones.”™°* Jews were not
permitted to ridicule the Christian faith; they were not to introduce “the sign of
our worship into their buffooneries,” and they must “restrain their rites, keeping
them this side of contempt for the Christian Law.™ In 1215 a decree of the Fourth
Lateran Council forbade Jewish ridicule of Christian Good Friday services.

The Church dealt with Jewish subversion too. One law prohibited military
careers for Jews. A decree of 439, “proclaimed as ‘valid forever’ a statute that de-
clared Jews ineligible to hold any civil office that included power to judge or to
pronounce sentence against Christians.”** Similarly, if a Jew attempted to subvert

85



The Jewish Revolutionary Spirit

the faith of a Christian with “perverse teaching” his goods and life were forfeit.>*

The Church also forbade Jews from owning Christian slaves. This prohibition
went back to the Roman empire; it was adopted by the papacy and incorporated
into canon law. “In 339, Constantius II proclaimed that Jews could possess no slave
‘of another sect or nation’ and should he attempt to obtain one the slave was ex-
propriated to the imperial treasury.™¢ Reiterated often by popes, the prohibition
became part of the teaching of the Church. “A pious Jew ought not to keep in his
house a slave who refused persistently to be circumcised; after a year, he ought to
be sold back to the idolaters whose convictions he refused to relinquish.™ If a Jew
knowingly bought a Christian slave, all his possessions were forfeited.

Pope Gregory the Great was especially adamant in opposition to Jews owning
Christian slaves. In this, the Church added theological nuance to the practice of
the Roman empire. As the epistles of St. Paul made clear, master and slave enjoyed
equal stature before God. Unlike Aristotle, who felt certain men were slaves by
nature, the Church considered slavery a sociological accident, even if recognized
by law. The Jews were an exception because they were “willing slaves of Torah.”°
They chose the bondage of the law over the freedom of Christ and wanted to spread
this bondage to anyone under their cultural influence. Pope Gregory was loath
“to expose the faith of Christian slaves to the daily pressure of its Jewish denial,
embodied in masters whose social superiority might seem to reinforce the plausi-
bility of their claims to religious superiority.™* No Christian soul was worth the
risk posed by Jewish subversion. Gregory was unwilling to turn a blind eye to the
risk, and so the only alternative was to forbid Jews from owning Christian slaves.
When Gregory heard that Brunichilda, Queen of the Franks, permitted Jews to
hold Christian slaves, he rebuked her in writing. Hearing of the circumcision of
pagan slaves by Samaritan owners, Gregory declared the practice “‘detestable to
us, and altogether hostile to the laws’; such slaves, he directed, were to be set free
immediately and far from receiving some reimbursement for them, the masters
were to face the penalty of law.” A bishop who did not insist on enforcement of
these laws was rebuked for allowing Jewish masters “less by persuasion than by
virtue of their power” over Christian slaves, to bring them to subserve “Jewish
superstition.” Gregory felt that it was “altogether unwholesome and accursed that
Christians be in servitude to Jews.™" If a Christian slave fled his Jewish master and
took refuge with the Church, he was not to be returned to his Jewish owner, nor
was his owner reimbursed, whether the slave was a Christian of long standing or
newly baptized. Jews who owned Christian slaves had to dispose of them to Chris-
tian masters within 4o days. If the Jew transferred the slave to another member of
his family he could be prosecuted for fraud.

As in many areas of Church life—sacred music, for example—Gregory for-
mulated the Church’s position on the Jews. He is the founder of the celebrated
medieval “Constitution on the Jews,” which goes by the name “Sicut Judaeis non.”
Culled from more than 850 letters, Gregory’s teaching was cited by every suc-
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ceeding pope when the issue arose. According to Synan, Gregory “canonized” the
existing civil law. Gregory strove to balance persecution and the unjust appropria-
tion of property on the one hand with a laxity that would allow if not encourage
subversion on the other. He came up with a formula: “As the determination of law
does not permit the Jews to erect new synagogues, so also does it permit them to
possess their old ones without disquietude.™?

Gregory’s position was an example of theological grace perfecting Roman
legal nature. From a theological perspective, the Jew was deficient in faith, “bur-
dened with perfidia,™* a faith that is wrong because it is truncated, distorted, and
ultimately a form of disbelief. Gregory does not refer to Judaism as a religion. Put-
ting it on the same level as the Christian faith was unthinkable, no matter what
the two shared. Judaism was a “superstitio,” a cult outside of the official religion.
“This superstition,” the Pope warned, would “pollute” Christian faith and “deceive
with sacrilegious seduction” simple Christian peasants.”* Indeed, Gregory termed
Judaism a disaster, perditio. Pope Gregory described Jews as “Stone of Darkness”
and “shadow of death,” “wild asses,” “dragons for poisonous ideas,” the “shaken
reed” of Isaiah, a kingdom “gleaming without, but empty within.” He describes
“their hearts” as “the den of a beast.™ Gregory got these terms from the book
of Job. His appropriation of the vocabulary of the prophets was also prophetic.
The split between faithful Hebrews and unfaithful Hebrews had been superseded
by the split between the Jews who voluntarily chose bondage to the Law and the
New Israel who embraced the freedom conferred by faith in Christ. “After the ap-
pearance of One he recognized as Messiah,” Synan tells us, “Gregory could see in
Judaism only a retrogression.”*

Even though Judaism was retrogression, the Jew could not be coerced from
his unbelief because the Christian faith could only be a free acceptance of a gift
from God. Gregory encouraged Jewish conversion, but forbade forced baptism
“with all possible firmness,” according to Synan.*” But his firmness implies that
forced baptism happened nonetheless. A bishop, he wrote, ought to replace force
with preaching. “Reason is so little profane that Logos, Word and thought, can
serve as a divine name.”™" Reason was the only licit means to lead perfidious Jews
to the Logos. Subsequent popes would interpret this by forcing Jews to listen to
sermons but never forcing them to accept baptism. Gregory termed it, “A novelty,
indeed a thing unheard of, is this doctrine that extorts faith through blows.™®

The prohibition against coercion applied to overly zealous converts from Ju-
daism as well as to bishops and heads of state. When a convert from Judaism
invaded the synagogue in Caligari, Sardinia, to plant a cross and an image of
Mary on the day of his baptism, he earned the rebuke of the local bishop, a rebuke
Gregory would have seconded. “The unwilling,” as Gregory said, “are not to be
compelled.™ He established the principle that the assent of faith cannot be the
object of intimidation. “We forbid,” he wrote, “that the aforesaid Hebrews be bur-
dened or afflicted contrary to the order of reason; rather, just as they are permitted
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to live in accord with Roman statutes, they can, as they know, order their activities
without hindrance, and to this Justice gives assent.”* Gregory rebuked a fellow
bishop when he confiscated a synagogue and its guesthouse. “Our brother has
acted unsuitably,™** he wrote, and what he did was not just. What has been given
to sacred use cannot be withdrawn without sacrilege. The bishop responsible must
pay for the buildings, thus making them the legitimate property of the Church,
and guaranteeing that the Jews “should in no way appear to be oppressed, or to
suffer an injustice.™* Forbidding Jewish worship will not lead to the conversion of
the Jews, Gregory continued. They are to be converted by reason; until then, “Let
them enjoy their lawful liberty.”2

The Jews, however, continued to test the limits of papal tolerance with their
cultural subversion. Acting on a complaint from the Jewish community of Rome,
Gregory responded with a letter of incalculable importance because it contains the
formula “Sicut Judaeis non,” a formula “destined to recur endlessly in papal docu-
ments concerning Jewish rights and disabilities throughout the Middle Ages.”™*
“Just as license,” Gregory writes, “ought not to be presumed for the Jews to do
anything in their synagogues beyond what is permitted by law, so in those points
conceded to them, they ought to suffer nothing prejudicial.™*¢ Jews have the right
to practice their religion without harm, but they should not be granted positions
of cultural influence from which they could spread error and subversion.

That would remain the papal position throughout the Middle Ages, and be-
cause of it, the Papal States often were a refuge for Jews persecuted in other Chris-
tian countries. When Jews were subjected to forced baptism, expelled from Spain,
or both, many took refuge in the Papal States, much to the chagrin of Spanish
princes. Poland erred in the opposite way by allowing Jews too much cultural
influence, something the Poles regretted when rapacious neighbors partitioned
Poland at the end of the 18th Century.

The Jews never perceived “Sicut Judaeis non” as a model of judicious tolerance
and forbearance. Gregory’s formulation occurred during unprecedented upheaval
in the Roman empire, a time best described as the empire’s death throes, when
civil order broke down and the rule of the strong—homo lupus homini—seemed
more likely to succeed Roman order than did the new religion. Gregory was con-
cerned with injustices against Jews, but also about the breakdown of public order.
“At this time especially,” he wrote, “when there is fear of the enemy, you must not
have a divided populace.”

The codification of the new Jewish religion occurred about the time the
Church articulated its position on the Jews. The first articulation of “Sicut Judaeis
non” appeared between 412 and 418. The Babylonian Talmud was codified dur-
ing the fifth century by the Amora’im, beginning with Rabbi Ashi, who died in
427, and culminating in the work of Rabbi Abina, who died in 499. It was as if
Christians and Jews needed to brace themselves against the coming barbarian
invasion by putting what they believed in writing, lest it be swept away in the
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coming chaos. Alaric sacked Rome in 410. Augustine’s City of God was written in
response. Someone had to explain how the hand of God could be discerned in the
destruction of civilization.

Those Jews not busy writing down the Talmud were preparing for another
Messiah, the Cretan Moses, who announced he had come to usher in the end of
the world, something predicted to occur between 440 and 470. As they would a
millennium later, the Jews abandoned their property and neglected their busi-
nesses, waiting for Moses to divide the waters of the Mediterranean and lead them
dry-shod back to Palestine. On the appointed day, the latter-day Moses led his
followers to a cliff overlooking the ocean and commanded them to jump. Many
complied. Some drowned; sailors rescued others. The false Moses disappeared
never to be seen again.*

After one disappointment after another, the Jews’ Messianic politics largely
went into remission. No one, however, could predict a remission in effect lasting
over a millennium. No one other than St. Hippolytus of Rome in his writings on
the Antichrist would have predicted the return of revolutionary messianic poli-
tics after so long an absence. But the codification of the Talmud, the hubbub sur-
rounding the failure of Moses of Crete and the fall of Rome (after which Genseric
the Vandal carried the sacred vessels of the Temple from Rome to Carthage), and
the articulation of the Church’s policy toward the Jews were each a manifestation
of the Zeitgeist of collapse and uncertainty. Graetz called the time of the com-
pilation of the Babylonian Talmud “one of the most important epochs in Jewish
history.”» Thereafter, “the Babylonian rather than the Jerusalem Talmud became
the fundamental possession of the Jewish race, its life’s breath, its very soul.”° The
Babylonian Talmud defined Jewish life during the millennium of remission, when
revolutionary politics went dormant and Catholic culture created Europe. “For
more than a thousand years,” Graetz says,

nature and mankind, powers and events, were for the Jewish nation insignifi-
cant, non-essential, a mere phantom; the only true reality was the Talmud. A
new truth in their eyes only received the stamp of veracity and freedom from
doubt when it appeared to be foreseen and sanctioned by the Talmud. Even the
knowledge of the Bible, the more ancient history of their race, the words of fire
and balm of their prophets, the soul outpourings of their Psalmists were only
known to them through and in the light of the Talmud.**

The Talmud absorbed the Torah, allowing the Jews to view the rise of Chris-
tian Europe with consolation born from disdain. Graetz claims “the Babylonian
Amoraim created that dialectic, close-reasoning Jewish spirit, which in the dark-
est days preserved the dispersed nation from stagnation and stupidity.”* It also
ensured the Jews of Europe, unlike the Jews of Antioch, were cut off from contact
with Christianity. Judaizing, as described by St. John Chrysostom, became a thing
of the past, replaced by two completely separate societies even though they lived
in close proximity—with contact, at least in Poland, only when usury or illicit sex
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was involved. The Talmud, says Graetz, “preserved and promoted the religious
and moral life of Judaism,” but it did so by bringing about separation and control,
insuring “there could not arise that dream-life, that disdain of the world, that
hatred of reality, which in the Middle Ages gave birth to and sanctified the hermit
life of the monks and nuns.”™

The Talmud may have protected the Jews from schism and sectarian divi-
sions, but the price the Jews paid for this protection was complete rabbinic con-
trol. The Talmud took the sacred scriptures out of the hands of the Jews and made
their interpretation the sole purview of the rabbis as codified in Talmudic lore.
The word of God was nullified by the Talmud. The Talmud, the saying went, per-
mitted whatever the Torah forbade. The Jew, in other words, could not appeal to
sacred writ without the permission of the rabbis who controlled the Talmud. The
Talmud became, as a result, control through hermeneutics. The Talmud became,
according to Walsh, “the chief means employed by the Annas and Caiaphas of
each age to keep the mass of the Jewish people in ignorance of the true nature
of Christianity, and to fan their misunderstanding of it to hatred.”* To fan this
hatred, the Talmud contained “the most scurrilous and vindictive blasphemies
against Christ.” The Talmud claimed that Christ was a bastard (Kallah 51A) off-
spring of a Jewish whore and a Roman soldier (Sanhedrin 106A) who is in hell
buried in boiling excrement (Gittin 57A). During persecution, the most contro-
versial parts of the Talmud were committed to memory and transmitted orally,
but the tradition of blasphemy and subversion continued unabated. The Talmud
insured blasphemy and subversion became part of Jewish culture, because, as one
scholar noted, the Talmud was “the creator of the Jewish nation and the mold of
the Jewish soul.”

The Talmud would also be instrumental in the rise of the revolutionary spirit
when it re-emerged during the Reformation. “We can boldly assert,” Graetz writes,
“that the war for and against the Talmud aroused German consciousness and cre-
ated a public opinion without which the Reformation, like many other efforts,
would have died in the hour of birth, or perhaps would never have been born at
all.”»¢ The Talmud also became the link between the Neoplatonist thaumaturgy of
Julian and later assaults on the Catholic Church from behind the mask of Freema-
sonry. Masonic theology, according to Rabbi Benamozegh, is “at root nothing else
than ... the theology of the Kaballah.™”
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Chapter Three
Rome Discovers the Talmud

had convoked; he addressed not only the bishops at the cathedral but the

entire population in a field outside of Clermont’s eastern gate. His topic
was the humiliations Christians were suffering at the hands of infidels in the Holy
Land. He asked them to leave their possessions and families and march in one
great Christian army marked with the sign of the Cross to Jerusalem to restore
that city to its rightful owners, namely, Christians for whom Christ died there.

Urban indicated there would be other benefits too, “since this land which you
inhabit, shut in on all sides by the seas and surrounded by the mountain peaks
is too narrow for your large population; nor does it abound in wealth and it fur-
nishes scarcely enough food for its cultivators.” Urban spoke when Europe was on
the cusp of change. Prosperity and stability had increased since the collapse of the
Roman empire; that prosperity led to increased population, which the feudal agri-
cultural economy could not absorb. In subsequent centuries, the market economy
would replace the agricultural subsistence economy of the feudal era.

The main vehicle for that transition was wool. Peasants and small landown-
ers producing wool cloth for themselves already had the capital equipment—the
spinning wheels, looms, etc.—to produce a surplus, which could be sold for cash,
the sine qua non of the market economy. Because wool varied from region to re-
gion, and what was common in one was desired in another, commerce aided de-
velopment of the market economy. The Danube basin became famous for Loden
cloth, which was more water repellent than cloth from other areas. The German
principalities became famous for black wool cloth, which the clergy demanded,
and the Low Countries became famous for wool that took dye particularly well.
The surplus population of northwestern Europe, a particularly rich agricultural
area, drifted into the cities, taking up trades like fuller and dyer, and soon became
Europe’s nascent proletariat, people who owned nothing but their time, which
they hired out, and who produced nothing but proles, or children. This uprooted,
impoverished population became the mainstay of the crusading armies. With sol-
diers like this, trouble could be expected, and trouble followed within a year of the
pope’s proclamation.?

Within a month of Urban’s call for a crusade, the Jews of France were “gripped
by fear and trembling,” sending letters to Jewish communities on the Rhineland
warning them to fast and pray for deliverance. The French Jews were spared be-
cause of the discipline of the French crusaders, kept in line by feudal lords who
responded to the pope’s call. Along the Rhine, though, the rulers were weak and
ineffective, and the cities were teeming with the uprooted, men who had already
broken with tradition in leaving the land.

On November 27, 1095, Pope Urban II broke precedent at the council he
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The Jews had been in France and the adjacent areas of the Rhine Valley ever
since their disastrous revolutionary insurrection against Rome had been crushed
and the Temple in Jerusalem destroyed. The Jews had come to the Rhein valley in
the time of the Romans because they were merchants; the Rhine and the Danube
rivers comprised the major commercial corridor for central Europe. In Ashkenaz,
the Hebrew word for Germany, the Ashkenazim learned their new language, Jue-
dische Deutsch or Yiddish.

The Jews brought their messianic politics to the Rhine Valley. Being a revo-
lutionary was for many part of what it meant to be a Jew, even if no one had acted
militarily for almost a millennium. The Jews, according to Norman Cohn, “re-
fused to be absorbed into the populations amongst which they lived” even though
“their lot in the early Middle Ages was by no means a hard one.™ The Diaspora
meant the dispersion of revolutionary politics; in the millennium following the
defeat of Simon bar Kokbha, the Jews interpreted the destruction of the Temple
and subsequent Diaspora as God’s plan for spreading revolution. “What made the
Jews remain Jews,” according to Cohn, “was ... their absolute conviction that the
Diaspora was ... a preparation for the coming of the Messiah and the return to a
transfigured Holy Land.”™

Around the time of the first crusade, millennialism, the Jewish Messianic
philosophy of history and political liberation based on the Book of Daniel, broke
out in Burope after remaining largely dormant for a millennium. Ironically, it
broke out among people who were not Jews, and, more ironically, the Jews suffered
at their hands. The Jews, says Cohn, “rarely inspired armed risings, and never
amongst European Jews.” But during the rise of cities in Europe, when European
Christians first came in contact with Jews in significant numbers, “the desire of
the poor to improve the material conditions of their lives became transfused with
phantasies of a new Paradise on earth, a world purged of suffering and sin, a King-
dom of the Saints.”” At the close of the 11th Century, “it was no longer Jews but
Christians who cherished and elaborated prophecies in the tradition of ‘Daniel’s
dream’ and who continued to be inspired by them.” The temptation to look for
heaven on earth was known as Judaizing, which took messianic inspiration from a
distorted interpretation of the Old Testament, but usually without the further dis-
tortions of the Talmud. It was a perennial temptation for Christians who failed to
find solace in “a messiah who suffered and died [and] a kingdom which was purely
spiritual.” The Book of Daniel, the Christian Scripture most likely to be corrupted
by Judaizers, seemed to prophesy an earthly kingdom while also offering a key to
understanding history in the parable of the colossus with the feet of clay:

Generation after generation was seized at least intermittently by a tense expec-

tation of some sudden, miraculous event in which the world would be utterly

transformed, some prodigious final struggle between the hosts of Christ and

the hosts of antichrist through which history would attain its fulfillment and
justification.'
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Heaven on earth was a Jewish idea; hence, Cohn finds it “natural enough that
the earliest of these prophecies should have been produced by Jews™ convinced
they were God’s chosen people for whom things had not gone well since the de-
struction of the Temple. What sharply distinguished the Jews from other peoples
was their attitude towards history and in particular towards their own role in his-
tory. “Precisely because they were so utterly certain of being the Chosen People,”
Cohn tells us, “Jews tended to react to peril, oppression and hardship by phan-
tasies of the total triumph and boundless prosperity, which Yahweh, out of his
omnipotence, would bestow upon his Elect in the fullness of time.”* The dispar-
ity between an unbelievably happy future and a wretched present led the Jews to
believe “out of an immense cosmic catastrophe, there will arise a Palestine which
will be nothing less than a new Eden.”™ Throughout the Diaspora, the fantasy of a
temporal heaven on earth coming about in and through history (as opposed to in
eternity) captured the minds of the Jews and anyone in contact with the Jews who
also considered themselves oppressed. The Diaspora created exaggeration: “for
the first time the glorious future kingdom is imagined as embracing not simply
Palestine but the whole world.™* Through their suffering, the Jewish people would
liberate all mankind. The Christian undertone is unmistakable. Moses Hess would
take this reasoning to its logical conclusion in the 19th Century, claiming the Jew-
ish people had become its own Messiah. In the meantime:

The tyranny of that power will become more and more outrageous, the suf-

ferings of its victims more and more intolerable—until suddenly the hour will

strike when the Saints of God are able to rise up and overthrow it. Then the

Saints themselves, the chosen, holy people who hitherto have groaned under the

oppressor’s heel, shall in their turn inherit dominion over the whole earth. This
will be the culmination of history.”

The millennialist kingdom that will be “the culmination of history” and
that “will have no successors” found numerous adherents from Karl Marx to the
neoconservative Francis Fukuyama, whose The End of History announced the
neoconservative millennium when Marx’s millennium failed. The revolutionary
chiliasm Marxists and anti-Marxist Neoconservatives would champion emerged
in the Rhine Valley during the first crusade, and it caused problems there for
four centuries, culminating in the Anabaptist uprising in Muenster in 1533. Cohn
claims there is “no evidence” of revolutionary chiliasm in Europe “before the clos-
ing years of the 11th Century,” i.e., before the first crusade.’® Since revolutionary
chiliasm was a Jewish idea, the necessary condition for its outbreak in the Rhine
Valley seems to have been contact with Jews. Subsequent events bore this out.

Contact between Jews and Christians meant a cross-fertilization of ideas. For
every Jew who became Christian, there seemed to be ten judaizing Christians ea-
ger to use Daniel as an all-encompassing theory of history that allowed them to
seek heaven on earth. Judaizers repudiated Augustine’s claim that the millennium
arrived with the Church, the New Israel. The Judaizers wanted a more “carnal”
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kingdom. Millennialism broke out in the Rhine Valley among Christians because
cities had replaced the monasteries as commercial entities and had contact with
revolutionary ideas.

“Like so many generations of Jews before them,” Cohn says, the Christians
of the Rhine Valley “saw history as divided into two eras, one preceding and the
other following the triumphant advent of the Messiah,” who, according to Com-
midanus, “will be at the head not of an angelic host but of the descendants of the
ten lost tribes of Israel, which have survived in hidden places, unknown to the rest
of the world.™ The idea of the Ten Lost Tribes would recur wherever Judaizing
dominated, culminating in England in the 17th Century when Menassah ben Is-
rael wrote a best-seller among the Puritans on the topic.

When Jewish revolutionary activity went dormant for almost 1000 years, the
Church by and large forgot about it, until attacks on Jews after the call for the
First Crusade refocused her attention. Even more confusing was the reemergence
of the “error of the Jews,” i.e., the desire for an earthly kingdom, among people
who were not Jews and seemed to hate the Jews. Messianic revolutionary politics
re-emerged among the proletariat in Christian Europe, a phenomenon as shock-
ing and violent as it was perplexing. Millennialism inevitably resulted when the
urban proletariat of the Low Countries came into contact with Jewish messianic
politics. “The Church’s fear of the popularity of Jewish messianism,” Lea Dasberg
says, “was definitely no figment of her imagination.™® It always posed a threat to
Catholic theology; now it posed a threat to the social order. St. Jerome, she con-
tinues, had condemned Millennialism as “Jewish dogma, Jewish traditions, and
Jewish fables.™ And Christians who believed this sort of thing were denounced
as “judaizing Christians” and “demi-Jews.” The constellation of ideas revolving
around the “end of days” concept was Jewish, as much as the idea that the rise of
Jerusalem would follow the decline of Rome. Add to that the notion that the Jews
were again predicting the advent of the Messiah in the very year preparations were
being made for the first crusade, and you get a sense of why Millennialism swept
the Rhine Valley and took root among the uprooted. It did so “amongst the masses
in the overpopulated, highly urbanized areas,” Cohn says, because

there were always many who lived in a state of chronic and inescapable insecu-

rity, harassed not only by their economic helplessness and vulnerability but by

the lack of the traditional social relationships on which even at the worst times,

peasants had normally been able to depend. These were the people whose anxiet-

ies drove them to seek messianic leaders and they were also the people who were
most prone to create demonic scapegoats.*®

The scapegoats were the Jews; the perpetrators of violence against them,
ironically, were often Judaizing priests and monks. According to Cohn’s reading
of John of Roquetallade’s Vademecum in tribulationibus, “the old eschatological
tradition” based on the “carnal” reading of the Book of Daniel, “had been adapted
as a vehicle for the new social radicalism.”™ Rootless apostate monks assumed po-
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litical leadership among the rootless proletarians of the cities; often the local and
higher clergy bore the brunt of the attack after it glanced off the Jews. Just as often,
the higher clergy alone could stop the violence. According to Cohn, the leadership
of millennialist movements “passed into the hands of a number of prophetae, who
seem to have consisted largely of dissident or apostate clerics.” “Apostate monks
in Germany” whipped the rootless masses into an apocalyptic frenzy as a way of
“destroying clergy and Church.” Revolutionary chiliasm was as anticlerical as it
was anti-Semitic.*

In April, 1096, Peter the Hermit, a monk inspired by Urban II’s call for a
crusade against the infidel, arrived in Trier, the ancient Roman city on the Mo-
selle River. He had letters of introduction from the French Jews, which he used to
demand money and provisions from the Jews in the Rhineland. The Jews in Trier
must have acceded to his demands because by the end of the month he was in
Cologne making the same demands.

Peter the Hermit wasn’t just interested in raising money. He was also inter-
ested in raising troops. To do that, he engaged in the motivational speaking then
known as preaching. Count Emicho (or Emico or Emmerich) of Leiningen, a mi-
nor landowner from Upper Lorraine, was touched by his words. Emicho is what
Liddell-Hart and Englishmen of his generation would have called a “bad hat,™
and typical of the bad hats who were attracted to irregular warfare. Ekkehard
writes that Emicho was “count of those regions that lie about the Rhine, and long
infamous in the extreme.” He was a man “of very ill repute on account of his
tyrannical mode of life.” He was also what Msgr. Knox would call an “enthusi-
ast”; he claimed to receive private revelations from the Lord about his anointing
as a charismatic leader. Emicho called himself the “Emperor of the Last Days”
and claimed that he would conquer Jerusalem for Christ. Ekkehard claims he was
“called to religion in this guise by divine revelations,” and “like a second Saul,
he usurped for himself the leadership of nearly 12,000 who had taken the Sign.”
Emicho then led these men “through the cities on the Rhine, the Main and the
Danube.” Emicho believed that, if it was meritorious to wage war on the infidel in
Jerusalem, then it was doubly meritorious to wage war on the infidel at home. “Let
us, therefore,” he concluded, “take our revenge first on [the Jews], and extirpate
them from among the nations.”

One commentator described Emicho as an “accomplished charlatan,” who
“claimed that he had been divinely anointed for leadership in the messianic
mode.” As the Franciscans of Medjugorje have shown in our day, thuggery and
charisma are not mutually exclusive. Indeed, they are often united by messianic
politics. Emicho, according to his self-proclaimed anointing, “would defeat the
forces of Islam and establish himself triumphantly in the Holy city. There he
would do battle once again, this time destroying the even more powerful army
of Antichrist, the satanic son of a Jewish harlot, who aspired to rule the world in
the name of the devil.” This would usher in the millennium—a thousand years of
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glory with Christ as king of the world—beginning with the military conquest of
Islam, and culminating in conversion of the Jews. Because there were no Muslims
along the Rhine, but there were plenty of Jews, the order of conquest was reversed.
The crusaders “made it their concern, wherever the execrable Jewish people were
found, either to wipe them out completely, or to force them within the bosom of
the Church.”

On May 3, 1096, Emicho arrived at the gates of Speyer at the head of his cru-
sading army. He gave the Jews there the choice of baptism or death. The situa-
tion was probably similar in all towns along the Rhine, Main, and Danube when
the crusading armies appeared. A large mob milled around the town square with
nothing to do as negotiations took place behind the scenes. Then, growing impa-
tient with the delay or fired up by a preacher, or both, the mob would sack homes
in the Jewish quarter, motivated by a desire to punish infidelity, a desire to avenge
long-standing grudges, particularly over the lending of money, or a desire to req-
uisition material for the military campaign against the Muslims.

Unable to defend themselves, the Jews would flee to the palace (or fortress) of
the local bishop and implore his protection, offering money to facilitate his altru-
ism. The Jews of Speyer “fled for refuge to the Bishop of the city, and he under-
took, not without suffering the accusation of both Jews and Christians that Jewish
money assisted him in the decision, first to defend the Jews and second to punish
those guilty of the outrage.” Punishment meant that those implicated in the at-
tacks on the Jews had their hands cut off by order of the bishop, who “was moved
with wrath at this and bought by the Jews’ money.”

On May 24, three weeks after pillaging Speyer, Emicho arrived in Worms;,
where similar carnage followed. The crusaders milled around the town square
until a riot broke out, then the mob ran amok and killed 300 Jews. The crusaders
“slaughtered young and old alike.” In the Jewish quarter, they looted the Jews’
homes, there trampling Torah scrolls underfoot.

Half the Jews remained in their houses in Worms. The other half fled to the
bishop. A day or two after the initial attack, 500 Jews were holed up at the bishop’s
compound, hoping to weather the storm there. Many Jews committed suicide
while waiting for the bishop to rescue them. According to one Jewish report, one
“pious lady ... slew herself for the hallowing of the divine Name” rather than con-
vert. The Jewish reports are largely hagiographic, but even so, they mention that
many Jewish survivors “were rescued by the Bishop, without having to change
their faith.”

The sheer numbers of the crusaders overwhelmed the bishop, who had some
armed men at his command. As a result, he informed the Jews he could ensure
their safety only if they accepted baptism. William Thomas Walsh, though un-
abashedly pro-Catholic, makes no apologies for crusaders who “massacred Jews,
in the summer of 1096, at Trier, Worms, Mainz, Cologne-wherever they advanced
along the Main and the Danube; and when they took Jerusalem, they soiled their

98



Rome Discovers the Talmud

victory by a hideous butchery of Jews.” The Second Crusade, he says, “was marred
by similar atrocities in Cologne, Mainz, Speyer, Strasbourg and elsewhere.” Even
Jewish historians, though, defend the bishops. “The Jewish chroniclers” Glick
says, “speak bitterly of the bishop and the townspeople of Worms, all of whom
they blame for the catastrophe, but modern historians have concluded that noth-
ing more could have been done.™*

The situation in Worms highlights a salient fact. The conflict with the Jews
was not based on race; it was based on behavior. The segregation between Jew and
Christian which existed during the previous millennium broke down when large
segments of the superfluous agricultural workforce began settling in the cities and
looking for jobs. The rootless proletariat that made up the crusading armies was
upset with what they perceived to be Jewish behavior. If not, they would not have
attacked them. All threat of violence usually ceased upon conversion, demonstrat-
ing the absence of racial animus. If the animus were racial, conversion would not
have solved the problem. The Jewish issue was a religious issue, first and foremost;
the mob assumed behavior would change when religion changed.

Jewish historiography, beginning with Heinrich Graetz, is a fertile source on
the behavior of the Catholic Church during the Middle Ages, but it has distorting
premises—some articulated, some not. The articulated premise of Jewish histori-
ography is, in Norman Cantor’s formulation, that “the Catholic Church was the
most persistent fount of anti-Semitism in the world,™ otherwise expressed as the
claim that the core of Catholicism is anti-Semitism. The unarticulated premise
is that anti-Semitism has nothing to do with Jewish behavior. Both dogmas mar
Jewish scholarship, but not all Jews succumb to them. Cohn, for instance, rec-
ognized explicitly that Catholic clergy divided along class and hierarchical lines
when it came to treatment of the Jews. The lower clergy often encouraged the mob
to attack on the Jews, but the Jews would then invariably seek protection from
the bishop. The term “clergy” is itself deceptive because the clerics who joined the
mob were often just as rootless as the mob. As Cohn points out, the prophetae who
egged the mobs on to violence against the Jews were usually monks who had left
their monasteries and were under obedience to no one and followed nothing but
their own passions. Once mob fury was unleashed on the Jews, the next victims
were the local secular clergy, who often knew the Jews and sometimes protected
them. The Jews’ defender was invariably the local bishop, the only one with suffi-
cient will and power—and often a fortress and soldiers—to oppose the crusaders.

The second and unarticulated premise of Jewish historiography—that anti-
Semitism has nothing to do with Jewish behavior—plays an even greater role in
shaping perceptions. The rise of the cities meant more commerce; more commerce
meant more contact with Jews; more contact with Jews meant more conflict. Usu-
ry was the main point of contention. The slaughter of the Jews during spring 1096
was the reaction of the uprooted to Jewish messianic politics combined with the
resentment against Jewish usury. Walsh does not impugn the motives of everyone
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who put on the sign of the Cross in the crusades, but notes the armies attracted
“some fanatics, some criminals escaping from the law, some adventurers with no
more belief in Christ than the Jews themselves had,” and, most importantly, “some
debtors eager to escape from the crushing burden of high interest.™*

By mid-12th Century, the time of the Second Crusade, usury was a serious
social problem. “Extremely high interest rates and annual compounding,” says
Glick, had “led to crushing debt accumulations.” Glick cites a letter from Pope
Innocent III complaining “bitterly that the Jews extort ‘not only usury but usury
upon usury’” (non solum usuras sed usuras usurarum), his term for compound
interest Innocent complained about the clergy of France, “who were pawn-
ing everything from cathedral chalices to church-owned real estate.” Innocent
could not look with indifference upon the prospect of Church possessions fall-
ing into Jewish hands. Ten years later, Innocent translated his fears into action at
the Fourth Lateran Council. The problem was not new—two of the three Lateran
councils convened in the 12th Century condemned usury—but it was growing
alarmingly, not unlike compound interest.

The problem was systemic, not easily solved by conciliar pronouncements.
High interest rates and compounding are by their nature morally problematic.
The Church, following prohibitions in the Hebrew scriptures, tried to deal with
it by moral condemnation. Christians were prohibited from exacting usury, so
Jews had the field to themselves, with all of the social odium that went with it.
Ecclesiastical prohibition, however, has only a limited effect on behavior, and in
the 12th and 13th centuries, that prohibition was counterbalanced by the increas-
ing contact between Christians and Jews made possible by the cities. Increased
contact meant increased opportunity to borrow money, and that led to crushing
indebtedness, and indebtedness led to the possibility of increased violence against
the lender. If people deep in debt to credit card companies and paying 21 percent
interest per annum knew that by burning down the house of the head of Visa they
could eliminate their debts, they might understand the temptations faced by the
medieval Christians in financial bondage to the Jews. Many of the financially na-
ive borrowed from Jews to finance “immediate consumption, not productive en-
terprise.”* Exorbitant interest and compounding led many to financial ruin. The
Jews, Glick notes, were often guilty of “leading the least productive members of
society into ruin by encouraging them to consume beyond their means.” The Jew
could charge 40 percent interest compounded annually, insuring that his debtor
would never get out of debt. In a situation like that the crusades, which promised
suspension of payment on debt as a recruitment incentive, seemed like a godsend.
But the crusaders would also remember the usury that compelled them to leave
home when they arrived in Speyer and Mainz and saw the number of Jews living
there. Again the problem was systemic:

The connection with money was a condition of Jewish life, and money was the
very substance of survival. But money was also the devil’s own creation, and
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handling it with such intimacy only confirmed what the Gospel of John had de-
clared: that Jews were truly children of the devil. With this in mind, one readily
understands the pervasive sense of insecurity that came to characterize so much
of European Jewish life, even into the 20th Century3+

The Jews were often constrained to maintain high interest rates because the
conditions of their survival were more political than economic. The Jews charged
40 percent interest to the average person for small sums so they could provide
large sums to the lord of the land at lower interest rates. “Usury of such dimen-
sions,” Glick says,

was inescapable if [the Jews] were to meet the lords’ incessant demands for tax

payments and low interest loans, but of course it meant that they soon had a

reputation of greed and rapacity that confirmed everything said about them in

the Gospels. Thus they were caught in a nasty trap: disliked and resented by the

general populace because they did no visible work and seemed to flourish on

the misfortunes of others; too weak to defend themselves, hence dependent on

rapacious lords.»

The nobility was tempted to expel the Jews if they ceased to provide money,
which could only be raised by exploiting the population at large. As a result, “Jews
became pariahs.”® Hated by the people who borrowed money that could never be
paid back, the Jews were “helpless, in need of protection and obliged to please their
protectors” and the natural target for any proletarian revolution Usury thus al-
lowed Jews to buy “official protection at the price of public detestation.”® Money-
lending is “by its very nature a socially isolated and isolating activity.™ With each
loan, the Jew’s position became more precarious because it engendered resent-
ment. When the crusades seemed to suspend the laws of everyday life, moral in-
hibition was suspended too, especially when the crusaders came to towns where
they were complete strangers, and therefore not bound by custom imposed by
native places. Mob violence expressed the resentment.

The issue was moral not racial. If Jewish behavior caused the reaction, no
matter how unjust, of the crusading mobs, Jewish behavior could solve the prob-
lem. The purpose of the crusade, even from the distorted perspective of Emicho,
was conversion of the Jews, not their extermination. From the bishop who pro-
tected the Jews to the mob that looted their houses and killed them, all accepted
the premise that Baptism solved the problem.

Coerced baptism would create a more intractable problem, though. No
church authority accepted coercion as a justification for baptism. The Dominican
philosopher and theologian Thomas Aquinas was very clear. “Heathen and Jews,”
he wrote

are by no means to be compelled, for belief is voluntary. Nevertheless, the faith-

ful, if they are able, should compel them not to hinder the faith whether by their

blasphemies or evil persuasions or even open persecutions. It is for this reason

that Christ’s faithful often wage war on infidels, not indeed for the purpose of

forcing them to believe, because even were they to conquer them and take them
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captive, they should still leave them free to believe or not, but for the purpose of
stopping them from obstructing the faith of Christ.*

The Church’s position on coercion, as articulated by Aquinas and in Sicut
Judaeis non never changed. Definitions of what constituted coercion, however,
did change over time. A Jew who did not object when the water was poured over
his head was considered a Christian, even if there were a howling mob outside the
church urging him on. Church authorities also were hemmed in by the theology of
baptism, according to which the sacrament left an indelible mark on the soul. The
issue had been resolved by St. Augustine in the Donatist crisis. Since no Christian
could be rebaptized, no Christian could be unbaptized either. If the Jew accepted
baptism, he was a Christian. He would not be harmed, even by marauding mobs
that would have killed him if he hadn’t converted, but he would be subjected to se-
vere penalties if he attempted to revert to what the clerics referred to as the vomit
of Judaism. The Jews were never subjected to the Inquisition. But those Jews, “qui
redeunt ad vomitum Judaysmi,” to use Bernard of Clairvaux’s phrase, were, and
the penalties could be severe.#

When Emericho and his crusaders arrived in Mainz on May 25, the pattern
repeated itself. After Jewish community leaders paid the archbishop and a local
count large sums of money, the Jews were granted refuge in their palaces. When
the bishop’s guards and the local constabulary proved incapable of defending his
palace, the bishop fled to his estate in nearby Rudesheim, and the Jews were on
their own when the mob swarmed into the palace to murder and pillage. “The
Jews,” according to Glick,

turned first (as European Jews almost invariably have done) to men at the top:

local bishops.... Jews turned repeatedly to these princes of the Church, and bish-

ops consistently did their best to defend and protect Jews, even when this meant

no inconsiderable danger to themselves. We envision Jews huddling terrified

in cathedral courtyards, crowded for days on end in rooms of an archbishop’s’

palace, racing for their lives into a cathedral sacristy filled with crucifixes and
chalices.™*

“The bishops,” Glick continues, “behave[d] with commendable, even aston-
ishing, sympathy and generosity,™ even when they proposed conversion, because
“with hindsight that advice seems well intended and reasonable. Had more Jews
gone through the motions of conversion, they would have lived to return to Juda-
ism within a year.

On June 3, the crusaders arrived in Cologne, which is not on the route be-
tween Mainz and Jerusalem. There the pattern repeated itself with happier results.
The Jews fled to the bishop for protection; the bishop saved them by arranging
transport to neighboring villages.

Emicho never made it to the Holy Land; instead he continued his predations
along the German-speaking world’s major waterways for 20 years. In 1117, he got
caught up in a battle with the Hungarians, in the course of which his army was
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destroyed, and he barely escaped with his life. Legend had him returning to live
in the mountains near Worms. Long after his life must have ended, the people of
the Rhineland still recounted stories of the “Emperor of the Last Days,” and many
of them anticipated his return as eagerly as their forebears had joined his army.
Orthodox Catholic chroniclers were less enthusiastic and not shy about drawing
moral lessons from Emicho’s debacle in Hungary. Albert of Aix claimed the “hand
of the Lord” struck down the marauding crusaders because they “had sinned by
excessive impurity and fornication,” and because they “had slaughtered the exiled
Jews through greed of money, rather than for the sake of God’s justice, although
the Jews were opposed to Christ. Jews should not be coerced because “The Lord
is a just judge and orders no one willingly or under compulsion, to come under the
yoke of the Catholic faith.*¢

Roughly one century after Emicho arrived at Speyer, Joachim of Fiore pro-
posed a millennialist reading of the Scriptures that applied typology to the New
Testament and that broke history into three ages based on the three persons of the
Trinity. The age of the Father corresponded to the Old Testament era. The Age of
the Son commenced when Christ arrived on earth, but it was to be followed by the
Age of the Spirit, the age then about to dawn, which would be the culmination of
history. Joachim was condemned as a Judaizer, but Cohn sees him as “the inven-
tor of the new prophetic system, which was to be the most influential one known
to Europe until the appearance of Marxism.”™ Joachim’s theory of history was, as
Cohn notes, “wholly irreconcilable with the Augustinian view that the Kingdom
of God had been realized, so far as it ever could be realized on this earth, at the
moment when the church came into being and that there never would be any Mil-
lennium but this.™® His theories were “carnal” and appealed to a population that
never accepted their Messiah had died on a cross and that his kingdom was not of
this world. Joachim’s ideas of the three ages culminating in the “end of history”
would recur in subsequent revolutionary or evolutionary philosophies: in Hegel;
in Comte’s ascent from the theological through the metaphysical to the scientific
age; in Marx in the ascent from primitive communism through class society to the
dictatorship of the proletariat, when history and class shall cease simultaneously;
and in Neoconservatism, a derivative form of Trostkyism, according to which
widespread acceptance of American values will bring about the “end of history.”
History has shown that “the route to the Millennium leads through massacre and
terror,™ but Neoconservatism’s appropriation of Joachim’s paradigm shows revo-
lutionaries are undeterred. The rise of Joachim of Fiore’s philosophy of history is
the strange fruit of the cross-fertilization that the medieval city brought.

The Rhineland, especially the lower Rhine and the adjacent low countries,
would continue as a hotbed of revolution and Millennialism for more than four
centuries following Emicho’s death. Medieval millennialist messianic politics
would reach its culmination in Muenster in 1533, when the Anabaptists under Jo-
han Bokelzoon established their communist dictatorship there. After the Bishop
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of Cologne and his army drove out the Anabaptists, they drifted toward the Span-
ish Netherlands to places like Antwerp, where they linked up with Puritans from
England and Jews from Spain as the seed from which the modern revolutionary
movement would grow following the Iconoclast Rebellion of 1566.

On December 1, 1145, Pope Eugenius III, responding to a report that a Muslim
army had overrun the principality of Edessa in what is now southeastern Turkey,
called for a second crusade to protect Jerusalem from renewed attacks. As an in-
centive to enlistment, the pope promised crusaders remission of debts, spiritual
and temporal. The pope offered a plenary indulgence and remission of all interest
on debts and postponement of payment until the crusaders’ return. “The King of
France,” according to Ephraim bar Jacob, “then allowed an order to be published
to the effect that one who resolved to go to Jerusalem on the Crusade must be
forgiven his debts to Jews. Most of the loans made by French Jews, however, were
made on mere credit; through this they lost their fortunes.™°

Before long it became clear that the people interested in escaping the burden
of debt were no friends to the Jews. When the crusaders arrived at the Rhine, the
carnage that had taken place 50 years before happened again. Just as they had done
50 years before, the Jews again turned to the local bishops, who then turned to one
of the great figures of the middles ages, St. Bernard of Clairvaux. The archbishops
of Mainz and Cologne wrote to Bernard asking for his assistance.

Bernard’s task was not easy. Summoned in late summer 1146 from a preaching
tour, he confronted open insurrection. In Mainz, he found the enormously popu-
lar renegade monk Rudolph at the head of a revolutionary mob intent on murder-
ing the Jews. At great personal risk, Bernard confronted Rudolph, denouncing
him as a renegade against the rule of monks and as a man who presumed to preach
on his own authority while wandering the globe under obedience to no one in
violation of his solemn vows. Bernard’s courage and eloquence induced Rudolph
to return to his monastery. The people of Mainz were ready to take up arms and
rebel despite Rudolph’s obedience; they were only restrained, says Synan, “by the
consideration of [Bernard’s] sanctity.”

Bernard thus prevented further slaughter of Jews and nipped the millennial-
ist revolution in the bud. Nevertheless, “Bernard,” Glick says, “was no friend of the
Jew,™* because “his sermons and letters are replete with anti-Jewish invective.”
Glick adds that Bernard “insisted always that Jews had to be dealt with humanely
and permitted to live” but his accusation of anti-Semitism remains Cantor links
Bernard and Anselm of Canterbury as members of a generation “who moved
Catholic thought in a new direction” that was implicitly more anti-Semitic, but
there was nothing new about Bernard.s His critique of the Jews is the same as
the Church’s position, reiterated since Augustine and codified by Pope Gregory
the Great in Sicut Judaeis non. Jews, according to Catholic teaching, are carnal
and blind. Not even the wonders Jesus performed could overcome their blindness.
Bernard notes:
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Not the flight of demons, nor the obedience of the elements, nor life restored
to the dead, was able to expel from their minds that bestial stupidity, and more
than bestial, which caused them, by a blindness as marvelous as it was miserable,
to rush headlong into that crime, so enormous and so horrible, of laying impious
hands upon the Lord of Glory.**

Nonetheless, “the Jews are not to be persecuted, killed or even put to flight”
because “the Jews are for us the living words of Scripture, for they remind us al-
ways of what our Lord suffered. They are dispersed all over the world so that by
expiating their crime they may be everywhere the living witnesses of our redemp-
tion.”™ Aware Jews might complain about being characterized as “ox-like,” Ber-
nard offers only the words of scripture, in particular Isaiah, who goes farther than
Bernard because where “I put you on a par with the beasts, he puts you beneath
them.”® Jews are blind: “Jewish disbelief is a night, and a night too, is the fleshy or
bestial way of life led by Catholics.”™ Catholics who engaged in usury “played the
Jew” to their co-religionists.®

None of this rhetoric was calculated to endear Bernard to the Jews, but none
of it was new either. Bernard praised those Christians who “wish to go forth
against the Ishmaelites,” but he warned them “whoever touches a Jew so as to lay
hands on his life, does something sinful as if he laid hands on Jesus himself.™
The Jewish chronicler Ephraim bar Jacob mentions Bernard’s denunciation of “my
disciple, Rudolph.” In speaking against the Jews “to exterminate them,” Rudolph
“has preached only unrighteousness.”™* Whenever the Jews promoted violence
against Christians, then Bernard held it would be right to match force with force
in self-defense.

The Third Lateran Council in 1179 passed resolutions on the Jews, most of
which were, as Synan notes, “already traditional policy of many years’ standing.”
Jews were not to possess Christian slaves and servants—specifically neither nurses
nor midwives. Compulsion was not to be used in order to convert Jews, but sincere
converts to Judaism were to be received without calumny. Jews were to suffer nei-
ther in their persons nor in their goods, apart from lawful trial and sentence; no
one was to disturb their religious ceremonials. They were not to drag clerics before
secular judges, and Christians could give testimony against Jews in court trials;
"to give preference to Jewish witnesses fell under the penalty of excommunica-
tion.... Jews were not to obtain control over Christian churches, to the contempt of
God and the loss of revenue [and] ... feudal homage could not be sworn to a Jew."
The long constitution in which most of these provisions occur is the oldest extant
form of the famous Sicut Judaeis non, already mentioned and to recur regularly
in the future.5

The statements of the Third Lateran Council reiterate the traditional critique
of the Jews, who are “clinging to a stage of faith long since rendered obsolete by
the mercy of God, to which they had been blind. The kernel, in a stereotyped
metaphor, remained hidden from the Jews under the shell which is the letter of the
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sacred text.™s Sicut Judaeis non was the essence of Christian realism and Chris-
tian charity. No Christian should harm a Jew but Jews should be excluded from
positions of cultural influence. Jewish converts are to be accepted “without cal-
umny’:

No Christian is to compel an unwilling Jew by force to accept baptism, but the

Jew who freely manifests a desire for baptism is to be christened “without calum-

ny.” Apart from lawful judicial sentences, no Christian is wickedly to injure their

persons or violently to confiscate their possessions; no one is to change the good

customs they have in any given religion. No one is to disturb their rest with clubs

and stones ... and no one is to attempt to extract from Jews service unsanctioned

by custom. Their cemeteries and the bodies therein, are to be respected.®

This protection shields only those Jews innocent of plotting to subvert the
Christian faith. Glick incorrectly attributes the first utterance of Sicut Judaeis non
to 1120, but correctly states the principle behind it:

just as Jews must not over step their bounds, so Christians must not arbitrarily
mistreat them. Although Jewish faithlessness must be condemned, it begins, the
Jews must not be unjustly oppressed. Although they persist in their obstinacy
and refuse to understand the mysteries of their own scriptures, Christian charity
demands that they be granted papal protection. Thus they are not to be forced
into baptism; nor may they be injured, robbed, or persecuted in any manner.
No one is to desecrate their cemeteries, or to exhume and plunder bodies. Those
who violate these prohibitions are to be subject to excommunication unless they
make proper amends. But, the edict concludes, the Church extends protection only
to those Jews who have not plotted to subvert the Christian faith.5

According to Glick, “the essential message here was forbearance. Jews were
to be peacefully encouraged to see the light, but until they did so of their own
free will they were to be tolerated, preserved as a form of testament to Christian
truth.”® Jews, according to his reading of Sicut Judaeis non, were permitted to live
in their own manner until they recognized their error and entered the ranks of
the redeemed.

As the italicized passage above indicates, forbearance is a two-way street.
Only those Jews “who have not plotted to subvert the Christian faith” were worthy
of toleration. If Jews were plotting subversion, then all bets were off. That is pre-
cisely what happened during the course of off the 13th Century with the discovery
of 1) the Talmud and 2) Jewish involvement in support of heretical movements like
the Albigensians in France.

Jewish historians treat Christian anti-Semitism (as opposed to anti-Judaism)
as so obvious that no proof is necessary; the only question is did the Church be-
come more anti-Semitic during the 13th Century, or did it remain as anti-Semit-
ic as it always had been? Jewish historiography breaks down into two schools,
both of which view the Church adversely. Norman Cantor maintains that noth-
ing changed from the time of Bernard to the Second Vatican Council. The one
constant of European history was the Catholic Church’s anti-Semitism. Cantor
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claims, “in the revered Bernard’s preaching on the Jewish question” one finds

the central and authentic voice of the Catholic Church. Nothing changed funda-
mentally in the Catholic Church’s hatred for the Jews and the teaching of con-
tempt and fury against them between the twelfth Century and the Second Vati-
can Council of 1965. In all that time the Catholic Church was the most persistent
fount of anti-Semitism in the world. Things are different now, but the truth about
the old days, these long dark centuries of Jew hatred must not be forgotten.%®

Cantor ignores Bernard’s risking of his own life to save the lives of Jews in
Mainz. He also ignores the split between higher and lower clergy that Cohn sees
as essential to understanding the reality of revolutionary chiliasm. Not only does
the confrontation between Bernard and the renegade monk Rudolph go unmen-
tioned, Cantor even makes Bernard accountable for Rudolph’s behavior, claiming
“ecclesiastics” like Bernard “hated Jews and spewed hostility toward them that
was bound to echo through all the ranks of the hierarchy, down to the level of par-
ish priest and simplest monk.”® Cohn, though, shows that the mob invariably also
attacked the local clergy, and that the Jews invariably sought protection from the
local bishop. Bernard thought Jews were blind and carnal, but he defended them
against the millennialists, a group of anti-Semitic Judaizers, who were as anticleri-
cal as they were anti-Semitic. As a result, many clergy perished at the hands of the
eschatologically inspired hordes:

Any chiliastic movement was in fact almost compelled by the situation in which

it found itself to see the clergy as a demonic fraternity. A group of laymen headed

by a messianic leader and convinced that it was charged by God with the stupen-

dous mission of preparing the way for the Millennium—such a group was bound

to find in the institutionalized Church at best an intransigent opponent, at worst
a ruthless persecutor.”

Cantor, who sees the first crusade as “the beginning of the downfall of Ashke-
naz,” ignores this fact to dispute the claim that Catholic anti-Semitism

was something marginal, extraneous, disseminated by unruly and underliterate
people. No, anti-Semitism lay at the center of medieval Christian sensibility. It
was at the core of medieval Christian sensibility and the vanguard literary cul-
ture of that day. Blood libel, King Arthur and the Round Table: they were jointly
integral to the medieval ethos, inseparably bound together in the structure of
the medieval imagination. The child-killing Jew and Sir Lancelot were equally
fixtures of the medieval mind and embedded inextricably in the same romantic
culture.”?

To him, the Rhineland pogroms expressed the essential nature of Christian-
ity, not an anti-Christian, anticlerical aberration opposed by the higher clergy.
Cantor’s inability to distinguish between the Church’s traditional anti-Judaism as
manifested in St. Bernard’s sermons and Sicut Judaeis non and the revolutionary
chiliasm Bernard opposed, renders his treatment of the era increasingly and un-
necessarily opaque.
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The other school of Jewish historiography isn’t much better. According to
Jeremy Cohen, something changed in Christian-Jewish relations during the 13th
Century. Things went from bad to worse. The evidence supports Cohen more than
it supports Cantor. Something did change then, but it was not the Church’s teach-
ing. Rather, the Church’s image of the Jew changed. The traditional view—the Jew
is a blind, carnal Israelite as at the time of Christ—was replaced by a new under-
standing which saw him as a social revolutionary and outlaw. This change in per-
ception occurred for two reasons: 1) because of the conflict with the Albigensians
in southern France and 2) because of the discovery of the Talmud.

This change in the Church’s perception of the Jew did not call into question
the principle of Sicut Judaeis non, but it changed how that principle would be ap-
plied. Cantor’s adherence to the two pillars of Jewish historiography blinds him to
the changes. According to Cantor, the “New Piety” of the 11th and 12th centuries
was created by men—Pope Gregory VII and Cardinal Peter Damiani, one of his
main associates; St. Anselm of Canterbury a theologian and monastic leader; and
St. Bernard of Clairvaux theologian, preacher and mystic—who all “hated Jews.””
Cantor says that “these ecclesiastics stood at the pinnacle of power in the Western
church of their day and were the re-creators of medieval Christianity along the
lines of a deeper and more personal sensibility. They also hated Jews and spewed
hostility toward them that was bound to echo through all the ranks of the hierar-
chy, down to the level of parish priest and simplest monk.”

The situation changed dramatically when Innocent III became pope in 1198.
The supreme pontiff declared war on heretics at home and infidels abroad, and
one might add, the infidels at home, the Jews, after inheriting “a Church that had
been sliding ominously in efficiency and esteem.””” When Innocent III became
pope, “the status of European Jews was radically altered, and the policy of the
Church became imbued with an increasingly aggressive and polemical spirit. The
war against the heretics of Languedoc included the Jewries of the cities involved
and it was not long before ‘the crusade against the Albigensians led to the crusade
against the Jews.”7¢

During his pontificate, the Orders of Dominican and Franciscan Friars came
into prominence as auxiliaries of the Church. The Fourth Lateran Council of 1215
enacted measures against Jews and heretics, and the newly created mendicant or-
ders, in particular the Dominicans, were assigned to implement them. The Do-
minicans were largely responsible for the attack on the Talmud; for establishment
of the Inquisition; and, under the direction of Dominican General Raymond of
Penaforte, for the campaign of converting the Jews over the next two centuries.

By 1200 the Albigensians and the Waldensians were firmly established in
Lombardy and Languedoc. In 1204, Innocent III dispatched Diego de Acebes, the
bishop of Osma, to preach among the Cathari in Languedoc. The rise of the new
Mendicant orders followed as the Church employed them to fight heterodoxy. Un-
like the Benedictines, bound to a place by the rule of Benedict, the Dominicans
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and the Franciscans moved around to fight heresy wherever it emerged. When
Dominic died in 1221, his order was working throughout Europe and on the way
to creating the Inquisition to combat heresy and subversion. In 1209 St. Francis
of Assisi presented his rule to Innocent III for approval, also placing his order at
the Church’s disposal to fight heresy. When Francis died in 1226, Cohen says, “his
order was already a permanent institution of the Church and like the Dominicans,
an elite clerical force in the service of Rome.™”

The rise of the mendicants responded to a growing serious threat. In 1184,
Pope Lucius III told each diocese to campaign against heresy in his decretal Ad
abolendam. Fifteen years later Innocent III labeled heresy “the worst sin possible”
because it was “far more serious to attack the eternal majesty than the temporal.””®
Concerned about Albigensianism in southern France, Innocent sent special leg-
ates there to prosecute heresy. The mendicants quickly engaged European Jewry
because Jews were consistently supporting heresy to subvert the social order in
Christian Europe. As soon as the Dominicans entered England, they opened a
priory in the heart of the Jewish quarter in Oxford.

When Saint Dominic arrived in Languedoc, he found “widespread contempt
for the clergy,” due, Walsh notes, to “the incessant propaganda of Jews, Saracens
and heretics,” and “the luxurious and easy living of some of the priests themselves,
and sometimes by notorious scandals among them.””® The Waldensians and Albi-
gensians were “Communists of a sort,” who held “unconventional views of sexual
morality.”® “The Waldenses praise continency to their believers,” said Bernard
Gui, “yet they grant that one ought to satisfy a burning lust by any manner of
shamefulness whatsoever, their apostles explaining this by saying it is better to
marry than burn (Melius est nubere quam uri), for it is better, they say, to satisfy
lust by any act of shame whatsoever than to be tempted in the heart within; this,
however, they keep very secret indeed.” In attacking marriage, the Cathars at-
tacked the very foundation of the social order.

Walsh insists the Inquisition never proceeded against the Jews, “either on ra-
cial grounds as Jews, or on religious grounds as members of the synagogue.” The
Jews came under the purview of the Inquisition for aiding heretics and for con-
verting and then relapsing. Cohen concurs but says the Church’s attitude, even as
articulated by Thomas Aquinas, “facilitated attacks upon Jews™

First, Jews were often accused of promoting heretical ideals and giving aid to

heretics. Although such ties may indeed have existed in Languedoc and Lom-

bardy, the charges of the Inquisition were undoubtedly much exaggerated; even

the anti-Jewish Cathari were accused of using Judaism as a cover for spreading

their own ideas. Second, both Christian converts to Judaism and Jewish converts

to Christianity who “relapsed” into their former religion came under the juris-

diction of the Inquisition, as did by extension those Jews who consorted with the
converts and relapsi in their practice of Judaism.®
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Since Cohen admits Jews promoted heresy, how can he object to measures
taken against them on these grounds? The measures he mentions were preventa-
tive, aimed not at persecuting or annihilating Jews but rather at protecting the
Christian social order. The Church strove

first to prevent Jews form aiding and associating with Christian heretics; second,
to eliminate from Christian life every trace of Jewish literary influence emanat-
ing from those writings, particularly in the domain of the Talmud and Rab-
binical literature, alleged to be injurious to Christian faith; third, to curtail any
personal proselytizing by Jews or Jewish communities ... fourth, to prevent Jews
who had accepted Christianity by baptism from reverting to Judaism, accompa-
nied by their own families and by Christians upon whom they had provided lies
with which to desert the Catholic Church.®

Complaints against the Jews grew throughout the 13th Century. In a letter
written on June 6, 1299, Philip the Fair complained that Jews “receive fugitive her-
etics and conceal them.”® Jews “received into their homes and hid from the inves-
tigation and pursuit of the Holy Office, not only Judaizing Christian Jews, namely
the converts from Judaism to Christianity who had relapsed, but also Christian
dissenters, whether Albigensian, Waldensian or members of any other contempo-
rary party under the ban of the Church.”® One Jewish historian explains “it was
only natural that one group, exiled from society because of religious difference
should seek the friendship and protection of another group likewise banned.””
The Jews “carried on a continuous and effective propaganda” throughout Chris-
tendom, “which, while it persisted, was bound to make impossible the complete
Christianizing of society.” Saying this is “freely admitted” by Jewish scholars,%
Walsh then cites I. Abrahams, who claims that as a rule, “heresy was a reversion to
Old Testament and even Jewish ideals. It is indubitable that the heretical doctrines
of the southern French Albigenses in the beginning of the Thirteenth Century, as
of the Hussites in the Fifteenth, were largely the result of friendly intercourse be-
tween Christians and Jews.” Cohen claims the newly founded mendicants used
Jewish association with heretics as an excuse to harass the Jews, but the associa-
tion was there nonetheless. Walsh claims “if the Jews had confined their activities
to the synagogue and their allegiance to the Law of Moses, a great deal of conflict
and even bloodshed might have been avoided.™

The prosecution of heresy in Languedoc must have been effective because in
1208 the papal legate there was murdered. Raymond of Toulouse was held respon-
sible, and Innocent, in response, preached a crusade to liberate the area from here-
sy. In 1209, an army assembled at Lyon and then marched southward, engaging in
indiscriminate slaughter; when a soldier asked how to tell heretics from Catholics,
he was told to slaughter them all and let God sort them out. The struggle outlasted
Innocent’s papacy, coming to something of a conclusion in 1229 when Languedoc
became part of the French royal domain. In 1244 Catholic forces stormed Montse-
gur, which had harbored men who murdered Dominican preachers, and burned
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200 heretics at the stake without trial. After Raymond of Toulouse was flogged
publicly in 1209 for employing Jews and heretics at his court, he swore to obey
injunctions dictated by the papal legate, one of which ordered him “to remove the
Jews from the administration of public and private affairs in all your lands” and
never “to restore them to the same or to other offices, nor to take any Jews for any
administrative office, nor ever to use their advice against Christians.™*

In 1204, Moses Maimonides, champion of Jewish scholasticism, died with-
out establishing a coherent relationship between faith and reason of the sort that
Aquinas would bequeath to Christendom. “Maimonides’s failure to achieve a so-
cially approved synthesis of science and Halakic Judaism” meant the rise of ir-
rationalism and the occult in Jewish thought. As a result, “the orthodox rabbis”
never attempted another synthesis of faith and reason, turning instead “to the soft
theosophy of the Cabala.” That turning to irrational occultism was most pro-
nounced in southern France, known as Judaea Secunda, the area where Albigensi-
anism took root. More than one Jewish historian traces Albigensianism to Jewish
influence. “Some of the Cathari of Leon,” we are told, “used to circumcise them-
selves, so that they might propagate heresy as Jews.” “If the truth were known,”
says Lewis Browne, “probably it would be found that the learned Jews in Provence
were in large part responsible for this free-thinking sect. The doctrines that the
Jews had been spreading throughout the land for years could not but have helped
to undermine the Church’s power.” Another modern Jewish writer goes further,
considering it “indubitable” that the heretical doctrines of Southern France “were
largely the result of friendly intercourse between Christians and Jews.”4

Louis Israel Newman claimed Jews were active in “Christian Reform Move-
ments,” i.e., heresies, throughout European history beginning with the Albigensi-
ans and Waldensians, and that heresy often meant Judaizing, “the policy of imita-
tion of Jewish ideas, practices, and customs which many Christians professed.™s
The Waldensians were, according to Newman, Judaizers, “indviduals or groups
who, as in Lombardy, adopted a Jewish outlook on life, and Jewish forms of cer-
emony and conduct.™® Heresies are Judaizing because, says Newman, “in almost
every period of Christian Reform a return to the simple interpretation of the bib-
lical word has played an important role in the rejection of established orthodox
doctrines. The Waldensian, Hussite, Wycliffe, Lutheran, Puritan and modern
Protestant movements have been accompanied by a reversion to the sources of
Christian faith,” i.e., the Old Testament in its chiliastic revolutionary meaning
That Judaizing would reach its peak “during the Puritan Renaissance,” when “the
center of gravity among many scholars and believers shifted from the Gospels to
the Jewish Bible.™®

Pope Innocent III knew what his predecessors felt about those who “returned
to the vomit of Judaism.” Innocent III soon was upset about “Jewish insolence”
as much as about Jewish usury. The Jews, he wrote to the bishop of Paris in 1205,
were
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so insolent that they hurl unbridled insults at the Christian faith, insults which
it is an abomination not only to utter but even to keep in mind. Thus, whenever
it happens that on the day of the Lord’s Resurrection the Christian women who
are nurses for the children of Jews take in the body and blood of Jesus Christ,
the Jews make these women pour their milk into the latrine for three days before
they again give suck to the children. Besides, they perform other detestable and
unheard of things against the Catholic faith, as a result of which the faithful
should fear that they are incurring divine wrath when they permit the Jews to
perpetuate unpunished such deeds as bring confusion upon our faith.?

Jews, he reminded the bishops of northern France, “are consigned to per-
petual servitude because they crucified the Lord” and dwell among Christians
only on sufferance; therefore they “ought not be ungrateful to us, and not requite
Christian favor with contumely and intimacy with contempt.™® The Jews, thus,
were not simply following the Old Testament and minding their own business;
they were deliberately provoking their Christian hosts. The Jews at Sens had built
a synagogue “more lofty than the venerable local church.™* Jewish cantors raised
such a clamor that they disturbed the worshippers in the adjacent church. The
Jews of Sens were also blasphemers, referring to Christ as “a mere rustic, gibbeted
by the Jewish people.”™ The list went on: “On Good Friday, contrary to ancient law
and custom, the Jews had taken to rioting through the streets and squares, ridicul-
ing Christians for adoring One nailed to a cross, and this in the hope of diverting
Christians from their religious obligations. The Jews were accused of leaving their
gates unlocked until midnight for the convenience of thieves.”** No one, Innocent
concluded, “ever succeeded in recovering stolen property” from Jews. '

Innocent makes the traditional criticism of Jews. Jews are carnal because “the
Mosaic Law promised temporal and earthly delights, a land flowing with milk
and honey, the law of the talon, conjugal joy, and a numerous progeny.”* The
Christian Gospel is more spiritual because it “extols poverty, invokes a blessing in
answer to a curse, venerates virginity.”°¢ “The carnal Jews,” can only follow “what
sense perceives.” They differ from their own prophets, who “spoke not carnally,
but spiritually.” Because they have the word of God in the Torah, Jews are cul-
pable; the Jew of Innocent’s time differ from the Israelites before Christ, because
some of the Israelites accepted Christ when he came, but all Jews of Innocent’s
time reject Him. Rejecting Christ was “blindness,” which could be an involuntary
fault. Even so, Innocent was unwilling to excuse Jewish disbelief on the ground of
ignorance: “The Jew who denies that Messiah has come, and that he is God, lies....
Herod is the devil, the Jews demons; that one is King of the Jews this one the King
of demons.”” The Lord “condemned the Synagogue because of her disbelief, and
chose the Church because of her obedience.™® The “Synagogue has reason enough
for envy: Her most precious possessions have been inherited by the church.™ All
this Hebrew wealth is now in the hands of the Church. The Jews are burdened with
“perfidia” which meant bad faith rather than treachery. So the Church continued
to pray for the Synagogue “that God might remove the veil from Jewish hearts,
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that she might acknowledge who is Truth.™° The issue, as Innocent frames it, is
behavior, not race. Innocent “never forgot that Jesus was a Jew,”* which meant
everything bad about the Jews could be changed by conversion, which he saw asa
labor of love, bringing those with darkened minds to the Truth:

For we make the law that no Christian compel them, unwilling or refusing, by
violence to come to baptism. But if any one of them should spontaneously, and
for the sake of the faith, fly to the Christians, once his choice has become evident,
let him be made a Christian without any calumny. Indeed, he is not considered
to possess the true faith of Christianity who is recognized to have come to Chris-
tian baptism, not spontaneously, but unwillingly."*

Jewish historians rarely portray conversion to Christianity that way. Heinrich
Graetz, founder of modern Jewish historiography, describes Innocent III as “the
first pope who directed against the Jews the burning fury and inhuman severity of
the Church.” Graetz never mentions Innocent’s reaffirmation of Sicut Judaeis non.
If he had he could not have claimed “only a delusive hope restrained [Innocent III]
from openly preaching a crusade and a war of annihilation” against the Jews."

Innocent III never questioned Sicut Judaeis non, the Church’s traditional
teaching on the Jews, a doctrine then 600 years old: “Just as, therefore, there ought
not to be license for the Jews to presume to go beyond what is permitted them by
law in their synagogues, so in those which have been conceded to them, they ought
to suffer no prejudice.”™ Innocent insisted that the papacy grant Jews “the buckler
of Our protection.” They were to be safe in life and limb; and, “in the celebration
of their own festivities, no one ought to disturb them in any way,” nor should any
Christian dare “to dare mutilate or diminish a Jewish cemetery, nor, in order to
get money, to exhume bodies once they have been buried.” If any Christian did so,
he was to “be punished by the vengeance of excommunication.™

This protection was, of course, conditional, applying only to Jews who did not
plot to subvert the Christian faith.*¢ The caveat is in Innocent’s condemnation of
blasphemous Jewish behavior on Good Friday, when “Jews, contrary to ancient
custom, publicly run through streets and squares, congregating and everywhere
deriding Christians for adoring in the customary way the Crucified on His cross,
and by their improprieties strive to recall these from their duty to adore.™” It is
implicit in his condemnation of Jewish trafficking in stolen goods. “Blasphemers
of the Christian Name,” Innocent III said “ought not to be coddled at the price of
oppressing the Lord’s servants, but rather be repressed by the servitude of which
they have rendered themselves deserving when they laid sacrilegious hands on
Him who had come to confer true liberty upon them, calling down His blood
upon themselves and on their children too [Matt 27: 25).™® Innocent criticizes
“certain secular princes” who “receive Jews in their manors and town in order
that they might set them up as their own again for the exacting of usury, and who
are not ashamed to afflict the churches of God and the poor of Christ.™* As a re-
sult, “widows and orphans are despoiled of their inheritances, and churches are
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defrauded of their tithes and other customary income because Jews, who disdain
to respond to the prelates of those churches on parochial right, hold castles and
manors.”™* Jews were coming into possession of Church property through usury,
and they were using their economic power to exert pernicious cultural influence
over those who owed them money. They were abusing the conditions under which
they were tolerated in Christian states, and the state was well within its powers
stop to the abuse.

Innocent III, however, did not preach a crusade against the Jews; he preached
one against Albigensians. In confusing the two, Graetz shows that Innocent’s con-
cern about the connection between Jewish insolence and Jewish support of heresy
was not unfounded. Innocent, Graetz tells us,

was well aware why he so thoroughly abhorred Jews and Judaism. He hated those
among them who indirectly agitated against the rotten form of Christianity,
upon which the papacy had built its power. The aversion of the truly God-fearing
and moral Christians to the arrogance, unchastity, and insatiable covetousness
of the hierarchy had in some measure been prompted by the Jews. The Albigenses
in southern France, who were branded as heretics. and who were the most reso-
lute opponents of the papacy, had imbibed their hostility from intercourse with
educated Jews. Amongst the Albigenses there was a sect which unhesitatingly
declared the Jewish law preferable to that of Christians. The eye of Innocent was,
therefore, directed to the Jews of the south of France as well as to the Albigenses,
in order to check their influence on the minds of the Christians. Count Ray-
mund VI of Toulouse and St. Gilles ... who was looked upon as a friend of the
Albigenses, and consequently cruelly harassed, was also credited by the Pope
with favoring the Jews [my emphasis].”

Innocent’s animus toward the Jews was, as we have seen, not motivated by
anti-Semitism but instead by Jewish behavior, specifically, usury, insolence, blas-
phemy, and support for heretical sects subverting the social, moral and political
order. Innocent III and subsequent popes reevaluated their understanding of who
and what the Jews were, gradually replacing the idea of them as blind and car-
nal with a new understanding of them as revolutionaries threatening the social
and political order of Christendom. “The Cathars,” one historian has noted, “were
hardly as harmless as Graetz portrays them.”™* The people Graetz portrays as “the
truly God-fearing and moral Christians” regarded “a pregnant woman as pos-
sessed by a devil, and, if she died in childbirth, certain to go to Hell.” The Cathars
were a secret society; they were, Umberto Eco points out in Foucault’s Pendulum,
the predecessors of the Freemasons, a group which “would resort to every subter-
fuge and hypocrisy to conceal their true beliefs.” Their refusal to take oaths un-
dermined feudal society as much as their attitude toward sexuality threatened to
depopulate it. Perversion was, in their eyes, preferable to marriage. And their fast
unto death, the endura, “cost more lives than the Inquisition ever did.”»

Unlike Graetz, Cantor does not play down the threat Albigensianism posed
to 13th Century Europe. Nor does he portray the life-denying Cathars as “truly
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God-fearing and moral Christians.” The papacy, says Cantor, “faced a real crisis
in the early 13th Century” when “Catharism revived the old Manichean dualist
doctrine.™* The Inquisition’s job was not to exterminate heretics, “but rather to
persuade and frighten suspected deviants back into the church.”* The defendant
had to be recalcitrant or a triple recidivist to be “turned over to the secular arm,™¢
that is, the state, for burning. The Inquisition did not fish for Jews even though, as
Cantor maintains, “The Jews were not entirely innocent victims within the reli-
gious structure of southern France, nor was the inquisitorial friars’ attack on them
idiosyncratic and fortuitous.™>

Unlike Graetz, who turns the Jews into cynical manipulators of the Albig-
ensians, Cantor claims the Jews succumbed to the Jewish version of the same er-
ror, namely, Cabala. “The Jewish community of Provence was the place where the
Cabala started.™® Vehemently rejecting Maimonides’ attempts at rationalism, the
rabbis of Provence succumbed to a “pastiche of mysticism, demonology, and as-
trology that came eventually to be called the Cabala.™* The Zohar, the definitive
cabalistic text, would not be written for another Century, “but its origins lie in
Provence in the early 13th Century, precisely at the same time as the flourishing
of the Catharist heresy.”° Citing Gershom Scholem, Cantor claims “Cabala was a
late continuation or revival of ancient Jewish Gnosticism.” Gnosticism was “her-
metic among the Jews” as it was in Freemasonry, the English Protestant appro-
priation of Cabala, “but blatantly separatist among the Christians.... it surfaced
at the same time and in the same place, southern France, among both Christians
and Jews. In the case of the Christians it takes the form of Catharism; among the
Jews, of Cabalism.”™* When Gnosticism first appeared in the ancient world, “the
Gnostic community was the greatest internal threat that Christianity faced in the
first two centuries of its existence.”™* It was no less a threat in the 13th Century.

Innocent convoked the Fourth Lateran Council to deal with the threat force-
fully and directly. That Council was the fullest expression of Christendom, i.e.,
the integration of Church and State, Europe would see. Five of its edicts dealt with
Jews. Two addressed the problem of “heavy and immoderate” usury, suggesting
“Jews were still providing essential capital at high rates of interest and gaining
ownership of valuable properties when debtors defaulted.”? Another specified,
“men are not to be charged interest while away on crusade.”™* Another repeats
the injunction against appointing those “who blaspheme against Christ” to public
office, “since this offers them the pretext to vent their wrath against the Chris-
tians.” The fifth addressed how to deal with converts who appear insincere.

According to one historian, the first paragraph of the Fourth Lateran’s Canon
68 initiated “a new era in European Jewish history,” by specifying that hence-
forth all Jews “shall be readily distinguishable from everyone else by their type
of clothing™* to guard unsuspecting Christians against intercourse with Jews. In
1221, Innocent’s successor, Pope Honorius III, informed the bishops of Bordeaux
province that he had heard that some Jews in the region “scorn to wear the pre-
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scribed signs by which they are able to be distinguishable from Christians ... That
Christians mingle [commiscentur] with Jewish women, and Jews wickedly mingle
with Christian women.™
Cantor traces the roots of Canon 68 to the Albigensian crisis:
The attack upon the Jews by the papal inquisitors—and Pope Innocent III’s de-
termination at the Fourth Lateran Council of 1215 to segregate the Jews from
Christian society—was due not only to general cultural and social developments
but also especially to the Jewish Gnostic involvement in the rise of Catharism.
The Jews were therefore not entirely passive victims. When the inquisitorial friars
went after them, there was an immediate cause [my emphasis].”*

This is an atypical take on the Lateran Council’s edicts on the Jews. More
typical is the assertion that the Jews were to wear distinctive clothing because
“they were to be treated as pariahs in society.”® And they were treated as pariahs
as a first step: “After this blow, it was just a matter of time before the Jews would be
massacred or expelled.” Louis IX, according to this view, was “the ideal monarch
in the eyes of European society” and as such “a vitriolic hater of the Jews, intent on
humiliating them and removing whatever shred of dignity, prosperity and protec-
tion remained from the glorious days of Charlemagne.”** According to Cohen,
the culmination of “the new Piety” otherwise known as the new anti-Semitism,
“was institutionalized in the early 13th Century with the creation of two new re-
ligious orders of friars, the Dominicans and the Franciscans.... Conversion of the
Jews became one of their favorite projects.™#

Taken together, the papacy of Innocent III and the death of Maimonides con-
stituted, according to one historian, “the very nadir of Jewish fortunes.”+ These
“twin disasters” stood at the midpoint of the trajectory that began with Emicho
of Leiningen and ended with the disappearance of the Ashkenazim from Western
Europe. The sense of Jewish woe is heightened rather than ameliorated because
this was not a campaign of extermination but of conversion. The Jews saw anni-
hilation and conversion as essentially the same thing. That says much about their
view of Christianity. Cantor maintains

Nothing changed fundamentally in the Catholic Church’s hatred for the Jews

and the teaching of contempt and fury against them between the twelfth Centu-

ry and the Second Vatican Council of 1965. In all that time the Catholic Church

was the most persistent fount of anti-Semitism in the world. Things are different

now, but the truth about the old days, these long dark centuries of Jew hatred

must not be forgotten.'#

Even after this outburst, Cantor is constrained to note that the Mendicants’
desire to convert the Jews “is not the voice of the Nazi Holocaust” because “the
Nazis would give the Jews no escape from their doom, but the Catholic church
always left the door open to Jewish conversion and escape.™*

No pope, however, could view conversion to Christianity as annihilation. The
popes were constrained by their faith to view it otherwise: those who were blind
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could now see; those who were spiritually dead had come back to life. It was cause
for rejoicing. In the medieval Church, one is struck by the remorselessness of their
logic and their simplicity in responding to the alternatives that confronted them.

The Church seemed to be faced with two equally repugnant choices: either al-
low Jewish subversion of Christian culture through usury, blasphemy, and covert
support of heresy, or allow the people affected most by it to resolve it violently.
Doing nothing would have entailed choosing both options in dialectic fashion,
which is to say, the former leading to the latter. The Church, however, applied the
principle of Sicut Judaeis non as the only viable alternative to Jewish subversion
on the one hand and mob mayhem on the other. No one should harm the Jew,
the popes taught, nor should his conversion be forced. If a Jew wanted to persist
willfully in his blindness, he should be allowed the opportunity to celebrate his
religious rites, but a Jew should be allowed no cultural influence, because experi-
ence had shown he used it to subvert faith and morals. The Jew was an enemy of
Christ and an enemy of Christendom, but Christians were always taught to love
their enemies.

The simplest way to prevent this enemy from destroying the social order while
also protecting him from the unruly mob was to work for the Jews’ conversion.
And this is precisely what the Church did. The mendicant orders studied Hebrew
and Arabic and read the sacred writings of the Jews to understand them better.
This approach bore fruit. Jews converted in significant numbers toward the end
of the 13th Century, and when they did, they brought insider’s information with
them and shared it with those in authority in the Church.

In 1292 the Jewish congregation in Apulia in Italy disappeared because, as one
Jewish historian puts it, “the friars succeeded in harassing the Jews sufficiently so
that most accepted baptism.™# A manuscript in the Vatican Library confirms the
conversion of a great number of Apulian Jews by Bartolomeo and two colleagues
in 1292. And Neapolitan documents dating from 1294 ... reveal that 1,300 Jewish
families in Apulia have converted—probably a total of at least 8,000 proselytes.
Other contemporary sources relate that many Jews fled from Apulia at this time,
causing the Jewish community in at least some cities to vanish completely.*+¢ The
Hebrew chronicler Solomon ibn Verga wrote “Some were forced to convert ... and
the rest departed for distant lands.™ Sincere conversion to Christianity is an oxy-
moron for Jewish historians, but even they concede “the inquisitorial endeavor
achieved success during the last decade of the 13th Century.” The historical record
indicates most conversions were sincere, which is to say, not forced. When a group
of Jews converted in Naples in 1290, Charles II granted their request “to have a
synagogue building ... given to them for use as a church.” When all of the Jews in
Salerno converted, the Dominicans sold the building and “used the proceeds to
aid impoverished converts.”+

Innocent III had claimed the Church was the ruler of the Jews in the lands of
Christendom. Jews perhaps felt the same way: Abraham of Montpellier wrote to
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Gregory IX in 1232 and asked him to ban Maimonides. Unable to resolve their in-
ternal disputes, the Jews turned to the Church—in particular, the Dominicans—
to use the Inquisition to resolve the issue of Maimonides’ orthodoxy. Eventually,
Abraham and his party won; the Mendicants burned Maimonides’ writings at
their request. Jewish historians say this shows the Inquisition was “perhaps ac-
tively looking for an excuse to strike out at the Jews.” But the Dominicans were
caught between two groups of Jews who could not resolve their own dispute but
who thought the Church could. Hence, both sides appealed to the Inquisition
for a judgment. Abraham of Montpellier, according to one Jewish historian, was
“imitating the example of Pope Gregory IX,” when he “issued a ban against the
Maimonist writings at the beginning of 1232.” The orthodox Jews wanted “the Do-
minican Friars to proceed against Jewish heretics in the same fashion as against
Christian dissenters.” The avidity with which this group of Jews sought out the
Dominicans belies the claim that “Christian orthodoxy now appeared willing and
eager to try and equate Jews with heretics.” The Jews sought the Church’s aid in
ridding the synagogue of heretics, not the other way around. The incident was the
opening act in the great drama of the Church’s discovery of and crusade against
the Talmud. “Forty days did not pass from the burning of our teacher’s [Maimo-
nides] works until that of the Talmud,” one chronicler wrote. His account though
“can hardly be considered factual. Nonetheless, the thrust of his argument reveals
the perspective of contemporary Jews.” It also shows “in a certain measure Jews
were responsible for the inauguration of the crusade against their writings.”s°

That crusade began in 1236 when Nicholas Donin, an apostate Jew who had
become a Christian and a Dominican (some sources claim he was a Franciscan),
was granted an audience with Pope Gregory IX. Donin called the pope’s attention
to the blasphemies in the collection of Hebrew writings known as the Talmud.
Donin’s outspoken opinions had caused his expulsion from the synagogue 11 years
earlier, so revenge may have been a motive, but Donin took with him an acute un-
derstanding of the role the Talmud played in Jewish life. It was, as Graetz claimed,
“the mainstay of Jewish civilization it was also full of blasphemies—claiming,
among other things, that Christ was being cooked in boiling excrement in hell and
that he was the illegitimate son of a Roman soldier and a whore named Mary.

The Jewish Encyclopedia, for example, discussing Celsus' debt to Judaism, re-
marks that “he asserts that Jesus was the illegitimate son of a certain Panthera,
and again that he had been a servant in Egypt, not when a child as according to
the New Testament, but when he was grown, and that there he learned the secret
art. These statements are frequently identical with those of the Talmud.” Accord-
ing to another source, the Jews “call Christ the illegitimate son of a whore, and
the Blessed Virgin Mary, an abominable thing to say or even to think, a woman
of heat or lust, and they curse both, and the Roman faith, and all its members and
believers.”
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Before Donin, the Talmud was virtually unknown among Christians, who,
like Pope Gregory IX, labored under the illusion that the Jews merely followed
the Torah, books which Catholics also considered canonical. As a result of these
discoveries, “the Talmud suddenly became a prime target of Christian anti-Ju-
daism.”s* The campaign against the Talmud is the beginning of the change in
the Church’s attitude toward the Jews. Cohen’s proposed dichotomy in Christian
teaching on the Jews doesn’t exist. Sicut Judaeis non never changed from the time
of St. Gregory the Great to the time of the Mendicants. What changed was the
Church’s understanding of the Jews. They were in the eyes of the Church trans-
formed from essentially blind followers of a perversely understood Torah to social
revolutionaries largely as a result of the discovery of the Talmud and its blasphe-
mies.

Cohen adverts to this when the writes “the Talmud and writings of medieval
rabbis remained generally unknown to Christians for centuries after Augustine.™s
As a result, he repeatedly contradicts his own thesis, especially when he notes
“when Jews had recourse to him for protection, Gregory showed himself benign,
issuing in his turn the basic papal Constitution on the Jews, Sicut Judaeis non.™*
In other words, Gregory never deviated from Sicut Judaeis non. Cohen claims the
popes were “bound to protect only those [Jews] who conformed to the classical
Augustinian conception of the bearers of the Old Testament.™ This is not true,
but when he adds “that sort of Jew no longer existed,”* he is getting to the heart of
the matter. This is another way of saying that the Church’s understanding of the
Jew changed. No pope ever said anyone had a right to harm the Jew or force his
conversion. The popes never said papal protection extended to behavior that was
“extra legem.” How could they? That would mean Jews could engage in criminal
activity with impunity. But the discovery of the Talmud indicated that that sort of
behavior lay at the heart of the Jewish “religion.” That caused Gregory’s shocked
response to Nicholas Donin.

When Gregory IX heard that the bands of crusaders were massacring Jews,
he reiterated the prohibition against harming them. Gregory IX, according to Co-
hen, “passionately disliked Jews,” but “like all medieval popes, Gregory drew the
line at physical persecution.™’ Gregory also “sternly reminded Christian folk that
baptism must never be imposed upon anybody,”® but he still got blamed for the
excesses of those who ignored him. The same is true of his condemnation of the
Talmud, which is said to have led directly to the disappearance of Jews from West-
ern Europe, making conversion sound like another word for Auschwitz:

Condemning the Talmud in 1239 as a heretical deviation from the Jews’ bibli-

cal heritage, Pope Gregory IX probably did not conceive of the important ef-

fects his pronouncements would have on the course of history. He could not

have foreseen that he had sanctioned the commencement of an ideological trend

that would justify attempts to eliminate the Jewish presence in Christendom, a
radical shift from the Augustinian position that the Jews occupied a rightful and
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necessary place in Christian society. Yet Gregory’s awakening to the discrepancy
between the religion of contemporary Jews and that of the “biblical” Jews whom
Augustine had wished to tolerate coupled with the pontiff’s exclamation that the
belief in the Talmud “is said to be the chief cause that holds the Jews obstinate in
their perfidy,” laid important groundwork for those who came after him. In the
generations that followed the Paris disputation of 1240 and the initial burning
of the Talmud in 1242, mendicant inquisitors throughout Europe continued to
persecute rabbinic literature, compelled the Jews to submit to their inflamma-
tory sermons, and where possible often worked toward the complete destruction
of specific Jewish communities. Early in the 14th Century, Bernard Gui burned
the Talmud even in the absence of Jews.’*

Even Innocent III, unaware of the Talmud’s existence, had dealt with the con-
tingency it presented when he excluded from protection under Sicut Judaeis non
Jews who plotted against the faith. “We wish,” Innocent wrote, “to place under
the protection of this decree only those who have not presumed to plot against
the Christian faith.™¢° Cohen concludes “such a stipulation might have excluded a
large portion, if not all, of European Jewry.”®* Why? Was it because the pope had
changed his mind? Or because, as the Talmud revealed, the Jews were not practi-
tioners of just another false religion but of one that had revolutionary potential?
“By the fourteenth Century,” Cohen continues, “the Sicut Iudeis bull in particular
and papal protection of the Jews in general had all but lost their practical effective-
ness.™* But, as Cohen points out, the popes never stopped ordering Christians not
to harm the Jews. Why had the Jews lost their protection? The only logical answer
is: they were perceived as operating “extra legem” as revolutionaries and outlaws
and, therefore, no longer worthy of protection.

I am addressing only official protection. The mob, as we have already shown,
ignored papal bulls when it sacked Jewish sections of medieval towns. It was only
the higher clergy in general and the popes in particular whom the Jews could
count on for protection, and the segregating legislation they passed was intended
to protect the Jews as much to protect Christendom from Jewish subversion, a goal
consistent with Sicut Judaeis non. In attempting to establish some dichotomy in
Catholic teaching (as opposed to a dichotomy in Catholic perception, which did
take place), Cohen makes absurd generalizations. Only “from the 13th Century
onward,” Cohen tells us, “were Jews portrayed as real, active agents of Satan.”
Cohen evidently never read the Gospel of John. In chapter 8, Christ himself por-
trayed the Jews as “active agents of Satan.” The same applies to the Revelation of
John, which refers to Jews as “the synagogue of Satan.”

The Church had always claimed the Jews were not children of Moses and
Abraham but rather children of Satan. Nevertheless, the Church in Sicut Judaeis
non consistently maintained that no one had the right to harm a Jew. If the Jew
were engaged in criminal activity, as the state then construed it, the state could
proceed against him, but that did not negate Sicut Judaeis non. What changed as a
result of the discovery of the Talmud was the number of Jews that were perceived
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as engaged in subversive behavior. Accusations of blood libel, host desecration,
the poisoning of wells, and holding the Jews responsible for the Black Plague, all
emanated from the popular mind not the mind of the Church. The popes, as in the
case of the plague, often went out of their way to refute them, insisting always that
no one had the right to harm a Jew.

Cohen consistently misrepresents this point. He accuses the Church of “na-
tivism,” because “the romana ecclesia was also a society which strove to achieve
functional unity and root out foreign influences.”** What does he mean by for-
eign? Europe was a group of ethnic groups speaking different languages, all of
which were foreign to each other. According to Cohen, the Church “attacked a
religious group which detracted from that unity, charging it with the same basic
crimes: heretical deviation from Scripture, blaspheming the ideals of the society,
and immoral and unnatural hostility toward its citizens.™ But, if the Jews did
what the Talmud said they did, they were not just another religion, most certainly
not the religion of Moses and Abraham. They were a group of outlaws. Why should
they not be treated as outlaws? Wasn’t that the role of the state? Cohen as much
as admits this, then tries to deflect its implications by exaggeration. “The Jews of
medieval Europe espoused a new system of belief,” he tells us, which is true. But
“they had lost the right to exist in Christendom previously accorded them because
of their adherence to ancient, biblical Judaism.™*¢ If Cohen means innocent Jews
could now be harmed with impunity, he is wrong. If he means the State could now
proceed against them because they were operating “extra legem,” then he is right,
but it proceeded against them as criminals not as Jews. The Inquisition never pro-
ceeded against Jews on either racial or religious grounds. Gregory IX was the first
pope to discover the Talmud. He was shocked by what he discovered, but he did
not abrogate Sicut Judaeis non and its prohibition against harming the Jew. What
changed was his understanding of what the Jews believed and how they acted on
those beliefs.

On June 9, 1239, Pope Gregory responded to Donin’s 35 petitions by dispatch-
ing him with a letter to William of Auvergne, bishop of Paris. His letter substan-
tiates the changed perception of Jews after discovery of the Talmud. The Jews,
Gregory wrote, “so we have heard, are not content with the Old Law which God
gave to Moses in writing: they even ignore it completely and affirm that God gave
another Law which is called “Talmud,’ that is ‘“Teaching,’ handed down to Moses
orally.... In this is contained matter so abusive and so unspeakable that it arouses
shame in those who mention it and horror in those who hear it.”¥ The offenses
are so great that Gregory uses the word “crime” to describe them. He also claims
the Talmud is “the chief cause that holds the Jews obstinate in their perfidy.”** He
ordered “on the first Saturday of Lent to come, in the morning which the Jews are
gathered in the synagogues, you shall, by our order seize all the books of the Jews
who live in your districts and have these books carefully guarded in the posses-
sion of the Dominican and Franciscan friars.”® If those friars found the books
offensive, they were to burn them.
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The discovery of the Talmud changed the status of the Jews. In addition to
“displaying no shame for their guilt nor reverence for the honor of the Christian
faith,” the Talmud’s blasphemies indicated the Jews had equal contempt for “the
Law of Moses and the prophets” which the Christians thought they honored.”
Instead of following God’s word in the Torah, the Jews “follow some tradition of
their elders,” giving it priority over the word of God.”* The Talmud asserts rabbis
are superior to the biblical prophets and that the Jews must obey them even to the
absurd point of abrogating Mosaic Law. As a result the Jews prevent their children
from studying the Bible, by placing the Talmud at the center of their educational
curriculum.

It took a while for the Church to digest what it had learned about the Talmud,
but Pope Gregory’s letter to the bishop of Paris indicated “the attack on the Tal-
mud heralded a change in the Church’s basic attitude toward Judaism.””* Three
years later, Bishop Eudes’s legantine commission reported that the Talmud was
“full of innumerable errors, abuses, blasphemies and wickedness such as arouse
shame in those that speak of them and horrify the hearer.”” The books were so
horrifying that they “cannot be tolerated in the name of God without injury to
the Christian Faith.” In a letter to St. Louis IX, King of France, in May 1244, In-
nocent IV, Gregory’s successor, drew certain conclusions. “The wicked perfidy of
the Jews,” he said, “does not properly heed the fact that Christian piety received
them and patiently allows them to live in Christendom through pity only. Instead,
it commits such grave sins that are stupefying to those who hear of them and hor-
rible to those who tell of them.”” The Talmud’s blasphemies and its injunctions
about defrauding the unsuspecting goyim threatened the conditions under which
Jews were tolerated. They called for rethinking the whole social compact.

Upset by the harm that it was doing, St. Louis called a conference on the
Talmud. In June 1240, Nicholas Donin had an extended debate with Rabbi Yehiel
ben Joseph of Paris under royal auspices and presided over by the queen mother,
Blanche of Castile. One Jewish commentator claims “the entire event epitomized
the declining status of Jews in that century and their transformation in Christian
minds into little more than embodiments of blasphemous doctrine.”™® The rabbi
was dumbfounded that he had to defend Jewish esoteric writings in a hostile en-
vironment. Nothing like this had ever happened before. Rabbi Yehiel, lacking any
precedent for conducting a disputation of this sort, didn’t know how to respond.
When asked whether it were true that the Talmud claimed “Jesus was condemned
to an eternity in hell, immersed in ‘boiling excrement™ and Mary, his mother, was
a whore, the Rabbi could only respond, yes, those passages were in the Talmud,
but they did not refer to “that” Jesus or “that” Mary. “Not every Louis born in
France is the king of France,” Yehiel maintained, giving new meaning to the term
“chutzpah.” “Has it not happened,” he continued, “that two men were born in the
same city, had the same name, and died in the same manner? There are many
such cases.””” One Jewish historian referred to Rabbi Yehiel’s denial as the birth
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of Jewish humor. A Christian account of the debate, however, failed to see the
humor in his statement. “Concerning this Jesus, he confessed that he was born out
of adultery and that he is punished in hell in boiling excrement and that he lived
at the time of Titus.” But Rabbi Yehiel said, “this Jesus is different from our Jesus.
However, he is unable to say who he was, whence it is clear that he lied.™®

Having exploded his own credibility, Yehiel could do little to refute Donin’s
claim that the Talmud sanctioned criminal behavior, including “murder, theft,
and religious intolerance.” The Talmud also “included strictures against trusting
Gentiles, honoring them or even returning a lost piece of property to them.™”
The Rabbis would have done better to emulate Maimonides, but “drugged ... into
comfort with the narcotic of the Cabala, an otherworldly withdrawal into astrol-
ogy and demonology, considered fit only for those who had mastered traditional
Talmudic learning” they were no match for those trained by the Dominicans.*°
Many Jews took “the terrible deterioration of the status and security of the Jews”
as “a sign of the coming of the Messiah,” something one historian calls, “a charac-
teristic figment of the Jewish mind.... In the Jewish context, it is the syndrome of
waiting quietly for the holocaust. Thus the Orthodox rabbinate failed to exercise
leadership on behalf of the Jews in the 13th Century Ashkenaz as was again the
case in 20th Century Poland.™®

With defenders like Rabbi Yehiel, the Talmud needed no enemies. The debate
resulted in the public burning of the Talmud in Paris. The Jewish religion was
now clearly seen not as biblical Judaism, but rather as a heretical deviation from
the Old Testament. Over a 36-hour period in June 1242, over 10,000 volumes were
consigned to the flames. As if determined to prove what the Christians had said
was correct, a group of Jews appealed to Rome, “complaining that they could not
practice their religion without the Talmud.”®2 “Once more,” one Jewish commen-
tator writes, “it was the pope to whom the Jews had turned in their extremity.”®
In May 1244, Innocent IV, relented: “bound as we are by the Divine command to
tolerate them in their Law, [we] thought fit to have the answer given them that we
do not want to deprive them of their books if as a result we should be depriving
them of their law.™* The decision to return the Talmud to the Jews caused outrage.
One bishop concluded the Jews had lied to the pope, and it would be “most dis-
graceful and a cause of shame for the Apostolic Throne, if books that had been so
solemnly and so justly burned in the presence of all the scholars and of the clergy,
and of the populace of Paris were to be given back to the masters of the Jews at the
order of the pope—for such tolerance would seem to mean approval.”™ In 1254
Louis IX renewed the ordinance ordering the burning of the Talmud, as did both
of his successors. When Louis X readmitted the Jews into France, he barred them
from bringing the Talmud with them.

After the disputations, the Church made conversion of the Jews a high pri-
ority. In 1242, James I, King of Aragon, compelled Jews by force of law to listen
to sermons of the Mendicants, “a measure which drew considerable praise from
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Innocent IV and which James renewed in 1263.™*¢ In 1278, Pope Nicholas III “for-
mally made preaching and missionizing among the Jews part of the apostolate of
both the Dominican and Franciscan orders.”® In his bull Vineam Soreth, Nicho-
las urged the mendicants to “overcome the obstinacy of the perverse Jews.... Sum-
mon them to sermons in the places where they live .... Inform them of evangelical
doctrines with salutary warnings and discreet reasoning.™*

Once Judaism ceased being the religion of the Old Testament in the mind
of the Church, it was construed instead as a heresy that fell under the Church’s
jurisdiction as doctrinal watchdog. The Talmud was an offense not only against
the Christians but against the religious life of Jews as well, which allowed the pope
to intervene into their affairs “if they violate the law of the Gospel in moral mat-
ters and their own prelates do not check them” or “if they invent heresies against
their own law.”* “Innocent’s line of thought quickly became the common opinion
of 13th and 14th Century canonists.™® The Church, according to the Dominican
inquisitor Nicholas Eymeric, now had the right and duty “to defend genuine Juda-
ism against internal heresy and thereby to bring Jews closer to an acceptance of
Christianity.”*

Raymond of Penaforte, General of the Dominicans, the man who told Greg-
ory IX to listen to Nicholas Donin in 1236, organized another disputation in Bar-
celona over four sessions from July 20 to July 27, 1263, between another converted
Rabbi, Saul of Montpellier, now known as Pablo Christiani (or Paul Chretien) and
Rabbi Moses ben Nachman of Gerona. Christiani was no low-level convert. He
had studied under the direction of Rabbis Eliezer ben Emmanuel of Tarascon and
Jacob ben Elligah Alttes of Venice. Christiani must have been influenced by the
Order of Preachers while still a Jew because he joined the Dominicans almost im-
mediately after converting, and, consistent with the apostolate of the Dominicans,
devoted the rest of his life to conversion of the Jews. As a result of the debate and
Raymond’s efforts, the focus of the Inquisition shifted from southern France to
the Iberian peninsula, where it inaugurated “a second stage in the development of
the new anti-Jewish polemic.”?

Raymond of Penaforte entered the Order of Preachers in 1222, and eight years
later, Gregory IX summoned him to Rome to be his confessor. Raymond remained
at that post until 1238, when he became Master General of the Dominicans. If
there is one man responsible for the Jews’ disappearance from Western Europe by
1500, it is Raymond of Penaforte. His tool was not expulsion nor force but reason
and persuasion, the most powerful weapons in the arsenal of cultural warfare
but the most difficult to wield. Raymond persuaded Thomas Aquinas to write his
conversion tract, the Summa Contra Gentiles in which Aquinas insisted conver-
sion must be based on “recourse to the natural reason, to which all men are forced
to give their assent.” The infidel, according to Penaforte, had to be converted
“soothingly,” by an appeal to reason and not to force.”* Penaforte persuaded James
I of Aragon to bring the Inquisition to Aragon. He was “the moving spirit ... of
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Gregory IX in all that affected the Jews,” including Gregory’s sympathetic recep-
tion of Nicholas Donin.” In 1250 Raymond took the initial steps to establish a
Dominican academy for the study of Arabic in Tunis, reasoning that conversion
was impossible unless they learned the language and sacred scriptures of those
they hoped to convert. So, too, “certain friars were thus instructed in the Hebrew
language, so that they could overcome the malice and the errors of the Jews.”¢

The strategy of having Dominicans study the Talmud was not without dan-
ger, which became more apparent during the reformation. In 1275 the English Do-
minican Robert of Reading converted to Judaism after learning Hebrew, expos-
ing in microcosmic form the perennial English attraction to things Jewish. Three
hundred years later, England’s enthusiasm for the Hebrew language was on the
verge of leading that country into an orgy of Judaizing and revolutionary politics
that culminated in the mid 17th Century when Puritans murdered the king. Pope
Honorius IV warned the faithful “the Jews of England lived with, and corrupted
Christians™

Among the techniques [the Jews] used was that of inviting Christian to their
synagogues where the Torah would be venerated by all present, including the
Christian guests; another was to keep their Christian servants busy with servile
labor on days of precept, thus preparing the way for failures against the faith on
the part of Christian women by first inducing them to moral failure; in general,
English Jews used social contacts to prepare apostasy. Finally, the Jews daily
cursed Christians in their “supplications, or more precisely, imprecations.” The
English hierarchs, so the Pope berated them, had often been instructed to rem-
edy the situation but their negligence required the present letter.’”

Penaforte’s most famous pupils were Pablo Christiani, with whom he worked
out, in the words of Jeremy Cohen, “tactics [that] often resulted in a considerable
number of conversions™® and Raymond Martini, author of Pugio Fidei, Dagger of
the Faith, which was, in Cohen’s words, “the most learned and best documented
polemic against Judaism which the Middle Ages produced.” Post-Christian Jews
like Rabbi Akiba, according to Martini’s view,

died at the hands of the Romans not because they kept the law of Moses but
because they forsook it, by supporting two false messiahs in succession, inciting
rebellion against Rome, and denying that Jesus was the messiah. By rejecting
God as their savior, the Jews of the Talmud destroyed the whole system of divine
prophecy in the Old Testament.>*°

The Jews were heretics to their own religion, and since the Torah was part of
the canon of Christian scripture, they were heretics in the Christian sense, too.
Since heresy was not a matter of indifference to the civil authorities, the Talmudic
Jews lost the tolerance that the blind and carnal figures from the Old Testament
enjoyed and became personae extra legem, i.e., outlaws.

Raymund Llull made the same point. Llull underwent conversion from a dis-
solute life at the court in Aragon. Like Martini and others of his generation, Llull
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considered the Jews not as preservers of the Old Testament but “outlaws.” Forsak-
ing the Torah, they now lived “extra legem.” Like Martini, Llull dedicated his life
to their conversion. Llull, says Cohen, “devised grandiose schemes for converting
the Jewish community to Christianity, systematically and completely. As for those
Jews who would ultimately persist in refusing baptism, he advocated their perma-
nent expulsion from Christian society.»* Cohen portrays the alternatives invidi-
ously, but they flowed from the medieval notion of citizenship as privilege rather
than right, something that pertained to localities often on the scale of city-states
rather than nations in the modern sense. If citizenship in a state like Florence
entailed fulfillment of certain duties, then aliens like the Jew lived there only by
sufferance of Christian kings and not by any right. If resident aliens were dedi-
cated to subversion of those states, evidence of which the newly discovered Tal-
mud provided, then the Jew’s status in those states was precarious at best. Cohen
doesn’t state it this way, but the wave of conversions and expulsions which swept
virtually every state in Western Europe from the 13th to the 15th Century was
based on the discovery of Talmud, what it revealed about the true nature of the
Jews, and the conclusions statesmen drew from that evidence. The discovery of
the Talmud changed the Jewish question fundamentally. What used to be a ques-
tion of religious tolerance became an issue of civil order. The Christian king could
tolerate outsiders who based their religion on a flawed but sincere understanding
of the Old Testament; he could not tolerate outlaws and subversives using religion
as a cover for social revolution. Hence, Llull’s admonition to those who wielded
the sword of civil authority: “You, therefore, owe it to these children of God that
you protect them from criminals and from robbers and from arsonists, from Jews,
from heathens, and from heretics, from perjurers and from illegal violence.”™°* The
Jews were categorized with criminals as people who promoted “illegal violence.”
They were, says Cohen, “no longer the Jews of the Bible, to whom the right of
existence in Christendom had been guaranteed.” Even here, Cohen misstates
the position of the Church. The Jews never had any rights in medieval Christen-
dom. They were tolerated as aliens because they were economically useful and for
theological reasons. When it became obvious that their usefulness was vitiated by
their newly recognized penchant for subversion, they were offered the alternative
of changing their behavior, via baptism, or being expelled. But even expulsion was
not a violation of their rights because, as aliens, Jews had no rights.

Once the contents of the Talmud became known, interfaith dialogue—never
strong in the Middle Ages—was absorbed into the hermeneutic of suspicion. Ac-
cording to Llull, the only reason “a Jew wants to make conversation with you”
is “so that you might thereby become weaker and weaker in your belief.” Simple
folk should be on their guard, because the Jew “has thought out well for a long
time how he will converse with you, in order that you might thereby become ever
weaker in your faith. For the same reason it is decreed by Scripture and the papacy
that no unlearned man should speak with a Jew.™>4 Once the pernicious nature of
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the Talmud became known, the Church had to face the issue of Jewish subversion.
It was time to administer the medicine of conversion to the Jews.

In 1267, Clement IV issued the bull Turbato Corde. With his heart in turmoil
(hence the title) Clement implies proselytizing was a two-way street in medieval
Europe by complaining, “exceedingly numerous reprobate Christians, denying
the truth of the Catholic faith, have gone over, in a way worthy of damnation, to
the rite of the Jews.” Clement’s response was to treat the relapsi as heretics, i.e.,
subjecting them to the Inquisition, and to punish Jews who helped them relapse.
He appealed primarily to the Mendicants, who ran the machinery of the Inquisi-
tion. They were told

to proceed against Christians whom you shall have discovered to have commit-

ted such things in the same way as against heretics; Jews, however, whom you

shall have discovered inducing Christians of either sex into their execrable rite,
before this, or in the future, these you are to punish with due penalty.?*®

Clement’s decree was consistent with the understanding of the Talmudic Jew
as subversive. Since Jews were heretics to their own religion and induced unsus-
pecting Christians to embrace their heresy, they would be drawn closer to the
Inquisition, the machinery constructed to combat heresy. The issue of conversion
played a role too. If the Jew accepted baptism, it was presumed that he accepted it
freely, and he was not permitted to relapse into his former life, like a dog returning
to his vomit. If he relapsed, he was to be treated as a heretic, not an infidel tolerated
because of ignorance. Because the theology of the sacrament of baptism claimed
that that sacrament left an indelible mark on the soul, “it is necessary that they be
forced to uphold the faith which they accepted under duress or by necessity, lest
the name of the Lord be brought into disrepute, and the faith which they accepted
be held vile and contemptible.”

Cohen faults Innocent III for acting “even though he himself had issued the
traditional repetition of Sicut Judaeis only two years earlier.”>*® But there is no con-
tradiction here. Jews who consented “in the slightest degree” to baptism were no
longer Jews; Sicut Judaeis non no longer applied to them. Jews who relapsed were
heretics to be investigated by the Inquisition. If they persisted in apostasy, they
could be turned over to the secular powers and burned at the stake. Jews who en-
gaged in subversion were criminals, to be treated as such. The problem persisted:
Clement’s successor, Gregory X, complained in 1274 that the Jews continued to
proselytize and “even some Christians by birth” had “wickedly transferred them-
selves to the rites of Judaism.”

The Talmudic Jew was seen increasingly as deliberately attacking Christians,
urged on by the Talmud itself. As a result, they were perceived as a group “who en-
danger public safety.” Martini identified contemporary Judaism as “a new religion
which we were not commanded at Sinai™

The attack of the mendicant Inquisition on contemporary Jewry relied on the
claim that rabbinic Judaism, embodied in the Talmud, which had just become
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known to the Church, was heretical and evil. In their belief that all heresy threat-
ened the proper order of a universal Christian society, and especially incensed by
evidence of hostility toward Gentiles in the Talmud which they assumed applied
to Christians, the friars began to see no place for the Jews in Christendom.*°

Once the Church discovered the Talmud and understood the threat the Jews
posed to the social order, she had to do something, if for no other reason than
to head off the mob violence that knowledge of the Talmud was sure to generate
among Christians. The natural reaction to the threat of Jewish subversion is vio-
lence, a reaction that can be seen in the Chmielnicki pogroms in 1648 and when
Bolshevism threatened the social order of Europe during the 1920s and 30s.

The supernatural reaction to the threat of Jewish subversion was based on
charity, which is to say, bringing those in darkness to the light of truth, which is
another way of describing conversion. The point of Martini’s Pugio Fidei was the
conversion of the Moors and the Jews, especially the latter, because they “consti-
tute the worst enemy of the Church, and ... converting them outweighs even that
of the Christian mission to the Muslims.” As we have seen, Judaism, according
to the new Catholic insight, was not a religion; it was a revolutionary ideology. In
espousing the Talmud, the Jews deprived themselves of any correct understanding
of the Bible; their allegiance, according to Martini, lies with the Antichrist. As a
result, “the redeemer whom they now expect at the end of the Roman Empire is
really the Antichrist.”™

The Church could have turned the Jews over to the secular arm for prosecu-
tion as outlaws, but instead it concluded that the most charitable thing was to
convert them. Martini explains at length why the Jews have not converted:

First, the Jews have always been greedy people, and they fear that by abandoning
the promise of temporal reward in their law they would invite financial penu-
ry upon themselves. Second, “from the cradle they have been nurtured in the
hatred of Christ, and they curse Christianity and the Christians daily in their
synagogues.” The supposition upon which one is reared eventually becomes part
of one’s natural outlook, in this case perverting any rational, objective sense of
judgment. Third, Christianity demands subscription to difficult beliefs.***

The Church could do nothing about the first and third conditions. Poverty
and belief beyond the ken of reason were part of the Gospel the Church had to
preach. But she could do something about Jews cursing Christians and Christian-
ity in their synagogues by first exposing and then publicly burning the Talmud.
She did that as her first step in converting the Jews, because the Talmud was the
biggest hindrance to conversion. The Church’s campaign against the Talmud led
to “a crescendo of conversions,” which by 1260 “already necessitated special orders
to facilitate the new Christians’ integration into local society.™ The campaign
was supplemented by the secular arm, which was determined to segregate the Jews
to limit their pernicious influence. Louis IX implemented the anti-Jewish edicts
of the Fourth Lateran Council by ordering all Jews within his realm to wear “a
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circle of felt or yellow cloth, stitched upon the outer garment in front and in back”
about “the size of a palm,” so the simple folk might not fall unsuspecting into
intercourse with Jews of the sort Raymund Llull would warn against.>4 The com-
bined power of Church and State was brought to bear on the Talmudic Jews, who
considered the loving ministrations of the mendicants “an unmitigated disaster”
and “unquestionably the nadir of Jewish fortunes” precisely because so many Jews
were persuaded by their reasoning and voluntarily embraced Christianity.

After the discovery of the Talmud, the Jews became “the ultimate outsiders.”
The Jews, in Cohen’s words, “had come to represent a reversal or denial of the so-
cial order as it was intended to be.™ They became revolutionaries, outlaws, and
subversives, and by the end of the 13th Century, they were universally recognized
as such. The expulsions that followed were the official recognition of status that
had its roots in the discovery of the Talmud.

As Cantor notes, “a remarkable number of Jewish converts”™¢ became Do-
minicans because Dominican efforts struck at the heart of Judaism when they
exposed the Talmud. Once the Talmud was exposed, it lost its validity. Giving his
own take on the “crescendo of conversions,” Cantor writes, “a small but signifi-
cant minority of the rabbinate went over to the Christian side” because “a cultural
civil war was being fought among the Jews in 13th Century France and later also
in Iberia. We will probably never know what happened in detail, but it happened,
that is for sure.™”

Throughout this period, the Church never changed its position that no one
had the right to harm the Jew. Nicholas I'V at the end of the 13th Century expressly
forbade the molesting of Jewish residents in Rome. When the Jews were assaulted
by violent mobs, the popes were their first defenders. Clement VI reminded the
faithful “Let no Christian compel Jews to come to baptism by violence, these same
unwilling or refusing.... Too, let no Christian have the presumption to wound or
to kill those same Jewish persons, not to take their money from them, apart from
the lawful sentence of the lord of the region” who had authority to deal with crimi-
nals.»®

The papal tradition of protecting the Jews manifested itself during the Black
Death, when Jews were accused of spreading the plague and suffered according-
ly. In October 1347, a fleet of Genoese ships brought the plague to Italy from the
Crimea. By 1350, 25 million people had died. Many survivors blamed the Jews.
Bands of flagellants roamed the countryside trying to stem the plague with pen-
ances. When a group of them arrived in Frankfurt in July 1349, “they rushed di-
rectly to the Jewish quarter and led the local population in wholesale slaughter.”
In September 1348, Pope Clement VI exonerated the Jews from responsibility for
the plague. “If the Jews were guilty,” he reasoned, “We would wish them struck by
a penalty of suitable severity.” But “since this pestilence, all but universal every-
where, by a mysterious judgment of God has afflicted and does now afflict through
the diverse regions of the earth, both Jews and many other nations to whom life
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in common with Jews is unknown, that the Jews have provided the occasion or
the cause for such a crime has no plausibility.™® Clement concluded his bull “by
commanding all ordinaries to announce to their people, as they gathered to cel-
ebrate the liturgy, that the Jews were not to be struck, not to be wounded, not to
be killed, and that all those who did these things put themselves under the ban of
the Church.”™® As a result, the papal states became a perennial place of refuge for
Europe’s Jews, often to the chagrin of princes who felt those states were harboring
subversives, whereas “outside papal territory, the Jews continued to suffer perse-
cution for witchcraft and poisoning.”*

The “crescendo of conversions” did not diminish during the Black Plague,
even though the number of people inhabiting Europe did. In 1390, St. Vincent
Ferrer baptized the famous rabbi Selemoh ha-Levi, and a massive wave of conver-
sions followed in Spain. In 1388 “an exceptionally large number of Jews came into
Italy, announcing that they wished to enter the Church.”™* Trying to make sense
of the wave of conversions that swept Spain in 1390, Cantor describes medieval
Judaism succumbing to its own internal contradictions. Its great weakness was
“its finite, static quality.” The Jews had rejected reason when they rejected Mai-
monides; as a result Judaism’s “only innovative wing was in hazardous theosophic
irrationalism,™** which “could not offer a durable response to persecution and
discomfort or a comprehensive social theory.™ But those “sephardic Jewish intel-
lectuals who, after 1390, for whatever initial motive, proceeded to cross over into
Christianity, found in Latin Christian culture a much more complex and vibrant
culture that they eagerly embraced.™* The sephardic elite who abandoned Mai-
monides and succumbed to the mumbo-jumbo of the Cabala descended into the
Gnostic dualism the Church had defeated when it defeated the Albigensians. The
descent into astrology, magic, and demonology would culminate when Cabala
brought forth the false Messiah Shabbetai Zevi, 300 years later.

In the meantime, Jews converted en masse. “By the second quarter of the 15th
Century,” Cantor says

more than half the Jewish elite and an unknown proportion of the Jewish mass-
es—at least one hundred thousand people—had converted to Christianity. These
included great merchants, government officials and rabbinical scholars. Some of
the scholars advanced to prominent roles in the clergy. A prominent 15th Century
bishop of Burgos in Castile was a former rabbi, and his son became a bishop.?”

A wave of expulsions followed the wave of conversions. The Jews were expelled
from Cologne in 1424, from Speyer in 1435, and from Mainz in 1438. In 1492, in an
act that would have momentous consequences for the revolutionary movement,
the Jews were expelled from Spain. “These events,” Glick says, referring to the
conversions and expulsions, “dealt a blow to Ashkenazic Jewry from which ... it
never recovered.™ By 1450 the medieval phase of Jewish history in Germany and
France had ended. The Ashkenazim migrated to Poland, which would become the
paradisus Judeorum until their excesses as tax farmers helped to eventually cause
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the Chmielnicki pogroms. The Sephardim migrated to the Spanish Netherlands,
where they would link up with English Protestants and German Anabaptists to
create the Iconoclast rebellion of 1566.

Forced conversion created a bitterness that would bring about the first major
outburst of revolutionary activity since the failed uprisings of antiquity in Jeru-
salem. Excess is part of the tragedy of history, but it should not obscure the sin-
cere conversions that were its antithesis. Nor should it obscure the truth that the
Church of the Middle Ages, no matter what her excesses, recognized her funda-
mental purpose is evangelization, and that conversion is its necessary corollary. If
the Church had not embarked on its campaign to convert the Jews, she would have
conceded the field to those who felt the only way to deal with Jewish subversion
was elimination , the choice the neopagan movement National Socialism pursued
in the 20th Century.

The prelates of the Middle Ages may have been overzealous; that is for God
to judge. At least in their zeal they were Christian, which is more than can be said
for their 21st Century successors. On November 6, 2002, Walter Cardinal Kasper,
president of the Vatican commission for Religious Relations with the Jews, an-
nounced at Boston College, that Jews “in order to be saved” do not “have to be-
come Christians; if they follow their own conscience and believe in God’s promis-
es as they understand them in their religious tradition they are in line with God’s
plan, which for us comes to its historical completion in Jesus Christ.”** Does “us”
refer to Innocent III? Pablo Christiani? St. John Chrysostom? St. Paul? St. Peter?
The term “us” is not broad enough to include both Walter Kasper and the people
we just mentioned.
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Chapter Four

False Conversion and the
Inquisition

Cruel ascended to the throne of Castile. His coronation must have caused great

rejoicing among Jews because within months he turned the administration of
his kingdom over to them. The rejoicing, however, was short lived. Pope Urban
V, reacting to hostile reports from the clergy in Castile, denounced Pedro as “a
rebel to the Church, an enabler of Jews and Moors, a propagator of infidelity and
a slayer of Christians.™ Pedro’s tolerance for the Jews quickly became a liability,
exploited by his illegitimate brother, Henry of Trastamara, who articulated the
old grievances against the Jews in a campaign to gain the throne for himself. The
Jews had been blamed for the plague, a charge refuted by Pope Clement VI, but
resentment did not subside when the plague did or when the pope refuted errone-
ous popular arguments.

The Jews were viewed as a subversive and exploitative fifth column in 14th
Century Spain. Indeed, they had always been viewed that way there. The history
of Jewish subversion in Spain could not be erased. There was too much evidence.
The Jews had conspired with the Moors to overthrow the Visigoths. When their
conspiracy became apparent, persecution followed. In 694, the 17th Council of
Toledo proclaimed “the impious Jews dwelling within the frontiers of our King-
dom ... have entered into a plot with those other Hebrews in regions beyond the
seas, in order that they might act as one against the Christian race ... through
their crimes, they would not only throw the Church into confusion, but, indeed,
by their attempted tyranny, have essayed to bring ruin to the Fatherland and to
all the population.™ In 852, the Anales Bertinianos described the loss of Barcelona
because the Jews “played the traitor,” allowing the Moors to capture it. As a result,
“nearly all the Christians” were “killed; the city [was] devastated,” and the Jews
“retire[d] unpunished.” The Jews “defined themselves as the antithesis of Chris-
tianity” and conspired with Christendom’s enemies.* Although they prospered
under the Visigoths in Spain, they nevertheless conspired with Arabs in Africa
to overthrow the Visigothic monarchy. At the beginning of the 8th Century, they
used their contacts with African Jews to prepare the invasion of the Mohammed-
an Berbers across the straits of Gibraltar. When the Mohammedans conquered
Spain, the Jews flourished, achieving one of the most sophisticated cultures in
Europe. The Jews excelled in medicine and helped in bringing Aristotle to Europe.
But the flower of Sephardic culture drew its economic substance from unsavory
roots. The Sephardic Jews grew rich on slaves and usury.

| n 1350, three years after the arrival of the Black Death in Genoa, Pedro the
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When the Spaniards began the reconquista, the Jews were not persecuted de-
spite further acts of bad faith:

Saint Fernando, on taking Cordoba from the Saracens, turned over four mosques
to the large Jewish population, to convert into synagogues, and gave them one
of the most delightful parts of the city for their homes, on two conditions: that
they refrain from reviling the Christian religion, and from proselytizing among
Christians. The Jews made both promises, and kept neither.?

Even as Islam was rolled back to North Africa, the Jews continued to col-
laborate with the Muslims. Spanish Christians were persuaded that the Muslim
invader had been welcomed by the Jews and assisted by them, with all this im-
plied for the national and religious life of Spain. The Judaeo-Muslim symbiosis
that characterizes most of the Arab occupation gives considerable plausibility to
the Christian view that in these two communities, alien both in faith and at law,
Christendom faced an unfriendly alliance.

Much of the civil order in Spain was enforced through canon law, but Jews,
because they were not Christians, could not be touched by that law. “The laws
against blasphemy, for example, could not be enforced against them. They could
encourage heresy, and, in defense could claim the freedom of worship granted to
the Jews.” Jews were therefore allowed to engage in many subversive activities
with impunity, which caused resentment.

Because Jews were above or beyond the law, Christians were often tempted
to apostatize to obtain “freedom.” Heretics like the Cathars of Leon, according
to Lucas of Tuy, writing about 1230, would circumcise themselves so that “un-
der the guise of Jews,” they could “propound heretical dogmas and dispute with
Christians; what they dared not utter as heretics they could freely disseminate as
Jews.” Because they had imbibed the best of Arab culture, becoming learned in
science and medicine, Jews traveled in court circles with an air of sophisticated
impiety, which again caused resentment among the more pious but less wealthy
and powerful.

Jews thus became synonymous with enlightened decadence. “The governors
and judges of the cities listened approvingly to heresy put forth by Jews, who were
their friends and familiars, and if any one, inflamed by pious zeal, angered these
Jews, he was treated as if he had touched the apple of the eye of the ruler; they also
taught other Jews to blaspheme Christ and thus the Catholic faith was perverted.™
Given their number, influence, and sophistication under Muslim rule, Spain’s tol-
erance of the Jews and their heretical ideas exceeded that of any other European
nation. Given their wealth, the Jews engaged in ostentatious display, which in-
creased the odium against them by contrast with the poverty of the Christians.
Preachers easily used Jews as material for their sermons, “powerfully aided by the
odium which the Jews themselves excited through their ostentation, their usury
and their functions as public officials™
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The Oriental fondness for display was a grievous offense among the people. The
wealth of the kingdom was, to a great extent, in Jewish hands, affording ample
opportunity for the clergy to make invidious comparisons between the opulence
of the Jews and the poverty of the Christian multitude, and the lavish extrava-
gance with which they adorned themselves, their women and their retainers, was
well fitted to excite envy more potent for evil because more wide-spread than
enmity arising from individual wrongs.?

The reign of Pedro the Cruel pointed out a paradox that would recur: the
more powerful the Jews grew, the more precarious their position became. Tol-
erance led to violence against the Jews because the Christian majority felt that
Pedro the Cruel had given his Jewish retainers control of the government and
carte blanche to oppress them culturally and financially. Jews, Walsh reminds
us, “were disliked not for practicing the things that Moses taught, but for doing
the things he had forbidden. They had profited hugely on the sale of fellow-beings
as slaves, and practiced usury as a matter of course, and flagrantly.™ They were
also “much given to proselytizing, even by a sort of compulsion; thus they would
force Christian servants to be circumcised, and urged their debtors, sometimes,
to abjure Christ. Again, Moses had condemned blasphemers to death. Yet it was
a custom of many Jews to blaspheme the Prophet for whom Moses had warned
them to prepare.™

But the biggest problem was usury. As in the rest of Europe, Christians in
Spain were forbidden to take interest on loans, thus granting a monopoly to Jews
for a practice which, over a relatively short period, could concentrate all a nation’s
capital in their hands. As in France at the beginning of the 12th Century, Jews
were hated because they were money-lenders; money lenders were hated because
in a pre-capitalist economy usurious compound interest could quickly ruin any-
one caught in its snares. Then Jews could use their financial leverage to exert cul-
tural pressure on Christians to the detriment of faith, morals, and ultimately the
social order. Jews were above the law, waging covert cultural warfare against the
majority with impunity, a situation bound to lead to resentment. Their activies in
certain areas became a reproach to Christian ideals.

Usury was the interface with Christian culture which caused the most resent-
ment. According to Lea, the Jews of Aragon

were allowed to charge 20 percent per annum, in Castile 33 1/3 and the constant

repetition of these limitations and the provisions against all manner of inge-

nious devices, by fictitious sales and other frauds to obtain an illegal increase,
show how little the laws were respected in the grasping avarice with which the

Jews speculated on the necessities of their customers. In 1326 the aljama of Cuen-

ca, considering the legal rate of 33 1/3 percent too low, refused absolutely to lend

either money or wheat for the sowing. This caused great distress and the town

council entered into negotiations, resulting in an agreement by which the Jews

were authorized to charge 40 percent. In 1385 the Cortes of Valladolid described
one cause of the necessity of submitting to whatever exactions the Jews saw fit
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to impose, when it says that the new lords, to whom Henry of Trastamara had
granted towns and villages were accustomed to impose on their vassals and starve
and torture them to force payment of what they had not got, obliging them to get
money from Jews to whom they gave whatever bonds were demanded.**

Faced with either starvation or usury, the farmers and small businessmen
of 14th Century Spain chose usury and watched their prosperity drain into the
hands of Jews. Lea claims Jews “recklessly” aided the clergy “in concentrating
popular detestation on themselves.™ As later in Poland, Jews were also hated be-
cause they were tax-farmers, which brought them into direct and unpleasant con-
tact with large numbers of Christians. The Church tried to protect her flock from
the predations of Jews involved in such activities by reminding rulers that canon
law forbade employment of Jews in public office, but rulers, then as now, were too
intent on short-term gain to consider the long-term consequences, which often
swept them from their thrones.

In 1366 Henry of Trastamara mobilized political resentment against Pedro
the Cruel and created regime-change in Aragon. When he marched into Spain
with an army of French mercenaries, the Jews were the first to suffer. Thousands
of Jews were slaughtered; many more took refuge in Paris, where the same cycle of
usury leading to resentment started again. As one of his first official acts, Henry
released Christians in his realm from their debts to the Jews. It was undoubtedly
popular, but short-lived. Henry soon realized that if the Jews were unable to extort
usurious interest, they couldn’t pay taxes or lend the king money. Jews also pos-
sessed indispensable financial and administrative skills. Henry, who ascended to
the throne on a tide of resentment against Jews, employed the same Jews to remain
financially solvent and administer his realm. The cycle of exploitation leading to
resentment continued toward social upheaval.

The resentment against usury combined with the suspicion that Jews were
thwarting the reconquista, by controlling the reconquered regions with the secret
help of the Moors, to cause the riots of the late 14th Century. When the monarchs
did nothing to curb Jewish influence, the outraged citizens took the law into their
own hands; widespread bloodshed resulted. Leniency only created more violence,
as when Pedro the Cruel was perceived as giving “his Jewish friends complete con-
trol of his government; a circumstance that led his enemies to call him a Jewish
changeling,” and contributed to his denunciation by the pope.* By the end of the
14th Century, Spain’s Christian population, convinced that the Jews were “plan-
ning to rule Spain, enslave the Christians, and establish a New Jerusalem in the
West” took the law into their own hands.* Widespread bloodshed and widespread
conversion (sincere and forced) were the results.

Henry’s accession to the throne made the social situation more explosive
because the Church was freer to denounce the Jews for their predations and to
stimulate popular response. If the social situation was ready to explode into anti-
Semitic violence, Ferran Martinez was the spark that set off the explosion. Giving
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voice to popular grievances in his sermons, he brought the situation into the open.
Martinez was Archdeacon of Eeija and the judicial representative of the Archbish-
op of Seville. Lea calls Martinez “a man of indomitable firmness ... though with-
out much learning.™ He claims Martinez was “highly esteemed for his unusual
devoutness, his solid virtue and his eminent charity” but then condemns him as a
“fanatic” for whom the Jews were “the object of his remorseless zeal.”™”

In 1378, Martinez gave a series of sermons in Seville, claiming the city’s 23
synagogues should be razed and Jews should be prevented from contact with
Christians. Partly fearing loss of revenue, Henry of Trastamara ordered Martinez
to stop inflaming the masses. When Martinez ignored the king’s order, the aljama,
the Jewish council, of Seville took their case to Rome, which was known for giving
the Jews favorable hearings—for a fee, it was rumored—but Martinez ignored the
pope as flagrantly as he had ignored the king.

The battle between Martinez and the aljama continued unabated for more
than ten years. In 1382, Juan I, Henry’s son and successor, reiterated his father’s
order, but Martinez ignored him too. When the aljama produced three royal let-
ters ordering him to desist in 1388, Martinez replied it was better to obey God than
man; he then told the Jews he still intended to have the synagogues razed because
they had been erected illegally. The opposition of Rome was now more than pe-
cuniary: Sicut Judaeis non specified synagogues were to be left intact and their
worshippers unmolested. But the focus of the resentment was clearly motivated
by religion. The rapacity of many Jews and their royal protection fueled resent-
ment and threatened the legitimacy of the state. The longer the crown left the
issue undecided, the greater the likelihood of insurrection. Popular resentment
was also fueled by the murder of Yucaf Pichon, “who had been greatly beloved by
all Seville.™

In order to avoid more trouble, the archbishop of Seville suspended Martinez
in August, 1389. He was to be tried for heresy and removed from his juridical of-
fices. He was denied the right to preach until his trial had been concluded. Within
less than a year, however, Archbishop Baroso and King Juan I were dead, and the
chapter of his order made Martinez one of the provisors of the diocese sede va-
cante, thus promoting him into a position to put his sermons against the Jews into
effect. Martinez lost no time. On December 8, he ordered the clergy under pain
of excommunication to tear down the synagogues in the diocese “within three
hours.”™ Towns which housed synagogues were placed under interdict until they
were torn down. Martinez was undoubtedly emboldened because King Juan I's
successor was an 11-year-old invalid in no position to stop him.

On January 15, however, the chapter which had just promoted him deprived
Martinez of his provisorship, again suspended his preaching faculties, and or-
dered him to rebuild the synagogues demolished at his command. Martinez re-
mained defiant, declaring he repented of nothing. The mob in Seville grew bolder
and more defiant too as a result of his continued preaching. When the authorities
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scourged two mob leaders, the mob was enraged and took its anger out on the
Jews.

On June 9, 1391, the storm finally broke. The uprising in Seville sacked the
Juderia, and 4,000 Jews were killed. Those who were not killed saved their lives by
submitting to baptism. Two of the town’s synagogues were converted into churches
for Christians who settled in the quarter that before had housed the town’s Jews.
The rioting then spread north, first to Cordova, then to Toledo and Burgos, until
all of Castile was swept into the vortex of anti-Jewish violence. Castile, nominally
under the rule of the boy king Henry the Invalid, was in a state of interregnum.
No one had the power to stop the rioting, and no one had the power to punish the
rioters. As a result, 50,000 people died.

One month after the riots in Seville, a group of boys marched on the Jud-
eria in Valencia crying, ““The Archdeacon is coming. The Jews must choose be-
tween baptism and death.™ When some of them pushed their way inside, the
gates closed behind them, and those on the outside shouted that their companions
were being murdered. When the civil authorities arrived, the Jews, out of fear,
refused to open the gate. By thwarting the authorities, the Jews turned events over
to the mob, which entered the Juderia over the roofs of adjoining houses and by
the old rampart below the bridge. Once inside, the mob sacked the Juderia, and
hundreds of Jews were murdered. In the Jewish quarter, the mob demanded what
the boys had proposed at the beginning of the riot: baptism or death. The Jews
who accepted baptism were spared, but the plundering continued unabated. The
mob then broke into the jail and freed its prisoners. They then attacked the Baylia
and destroyed the royal registers as a way of evading payment of taxes. The same
pattern repeated itself elsewhere as the rioting spread across Spain. In Palma, on
the island of Majorca, three hundred Jews were slain, and the remaining Jews only
escaped death by accepting baptism.

In 1395 Henry attained his majority and came to Seville to punish the insur-
rectionists. Martinez was put on trial, but there is no record of the verdict, an
indication that the punishment was trivial if in fact there was any punishment.
When Martinez died, he bequeathed a considerable fortune to the Hospital of
Santa Maria. In the meantime, nothing was done to punish the assaults, robber-
ies, and murders perpetrated against the Jews. The municipal authorities, who
looked the other way when the rioting was in full-swing, blamed the rioting on
“little people.”

Forced conversion was more often an instrument of the state than the Church.
On the eve of the converso crisis, forced conversion seemed the simplest way to
calm an explosive social situation which was leading to anarchy and civil war. As
Baer notes, “after the conversions, the disorders stopped.”™ The king of Castile was
the exception to the rule. In October 1394, after hearing complaints that converted
Jews were inciting the population against unconverted Jews, he stated categori-
cally that forced conversion was a violation of civil and canon law, and “those who
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interfere in this matter, either by persuasion or in any other way, endanger them-
selves with both God and man.™

Once a Jew submitted to baptism, he could walk unharmed through the very
mob which only minutes before was determined to kill him. Forced conversion
as a political solution had increasing appeal the lower one descended in the hi-
erarchies of Church and State, probably because those were the people most im-
mediately affected by the violence and most immediately in need of a solution. “A
pope might find it necessary to protect the human freedom of Jews against the
excessive, and inauthentic, zeal of a bishop who saw in forced conversion a simple
way to dissolve pluralist tensions in his jurisdictions.” Rome was more likely to
defend the sincerity of Jewish conversion than a bishop “who was inordinately
hesitant to receive converts he thought unreliable in principle.”™

Not all of the conversions following the turmoil of 1391 were sincere, as nu-
merous Jewish converts themselves indicated. The fear of reprisal created an un-
fortunate spate of forced conversions, which compounded the problem of sub-
version that had led to the riots and forced conversions in the first place. Forced
conversion is antithetical to the Christian faith. “The unwilling,” Pope Gregory
the Great wrote at the beginning of a tradition that would remain unchanged
throughout the papacy, “are not to be compelled.”

Popes throughout the period in question walked a fine line between two ex-
tremes, as shown by Poland, which erred by allowing Jews to usurp Christian
privilege, and Spain, which erred by promoting forced conversion. Popes pro-
tested both abuses, but, in the case of Spain, unscrupulous politicians, seeing in
forced conversion a quick fix to a difficult problem, ignored the warnings and
created a deeper, more intractable problem. Many Jews accepted baptism to re-
tain their goods and their lives. “Given the forced nature of the mass conversions
of 1391,” Kamen writes, “it was obvious that many could not have been genuine
Christians.”™ The king of Aragon repudiated the concept of forced conversion and
made clear to the Jews there that they could return to their ancestral religion, but
that was not the case in Barcelona, which then became a hotbed of subversive ac-
tivity until the Spanish Civil War.

Conversion stopped insurrection, which made it dear to the ruler’s heart.
Royal involvement in forced conversion was a tradition as long standing in Spain
as the tradition of suspicion of Jews as subversives. The most conspicuous advo-
cates of violence to “convert” Jews were the Visigothic kings Reccared and Sisibut.
Sisibut felt Jews “had corrupted the minds of the princes.” Referring to Sisibut’s
intentions, St. Isidore of Seville, said “He had zeal, but not zeal in conformity with
knowledge [Rom 10: 2] for he compelled by means of power those whom he ought
to have invited to the faith by reasoning.” Isidore of Seville rebuked Sisibut in the
name of Pope Gregory the Great. The Fourth Council of Toledo added a further
caveat. Once converted there was no turning back. Converts, the Council contin-
ued, “received the divine sacraments, the grace of baptism, were anointed by the
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chrism and partook in the body and blood of the lord™ so, “it is proper that they
keep the faith, although they admitted to its truth under compulsion.™*

The Church was caught in the middle. The popes did not condone forced bap-
tism, but they affirmed that the sacrament of baptism left an indelible mark. The
princes were the first to advocate forced baptism to end civil disorder, but they
were also the first to allow the Jews to return to their former way of life once the
disorder passed. For them, expediency trumped dogma. Princes and kings needed
Jews to lend them money, so they were more likely to allow them to attempt what
was theologically impossible, namely, undo the indelible mark of baptism on the
soul. Bishops and popes were the first to resist forced baptism, but they were also
the first to resist the idea that a baptized Jew could return to his former life.

Eventually, the Church took the lead in the matter and came down on the side
of baptism. If force were so absolute that it overcame all capacity to resist it, the
sacrament was not valid, and the man remained a Jew. If, on the other hand, there
was some degree of assent, though, then the sacrament was valid, and the Jew was
no longer a Jew, and he was subject “to the rigors of canonical penalties should he
fail to practice his new religion.” So, “although Jews cannot be forced to accept
baptism, still, if they have in fact received it owing to force, they cannot now evade
the penalties of heretics.... a will that is forced remains a will ... provided, however,
that the force was not absolute.™ If a Jew who converted with a howling mob
outside the church during the riots failed to practice his religion, he was a Chris-
tian and subject to the penalties of canon law. Those who reverted to their former
religion were heretics; the punishment for heresy could be death. The popes “were
as consistent in requiring the fulfillment of these obligations on the part of validly
baptized Jews as they were in condemning the intemperate zeal that would force
the sacrament on an unwilling Jewish adult or his child.™®

Judaism proscribed in the minutest detail the regulation of daily life, includ-
ing many dietary laws. A Jewish woman who accepted baptism on Sunday did
not wake up on Monday morning with new recipes in her head. The absence of
catechesis after conversion meant that old habits were going to perdure. If Jewish
prescriptions about the minutiae of daily life had any psychological validity, the
perdurance of Jewish ritual would mean the perdurance of Jewish thought, which
was oftentimes antithetical to Catholicism.

Moreover, the Jews who were likely to convert were oftentimes the Jews who
lacked zeal when it came to what Jews interpreted as biblical law. This group tend-
ed to follow a “religion of the intellect” which quickly degenerated into Averroism,
a rationalism that would eventually find expression through Jews like Spinoza in
the Enlightenment

As the storm of anti-Semitism spread across Spain, small Jewish communities
converted en masse. In October 1391, large numbers of Jews converted to Chris-
tianity. Many, like cartographer Judah Cresques, were famous. Some conversions
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were, again, insincere. Isaac Nifoci, the astronomer, converted, but at the first op-
portunity, he renounced his conversion and sailed to the Holy Land.

Resentment against the Jews had led to widespread rioting in 1391, and that in
turn riveted the attention of the Church on the Jews. St. Vincent Ferrer, as a con-
sequence, led crusades for the conversion of the Jews. In 1391 he achieved his most
spectacular success when Rabbi Solomon ha-Levi converted to the Catholic faith
and became Paul of Burgos or Paul de Santa Maria. Levi was thoroughly conver-
sant with Talmudic literature and acquainted with the leading Jewish scholars of
his day. He embraced Christianity after reading Aquinas. His conversion, howev-
er, increased the general animus against the Jews because it revealed the evidence
of anti-Christian conspiracy from the inside. Paul of Burgos was a Jewish insider
if there ever was one, and he implicated the Jews in a conspiracy to overthrow the
Christian monarchs of the Iberian Peninsula. After his conversion, Levi published
“two dialogues in which he categorically declared that the Jews were bent upon
ruling Spain.™

St. Vincent Ferrer was in Valencia when the riot broke out there on July g,
1391. Lea says his presence “may perhaps be an indication that the affair was pre-
arranged.™ But Lea does not mention that Ferrer was born in Valencia, which
makes his presence there not unusual. Ferrer was born in 1350, the same year
Pedro the Cruel ascended to the throne. Influenced by the spirit of Raymond of
Penafort, Ferrer joined the Dominicans and its crusade to convert the Jews just
as social unrest was turning into civil war in Spain. According to Gheon, Ferrer
“hurled himself at the Jewish problem in a kind of frenzy.»* As a result, he was
held responsible for the pogroms, a point Lea raises and then denies. Ferrer was
eager to convert the Jews, but he was equally adamant in opposing force to achieve
that end. “The apostles,” he claimed “did not carry lances or knives. It is not with
knives that Christians must destroy Jews—destroy, that is, the errors that poison
their souls and their lives—but by words. When they riot against the Jews they
are rioting against God himself. The Jews must come of themselves to baptism.”
Ferrer also denied the Jews any right to refuse to hear the Gospel preached, which
meant any right to avoid listening to his sermons.

The sermons of St. Vincent Ferrer seem to have been miraculous events. Huge
crowds assembled; the fact that they heard his words at all in the days before elec-
tronic amplification is miracle enough. But people from different parts of Europe
understood his sermons even though he preached them in the Valencian dialect,
the only language he knew. Lea claims “his Catalan was intelligible to Moor, Greek,
German, Frenchman, Italian and Hungarian.”* He also claims that Ferrer “healed
the infirm and repeatedly restored the dead to life.”” Ferrer tramped from one end
of Spain to the other during 1391, and because of his efforts Jews converted by the
thousands. “On a single day in Toledo,” Lea reports, “he is said to have converted
no less than four thousand.”™® Lea, however, can’t let the magnitude of his efforts
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pass unscathed without a hint that Ferrer was responsible for the violence, if only
by omission: “It is to be hoped that,” he concludes, “in some cases at least, he may
have restrained the murderous mob, if only by hiding its victims in the baptismal
font.”™ On the eve of the riots, the Jews had regained prosperity. There was no
reason to convert for venal reasons. Indeed, few Jews in Spain did convert, “until
Saint Vincent, by his preaching and his miracles, began to touch their hearts with
pity for the sufferings of the Crucified Jew.™°

Baer cites the traditionally accepted date of Solomon ha-Levi’s baptism as July
21, 1390, but adds “it is more likely that the baptism took place on the 21st of July
1391, in the midst of the great persecution.™ He cites no evidence for changing the
date, but the change undermines the sincerity of ha-Levi’s conversion. Even ac-
cording to Baer, however, Paul of Burgos was no opportunist. His conversion pre-
ceded the pogroms of 1391 and may have been prompted by a vision of them, but
it went much deeper than the superficial pressure that would prompt conversos to
convert for temporal gain.

Baer’s account of Levi’s conversion emphasizes the coercion of the mob but
minimizes Jewish losses in the intellectual battle with the Catholics ever since
Donin arranged the disputation over the Talmud in Paris in the mid 13th Century.
Aquinas’ Summa Contra Gentiles and Martini’s Pugio Fidei figured in Levi’s con-
version, which was not one of “thousands of baptisms” hastily administered so
“the frightened Jews” could “keep their goods and their lives.** He did not convert
under duress. Even Baer says he “should not be looked upon merely as a careerist
whose actions were in no wise influenced by study and religious considerations.”
Baer adds “There is undoubtedly a grain of truth in the Christian tradition that the
works of Thomas Aquinas were the decisive factor in Solomon Halevy’s decision
to adopt Christianity. Despite hints Levi was a rationalist, Baer claims “he had
come to the conclusion that the messianic prophecies had been fulfilled in Jesus of
Nazareth,” based on a letter Levi wrote to his fellow Jews.** One of the Jews, Joshua
Halorki read that letter and expressed shock and dismay at Levy’s conversion,
but admitted he too had religious doubts. Twenty years later Halorki converted,
also as a result of reading Aquinas, Martini, and other disciples of Penaforte and
listening to the sermons of Vincent Ferrer. Baer states explicitly about Halorki
what he only hints about Levi. Halorki’s faith, Baer claims, had “long before been
undermined.™ In the letter that expressed his doubts to Levy, Halorki

reveals anew the character of those Averroist intellectuals who sought to enjoy

all the cultural values and treasures of enlightenment, while their ties with the

traditions of their own people slackened more and more. Eventually they turned

to the Catholic Church, which, though its principles too, were irreconcilable

with the religion of their intellect, nevertheless offered them a reasonably coher-

ent system of dogmatics as well as a rich tradition of humanistic and secular
culture.*
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Levi, or Paul of Burgos, followed in the footsteps of his Dominican mentors.
He studied at the University of Paris, then returned to Castile, where he rose rap-
idly in the hierarchy, eventually becoming Bishop of Burgos. In old age, he wrote a
polemic, Scrutinium Scripturarum, and an addendum to the biblical commentary
of Nicolaus de Lyra. Paul was no rationalist however. As the less educated Jews
were agitated by messianic visions as the 14th Century closed, Paul wrote about
predictions of “signs and wonders” which corresponded to the massacres of 1391
and the conversions which followed.

In 1412, as Chancellor of Castile, Paul of Burgos drew up The Ordenamiento
de Dona Catalina, a rigorous set of regulations which levied stiff penalties on Jews
and Moors and attempted to separate them from intercourse with unsuspecting
Christians. Jews and Moors were required to wear badges distinguishing them
from Christians. They could only dress in coarse cloth and were not allowed to
shave or cut their hair so as to appear Christian. They could not change their
place of residence; any nobleman from another land who received them if they
did was heavily fined and obliged to return them to their previous abode. Any Jew
caught trying to leave the country was enslaved. Jews were barred from the higher
professions and forbidden to learn the trades of “apothecaries, grocers, furriers,
blacksmiths, peddlers, carpenters, tailors, barbers and butchers.® They were for-
bidden to bear arms or to hire Christian servants or to drink, bathe, or eat with
Christians or attend their weddings. In short, the Ordenamiento established strict
segregation as well as powerful disincentives for living as a non-Christian minor-
ity in Spain. Conversely, it established powerful incentives for conversion.

In 1410, shortly before his death, Rabbi Hasdai Crescas wrote Or Adonai to
deal with the conversions which had swept through the Jewish communities in
Spain. According to Rabbi Crescas, the chief cause of conversion was “the Greek
[i.e., Aristotle] who has dimmed the eyes of Israel in these our times.® The me-
dieval confrontation with Aristotle exposed the Talmud as an unscientific list of
opinions and commentaries, constantly turning in on itself in more and more
convoluted fashion. Averroes opened the Jews to a Christianity that could accom-
modate the insights of the Greek philosophers and the Jewish prophets, as Aqui-
nas’ synthesis had done. As a result, “Men seeking salvation for their souls hoped
to find their heart’s desire in Christianity, which was expounded to the people by
great popular orators and highly cultured humanists.™

One year after Or Adonai, St. Vincent Ferrer arrived in Castile at the head of a
band of hundreds so touched by his preaching and his call to repentance that they
followed him from town to town flogging themselves in a public display of peni-
tence. The bands of flagellants terrified the Jews. Those who did not flee at the sight
of the approaching penitents flogging themselves were subjected to St. Vincent’s
sermons when he entered their synagogues to preach the word of Christ to them,
whether they wanted to hear it or not. Ferrer was adamant in opposing forced
conversion, but just as adamant in forcing the Jews to listen to his sermons.
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Toward the end of 1412, Ferrer turned his attention to neighboring Aragon.
While visiting the castle of Caspe and playing a decisive role in raising Fernande
de Antiquera to the throne, Ferrer met Joshua Halorki, the pope’s physician, and
engaged him in conversations about conversion. Twenty years earlier, Halorki had
written that letter to Solomon Halevy, expressing dismay at the latter’s conver-
sion, but also expressing doubts about the Jewish religion. The doubts had evi-
dently grown, and when Ferrer pressed the issue, Halorki converted. Halorki then
changed his name to Hieronymus de De Sancte Fide, and like Levi, directed his at-
tention to his former co-religionists. In August 1412 he presented the Avignonese
anti-Pope Benedict XIII with a treatise on the Jews in Latin and Hebrew. The pam-
phlet must have impressed the pope because it became the seed from which the
disputation at Tortosa grew.

In late 1412, Benedict XIII ordered the aljamas of Aragon to send representa-
tives to San Mateo, near Tortosa, for a debate with the newly converted Geronimo
de Sancte Fide on the proposition that the Messiah had already come. Attendance
was not optional. The Jews tried to get out of attending through bribery and pro-
test, but to no avail. The pope was determined to solve the Jewish question once
and for all. Benedict felt the confrontation between Halorki and the rabbis would
lead to the extinction of Judaism in Spain. It turns out that the hopes of the anti-
pope were not exaggerated. Three thousand Jews from Aragon presented them-
selves for baptism during the debate, including members of the prominent de la
Caballeria family. Aljamas across Aragon converted en masse. Baer explains the
conversions by claiming “Aragon’s Jewry was feeble and exhausted, and there was
no king to protect it, but the disputation would show that the feebleness was
intellectual and rooted in the Talmud, which Geronimo Sancte Fe, the former
rabbi, knew intimately. Benedict XIII had arranged an all-out cultural offensive
against the Jews. While Geronimo de Sancte Fide would engage them in debate,
St. Vincent Ferrer would traverse Aragon preaching his miraculous sermons. Few
Jews could resist this combination.

Led by Rabbi Vidal ben Veniste de la Cavalleria, a team of 14 rabbis met for
debate at the pope’s palace on February 7, 1413, under the supervision of Benedict.
The following day, the pope laid down the ground rules. The disputation was not
a debate between equals; it was rather a form of instruction, according to which
the Jews were allowed to defend themselves against charges Geronimo de Sancte
Fide would raise. De Sancte Fide, a genius in dividing his opponents, according to
Baer, opened the disputation by pitting the writings of the Old Testament against
the Talmud.

The Jews, Baer claims, had little time to prepare, although they had been in
Tortosa for a month preceding the disputation. On the second day of the disputa-
tion, Rabbi Joseph Albo “got entangled in self contradictions ... and the Jewish
multitude present laughed at him and considered him defeated.” The discussion
involved the Messiah. Some of the rabbis brought up the Aggada of the Palestin-
ian Talmud that suggested the Messiah had been born on the day the Temple had
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been destroyed and that he had remained alive since then in an earthly Paradise,
and that occasionally he would appear at the gates of Rome. When the pope asked
whether it was possible for the Messiah to live such a long time, Rabbi Astruc Ha-
levi snapped back that it was no less plausible than what Christians believed about
their Messiah. Rabbi Astruc then claimed the Jews didn’t need a Messiah for the
salvation of their souls—“because their souls would be saved even if the Messiah
never came”—but rather for the restoration of their political kingdom.* The pope
reminded the Rabbi, if that were the case the Jews needed no Messiah at all, and
Rabbi Astruc “had to apologize.™

The disputants demonstrated very different notions of what the Messiah was
supposed to do. The gentiles longed for release from the bondage of sin and for the
salvation of their souls; the Jews “await[ed] a Messianic king who will build the
earthly Jerusalem.™* The Talmudic Messiah was “a lofty personage, a man born of
a human being, and his act of redemption will be to bring the bodies out of slavery
into freedom, to raise the Jewish people to a state of enduring prosperity, to build
the Temple and to maintain it in splendor. All admit that such a Messiah has not
yet arrived.” If nothing else, the disputation showed that the Jews were seeking a
Messiah different from the one whom the Christians said had already arrived. The
Christians saw the Messiah as “a God-man, while the Jewish definition is that of a
superior human being. The function of the Christian Messiah is to save souls from
Hell, which the Jewish Messiah is to keep the Jewish bodies out of servitude.™*

The Jews were handicapped by the ground rules of the debate, which took
place in an “irksome atmosphere of political pressure and moral coercion.”” But
the Jews faced internal difficulties too. Virtually all their fundamental difficulties
revolved around the Talmud. The Talmud was an esoteric text, written by rabbis
solely for rabbis, and never intended to be the object of public debate. As a result,
when the Talmud’s more embarrassing passages were dragged into the light by
converts who were former rabbis, the Jews didn’t know what to say. The Disputa-
tion of Tortosa thus followed the same pattern as Donin’s attack on the Talmud a
Century and a half before.

On June 15, 1414, Geronimo de Sancte Fide read “some Talmudic passages
which should have been censored,” and asked the Jews if they were ready to de-
fend them s® The Jews, who probably decided to maintain silence beforehand, gave
no reply. Geronimo took the Jews’ silence as proof they were “dumbfounded and
bewildered.™ Baer does not dispute the claim, but adds as justification “it was
naturally not pleasant for the Jews to have to discuss such passages before the
tribunal.”° The Jews, quite simply, could not defend their own sacred texts. In the
minutes of July 7, 1414, they are recorded as saying::

The Jews here assembled from all the communities in the kingdom ... declare

that because of their ignorance and lack of enlightenment, they are unable to re-

but the arguments of Hieronymus [de Sancte Fide] against the talmudic sayings

cited by him, and do not know how to defend those sayings. They are, neverthe-
less, firmly convinced that, were the authors of those sayings now alive, they
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would have known how to defend them because, as wise and good men, they
could not have uttered any unseemly statements.®

This may be sly irony, but it was hardly convincing apologetics. The rabbis
then petitioned the pope to allow them to go home “inasmuch as they did not
have among them a champion competent and worthy of defending the Talmud.™*
The rabbis added “their weakness was not to be taken as a reflection upon the
Talmud,” but it certainly seemed that way.®

Jerome of the Holy Faith was aided by another rabbi convert, Andreas Be-
trandi, a scripture scholar in the employ of the pope. When the two former rabbis
reminded the Jews that one false statement in the Talmud would disqualify the
entire book, and when they reminded them that this was the criterion used to
condemn the writings of Maimonides, Rabbi Astruc Halevi responded

Taken literally, the talmudic passages quoted by Magister Andreas and Magister
Hieronymus seemed to be heretical, inconsistent with good morals and falla-
cious. According to the traditional view taken by his teachers, however, these
passages were to be interpreted in another sense. He himself admitted that he
did not know the correct interpretation and did not intend to defend the pas-
sages; he therefore withdrew all his previous statements.5¢

Baer says it is “most unlikely that the Jews had nothing more to say,” and they
“were eager to hurry back to their communities no matter what, so as to try to save
them from impending disintegration and collapse,” but their eagerness could also
be interpreted as discomfort at not knowing what to say.® Before long it became
clear that the Jews had lost the battle. They were incapable of defending their most
sacred writings. The Jews had written the Talmud to support their religion; they
had then turned that religion into a manifestation of the Talmud by claiming that
it was “more binding that the Torah itself,” but for the second time in as many
centuries, the most learned Jews could not defend their writings in the court of
reason.s®

Baer tries to explain this failure by saying the rabbis had been infected with
“Averroism” and therefore “the Torah had lost its taste and fragrance and ceased
to yield its strength,” but the Torah was not at issue because the Christians accept-
ed it as their sacred text as well (though not, of course, what the Hebrews would
call the ‘oral’ Torah).” The Christians asserted exclusive rights over the Torah and
cited the blasphemies of the Talmud as proof that the Jews had abandoned the
religion of Abraham and Moses. Baer claims “Judaism was inconsistent with the
religion of reason,” but the disputation showed something slightly different.®® It
showed the Talmud was inconsistent with reason and inconsistent with the Torah
as well. The issue was the Talmud, which had become the heart of the Jewish re-
ligion, distorting the Torah and shielding it from its true and infallibly protected
interpretation by the Church in the light of the New Covenant upon which She is
founded (the failing of the Jews regarding the Torah is also a failing of Messianic
Christian heretics who in many ways imitate the Jews in belief and practice). The
issue was also the Jewish inability to defend the Talmud. Once the rabbis could
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not defend the Talmud against the attacks of former rabbis, Judaism was perceived
as irrational, outdated, and not worth defending. Jews as a result began to convert
in large numbers even before the debate ended. “In March 1413 and the following
months,” Baer says,

Jews appeared in Tortosa, singly at first and then in groups, declaring that after
listening to the feeble arguments of their rabbis they had decided to become
Christians. Others were baptized in their own localities. On February 2, 1414,
some members of the de la Cavalleria family and their households were baptized.
Within a few weeks several of these men, under Christian names, held important
administrative and political posts.®®

Solomon de Piera, the aged poet, joined Don Vidal de la Cavalleria, the rab-
bis’ chief disputant, in converting to Christianity. Baer says, “Such faithlessness
on the part of educated Jews of good family, who had been bred in the Hebrew
tradition with its cultural treasures, was already quite common.... Nevertheless,
each and every instance of betrayal cut the loyal Jews to the heart.””° Baer feels “the
king was inviting the two de la Cavallerias to his camp mainly for political and
practical reasons,” but the defection was devastating nonetheless, “to the remnant
of Spanish Jewry it must indeed have seemed as if the sun had set with the apos-
tasy of Don Vidal.”” Rabbis like Bonafed compared the Jews who did not convert
to “grain forgotten in the fields,” it was “only by sheer accident were they not swept
away by the tempest of apostasy.”

The conversions continued into 1414, when Astruc Rimoch, “a physician and
poet of Fraga who had protected faithful Jews in 1391, converted to Christianity
together with his son, also a physician and assumed the name of Magister Fran-
ciscus de Sant Jordi.”” The Rabbis were perplexed; they could not explain why so
many Jews converted. Baer returns again and again to “Averroism” as the most
plausible explanation: “our pious men believe that philosophical contemplation,”
which is to say, “knowledge of the books of nature and of Aristotelian metaphys-
ics” is “more important than the performance of the commandments.””* There
were external factors too. “There is reason to assume that Vincent Ferrer’s ser-
mons made an impression upon both humble and educated classes, and that the
Church’s ‘victory’ at Tortosa bewildered many.”” In the aftermath of the dispu-
tation, St. Vincent Ferrer continued to march through Aragon with his band of
flagellants, forcing the Jews to listen to his sermons, and many Jews converted
there as well.

Two years after Vincent Ferrer’s flagellants marched through Aragon, Bene-
dict XIII was deposed. The king died a few months later, and a psychological reac-
tion set in. The frenzy had worn out the Spanish nation psychologically. As normal
life resumed, some of the old and the new Christians fell into the habits that had
sustained them before the conversions. The Ordeniamento of Dona Catalina fell
into desuetude. As the old habits reasserted themselves, the suspicion spread that
the conversions of the new Christians were insincere. “Given the forced nature of
the mass conversions of 1391,” Kamen writes, “it was obvious that many could not
have been genuine Christians.™® As a result, the conversos were regarded with
suspicion as a fifth column within the Church. Terms of opprobrium were applied
to them, the most common being marrano, a word of obscure origin.
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Chapter Five
The Revolution Arrives in Europe

It is clear that the Gospel, rendered purely natural (and, therefore, absolutely
debased), becomes a revolutionary ferment of extraordinary violence. Jacques
Maritain, Three Reformers

Whenever a party in Christendom opposes itself to the ruling church, it assumes
a tinge of the Old Testament, not to say Jewish spirit. Heinrich Graetz, History
of the Jews

ing to Aeneas Sylvius Piccolomini, Bohemia had more beautiful churches and

monasteries than any other kingdom in Europe. Aeneas Silvius’s claim was no
idle boast; he had traveled widely through Europe on the Church’s business. He
also wrote a history of Bohemia, took part in the Council of Basel, and eventually
became head of the Catholic Church as Pope Pius II.

Prague’s Jewish community was the most important in Bohemia. Jews in Bo-
hemia invariably found their way to Prague, a center of European usury, and the
“money business created over time a widespread network of familial and business
connections that extended far beyond the borders of Bohemia.”

Prague had been linked directly to Spain by the slave trade since antiquity.
Archbishop Agobard of Lyon reported that at the time of Louis the Pious, Jews
were involved in slave traffic, importing pagan slaves from the Slavic lands east
of the Holy Roman Empire. Jewish merchants trafficking in slaves, Bavarian salt,
Bohemian wax, and horses, would stop regularly in Prague from the ninth Cen-
tury onwards. Cosmas, the Czech chronicler, said in the 1oth Century that Jews
had been in Prague so long that no one knew when they had first settled there,
although he speculated they lived in Prague from the time of the Roman Emperor
Vespasian.?

The trade in German and Slavic slaves began in Berlin. The slaves were then
sent to Prague and from there to Venice and then to Cordoba. Since the Jewish
commercial network was also an intelligence network, whatever happened in Cor-
doba was discussed in Prague and vice versa. And much was happening in both
places. Jews were converting in unprecedented numbers in Spain, and those who
did not convert were looking nervously for a safe place to land. And Bohemia, the
jewel of central European Catholic and monastic culture, was on the verge of the
first full-blown revolution on European soil.

Trouble had been brewing in Prague for years. Ordained a priest in 1400, one
year later John Huss became dean of the philosophy faculty at the Charles Uni-
versity, founded in 1348 at the pinnacle of Prague’s golden age to honor St. Charles

I n 1412, the “revolutionary storm” broke unexpectedly over Bohemia. Accord-
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the Great. Charles University would prove less a monument than an occasion for
the undoing of that Golden Age. After Anne of Bohemia married King Richard
IT of England, probably in 1382, the University of Prague became a conduit of
subversive English thought, particularly the ideas of John Wycliffe, a professor
of heretical leanings who became the pride of Oxford University when he was
appointed Doctor there in 1371. Prague University’s prominence increased in 1383
when the Dominicans transferred their Parisian college to Prague as a result of the
Great Schism. By 1390 Bohemian students were studying at Oxford, and Wycliffe’s
philosophical works were being copied and discussed in Prague. John Huss was
one of the scribes.

Wiycliffe’s ecclesiology made dangerous inroads into the mind of John Huss.
Wycliffe does not distinguish between Church and State. He uses “Regnum,” “ec-
clesia” and “respublica” interchangeably. Huss soon talked about the “regnum”
or realm as a salvationary community. “The political ecclesiology of Wycliffe had
defined the body politic of the realm as an ecclesia, an autonomous section of the
Church Militant and had seen the secular powers of the realm as also the rulers of
the church.” Wycliffe was an advocate of returning to the Primitive Church. An
alliance of ill omen formed between those who espoused the “evangelical ideal”
and those who wanted to “justify the nationalization of the English church and
the secularization of her property.* This idea would reach fruition in England
when Henry VIII put in motion the theft of the monasteries from the Church
and their distribution to families—Cecil, Russell, Cromwell, et al—who would
become the backbone of what William Cobbett regarded as a revolutionary move-
ment there. John Huss would do the same thing sooner in Bohemia.

Wycliffe was both a Donatist and an Erastian. He believed a sacrament’s va-
lidity was a function of the soul of the celebrant and transformed this idea into
a political weapon to justify appropriation of Church property by the “realm.”
According to Huss, “The temporal lords can, as they judge proper, take temporal
goods away from habitually delinquent ecclesiastics.” In Huss’s ecclesiology, that
meant “clerics so stubbornly habituated and hardened to evil as obviously to be in
mortal sin.™ This doctrine was music to the ears of the greedy nobility, who had
long looked with envy on the Church’s property in Bohemia, where 50 percent of
the land was in Church hands.

One by one the ingredients that made up the stew of revolution took their place
in Huss’s mind where they simmered through years of public activity as a profes-
sor and a preacher. The idea of the realm as a salvationary community enabled an
ethnic group to appropriate models from the Old Testament and define itself as a
“holy nation,” whose purpose was spreading heaven on earth by the sword, which
became the essence of the revolutionary ideology. The idea of the realm as salvific
community also explains “how the pietistic religious movements of the 14th Cen-
tury, passing though the medium of Huss’s leadership in the early 15th emerged as
the mutiny of 1414-5 and the revolution of the following decade.”
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Huss, like Wycliffe, appealed first to the example of the Primitive Church.
That appeal soon went beyond the Primitive Church of the New Testament to a
more appropriate object of imitation in the Old, Joshua leading his people in battle
against flesh and blood foes, not against the principalities and powers the Church
fought. Huss’s appropriation of Wycliffe’s conflation of regnum and ecclesia “en-
couraged others to revolt.”® Rome became the Antichrist, and Huss’s followers
longed for “that blessed hour when the Whore of Revelations will be stripped bare
and her flesh consumed by the fire of tribulation,” as Nicholas of Dresden, one of
Huss’s followers put it The appeal to judaizing primitivism expressed “a general
and comprehensive rejection of the Roman system, a kind of total alienation from
the status quo.™ In statements like that of Nicholas of Dresden, “we breathe the
atmosphere of revolution, with evangelical love, humility and suffering displaced
by the fanatical hatred that so often forms their psychological correlate.™ We
breathe, in other words, the toxic vapors of the revolutionary movement.

Huss was appointed preacher at the Bethlehem Chapel in Prague in 1402.
Wealthy benefactors created the Chapel in the 1390s to promote preaching in the
Czech language. The confluence of Wycliffe’s heretical ideas and nascent Czech
nationalism spawned a powerful political movement, which immediately became
the vehicle for messianic politics. Huss’s followers were soon carrying the confla-
tion of ecclesia and respublica to its logical conclusion. Jerome of Prague, who
would follow his master to the stake, called Bohemia “a holy nation” in his ser-
mons and claimed the “Law of God” could be identified with “the national com-
munity loyal to King Wenceslas, the realm of Bohemia.™ John of Jesenice took
the idea a step further ideologically and a step backward toward its Jewish source
when he claimed the Bohemians’ relationship to King Wenceslas was comparable
to Israel’s relationship to God, a comparison that encouraged the King’s appropri-
ation of the Church’s worldly goods. As later in England, the appeal to Scripture,
to the example of the Primitive Church, and to Israel provided intellectual cover
for revolution among the masses and justification for the greed of the princes.

Huss’s idea that Bohemia was a “holy nation” led the Czechs inexorably into
conflict with other ethnic groups, particularly the Germans, who constituted a
significant minority in Prague and the northern and western sections of the king-
dom. The conflict first surfaced at the university, where it took on philosophical
trappings. Since most Germans were Okhamite nominalists, the Czechs gravitat-
ed via Wycliffe into the realist camp. Huss’s German colleagues at the university
orchestrated a condemnation of Wycliffe’s teachings in 1403. Undeterred, Huss
continued to promote Wycliffe, and in 1408 his priestly faculties were suspended.
Proving himself a master of academic politics, Huss orchestrated a successful
counter-attack, persuading the king to disenfranchise the German “nations” at
the university. After Huss’s coup, more than a thousand Germans decamped for
Leipzig, where they started their own university in 1409. The University of Prague
lost the esteem of the academic community throughout Europe, but it became a
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more effective instrument for Wyclifite propaganda, which became more revolu-
tionary under Huss’s guidance. Rome and Prague were on a collision course.

In December 1409, the disputed Pope Alexander V condemned Wycliffism
and forbade most public preaching. When the bull was made public in Prague,
Huss, who had repeatedly attacked the papacy in sermons at Bethlehem Chapel,
was clearly the object of the pope’s ire. Huss was not cowed. Huss appealed the
bull to the archbishop on the day it appeared. More defiantly, he read it aloud
at Bethlehem Chapel to elicit support. The Archbishop of Prague sided with the
pope. At his request, Canon Zdenek burned 200 volumes of heretical material,
including most probably books Huss had transcribed. The archbishop then fled
from Prague to his castle at Roudnice, but not before excommunicating Huss and
his followers for grave and pertinacious disobedience.

Huss responded in accord with the Wyclifite doctrine of the salvific regnum
by upping the ante. Huss took his heretical doctrines and used them as a spring-
board to revolution by invoking the Old Testament. “Will you stand with me?”
Huss asked the congregation at Bethlehem Chapel after his excommunication be-
came public. When the people responded affirmatively in Bohemian, “We will
and we do,” Huss knew where to take them next. “The time has come for us,” he
said to the eager congregation, “just as it did for Moses in the Old Testament, to
take up our swords and defend the law of God™.»

Huss’s contemporaries were shocked and outraged by his boldness. Peter of
Unicov, the Dominican Master in Prague, publicly denounced Huss’s sermon as
“a summons to the people to take their swords and strike their fathers and moth-
ers dead.™ By 1410 clerical appeals to revolutionary violence in the name of Old
Testament figures were commonplace. Jerome of Prague preached sermons that
seethed with revolutionary violence against Rome and the Germans. Jerome not
only encouraged others to take up the sword, he carried one himself, much to
scandal of traditionalist clergy. Brandishing a sword, Jerome chased preachers of
indulgences out of churches throughout Prague. He also used a sword to cap-
ture three monks he suspected of exhibiting false relics. Sword in hand, he took
two to the civil authorities and imprisoned the third. Putting his sword aside, he
beat the Franciscan preacher Benes of Boleslav with his fists. He was also a mas-
ter of cultural and psychological terrorism, engaging in a propaganda campaign
against Ernest of Carinthia and leading mobs in three incidents where they broke
into churches and smeared excrement on crucifixes. He justified these acts of vio-
lence and impiety by appealing to the Czech nation as the New Israel. If Jerome of
Prague were unable to invoke Moses, he would have been considered a common
thug. With Moses and Israel on his lips, Jerome took thuggery to a new level, the
level of revolutionary activity. Once Israel got invoked, Jerome was not a renegade
priest or a sword-wielding cultural terrorist; he was Joshua leading the Bohemian
Israelites, the “holy nation,” into battle with “Edom,” the heretics who were invari-
ably German and loyal to Rome.
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By now it should be clear that Huss could not have led a congregation of
Catholics into rebellion against the Church of Rome without invoking the Old
Testament. Huss and his followers had already described the Czechs as “a holy na-
tion”. Unlike the “New Israel,” warned by Jesus that those who lived by the sword
would die by it, the Bohemian zealots who conflated “regnum”and “ecclesia” could
spread the gospel with the sword because Bohemia was their “ecclesia,” and their
religion, derived from the messianic politics which revolutionaries from the time
of Simon bar Kokhba had gleaned from the Old Testament. Since there was only
one “holy nation,” Bohemians became the “New Israel” by default.

The concept “holy nation” as a conflation of the secular “regnum” with the
spiritual “ecclesia” is a Jewish idea. The Hussite revolution was, at its core, a rejec-
tion of the Roman Church and its adherence to Christ’s claim that his kingdom
was not of this world. The popes would term the idea that a holy nation wielding
the sword could create heaven on earth a return to the vomit of Judaism. This was
the essence of revolution then, and revolutionaries from Bar Kokhba to Trotsky
have remained faithful to this creed. Many Jewish commentators have noticed the
underlying congruity between Talmudic Judaism and revolution. Calling Huss, “a
Czech priest” who had “loosened the bonds in which the church had ensnared the
minds of men,”™ Heinrich Graetz notes

the flames ... fired a multitude in Bohemia, who entered on a life and death

struggle with Catholicism. Whenever a party in Christendom opposes itself to

the ruling church, it assumes a tinge of the Old Testament, not to say Jewish spirit.

The Hussites regarded Catholicism, not unjustly as heathenism, and themselves

as Israelites, which must wage holy war against Philistines, Moabites and Am-

monites. Church and monasteries were to them the sanctuaries of a dissolute

idolatry, temples to Baal and Moloch and groves of Ashtaroth to be consumed
with fire and sword [my emphasis].'s

Millennialism played an increasingly prominent role in the revolutionary
mind. Millennialism was a derivation of two biblical texts—Daniel 7, describing
the “fourth beast” or kingdom in Daniel’s dream and Revelation 20, describing
the reign of a thousand years. According to Daniel,

The fourth beast

is to be a fourth kingdom on earth,

different from all other kingdoms.

It will devour the whole earth,

trample it underfoot and crush it.

As for the ten horns: from this kingdom

will rise ten kings, and another after them;

this one will be different from the previous one
and will bring down three kings;

he is going to speak words against the Most High,
and harass the saints of the Most High.

He will consider changing seasons and the Law,
and the saints will put into his power
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for a time, two times and half a time.

But a court will be held and his power will be stripped from him,
consumed and utterly destroyed.

And sovereignty and kingship,

and the splendors of all the kingdoms under heaven

will be given to the people of the saints of the Most High.

His sovereignty is an eternal sovereignty

and every empire will serve and obey him.

Historically Daniel is referring to Alexander the Great as the fourth beast.
His kingdom split after his death into two main divisions, the Seleucids and the
Ptolomies, but its reign is only temporary. His kingdom will be succeeded by a
kingdom which has “an eternal sovereignty.” Revelations 20 complements Dan-
iel’s vision by describing the thousand year reign of Christ on earth that begins
when “an angel” came “down from heaven with the key of the Abyss in his hand
and an enormous chain.” The angel then “overpowered the dragon, that primeval
serpent which is the devil and Satan, and chained him up for a thousand years. He
threw him into the Abyss, and shut the entrance and sealed it over him, to make
sure that he would not deceive the nations again until the thousand years had
passed. At the end of that time, he must be released, but only for a short while.”
When St. John wrote his Apoecalypse, the fourth beast was associated with Rome,
specifically with the persecutions of Nero, which took a terrible toll on the nascent
Christian church.

Roughly four centuries later, St. Augustine would propose the definitive
interpretation of these passages in The City of God. The book of Revelation was
understood not in a literal historical sense but as a spiritual allegory. The Mil-
lennium had begun with Christ’s death on the Cross and would continue until
the Second Coming, when the Antichrist would reign for three and a half years
before Christ returned in glory to judge the living and the dead and end time and
human history. To consider the Millennium as anything other than the dispensa-
tion of the New Israel, the Catholic Church, was declared a heresy and a supersti-
tious aberration by the Council of Ephesus in 431. In spite of this condemnation,
Millennialism “persisted in the obscure underworld of popular religion.™ And it
would come to the fore whenever a movement challenged the Church’s claim to
be the “New Israel.” Invariably, each heretical sect would identify the fourth beast
with the Church of Rome, and each would avidly ascribe to itself the event that
would inaugurate the Millennium on earth. The Fifth Monarchy men at the time
of Cromwell are a prominent example, but by no means exceptional. Their calcu-
lations were strikingly similar to those of the Taborites, the revolutionary wing of
the Hussite party that established itself as the revolutionary avant garde by force
in the summer of 1420.

There is another interpretation of Revelations 20. Those who refused to suc-
cumb to the persecutions of the fourth beast, made up Rome, and reigned for
literally one thousand years—the period between Alaric’s sack of Rome in 410, the
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date conventionally given for the fall of Rome, and the first outbreak of revolution
in Europe, when Huss was excommunicated and gave his revolutionary sermon at
the Bethlehem Chapel in 1410.

If there were one institution associated with this thousand-year reign in Eu-
rope it was the monastery. Nothing symbolized the Roman religion better than
the monasteries. The monastery, which antedated the Rule of St. Benedict, its most
enduring norm, encouraged men to live like angels on earth by proposing a way
to live the counsels of perfection Christ proposed to the rich young man in the
Gospel. When the rich young man asks Jesus what he must do “to possess eter-
nal life,” Jesus tells him to “keep the commandments.” When the young man re-
plies by saying that “I have kept all these. What more do I need to do?” Jesus tells
him “If you wish to be perfect, go and sell what you own and give the money to
the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; then come and follow me.” Jesus’
boldness shows the radically supernatural character of the New Covenant, which
the Fathers of the Church stressed. The commandments are natural; the counsels
of perfection are supernatural; they transcend a man’s natural inclinations—sex,
food, money, autonomy—which the commandments regulate by confining within
the bounds of reason: “You must not kill. You must not commit adultery. You
must not bring false witness. Honor your father and mother, and: you must love
your neighbor as yourself.” The new way involves a radical departure from the
natural order. Sell everything you have, give the money to the poor, and you will
have treasure in heaven; then come follow me. Thus the monastic vows of poverty,
chastity and obedience, all flowing from the absence of money. Those who did
not marry did not need money to support their families, nor did they need the
autonomy necessary to use that money wisely as heads of households. They could
live like angels on earth.

Monasticism preserved the culture of antiquity when the predations of the
barbarian tribes threatened to destroy civilization after the collapse of the em-
pire in the fifth century. The Rule of St. Benedict enabled establishment of stable
autonomous communities and a cultural lingua franca, the Christianization of
classical culture that prevented Europe from disintegrating into a patchwork of
warring ethnicities. Monasticism did this according to the letter of the gospel, not
by the sword but by gentle example. Like the mustard seed that became the tree in
which the birds of the air found shelter, the monasteries gathered in the maraud-
ing barbarian tribes and civilized them. Like the yeast that inexorably but imper-
ceptibly suffused the lump of dough to raise it, the monasteries raised the level of
European culture by integrating Christianity, classical culture, and local ethnic
identity into one powerful whole. The Benedictine Monks who sailed down the
Danube from Regensburg brought the gospel and culture in its most practical and
mundane forms. A Roman senator sent to administer the border provinces along
the Danube said it was the unhappiest place on earth because its inhabitants had
neither grapes nor olives. The Benedictines brought grapes, transforming the wil-
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derness into a garden, a vineyard, and an orchard—all still standing today, bear-
ing fruit over a hundred-fold over the thousand year reign of Benedict in Europe.

The monasteries became wealthy in the mundane sense by ignoring wealth.
The individual monks renounced money, but their labors produced enormous
wealth for the monasteries. That wealth grew over generations because the monks
did not have children or the expenses they require. More importantly, their lands
were not constantly divided as children inherited the land from their fathers. The
monks who had turned their backs on wealth ended up living lives of wealth, and
wealth led to moral decay. The enemies of the Gospel used that moral decay to
justify their attack on a supernatural way of life deeply repugnant to the carnal
mind.

Christ told his followers that those who live according to the Gospel will elicit
hatred from the carnal; the monasteries were no exception. Jews would always
symbolize those wise in the ways of the world, but blind to higher realities. Those
who loathed the order the Church imposed on Europe allied themselves with Jews
to vent their fury on those who lived according to laws that transcended nature. A
wealthy Church will soon attract those with no taste for the counsels of perfection
even if they have to take vows of poverty, chastity, and obedience to gain access to
that wealth. Wealth can promote its own decline. Carnal clerics fuel resentment
and oftentimes manifest the very resentment their own immoral behavior has fos-
tered in others. John Zelivsky, the apostate monk, would be a good example of
just that sort of behavior.

Cohn claims that the resentment arising from poverty created the Hussite
revolution. Heymann disagrees; he says that largely because of laws designed to
attract German settlers, the lot of the Bohemian peasant was significantly better
than in the rest of Europe. “At no time again until the early 19th Century” were
“Bohemia’s peasants ... as relatively well off as in the period preceding the Hussite
wars.™ Slavery, the engine that drove wages down, “had disappeared in Bohemia
in the course of the 12th Century.® Heymann contends the Church owned 50
percent of the land in Bohemia, and as such had an insurmountable advantage
over peasants and the princes, who gradually united in resentment of monastic
renunciation and the prosperity and moral laxity it engendered. The peasants,
a “revolutionary class™® at Tabor, were unhappy because the wages the monks
received, no matter what they did or did not do, were consistently higher that
what the peasants and the proletariat could demand. Once the peasantry caught
the millennial virus, no economic calculus was applicable, because what was then
at stake was not better wages but heaven on earth. To the carnal and uneducated
peasant, the destruction of the monasteries took on a numinous quality. Destruc-
tion of the monasteries, perhaps more than any theory about communion under
both species, united the revolutionary movement.

This strain of messianic politics made the Hussite revolution different from
the great English peasant revolt of 1381 or the Pastoreux uprising in France in
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1320. The Hussite revolution is “inexplicable” as “a purely socio-economic
development.™ “They,” said one Hussite referring to Rome, “have introduced as
necessary for the kingdom of God, Greek rules, Aristotelic justice, Platonic sanc-
tity, and gentile rites and honor.™ The Hussites would have none of this. Like the
Muslims before them and the Puritans after them, they were willing to burn down
whatever edifice contained more than their understanding of the word of God. To
bring about the kingdom of God, then, the Holy Nation of the Bohemian warriors
had to destroy the monasteries. Once that repository of secularized Christianity
or the “mulier fornicaria” which the Bohemians identified with Rome had been
destroyed, heaven on earth would rise phoenix-like from the ashes of the burned
monasteries.

While Huss was urging his congregation to take up the sword, one Bohemian
was doing just that, but not in Bohemia. In July 1410, John Zizka of Trocnov fought
in the Battle of Gruenwald at which the Polish nobility decisively defeated the
territorial ambitions of the Teutonic Knights in Prussia. Of the 50 divisions con-
stituting the Polish army at Gruenwald, two were composed entirely of Czechs,
and three in part.

Zizka, an impoverished squire who was blind in one eye, spent his younger
years organizing hunts for the king. He also engaged in brigandage, plundering the
estates of the local magnate Lord Oldrich Rosenberk, a man Zizka would plague
his entire life. At the Battle of Gruenwald, Zizka witnessed medieval warfare in all
its panoply but left the field unimpressed. Since the invention of the stirrup, the
major offensive weapon in armed combat had been the cavalry. Zizka realized that
the aristocratic army of armored knights on horseback could be neutralized by
judicious use of terrain. Armed horsemen were unbeatable on an open plain, but
they were not as effective charging uphill, especially if the defenders surrounded
themselves with trenches and portable fortifications and made judicious use of the
newly developed firearms, especially at close range. The Golden Lane at Hradcany
Castle in Prague had traditionally been home to the King’s alchemists, and one
of their tasks was developing firearms and potent gunpowder. That tradition has
continued to this day with the production of Semtex, developed in Czechoslova-
kia during the Communist era and the preferred explosive of terrorists during
the 1970s. Zizka would use Czech expertise in explosives in unprecedented ways,
changing the face of warfare.

When Zizka returned to Bohemia in 1411, he bought a house in Prague, in-
tending to settle there as one of the king’s retainers. One of his duties was to ac-
company Queen Sophie to chapel; since the queen was attending Bethlehem Cha-
pel, Zizka imbibed Huss’s messianic Bohemian nationalism ex fontem. He also
ran head on into Huss’s conflict with the pope and the local bishop, which was
reaching its climax when Zizka returned from the Prussian wars.

On June 12, 1411, Archbishop Zbynek placed all of Prague under interdict,
which meant that none of the sacraments could be confected there. King Wenc-

157



The Jewish Revolutionary Spirit

eslas told Praguers to ignore the bishop, fostering Huss’ agenda of creating a na-
tional church. If the king could lift an interdict, then his power exceeded that of
the bishop, and even that of the pope. In meddling in spiritual affairs, Wenceslas
may have been influenced by the Wyclifite doctrine of the supremacy of lords
temporal in matters spiritual, which had been preached at the Bethlehem Cha-
pel. Vindicated by the king’s defiance, Huss continued to preach sermons derived
from Wrycliffe, and the masses who attended Bethlehem Chapel edged closer to
revolution.

Wenceslas, though, was motivated by something less lofty than philosophical
principles. In 1412 Pope John XXIII called for a crusade against King Ladislaus
of Naples. To finance this campaign, the pope authorized the sale of indulgences.
When papal representatives arrived in Prague to sell indulgences, the king did an
abrupt volte face and sided with the pope because he stood to benefit financially
from indulgences sold in his realm. Huss denounced the sale of indulgences: “The
papal legate sold whole deaconries, towns and cities to unworthy clerics living in
concubinage” and to other unsavory characters, who then “taxed the population
as much as they wished.” The pope then confirmed Huss’s excommunication and
the interdict on Prague. The pope also denounced Bethlehem Chapel as a “nest of
heretics” and demanded it be torn down, which the pope’s supporters attempted
while Huss was inside preaching.

Since the king had sided with the pope on indulgences, he could not contra-
vene this interdict, and a stalemate existed until Huss resolved the impasse by
leaving Prague. On 15 October 1412, unwilling to deprive the city of divine services
and access to the sacraments, John Huss left Prague and went into voluntary exile.
For almost two years, Huss lived in the castle Kozi Hradek and worked in the
countryside of Bohemia, writing books and preaching wherever and whenever
opportunity allowed. In exile, Huss continued his agitation against the Church,
preaching open-air sermons to peasants, whose gatherings foreshadowed the mass
Taborite rallies after his death. The propaganda campaign in Prague continued in
his absence under the direction of Jerome of Prague. The Manifesto of 1412, a part
of that propaganda campaign, again appealed to the sword and the patriarchs of
the Old Testament as a summons to revolutionary battle against the Roman Cath-
olic Church, now identified by Jakoubek of Stribro and others as the Antichrist:
“And so, dear holy community in Bohemia,” the Manifesto concludes,

let us stand in battle line with our head, Master Huss, and our leader, Master

Jerome; and whoever will be a Christian, let him turn to us. Let everyone gird on

his sword, let brother not spare brother, nor father spare son, nor son father, nor

neighbor spare neighbor....All should kill so that we can make our hands holy in

the blood of the accursed ones, as Moses shows us in his books; for what is writ-
ten there is an example to us.*

The outcome was predictable. Demonstrations in the streets led to assaults on
priests and a number of arrests. The mob talked about a radical change of gover-
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nance, a revolution, based on Huss’s translation of Wycliffe’s ideas. In particular,
Wrcliffe claimed that “dominion,” the right to rule, resulted from grace. So sin,
which meant the loss of grace, meant the loss of political legitimacy. Sin trans-
formed a legitimate ruler into a usurping tyrant who could be swept from office
by a “holy nation”, e.g., the mob in the streets of Prague.

The propaganda campaign against the Church lasted from 1412 until the
revolution of 1419. The Hussites staged obscene and blasphemous processions
throughout Prague, ridiculing the official church through songs, pictures, and
dramaturgy. As before, the magnet for popular wrath was the monasteries. Je-
rome of Prague was involved in three separate attacks on monasteries in 1414,
in which excrement was smeared on crucifixes, one of his favorite psychological
warfare techniques.

Heymann calls Zizka “the implacable destroyer of those whom he considered
as the arch sinners: the monks.”™¢ Zizka’s hatred of the monks was notorious, so
notorious, in fact, that a legend that his sister had been raped by monk was cre-
ated to explain his hatred. Zizka was drawn to the Czech nationalism promoted
by revolutionary priests. Both Zizka and the priests began by identifying ecclesia
with regnum and then moved to the creation of a de facto national church. When
Jerome of Prague referred to Bohemia as a “holy nation,” he made no distinction
between regnum and ecclesia. Similarly, the idea of pope and emperor, the lords
temporal and spiritual, would merge too.

What made the merger possible was the appeal to the Old Testament. Bohe-
mia had supplanted the Church as the “New Israel.” That meant the Hussite revo-
lution would produce generals that promoted theology, i.e., someone like Zizka,
a devoted supporter of the lay chalice, the prime bone of theological contention,
who used each military campaign to promote the Four Articles of the Hussite
faith. But it would also produce sword wielding priests like Jerome of Prague, John
Zelivsky, and, most notably, Prokop the Bald. Inspired by Israelite genocide in the
Old Testament, the Hussite warriors of God earned a reputation for cruelty. Hey-
mann claims Zizka “always insisted on sparing the lives of women and children.™
But that didn’t prevent him from exercising a “holy hatred” on those whom he
considered enemies of the Law of God,?* above all, monks. During his attack on
the castle of Sedlec, Zizka told six captured prisoners that if one were prepared to
decapitate the others, his life would be spared. The man who volunteered was then
invited to join Zizka’s army.

In October 1414, Jakoubek of Stribro and other priests in Prague began cel-
ebrating the Eucharist sub utraque specie with the faithful. What seemed like a
minor liturgical issue had deep political consequences. The Hussites’ position that
Christ had celebrated the Eucharist under both species at the Last Supper was met
by Catholic insistence that only priests and bishops were in attendance then, and
that only they had always communed sub utraque specie by consuming the body
and blood of Christ under the appearance of both bread and wine at Mass. The
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Hussites’ position, known as Utraquism, led them to affirm the priesthood of all
believers, which they implemented at the communist settlement of Tabor by urg-
ing women to participate in the act of consecration. The priesthood of the laity
was an oxymoron that would usher in revolutionary change throughout Chris-
tendom.

The Council of Constance immediately condemned the lay chalice, which
had become the symbol of the Hussite reformation. That Council threatened all
who partook of both species at Mass with the ban of heresy and excommunica-
tion. The Council then invited Huss to explain himself. Huss had ignored similar
invitations before, but he accepted this time, despite his fears, after receiving a
guarantee of safe conduct from Sigismund, King of the Romans. He set out for the
council on October 11, 1414 under the protection of Lords Wenceslas of Duba and
Henry Lacembok, as well as John of Chlum and the latter’s secretary, and a rep-
resentative of the University of Prague, Master John Kardinal. Huss nevertheless
made out his last will and testament before he left.

Two days after arriving in Constance, Huss received the document assuring
his safe conduct from the Emperor. On November 28, however, he was summoned
from his lodging and, despite the protest of John of Chlum, placed under arrest.
When Sigismund arrived on Christmas Eve, he lodged a protest, but by the first of
the year was reconciled to ratifying whatever the council decided. Huss was then
spirited off to Gottlieben castle, where he was interrogated for months about his
beliefs and put under duress to recant. Antipope John XXIII, who had excommu-
nicated Huss, was a fellow prisoner at Gottlieben, after fleeing in disguise when he
realized the council intended to depose him to resolve the Great Schism. Huss told
his inquisitors he had never espoused the proposition attributed to him. The in-
quisitors, who seemed predisposed toward his guilt, did not believe Huss’s denials,
nor did Sigismund. In June 1515, Huss was found guilty of espousing the hereti-
cal doctrines of John Wycliffe, including the doctrine of remanance, or denying
the real presence, which he had never held. In condemning him, the council was
reacting more to the movement Huss created and the dangers it posed, which con-
tinued to metastasize. Jakoubek of Stribro, taking Huss’s conflation of “regnum”
and “ecclesia” to its logical conclusion was now claiming that God had created
the Bohemian people to lead the church out of bondage to Rome. The universal
Church had gotten the administration of the chalice wrong for 1400 years; the
Bohemian Church, the Holy Nation, the New Israel, the new headquarters of the
true universal church would now correct it.

On June 15, 1415, the Council of Constance condemned Utraquism. Three
weeks later, the council condemned Huss to the stake for espousing doctrines, “of
which many are—God knows—” he claimed “falsely ascribed to me.™ On July
6, 1415, Huss was divested of all spiritual authority. His tonsure was shaved off
and replaced with a paper dunce cap bearing the figures of three demons and the
words “this is a heresiarch.”™° “Oh cursed Judas,” the bishop charged with carry-
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ing out the sentence said to Huss, “who breaking away from the counsels of peace,
has consulted with the Jews, we commit your soul to the devil.”™» The faggots sur-
rounding Huss were then lit; according to one account, he died singing.

The bishop’s final malediction against Huss mentions accusations that dogged
Huss’s movement from its inception. Huss was accused of conspiring with the
Jews, which discredited the movement in the eyes of the orthodox. Most of the
evidence comes from Jewish sources. Rabbi Louis Israel Newman claims the Hus-
site revolution was “a conspiracy between Hussites, Waldensians and Jews.”* Huss
was thus stigmatized as a “Judaizer”. His followers were stigmatized as “Jews or
worse than Jews,”s and the Hussite movement was characterized as “Judaism.” The
charge was based on the Hussites tendency to portray their cause in Old Testa-
ment terms, but there were other reasons. Newman claims the Hussites had “per-
sonal associations with individual Jews and Jewish communities in their coun-
try.* He also claims “Jewish groups participate[d] actively and publicly in the rise
and spread of the [Hussite] movement.” According to Newman, Jewish support
of heretical movements, especially when they threatened to spill over into political
revolutions, “run like dark threads through the history of nearly every movement
of reform in European Christendom,” but they “united in a special combination
in the case of the Hussite Reformation.™® Newman sees a Jewish continuity in
Europe’s revolutionary movements. Newman also sees the Hussite revolt as “the
second important movement to challenge the authority of the Catholic Church.”
After “the Albigensian-Waldensian heresy in Languedoc and Lombardy had been
crushed, ... the impulse to revolt was transplanted to other countries, and during
the 15th Century gave birth to the Bohemian Reformation.™®

The pattern of Jews supporting Judaizers in rebellion against the Church re-
peated itself over the next few centuries. Before long, the trajectory was predict-
able. The “reformers” would urge a return to Scripture and the purity of the early
Church, which would lead to a resurrection of figures from the Old Testament
as models of how to use the sword to bring about heaven on earth. Vernacular
editions of the bible (often falsified and published by Jews) were crucial, leading
the Bohemians to think of themselves as a “chosen race.” So, too, the Puritans
in England and America, who, like “Christian biblicists of every period,” felt “a
strong and immediate sense of identity with many figures in Jewish history.™
Their study of the Bible prompted the Hussites to challenge the ordained priest-
hood and to see themselves as Israelites reincarnated with a new mission from
God. Huss compared Czechs who would have nothing to do with Germans to “the
Jews whom Nehemiah forbade to intermarry with foreigners.™° Citizens of Prague
whose speech was “half Bohemian, half German deserve[d] a whipping.” Huss
closely “sought to follow the example of the Hebrew Prophet.™

When word of Huss’s death reached Prague, fierce indignation spread, unit-
ing the Bohemian people against Rome and the Emperor. Hundreds of Bohemian
lords affixed their seals to a document protesting the Council’s action against
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Huss, but their protest only earned them excommunication by the same council.
The Jews of Prague joined the Christians of Bohemia in their protest. They were,
of course, immune to ecclesiastical sanction, but the way in which they described
Huss’s death is instructive. The anonymous author of a contemporary Jewish
chronicle described Huss’ death as “Kiddush hashem” or Sanctification of the Di-
vine Name, a term Gladstein says was “applied only to the martyrdom of Jews.™*
Gladstein cites the term as “further proof that the Jews considered the Hussites
were Jews.™ The Hussites’ view of themselves was no different. Heymann says the
Hussites “did not think of themselves as innovators’ or “as creators of a new form
of religion and society,” but rather “as restorers of the old ways of God, as the di-
rect successors of the people of Israel” determined to create “little theocratic com-
munities” in the mountains of Bohemia, which took their names from “Biblical
mountains like Tabor and Oreb” and espoused a creed that was “stern, puritan,
old-testamentarian, often fanatic in its determination to purge this world for all
sins and sinner by fire and sword.™ They were classic revolutionaries, in the mold
of Simon bar Kokhba at Bethar and the Jews who committed suicide at Masadah.

Less than a year after Huss’s death, Jerome of Prague followed him to Con-
stance and suffered the same fate, burning at the stake on May 30, 1416. Jerome did
not die singing. His death was long, slow, and painful. Their deaths, as the anony-
mous Jewish chronicler noted, rallied the Czech people around Huss, whom they
declared their saint. From 1416 on, the anniversary of Huss’s death was celebrated
in Prague. Huss and the chalice became “joined from then on in a mutually rein-
forcing union™ that threatened to fall apart whenever external opposition lagged.
Sigismund’s brutal and stupid policies, however, ensured that that would not hap-
pen soon. Galvanized by the death of Huss, his movement became increasingly
messianic. In March, 1417, the Hussite faction at the University of Prague redou-
bled its support of the utraquist position, saying that communion under both spe-
cies was necessary for salvation. They also declared the Roman rite invalid, and
made the Bohemian Hussite movement the one true church of Christ on earth.
The chalice, images of which would soon be sewn on the sleeves of Taborite sol-
diers, became the official symbol of the Bohemian revolution, which, true to the
Old Testament model, was both political and religious.

Eight months after the Hussites declared spiritual independence, the Council
of Constance resolved the Great Schism by electing Oddone Cardinal Colonna
pope. Pope Martin V soon met a procession of Jews in Constance, informing them
while astride a white horse with silk and gold harness “You have the law, but un-
derstand it not.™® The Jews, though, hadn’t come to be lectured on the Christian
faith or their blindness to its truth. Still smarting from the accusations of a Jew-
ish-Hussite conspiracy, the Jews feared for their lives at the hands of Catholic cru-
saders, and so pleaded with the pope for protection. Graetz claimed the request
was accompanied by large sums of money. What the Jews got for their money,
although Graetz doesn’t put it this way, was a reiteration of Sicut Judaeis non, the
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traditional teaching of the Church on the Jews. The Jews were blind, and they were
a pernicious influence in Christian society, but they should not be harmed. Or as
Martin V put it: “Whereas the Jews are made in the image of God and a remnant
of them will one day be saved, and whereas they have besought our protection,
following in the footsteps of our predecessors we command that they be not mo-
lested in their synagogues; that their laws, rights and customs be not assailed; that
they be not baptized by force, constrained to observe Christian festivals, nor to
wear new badges and that they be not hindered in their business relations with
Christians.™

Martin V was not as lenient or as understanding with the Hussites. A few
months after his election in spring 1418, Martin V in conjunction with the Coun-
cil, which dissolved in April, sent King Wenceslas 24 recommendations to rid
Bohemia of the Hussite heretics and to repair what they vandalized and restore
what they stole. On April 22, Martin appealed to Sigismund to enforce the de-
crees, granting him the right to organize a crusade against the heretics. Each time
the Council of Constance tried to impose order by force in Bohemia, it united
a people that otherwise threatened to dissolve into warring factions, unable to
resolve internal theological differences without recourse to force of arms. Martin
V demanded that Huss’ followers publicly approve his condemnation and execu-
tion. Coupled with the economic boycott imposed on Bohemia and the threat of a
crusade, Martin V’s demand united the Bohemian nation behind the most radical
Hussite leaders.

In spring 1419, John Zelivsky, a violent revolutionary priest became de facto
dictator of Prague. Zelivsky was an “apostate monk,” who never missed an oppor-
tunity to attack the institution he had abandoned.* Zelivsky was a sword-wielding
priest who aspired to be Zizka’s equal as a military leader. He failed miserably as
a military leader, but he was adept at agit-prop and mobilizing the mob for vio-
lence, which culminated in the defenestration that touched off the revolution. The
transition from priest to revolutionary is discernable in Zelivsky’s sermons, which
became progressively more revolutionary and violent during 1419. Zelivsky turned
Sigismund’s unfortunate use of words in creating an “Order of the Dragon” into
the claim that Sigismund was the Antichrist. The second coming of Christ was
thus was at hand, and Prague had a special role to play. The Holy Nation of Bohe-
mia was going to inaugurate the millennium, Christ’s reign, heaven on earth. The
time had come for God’s holy nation to grab the sword and bring on the millen-
nium. Intoxicated by his rhetoric, the mob in Prague began to bring on the mil-
lennjum by vandalizing images, often destroying whole churches, and beating up
Catholic priests or monks unfortunate enough to be caught alone on the street.

To whip the masses into a revolutionary frenzy, Zelivsky organized proces-
sions, leading the faithful to a church with a monstrance firmly grasped in both
hands, and standing back as the mob vandalized the church under this blas-
phemous sanction. During the late spring and summer of 1419, as Wenceslas IV
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lost control of his capital city and his kingdom, the revolutionary priests staged
blasphemous processions featuring bare breasted whores riding beasts symbol-
izing the Whore of Babylon from the book of Revelations. The rest of the whore’s
body was covered with scrolls representing papal bulls and tiny bells that tinkled,
in mockery of the bells rung during the consecration of the Mass. The riotous
procession eventually wound its way to the New Town Square, where a fire was
kindled and the bulls, stripped from the whore’s body, were burnt in defiance. Fes-
tivals and processions of this sort, replete with obscenity and blasphemy, served as
“visual and dramatic propaganda” that tended toward “temporal subversion of the
social order.” For a time, “the world was turned upside down. The lecherous whore
played the virgin or pope, the fool became bishop, the criminal donned the king’s
crown, the ass brayed at the altar, while everyone ran leaping though the cathedral
singing uproariously the drunken liturgy.™

Hussite songs would play an even more crucial role in the revolution. The
most famous was “Ye Warriors of God.” Hussite warriors could win battles just by
singing “Ye Warriors of God,” because its melody would throw opposing armies
into panic. Even the music had an Old Testament referent. Zizka seemed a reincar-
nation of Joshua, and the Hussites were bringing the walls of Jericho down with
their music. But the connection was in the music too, or at least in the lyrics. In
“Arise, Arise Great City of Prague,” the Hussites call upon God to protect them

against that king of

Babylon who threatens the city of
Jerusalem, Prague, and all faithful people.

Hussite propaganda could only subvert the medieval ecclesiastical order by
appealing to models from the Old Testament. If Bohemia were now Israel, then
Prague was Jerusalem, and if Prague were Jerusalem, then Rome must be Babylon,
and so on. This logic of analogy was essential to the revolutionary project be-
cause it was the only way the revolutionaries could legitimize their cause. “Matej
of Janov,” we are told, “had earlier written in his Narracia de Milicio that the Je-
rusalem experiment founded by Jan Milic of Kromeriz was the beginning of a
divine action though Christ to create from Prague, formerly a city of Babylon full
of filth and shame, a city of light upon a hill—Jerusalem.”® These appeals to the
Old Testament de-legitimatized a social order based on the Catholic Church and
its appropriation of classical culture. The cultural agit-prop proved it possible to
construe sacred realities in another compelling way.

The mass gatherings on the hills throughout summer, 1419, showed that an al-
ternative society, where there was neither lord nor servant, nor mine or thine, was
possible. The Hussites named these Woodstock-like gatherings on the hills Ta-
bor, after the mountain in Palestine where Jesus was transfigured and appeared in
glory alongside Moses and Elijah. Napoleon would stand on Tabor centuries later
after defeating the Ottoman Turks in a moment of apotheosis that led many Jews
to proclaim him the Messiah. Tabor, in turn, towered over the plains of Megiddo,
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where, it is said, the antichrist would fight his final battle. In Bohemia in 1419,
Tabor symbolized the alternative to the Catholic social order, symbolized by the
monasteries. Tabor was an assembly in nature, outside the city, and therefore out-
side of history and the sinful accretions of Roman culture. Tabor was the locus of
the Transfiguration, a manifestation of glory in the here and now. In the gospel,
Jesus warns his disciples not to erect permanent structures on Tabor, a warning
that stresses how fleeting glory and exaltation are in this world. The judaizing
Taborite priests, however, imposed the opposite meaning. Tabor was to be the
basis of a new social order. During the summer of 1419, thousands of peasants
abandoned their farms and cottages, wives, and families to live on top of a hill
near Usti overlooking the Luznice river according to the new dispensation.

“Nothing,” Norman Cohn says, “could show more clearly the extent to which
these people lived in and from eschatological phantasies than the names which
they gave to this town and to the river beneath it. While the latter became the
Jordan, the former became Tabor—that is to say, the Mount of Olives [sic] where
Christ had foretold his Parousia, where he had ascended to heaven and where,
traditionally, he was expected to reappear in majesty. It was Tabor which became
the spiritual center of the whole radical movement.™'

The Taborite settlement in Bohemia was the locus of different movements:
iconoclasm, communism—“Mine and thine do not exist at Tabor ... whoever owns
private property commits a mortal sin™*—Millennialism, Adventism, and, if we
include the Adamites, who were eventually expelled, nudism and sexual liberation.
But they were united in their revolutionary messianic politics derived from their
reading of the Old Testament. “The Taborites,” Newman says, “were dominated
by Old Testament influence almost to the same degree as the Puritans of England
and early America.” Like the Puritans, they “compared themselves to the ancient
Israelites, regarded themselves as God’s Chosen People and denounced their foes
as impious Canaanites, inhabitants of Edom, Moab and Amalek, as they desig-
nated the adjacent German provinces.” Newman says the Taborites “rejected the
entire ecclesiastical ritual system, and held invocation of saints to be heretical and
idolatrous.™ They based their iconoclasm “on Old Testament injunctions against
image worship.™® Like the Israelites, the Hussites favored an elective king. They
attempted to get first the Polish King and then his Lithuanian nephew to rule
them. Like Cromwell and the founders of the American republic, they based their
republicanism, not on classical models, but on their reading of the Book of Deu-
teronomy.

Tabor began not as a settlement but as a rally. To use a modern analogy, the
settlement at Tabor was as if the people who attended Woodstock never left but
instead created a community, which created an army, which conquered the coun-
try, and then went on military forays into Canada and Mexico, too. The success
of the rally gave credence to “mass secession from the established order,™ which
began when the peasants heard the Millennialism of the revolutionary priests at

165



The Jewish Revolutionary Spirit

rallies and decided not to go home but to set up a permanent dwelling outside the
existing social order. The mass rally was itself an act of revolutionary defiance in
a culture where the right to “convoke a multitude” was the sole prerogative of the
state. Lawrence of Brezova was dumbfounded by the novelty of large masses of
people congregating on hills; he consulted astrologers for an explanation, even-
tually concluding Saturn had set the mob in motion and inclined their minds
toward “rebelling against their superiors.”® The uneducated peasants thought the
end of the age was at hand, especially since the priests were telling them that, with
citations from Daniel and Revelations to prove it.

The gatherings began during the summer of 1419 as an extension of the cul-
tural agit-prop priests like Zelivsky were promoting in Prague. Kaminsky calls
Tabor, a “conspiracy” which “had diverse heads but its tails were all tied togeth-
er,® meaning Zelivsky was coordinating activities that linked the revolutionar-
ies in Prague with those in southern Bohemia. Zelivsky preached sermons about
the meaning of the biblical Mt. Tabor while the revolutionaries gathered on the
similarly named hill on a promontory in the Luznice River. The rhetoric of his
sermons made him sound like a prophet predicting the future. When the king
learned of the revolutionary activity, the pace of events increased dramatically.
On July 6, 1419, the king replaced the New Town City Councilors with personally
picked opponents of the Hussites, but the king had waited too long. The incessant
propaganda against throne and altar had turned Prague against him.

Then Zelivsky and other revolutionary priests forced the issue. The radical
wing of the Hussite movement convoked a meeting on a hill near Bechyne. On
July 22, between 40,000 and 50,000 people showed up. Taborite contingents from
throughout Bohemia arrived with priests marching before them holding mon-
strances containing the body of Christ. The local Taborites were joined by con-
tingents from the regions around Plzen in the west, Domazlice in the northwest,
Hradec Kralove in the northeast, Moravia, and, of course, Prague. After arrival,
the people attended Mass and received the Eucharist sub utraque specie.

Royal spies at the rally reported that a conspiracy involving Zelivsky and
several other Taborite priests was afoot. Kaminsky stresses the rationality of the
conspirators. They may have proclaimed the end of the world to the masses, but
when it came to political action in Prague, “they were not fanatics; they were at
home in the world of political realities and they knew a good deal about their king
and how he acted. The most reasonable way to change his policy of reaction would
be to undertake limited action, to convince him that continuing the policy would
cause him more trouble than reversing it, and the most reasonable kind of action
would be a coup against the hated magistrates he had just installed.”™° The spies
did not know when the coup would occur. One chronicler claims the spies warned
the king the Taborites planned to attack the royal castle of Novy Hrad in Septem-
ber. If the king thought he had a month to prepare for the attack, he was ill served
by their intelligence. The attack came eight days after the mass rally at Bechyne,
where it must have been planned.
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If Zelivsky attended the rally at Bechyne, he could not have planned the at-
tack after he returned to Prague. There wasn’t enough time, especially since Ze-
livsky also had to write a sermon to incite his congregants to violence as well.
On Sunday morning July 30, 1419, Zelivsky’s Church of St. Mary was crowded as
usual. The congregation had been told to come bearing arms so when Zelivsky
told them to raise the sword they could follow his exhortation in a literal manner.
Zelivsky looked to the Old Testament to find models to justify insurrection. He
began by citing Ezekiel 6: 3-5: “Behold I, even I, will bring a sword upon you, and
I will destroy your high places. And your altars shall be desolate and your images
shall be broken: and I will cast down your slain men before your idols. And I will
lay the dead carcass of the children of Israel before their idols and I will scatter
your bones round about your altars.” Zelivsky’s sermon was calculated to get his
congregants to act on what he preached. The anonymous chronicler claims “he
vigorously incited the people to sedition in the city against the town councilors
and those who supported them.™

Concluding his sermon at around 8:30 a.m., Zelivsky picked up a monstrance
and urged the congregation to follow him into the streets. The fired-up con-
gregants marched in an illegal procession to St. Stephen’s Church, forced open
its doors, and held an impromptu service there. Zelivsky celebrated Mass and the
congregants received communion sub utraque specie. After Mass, Zelivsky again
picked up the monstrance; this time he led the mob to the New Town Hall, where,
although it was Sunday morning, a number of city councilmen had gathered,
probably to discuss what to do about Zelivsky.

Hearing the mob outside, the mayor and a number of the town magistrates,
all wearing the chains that were the insigniae of their office, went to the window
and began an ill-advised colloquy with the mob, which demanded release of Hus-
site prisoners. The mayor might have been stalling for time. A troop of mounted
horsemen had already been dispatched from Hradcany castle across the river to
disperse the mob. However, the mob, having heard sermon after sermon about
sinful men being cast down to destruction from high places, was in no mood to
negotiate with the Antichrist or his minions. The confrontation grew more heated
until someone claimed a magistrate threw a stone at Zelivsky, who was standing
off to the side holding the monstrance containing the sacred species. The mob then
rushed the door to the New Hall, broke the bolts holding it shut, and swarmed up-
stairs, where they murdered some of the councilmen on the spot and threw the
others out of the window, thereby giving the first successful revolution of its kind
on European soil its name, i.e, the First Defenestration of Prague (the second took
place at the outbreak of the Thirty Years War). Those who survived the fall were
set upon by the mob outside the hall and slain. The golden chains of office were left
on their bodies, as if to indicate the symbols of office had lost their legitimacy.

During the carnage, Zelivsky stood by holding up his monstrance and urg-
ing the mob not to be reticent about shedding the blood of the Antichrist and his
minions. The anonymous chronicler says, while the slaughter was going on, “the
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priest called John...bearing the body of Christ ... continued to incite the people.™*
He also says “John Zizka, King Wenceslas’ most personal attendant, was pres-
ent at the slaying of the councilors.”™ This probably explains the coup’s stunning
success. Not only were the councilmen overpowered in their own bastion, the
troop of horses sent to rescue them was also turned back, and the hall was quickly
turned into a garrison by the Hussites. The chronicler adverts to Zizka’s treachery
too. As a personal attendant to the king, he broke a personal oath of allegiance
when he engaged in the insurrection, a fact generally brought up only by Catholic
commentators. Hoefler mentions Zizka’s solemn oath and compares him in his
impiety to George Washington, although not the way whiggish historians usu-
ally do, as an example of treason justified only by saying that the end justifies the
means. The revolution, when it is successful, justifies the oathbreaking impiety of
those who would otherwise be condemned. Even Lawrence of Brezova, the moder-
ate Hussite who knew that Zizka committed an act of grave disobedience toward
the king in whose service he was bound, characterizes Zizka as an extraordinary
defender of the law of Christ.®

The successful attack on New Hall indicates Zizka was privy to the planning
of the operation. This was not a haphazard ad hoc outburst of pent up emotion that
would spend itself in looting and then burn itself out as quickly as it had sprung
up. The Hussites installed their own government and neutralized political opposi-
tion. The defenestration meant the revolution had reached “the absolute point of
no return.” The revolutionary regime had been established, and now it would
serve, as all true revolutions claim to do, as a model for the rest of the world. On
August 13, Zelivsky preached an exultant sermon claiming that Prague “now, at
this time” was “the model for all the faithful—not only in Moravia, but in Hun-
gary, Poland and Austria.™¢

Three days later, King Wenceslas suffered a second stroke more severe than
his first, which happened when word of the insurrection reached him, and he
died the same night “roaring like a lion” in pain, as Lawrence of Brezova put it.
There was now no king to oppose the revolution; a town council installed by the
revolution claimed to be the rightful government of Prague. Heymann comments
“important inhibitions to open revolutionary action disappeared.”™® The king died
without an heir, complicating matters. The legitimate claimant to the throne was
now Sigismund, who had allowed the Council of Constance to burn John Huss
and Jerome of Prague at the stake.

A day after the king’s death, the looting of the monasteries began. The first to
go was the great chapter house of the Carthusians at Smichov. The monasteries’
wealth made them an object of envy for the entire social spectrum in Bohemia
from nobles to peasants. Hatred of the monasteries united priests like Zelivsky
and soldiers like Zizka. The German heritage of many monks fueled the Czech
nationalism inherent in the Hussite rebellion as well. One of the great monuments
to medieval culture went up in flames.
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The Jews were unmolested in the looting, even though they were usually the
first victims of the mob in medieval towns. Heymann considers this “a remark-
able fact, especially if one considers the religious fervor underlying the movement
and remembers that the Jews were often considered the servants of anti-Christ.”®
The Jews were unmolested because of what they shared with the revolutionaries,
namely, “their ways of life,” which Heymann claims were “just as austere and pu-
ritan as those followed by the adherents of the new creed.””°

The Taborite gatherings continued after the defenestration. On September 17,
a large gathering of Hussites assembled near Pilsen. Less than two weeks later an
equally large assembly took place at Na Krizkach (At the Crosses) near Benesov,
not far from Prague. Zelivsky must have been busy in Prague during the rally
at Na Krizkach because the star of the show there was Wenceslas Koranda. But
personality was irrelevant. All Taborite priests thought of themselves as Old Tes-
tament warriors. “Brethren,” Koranda told the mob at Na Krizkach, “the time has
come to lay down the staff of the pilgrim and take up the sword.”” It was at Na
Krizkach, Koranda first met Zizka.

Fired up by Koranda’s sermons, the Taborites moved from Na Kriskach to
Prague, arriving there after dark, where they were met by John Zelivsky at the
head of a torch-bearing mob. The Church bells rang in their honor; the following
day the mob broke into local churches and defaced crucifixes and other works of
sacred art. The radical Taborite clergy rapidly consolidated power in Prague un-
der Zelivsky’s leadership. In their manifestos, which began showing up in univer-
sity towns across Europe from Leipzig to Cambridge, the Hussites denounced the
pope as the Antichrist and his clergy as “the priests of Pharaoh” and “followers of
Satan.””* True to the judaizing paradigm, they called themselves “faithful fighters
of God” and compared themselves to the Maccabbees.”

But an anti-Hussite reaction was building, one which satirized their reliance
on Old Testament models to subvert the social order. “When,” the anti-Hussites
wrote, “our Moses—Zizka, the executioner—talks to God ... [then the Hussites]
will strike their clubs against the rock ... water will come forth from the rock. And
when you cross the Danube on dry ground like the Israelites at Jordan...when this
happens all the land beyond the Danube will belong to you.”” Something like the
satire actually happened when Hussite armies invaded German lands to the north
of Bohemia. Under the leadership of the warrior priest Prokop the Bold, Hussite

armies would march undefeated all the way to the Baltic.

By late October hundreds of Taborite revolutionaries had streamed into
Prague from the provinces. The first pitched military battle of the Hussite rebel-
lion occurred when Taborites on their way to Prague ran into royalist troops near
Zivohost and suffered heavy losses. Fighting soon broke out in Prague, too. On
October 25, Zizka stormed Vysehrad, the royalist castle on the Old Town side of
the Vltava, successfully wresting it from royalist troops. Now the city was open to
Taborite movement from the South, even if movement from the west was still cut

off by Hradcany castle.
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When news of the defeat of the Taborites at Zivohost reached Prague, a group
of radical priests under Ambrose of Hradec Kralove attacked the royalist posi-
tions across the river. After initial success, including forcing Queen Sophie to flee
from Hradcany, they were unable to prevail, leaving Hradcany in the hands of the
royalists.

During the winter of 1419-1420, millennialist fever increasingly took over
the Hussite movement. “During this time,” Lawrence of Brezova wrote, “certain
Taborite priests were preaching to the people a new coming of Christ in which all
evil men and enemies of the truth would perish and be exterminated, while the
good would be preserved in five cities.””> Lawrence of Brezova was not unsympa-
thetic to the revolutionaries, yet he concluded the devil took over the movement
that winter, leading many Taborite priests “to reject the doctrines of the Church
Fathers and of the Church tradition and to interpret Scripture on their own. Ac-
cording to the new Taborite hermeneutic, everything necessary to the salvation
of man here on earth is sufficiently expressed in the New Testament; however, any
interpretation necessary to understand the New Testament can be drawn from
the Old for the two Laws expound each other.”” That hermeneutic would lead
inexorably to the preeminence of the Old Testament over the New, and that would
affect the Taborite priests, who let their hair grow long and grew beards so they
would resemble more closely the priests of the Old Testament. “The priests of the
Taborites,” Lawrence tells us,

fleeing human traditions, walked about with beards and unshaven heads, in gray

clothing. They did not read the canonical hours, and, without chasubles, cor-

porals, or special chalices, they performed divine rites under the heavens or in
houses, not on a holy altar, but on any sort of table covered with a linen cloth.

Nor did they observe the rite of the mass by saying the collects with the canon;

but all at once the priests would kneel with the brethren place their heads on the

ground ... and pray the Lord’s Prayer; then the one who was to make the sacra-

ment of the altar got up and said in a loud and intelligible voice, in the vernacu-
lar, no more than the words of consecration over the hosts and the wine.””

John Pribram also noticed a change in the movement that winter. Priests like
Wenceslas Koranda were changed by the Old Testament rhetoric of their own ser-
mons into “seducers” who

began to preach enormous cruelty, unheard-of violence and injustice to man.
They said that now was the time of vengeance, the time of destruction of all
sinners and the time of God’s wrath ... in which all the evil and sinful ones were
to perish by sudden death, on one day.... those cruel beasts, the Taborite priests,
wanting to excite and work up the people so that they would not shrink from
these afflictions, preached that it was no longer the time of mercy but the time of
vengeance, so that the people should strike and kill all sinners.... And they called
us and others who admonished them to be merciful, damaging hypocrites.”®

The rhetoric of the revolution was drawn from historical events described
in the Old Testament, but the revolution had its own inner logic, its own formal
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causality, that would be repeated in subsequent revolutions. Plato had described
it as metabolia, a “quasi-natural transformation of one form of government into
another” as Hannah Arendt described the devolution from democracy to tyran-
ny”® Kaminsky says “the new communities formed in the winter of 1419-1420 were
not stable societies, they were essentially mass movements, with a character deter-
mined by the ... realities of the movement itself.”*

In 1418, “Pikarti,” probably Beghards or Beguines living in the area now
called Belgium, migrated en masse to Prague after hearing of the revolutionary
upheaval there. The Waldensians were already there; soon, according to Graetz,
Jews expelled from Austria for collaborating with the Hussites joined them. All
of these groups contributed ideas to the revolution, which took on a life of its own
during the winter of 1419-1420.

Adventism was part of that life. In “The Story of the Priests of Tabor,” John
Pribram names 26 Taborite priests who “preached that Judgment Day would come
in 1420.”® As more peasants streamed into the city, preachers upped the ante, until
finally they named the day, proclaiming that the second coming would occur be-
tween February 10 and 14, 1420. Citing Revelation 18:2, the radical preachers pre-
dicted the entire old order would perish. Their claims split the Hussite movement.
The split widened when the world did not end on schedule. Jakoubek of Stribro ar-
gued against the Adventists that “even the worst calamities did not annul the sure
path to salvation taught by Jesus, the path of virtuous and humble suffering.”® But
the appeal of Millennialism, Adventism, and the whole judaizing tendency toward
messianic politics and heaven on earth through the sword lay precisely in its rejec-
tion of humble suffering. The Hussite conservatives found themselves swept up in
a movement that was no longer Christian in any identifiable sense. Hussitism had
become a Jewish revolutionary movement. The revolution was a parasite inside
the Hussite host. It infected the movement, then it weakened it, and then it took
over the host and turned it into the vehicle for revolution. Jakoubek realized the
withdrawal from society happening all around him was not only unprecedented,
it was also profoundly subversive:

the peasant who gave up his land, burnt his house and in some cases left his fam-

ily, in order to flee to “the mountains,” was behaving in a way for which there

was no precedent. And when that peasant claimed the right to wield arms, his
behavior was more than anomalous, it was revolutionary.” ®

“Did you not formerly preach against killing,” Jakoubek asks Master John
of Jicin and by extension all of Tabor’s revolutionary priests, “how then has ev-
erything come to be turned into its opposite?” By the “opposite” Jakoubek was
referring to the revolutionary messianic politics preached by the Taborite priests
urging the use of “carnal and secular arms against the enemy.” This led to “the
danger of homicide and bloodshed” as “hatreds are thereby generated which bring
about a falling away from charity and a neglect of spiritual arms.”¢ Jakoubek felt
the priests of Tabor “should persuade people to fight an evangelical battle in God’s
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cause, according to the evangelical and Catholic sense, with spiritual arms on
the model of the Primitive Church of Christ’s apostles.” Instead, the preaching
and “perilous interpretations of scripture,” of the Taborite priests were leading the
people to take up “carnal military arms, abandoning the customary labor of their
hands and living in idleness from the plundering of their neighbors’ substance;
they kill and shed blood.®

Nowhere was the change in the Hussite revolution more drastic than in the
area of “carnal arms.” Newman and others felt the Waldensian heretics had pre-
pared the way for the Hussites, especially in southern Bohemia where their influ-
ence had always been strong. But the Waldensians were pacifists. The revolution
turned on the Waldensians, by rejecting pacifism in favor of Israelite holy war.
In summer, 1420, Peter Chelcicky tried to explain the trajectory in On Spiritual
Battle, according to which the devil took over the Hussite movement during the
winter of 1419-20 and turned it into a revolutionary movement based on Old Tes-
tament models. “The Devil,” says Chelcicky,

came to them clothed in other garb, in the prophets and the Old Testament, and
from these they sought to confect an imminent Day of Judgment, saying that
they were angels who had to eliminate all scandals from Christ’s Kingdom, and
that they were to judge the world. And so they committed many killings and
impoverished many people, but they did not judge the world according to their
works for the predicted time has elapsed with which they terrified the people,
telling them strange things which they collected from many prophets.®

“At some point during the winter of 1419-1420, the congregations degenerated
morally to the point where their reaction to persecution in the winter of 1419-20,
was not the Christian suffering of the New Testament but the self-conscious violence
of the Old.” The assessment is Kaminsky’s, but he is clearly following Chelcicky’s
lead. Chelcicky portrayed the conflict as between the old law and the new:

If power were supposed to be administered through Christ’s faith by means

of battles and punishments, and try to benefit Christ’s faith thereby, then why

would Christ have abolished the Jewish Law and established a different spiritual

one? If he had wanted people to cut each other up, to hang, drown and burn each

other, and otherwise pour out human blood for his Law, then that Old Law could
also have stood unchanged with the same bloody deeds as before.

The turn toward revolution during that winter bespoke a reversion to the
vomit of Judaism and a rejection of the Cross, the symbol under which civilization
had grown for a millennium in Europe. The uprooting of thousands of peasants by
the preaching of the Judaizers increased the pressure to pursue the revolutionary
course. Since the uprooted peasants were no longer tilling their fields, they had to
pillage their non-Adventist, non-revolutionary neighbors to survive. They had to
destroy to live; the revolutionary creed rationalized their violence and gave them
incentive to pursue it to its bloody conclusion. Adventism, the idea that the cur-
rent order was going to be destroyed, flowed inexorably from the premises of mil-
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lennialism. As we have seen, from Adventism, it was only a short step to messianic
politics, which decreed that the new heaven and new earth could be brought about
by the sword. Theological doctrines ratified the revolutionary situation. When the
peasants left their farms and moved to Tabor, they had to pillage and destroy in
order to survive. That is how the revolutionary engine¢ got created.

By 1429, the high point of Hussite incursion into neighboring countries, Peter
Payne-Englis, the English Wycliffite who joined the Bohemian revolution in 1419
and followed both Zizka and Prokop into battle, would proclaim to Sigismund
that “Our Lord Jesus Christ is a most invincible soldier and Prague warrior.”™*
Hussites like Jakoubek and Christian of Prachatice thought the idea preposter-
ous, so the controversy split the Hussite movement between the “conservatives” of
Prague and the “radicals” of Tabor. The split between Prague and Tabor presaged
a similar split in the French and the Russian revolutions. One wing wanted to
reform society (or the church); the other wanted to abolish society. The same split
would take place in the Taborite movement too, when the Adamites were expelled.
In the winter of 1419-20, the Judaizers took over the movement and turned it into
a revolution. By spring, the new movement had “nothing in common with even
the most radical variety of official Hussite scholasticism” and a civil war between
Prague and Tabor was inevitable.® By spring, the Hussite movement centered in
Prague was committed to reform, while the branch in Tabor was committed to
revolution.

In March 1420, John Zizka, recognizing he could not conquer Pilsen in west-
ern Bohemia against superior royalist forces, agreed to lift his siege and with-
draw but only under certain conditions. Zizka had become a devoted defender of
the Four Articles, the essence of the Hussite creed. As one condition of his with-
drawal, he demanded Hussites in Pilsen be allowed to communicate under both
species. As another, he asked for passage under safe conduct for about 400 of the
most radical Hussites to Tabor, the hill-top redoubt a few days to the southeast.
Zizka set out with 400 armed men and 12 gun-carrying wagons on March 22 or 23.
On March 25, they crossed the Otava River at a ford near the village of Sudomer.
There they encountered two columns of royalist troops, around 2000 men, most
of whom were mounted and in heavy armor. According to conventional military
standards, Zizka and his men were hopelessly outnumbered and doomed to de-
feat. But Zizka was a military genius who was not bound by the conventions of war
that held at that time. His only chance lay in quickly finding terrain disadvanta-
geous to a cavalry charge. There were no hills in the vicinity, but Zizka found an
embankment which served as a dam for a fishpond. Using the dam to cover one of
his flanks and the war wagons to cover the other, he concentrated his troops on a
very small front, negating the superior numbers of his foe. When the first waves of
cavalry failed to dislodge the Hussites, the cavalry dismounted and tried to defeat
them in hand-to-hand combat. They nearly broke through the line of wagons but
were eventually beaten back. Finally it grew dark and the attackers, whose posi-
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tion was neither so compact nor so organized as the defenders, called off the at-
tack and retreated. To commentators, there seemed something miraculous about
Zizka’s defeat of a superior force. One quotes royalist soldiers: “My pike does not
pierce, my sword does not cut and my crossbow does not shoot.™* The Battle of
Sudomer was the beginning of the Zizka legend. In the eyes of many Hussite war-
riors, God had intervened and saved them from a superior foe.

Zizka’s “army” was made up of peasants, who neither had arms nor knew
how to wield them effectively. Using the sword and riding a horse, or doing both
simultaneously, required skill, which peasants had neither time nor opportunity
to learn. In two months in 1420, before he was summoned to defend Prague, Zizka
took men armed with pitchforks and flails used to separate wheat from chaff, and
turned them into an army that would become invincible, defeating over the next
decade, the most powerful armies the pope and emperor could send against them.
No less an authority than Aeneas Sylvius Piccolomini, later Pius II, said Zizka
had been sent by God to punish the Church for its sins. Piccolomini was no fan of
Zizka: at another point, he said, in Bohemia a blind people followed a blind leader.
But Zizka was undeniably one of the great military geniuses of European history.
Zizka could be compared to Napoleon, but the man Zizka most closely resembled
was Oliver Cromwell, another military genius moved by an equally revolutionary
form of Old Testament-inspired messianic politics.

Zizka was also a tactical genius. Even when he was totally blind, he could
deploy his troops based on his memory of the terrain and the reports he got from
his subordinates. His tactical judgment was invariably correct, and it saved his
troops repeatedly from hopeless situations. But Zizka was also a genius at using
what was available and developing it in ways no one had thought of before. It was
pointless to use the peasant flail against a cavalry charge; but once that charge was
neutralized by hill, trenches, and encircled wagons armed with mortars, forcing
the knights had to dismount, then those flails, studded with iron spikes, suddenly
became formidable weapons.

Zizka understood medieval warfare was largely individual combat. Battles
were melees of individuals fighting other individuals. Once the battle was engaged,
only those along the front did the actual fighting. So if Zizka could reduce the ef-
fective size of the front with hills, trenches, battlewagons, and embankments, as
at Sudomer, he could reduce the numerical advantage of his foe. Zizka’s greatest
innovation was his use of the war wagon as a mobile fortress, a tactic American
pioneers would later use against the plains Indians. The Boers would use the same
innovation still later in South Africa. But Zizka’s wagons were not simply portable
walls; they had heavy boards on them as rudimentary armor, and guns, which
were very effective at short range in stopping a cavalry charge.

Zizka created a very effective division of labor. He did not train the inexperi-
enced peasants to engage in individual combat with the knights. Instead, teams of
peasants were assigned to perform specific tasks on the war wagons, which were
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armed with two or three hand pieces, a large number of crossbows, and heavier
guns on gun carriages. At the battle of Kutna Hora, Zizka used wagons as offen-
sive weapons—as 15th Century tanks—for the first time in the history of warfare,
to break out of an encirclement that would have doomed any other field com-
mander. “The Taborite army, in the way Zizka formed it, acquired a degree of na-
tional subdivision, tactical organization and actual battle cooperation far beyond
anything used before in medieval warfare.™ Zizka did all this in less than two
months, between March 27, 1420, when he arrived at Tabor, and May 18, when he
left to save Prague from Sigismund’s army.

Many were drawn to Tabor by the Adventism and chiliasm of the priests,
who predicted the world, except for the five Bohemian places of refuge, would
be destroyed. Once the date came and went without noticeable change, prophecy
was replaced by will. The new world would now be brought into existence by de-
stroying the old. Communism also made its first appearance at Tabor. Adventism
may have failed, but the millennial spirit was still strong. Communism flowed
from Millennialism—the time when the wolf would lie down with the lamb—
and the exigencies of the revolutionary situation. Tabor was an armed camp with
autonomous military units which would issue forth from the hill-top redoubt and
attack local villages. Often, those villages would be burnt to the ground, and their
inhabitants would then migrate to Tabor, where they too became infected with
the millennialist virus. Once at Tabor, the refugees learned that, as the Millen-
nium was about to dawn in Bohemia, “men would no longer be like wolves to
one another; they would be as brothers and sisters.”™ At Tabor the gospel was
going to be implemented as in the early Church. So, “following the commands of
Holy Scripture, it was enacted that no one was to own anything; private property
was to be abolished and everything to be common property as in the days of the
apostles.”™” Wooden tubs were set up in the town square in front of the community
church, so the faithful could place all their worldly goods in them. The revolution-
ary priests appointed “clerks of the tubs” for “giving to everyone according to his
needs.™® Private property was to be abolished “not only in Bohemia but all over
the world.”™ Private property was associated with Babylon, the city from which
the Taborites had fled in horror. Since Tabor was the antithesis of Babylon, prop-
erty was considered sinful. At Tabor, “everything should always be in common
for all, and no one may have anything privately; if he does, he sins mortally.”*°The
elect were assembled, uncontaminated by the corrupt Roman system, and from
this ethnic enclave, the holy Bohemian nation would spread the gospel to all man-
kind.

Communism flowed logically from the failure of Adventism, by making the
kingdom of the New Israel a matter of will. But it flowed just as obviously from a
millennialist reading of the scriptures and the exigencies of the situation. Thou-
sands of uprooted peasants poured into Tabor weekly, and all of them had to be
fed. Communism satisfied theological and practical needs. Modern Communists
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saw Tabor as the forerunner of Marxism, but their commitment to materialism
blinded them to the religious dimensions at Tabor, for Communism at Tabor was
based on a reading of the Acts of the Apostles. Czech communist Josef Macek
claimed “the new revolutionary fortress Tabor” was “the first time in world his-
tory that a rebellious people, dreaming of a classless society, started to work and
build a new town in which from the beginning decisive power lay in the hands of
the common people.” Macek’s materialism blinded him to Tabor’s revolutionary
Jewish antecedents as much as it blinded him to the influence of the Acts of the
Apostles. Tabor may have been the first “new revolutionary fortress” on European
soil, but this hill-top redoubt bore a striking resemblance to Masada and Bethar,
where the Jewish revolutionaries took their stands against another Rome.

Like Simon bar Kokhba and his followers, the Taborites were a “holy nation”
of ethnic nationalists who strove to drive “Romans” from their land. The leaders
of both revolutions saw themselves as following in the footsteps of figures from
the Old Testament—Moses, Joshua, Gideon, David. Both revolutions defeated
the Romans initially and established a “golden age” and a “paradise on earth”
by recourse to the sword. Their enemies saw them as rejecters of Christ or, more
specifically, rejecters of the Cross of Christ and the political consequences which
the Cross entailed. Both movements created a state religion and expelled those
who would not swear allegiance to the military messiah who was to lead the “holy
nation” in battle. Both revolutions were to serve as an alternative to the Roman
model for all mankind, and both felt that they were inaugurating a new era of
history, a concept which reached its fulfillment in the French Revolution, which
denominated 1792 as the year One.

Macek and, to some extent, Cohn, fails to see how these revolutionary branch-
es are connected to theological roots. For example, the Taborites denied the ex-
istence of purgatory. “They say that there will be no more purgative fire because
when a man is poor that is his purgatory.™ There is no purging fire in the next life
because “when people live in poverty, that can be seen as their purifying fire.” If
the Taborite theologians could declare purgatory was on earth, why couldn’t they
say the same about heaven? This in fact is exactly what they did, claiming

only God’s elect were to remain on the earth—those who had fled to the moun-

tains. And they said that the elect of God would rule in the world for a thousand

years with Christ, visibly and tangibly. And they preached that the elect of God

who fled to the mountains would themselves possess all the goods of the de-

stroyed evil ones and rule freely over all their estates and villages. And they say,

“you will have such an abundance of everything that silver, gold, and money will
only be a nuisance to you.”?

The failed predictions of February 1420 didn’t change matters. They simply
substituted the human will for God as the agency which would bring about heaven
on earth. To bring about heaven on earth, the Taborites had to eradicate sin. The
eradication of sin became the rationale for revolutionary violence derived directly
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from Old Testament. Taboritism was an extreme form of Zionism, with the Bohe-
mian people in the role of the new Israelites. “Every place that your foot strikes,”
the Taborite priests told the uprooted masses in Tabor to usher in the millennium,
“is yours and will remain yours.™* The passage is from Deuteronomy 11:24, which
indicates once again that the Taborites were the new Israel, “an army sent by God
through the whole world to remove all scandals from the kingdom of Christ,
which is the Church Militant, and to expel the evil ones from the midst of the just,
and to take vengeance and visit affliction on the nations of the enemies of the Law
of Christ and against their cities, villages and fortified places.”™s

The Taborite priest John Capek, who wrote sermons “more full of blood than
a fish pond is of water,” went out of his way to incite the mob to bloodshed. Capek
developed the idea of the time of vengeance. He specified the kinds of violence to
be done to the enemy “according to the will of the Holy Spirit” and insisted on ab-
solute, universal killing and destruction outside the congregations of the elect: all
sinners were to be killed, all buildings were to be destroyed, every last physical en-
tity of the old world had to be wiped from existence. Since the only way to destroy
nonmaterial institutions was to kill the people in them, “all people in high ranks
were to be brought down, chopped down like pieces of wood.” The violence was
religious, orgiastic, ritualistic, and practical; its purpose was to purge the world
in preparation for the “consummation of the age,” and its sanction lay in the new
situation created by Christ’s secret coming, which had annihilated all traditional
guides to behavior.*

The Millennium would usher in not the fulfillment of Christianity but its
abolition. The Taborite priests talked of how the Elect will rule the earth. “All
kings, princes and prelates of the church will cease to be,”” which is logical if
God’s soldiers have abolished sin on earth. Without sin, there would be no need
of princes to wield the sword in earthly rule. The irony was that the revolution-
ary priests were going to bring this about by wielding the sword themselves, but
ironies were lost on them:

“The Elect ... will be brought back to the state of innocence of Adam in Para-

dise, like Enoch and Elijah and they would be without any hunger or thirst, or

any other spiritual or physical pain. And in holy marriage and with immaculate

marriage-bed they will carnally generate sons and grandchildren here on earth

and on the mountains, without pain or trouble and without any original sin.

Then there will be no need for baptism by water because they will be baptized in

the Holy Spirit, nor will there be the tangible sacrament of the Holy Eucharist,

because they will be fed in a new angelic mode—not in the memory of Christ’s

passion, but of his victory.... In this renovated kingdom there well be no sin, no
scandal, no abomination, no falsehood, but all will be the chosen sons of god,

and all the suffering of Christ and of his lambs will cease ... Women will give

birth to their children without pain and without original sin, ... and children

born in the kingdom, if they are of the kingdom, will never die, because death

will no longer be.*®
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The references to women giving birth without pain gave the conservative wing
of the Hussite movement pause. “If women give birth without pain,” John Pribram
wrote in Contra Articulous Picardorum, taking their thought to its logical conclu-
sion, “then also without sin, for all pain is from sin; thus original sin will cease and
so will baptism, and, consequently Christianity.”*® The new system—“a peculiar
system of interpreting the New Law by the Old, and vice versa, so as to generate a
third body of wisdom”—was not Christian. It was decidedly anti-Christian. Mar-
tin Huska and other Taborite priests learned this system from “Wenceslas, the
tavern keeper in Prague.™

And why not? Prague had already become a magnet for heretics and Jews
from all over Europe. In 1418, according to Lawrence of Brezova, a group of forty
“Picardi,” with their wives and children, came to Prague saying they had been
expelled by their prelates ‘because of the Law of God,” and “they had heard that
Bohemia offered the greatest freedom for the evangelical truth.”" By spring, 1420,
the revolutionaries had taken over Tabor. Under the leadership of Martin Huska,
who was eventually expelled and then hunted down and martyred for his beliefs,
the Taborites morphed into the Adamites, who decided they could bring about
heaven on earth by shedding their clothes and engaging in indiscriminate sexual
activity, when they were not pillaging neighboring villages and murdering anyone
who opposed them. Adamitism took the idea “man can attain the same perfec-
tion of beatitude in the present as he will obtain in the blessed life to come™>
to its logical conclusion, at least according to the logic of carnal minds. Heaven
on earth became a function of pure will, disconnected from reason. Zizka would
deal with the Adamites militarily, but it’s hard to see how he could argue with
their premises. To have heaven on earth, we must first have total war; that premise
stretched from Simon bar Kokhba to Trotsky and the Neoconservatives. It had
nothing to do with Waldensian pacifism. That premise provided the justification
for each of the Taborite sects, even when fighting among themselves over how to
bring heaven on earth into being.

Fortunately for the Hussites, Sigismund would unite them in spite of them-
selves and their theological differences. The conservative Hussite wing in Prague
was always trying to find a modus vivendi with the King of the Romans, and
Sigismund, through his brutality and blundering, constantly drove them back
into the arms of the Taborite radicals. When Zizka was working out details of
the evacuation of Pilsen, John Krasa, a Prague merchant, foolishly espoused the
cause of the chalice while on a business trip to Breslau, later Wroclaw, one of Si-
gismund’s strongholds. Krasa was accused of heresy, refused to recant, and was
burned at the stake in the public square. Two days after Krasa’s death, a bull an-
nouncing a crusade against the Wycliffites, the Hussites, and other heretics was
proclaimed in Wroclaw. Sigismund’s treatment of Krasa awakened memories of
how the Council of Constance had dealt with Huss and Jerome of Prague. His
treatment of Krasa drove the conservative Hussites into the arms of the Taborite
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radicals just when the conservatives were coming to see how radical their agenda
was and how incompatible it was with Christian tradition. The crusading army
was to be convened in a German city and made up of troops largely from German-
speaking lands; all Czechs, not just the radical Taborites, must have viewed it with
horror. The bull was aimed at all Czechs, and as its first consequence, it forced
them to overcome their differences. Sigismund evidently was not conversant with
the tactic of divide and conquer. He could have granted liturgical concessions to
the Prague conservatives and then proceeded militarily against the revolutionar-
ies, but his mind did not make subtle distinctions. Instead, he vowed to proceed
against “all of those who took communion in the two kinds,” thereby uniting the
Czech nation against him.

His policy also drove the uncommitted and those who had expressed reserva-
tion about the Taborite agenda into the hands of the radicals. Once reconciliation
was ruled out, those who had no other place to go swelled the ranks of the radicals.
About the time of Krasa’s execution, John Zelivsky, the man who orchestrated the
defenestration, emerged as the de facto ruler of Prague. Zelivsky had identified
Sigismund with the Red Dragon of Revelations, and Sigismund’s actions appeared
to prove that Zelivsky was a prophet.

Soon a common spirit of solidarity and defiance united Prague. On April 3,
Zelivsky convoked a meeting at the city hall of the Old Town in Prague; everyone
in attendance swore a solemn oath to defend their religion and their country. Five
days later, Praguers began digging a moat between the city and the royalist for-
tress of Vysehrad south of town. The whole town mobilized for digging the trench,
including—and this is the first time the Hussites are mentioned in open alliance
with them—the Jews. On April 8, 1420, the Jews worked side by side with the Hus-
sites in digging the trench opposite Vysehrad Castle, and both sang hymns com-
posed by Rabbi Avigdor ben Isaac Kara as they worked. Open ecumenical collabo-
ration of this sort was unprecedented. Another version of the same story explains
the communal singing not as an expression of solidarity but as a Jewish attempt to
proselytize Hussites. Ruth Gladstein claims the Jews sang Kara’s songs in Yiddish
hoping that the Czechs, who were already familiar with German, might under-
stand the lyrics and convert to Judaism.’s “Jew, Christian, Arab! Understand!”
they sang, “God has no form that can be seen.” The Jews were emboldened because
they felt the Hussites were on their way to becoming Jews anyway and needed only
a subtle nudge to take the final step.

The Catholics quickly used this collaboration to discredit the Hussites. The
Catholics had always claimed that the Hussites were involved in a conspiracy with
the Jews. Now they had proof. Gladstein says “the Jews of Bavaria were accused of
the same crime,” i.e, of collaborating with the Hussites."+ As a result, the crusad-
ing armies attacked them as well. In discussing “the alleged collaboration of Jews
with Hussites and the so-called Judaizing elements in Hussitism,” Gladstein cites
Rabbi Newman, who claims Huss was on friendly terms with Jewish teachers in
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Prague, that the Vienna Theological Faculty accused the Hussites of collaborating
with the Jews, and that Jews of Bavaria secretly supplied the Hussites with money
and arms."s Any attempts to portray the Jews as neutrals are dismissed out of
hand by Newman as “not ... likely.™ St. John of Capistrano, in Wroclaw at the end
of the 15th Century, leveled the same accusation: the Hussites had joined with the
Jews in a war against the pope and Christendom, a contention Newman supports.
Newman also says the Jews influenced the Adamites. Jewish influence pervaded
the Hussite movement, according to Newman. “From its inception,” virtually the
entire spectrum of the Hussite movement “bore marks of Jewish, and particu-
larly Old Testament influences.™” Graetz says the same thing: “Catholics accused
Jews of secretly supplying the Hussites with money and arms; and in the Bavarian
towns near the Boehmerwald, they persecuted them unmercifully as friends and
allies of the heretics. The Dominicans ... included the Jews in their fiery pulpit
denunciations of the Hussites.™?®

By May, 1420, as the imperial crusade marched from Wroclaw to Prague, the
Jewish/Hussite collaboration had become intolerable to Catholic princes. React-
ing to accusations of such collaboration, Albert, Archduke of Austria, ordered all
the Jews in his realm thrown into prison on May 23. In March, 1421, Albert had
some Jews burned at the stake and the rest expelled from Austria. Conversion was
also an option, but, as Graetz says, “the converts proved no gain to the church. The
majority seized the first opportunity of emigrating and relapsing into Judaism.™>
Those who converted to save their skins then “bent their steps to Bohemia, ren-
dered tolerant by the Hussite schism,” swelling the revolutionary movement
there.® This came as no surprise. The Church had been alleging a Jewish/Hussite
conspiracy ever since Huss had been burned at the stake. Catholic crusaders were
reported as attacking Jews, “and only them,” as they marched to Bohemia in 1419
as part of the anti-Hussite crusade. The attacks were so violent that “the Maha-
ril, the leader of Central European Jewry, found it necessary to order every Jew,
men and women alike, to observe a severe and long fast.”* The illustrious rabbi
of Mainz, Jacob ben Moses Moelin Halevi, known as the Maharil, renewed his
call for fasting and prayer that victory might be granted to the Hussite armies in
September 1421, when Zizka faced the imperial army at Saatz. Apparently God
granted their prayers; Zizka triumphed, and the crusaders who threatened to wipe
the Jewish people from the earth instead begged for bread at their doors.

Gladstein claims the Jews were deeply impressed by “a drastic change in the
Hussites’ religious behavior,”** implicitly corroborating the charge levelled by
the Catholics that the Jews supported the insurrection. Rabbi Avigdor Kara, who
grew up in Prague and authored the hymns the Jews sang with the Hussites in the
trenches outside Vysehrad, felt the Hussites were on the verge of becoming Jews.
It was not an idea to be taken lightly, because any Jew who held these views risked
his life, but the Jews too were caught up in the millennialist fever. The idea that the
Hussites were becoming Jews was so fraught with danger, that “no Jew would have
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imagined such a thing as the conversion of the Hussites, let alone written about
it, unless he thought that the exile was ending and the footsteps of the Messiah
would soon be heard. So we can assume that Avigdor Kara believed that the days
of the Messiah were imminent.”?

The Jews felt the Hussites were ripe for conversion because, according to Jew-
ish sources, King Wenceslas and John Huss had converted secretly to Judaism
under Rabbi Avigdo Kara himself. According to the anonymous Jewish chroni-
cler, King Wenceslas liked Kara and spoke with him often. Kara exploited this by
subverting the King’s faith, wearing him down “until the King acknowledged that
that man’s [in Hebrew writing “that man” refers to Jesus Christ] faith was false.
After the King’s death, there appeared a priest called Huss ‘who attracted all the
townsfolk and taught them the true unity—Israel’s faith.”4

King Wenceslas died four years after Huss, not before Huss as the chronicler
alleges. So the anonymous Jewish chronicler’s claim may be a fantasy based on a
priori assumptions, most notably the fact that Jews didn’t think that the goyim
were intelligent enough to come up with the judaizing Hussite creed on their own.
Gladstein says precisely that but rescues the credibility of the anonymous Jew-
ish chronicler by claiming that while he was inaccurate with particular dates, he
did describe “two stages in the rise of the movement: 1) the King renounces his
belief in Jesus: 2) Huss teaches the essential principles of Judaism to the people of
Prague and they destroy images, burn statues and kill priests. After that it says:
‘and most of the people in that country (Bohemia) set themselves to dissolve that
man’s faith.”*» The Viennese Hebrew MS describes the burning of Huss at the
stake as “Kiddush hashem” or “Sanctification of the Divine name,” constituting
“further proof that the Jews considered the Hussites Jews; for the expression ‘sanc-
tification of the divine name’ is applied only to the martyrdom of Jews.™¢ In the
same manuscript, Catholic countries are referred as “Edom.” This epithet is tradi-
tionally applied to enemies of the Jews, but here it denotes enemies of the Hussites,
another indication the Jews considered the Hussites, if not one of their own, then
at least on the way. In an era of Messianic expectation for the Jews and millennial-
ist and Adventist expectation for the Hussites, the two groups were clearly linked
in what was about to happen. When the Hussites threatened to burn Nuremberg
to the ground, the German natives imposed a tax on the Jews to buy off the Czech
invaders. The Jewish commentator claims “When the Hussites had no leader, they
dropped their ideas and most of them relapsed. [But] on one mountain called Ta-
bor, there are still Hussites who do not believe in ‘that man.”™>

The full extent of the collaboration between the Hussites and the Jews, and
the extent to which the Hussite judaizing meant an actual conversion to Juda-
ism, remain objects of debate. Ben Sasson, a Jerusalem historian, indicates Hussite
conversion to Judaism was largely wish fulfillment fueled by millennialist expec-
tations: “Objection to the complex of images, altars, crosses, priests was so strong
in the soul of the Jews, and they longed so much to see the fulfillment of their
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hope that there would be a movement from Christianity toward Judaism, that
they painted reality with the colors of their hearts’ desires and began to discern,
in what was happening, certain elements of the disappearance of that complex
and the fulfillment of the messianic hope.™*® The Hussites, like the Puritans 120
year later, hoped the Jews would convert, and probably Hussites and Jews took the
conversion of the other group as a sign that the millennium was about to begin.
Gladstein claims that one of Kara’s poems was set to the tune of the Hussite battle
song, “Ye Warriors of God.” The Jews probably hoped that the song would scare
off the crusaders when they sang it, as it had done more than once when Hussites
sang it. There was no “better sign of the Jews’ sympathy for the Hussites than
the apparent adoption of their most representative tune.™ Similarly, the Hussites
found encouragement for their iconoclasm from the Jews who sang
The mystery of faith is nowhere found

Except among the Hebrews,
Forbidden altars shall lie upon the ground.”*°

On May 1 or 2, 1420 King Sigismund’s army started slowly but inexorably to-
ward Prague. Sigismund demanded unconditional surrender. Since the fate of Jan
Krasa was fresh in their minds, the Hussites and a large number of Bohemians felt
they had no choice but to unite with groups whose theology they found repugnant
to keep Bohemia from being overrun by marauding German troops. And so the
inhabitants of Prague, no matter what their political or religious views, prepared
the town for a siege. “Wherever there had been one chain before to barricade the
streets, they put two, and they locked themselves up against the King.”

On May 16, the Praguers sent an urgent call for assistance to Zizka, who un-
derstanding the tactical advantage of rapid troop deployment, responded without
delay. Between 50 and 60 miles separated Zizka’s 9,000 men from Prague when
he got the call for help. According to the standards of medieval warfare, it should
have taken him at least four days to march to Prague, but he left on May 18 and
was in Benesov, half way to Prague, one day later. He arrived in Prague on May 20,
even though he had to fight at Porici on the way.

His arrival was met by general jubilation among the inhabitants of Prague,
who arranged banquets in honor of their rescuers. Their joy changed to consterna-
tion when the Taborite rustics, most of whom had never seen a city as luxurious
as Prague, repaid their hosts by engaging in iconoclasm and even went so far as
to attempt to'cut off the beards and mustaches of the natives. The town had al-
ready undergone a Taborite purge of “public mortal sins.” Notorious brothels had
already been converted to more edifying use, and Zelivsky and his followers had
conducted house to house searches, asking each household to make a choice be-
tween utraquism and leaving town, something that must have made the reaction
of the Taborite rustics that much more painful.

Once again, ethnicity was given an ideological spin. Expelling everyone who
disagreed, including the wives and children of Germans who had already left,
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ensured “there would be no traitors at work in the city,” but, more importantly, it
pushed the Hussite movement in an irrevocably revolutionary direction.* Revo-
lutionaries would take over the movement, something most Praguers must have
viewed with consternation, when, for example, the women who had come from
Tabor burned the monastery of St. Catherine in the New Town to the ground after
evicting the nuns. It also ensured a bloody reaction since it established the prin-
ciple that the most radical faction got to decide policy. The Hussites established
that principle as normative by deducing it from their reading of the Old Testa-
ment. The ideologically chosen ethnic group was an idea that would wreak havoc
in Europe for the next 600 years and in Israel and the Middle East after that.

Zizka had more pressing concerns. First he had to neutralize Vysehrad, the
royalist stronghold south of town, so he ordered the moat dug deeper and wider.
Once again Jews, women, priests, and boys too young to bear arms were put too
work. By the time King Sigismund’s armies arrived on June 12, Zizka had been
at work for three weeks, digging fortifications outside the city and stretching
chains and other impediments across the streets inside the town walls. Zizka was
at a major disadvantage because large royalist fortresses blocked the western and
southern approaches to the city. He also suffered a major setback when Sigismund
replenished Hradcany on the west bank of the Vltava. That entire bank was oc-
cupied by imperial troops, who were close enough to shout insults and provoca-
tions at the natives. “Ha, Ha! Huss, Huss! Heretic, Heretic,” the imperial forces
shouted across the river, and, to show it was not merely good-natured ribbing, any
Czechs who fell into their hands were immediately burnt as heretics. Lawrence of
Brezova claims Sigismund had 150,000 troop under arms “of many different na-
tions, tribes, and tongues.” Even if Sigismund had half that number of troops, he
still had a four or five to one advantage over Zizka.

Sigismund’s strategy was rational. Since he already controlled the southern
and western approaches to the city, all he had to do was block access to the farms
of the Elbe valley to the north, and the city would starve to death in days. That
meant occupying the Vitkov Hill on the old town side of the river. Zizka under-
stood the importance of the hill too and had two wooden forts built on its summit.
On July 14, 1420 Sigismund’s armies crossed the Vltava and started up the gradual
northeast slope of Vitkov Hill, putting heavy pressure on the badly outnumbered
defenders. Once again, the Hussites were aided by their choice of terrain. The nar-
row ridge they had to defend magnified the power of the defenders, neutralizing
both the numbers and the cavalry of the attacking army and allowing time for
reinforcement.

Zizka, who was in the town when the attack started, quickly ordered a counter-
attack. A priest holding a monstrance led the archers, who were followed by peas-
ant soldiers wielding flails and pikes, all singing a Hussite battle song. Lawrence of
Brezova claims it was the sight of the body of Christ in the monstrance that routed
the Hussites’ enemies. The author of the Magdeburger Schoeppenchronik claimed
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that the Taborites had miraculous powers because the Bohemians worshipped the
devil, whom the Germans had seen fighting alongside the Czech soldiers.»*

Terror spread through the ranks of the numerically superior royalist army,
and they fled back across the river in panic. The victory seemed doubly miracu-
lous because the royalists had suffered relatively few casualties and yet were re-
luctant to renew the attack. There was no adequate military explanation for why
Sigismund failed to renew his assault. Since he was still in possession of Hradcany,
which towered over the town, he could have bombarded Prague, but he couldn’t
bring himself to destroy a city he loved.

During the siege of Prague the Four Articles were formulated in their final
form. All faithful Bohemians were called to 1) communicate under both species, 2)
promote free preaching, 3) force priests to give up pomp and avarice and worldly
ambition and 4) bring about a cessation of all public mortal sins. The symbol of
the Hussite Revolution was the chalice. Hussite soldiers wore the emblem of the
chalice on their clothing, and royalist forces carried banners portraying a goose
(Huss is the Czech word for goose) drinking from a chalice. The Chalice was both
a liturgical issue and an eschatological symbol. “For the Hussites, to drink the
blood of God was a sign of the reality of the present age passing away into a grand
apocalyptic finale. The cup signaled this fait acocmpli.... the chalice in particular
heralded the arrival of the eschaton in the midst of the present age.” No one, how-
ever, seems to have made the connection between the chalice which held Christ’s
blood during celebration of the Mass and the bloodthirsty priests who took it as
their symbol. But the connection is there: “the true soldiers of Jesus Christ—'the
warriors of God’—must ever and again drink the blood of God so that they can
engage in the battle against Antichrist.”

Once Sigismund condemned his huge army to a summer of inactivity, natural
forces ensured its dissolution. Rotting corpses lay around the Imperial camp un-
buried in the summer heat insuring the spread of disease. On July 22, 16 German
prisoners captured in the failed attack on Vitkov, now renamed Zizkov in honor of
the general who saved it, were burned at the stake in view of the German troops,
thus lowering morale even further. The same chronicler who said the Taborites
worshipped the devil called the crusade a “truly hateful campaign, for whomever
was taken prisoner on either side for him there was no other outcome but the in-
humanly bitter death.”™” Finally, the Bohemian Lords crowned Sigismund King of
Bohemia at St. Vitus Cathedral in the Hradcany fortress on July 28 and persuaded
him that, with his goal accomplished, he could send the German troops home.

On August 10, 1420, a Taborite mob led by Wenceslas Koranda celebrated the
lifting of the siege by sacking the great Cistercian monastery at Zbraslav, one of
the most famous and most beautiful buildings in the country, burning it to the
ground. The monastery had no military significance. The siege of Prague was over.
On finding the monastery deserted and undefended, the Taborite mob discovered
wine the monks had left behind. After getting drunk in the wine cellar, the mob
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broke into the royal tomb, disinterred the corpse of King Wenceslas, put a crown
of straw on his head, and, after placing him on the altar, poured wine over him,
bellowing in drunken mockery that if the king were still alive he would be drink-
ing with them.

The mob then lurched unsteadily back to Prague, where drunken Hussite
priests led the mob in an attack against the royalist fortress of Vysehrad. The at-
tack ended in disaster for the drunken Hussites, but even more disastrous was the
effect on the morale of the citizens of Prague, who now looked upon the Taborites
as “a band of irresponsible, unmanageable terrorists.”?

On August 22, 1420 the Taborites abruptly left Prague. No reason was given.
However, a few days earlier the Taborites had presented Prague with 12 demands,
including one that specified that “under fixed penalties there not be allowed any
drinking in taverns of any drink nor its sale on the street.” Having their taverns
shut down by drunken looters must have struck Praguers as unreasonable. When
they refused to go along, the Taborites left town. Zelivsky hoped the Taborites
would remain, but not even packing the town council with a pro-Taborite group
of councilmen could persuade them to stay. The Taborites were determined to
make a total break with Rome by electing their own bishop, a schismatic act that
would ensure that the Hussites could ordain their own clergy. Once they had their
own bishop, the Taborites would shut the mouths of the university professors by
trumping their authority. So they withdrew from Prague and declared war on the
Roman church by creating their own national para-church with its own bishop.

In September, 1420, the Taborites elected Nicholas of Pelhrimov as their bish-
op, confirming their independence from Rome. The illicit consecration also exac-
erbated the theological conflict within Hussitism and took it one step closer to civil
war. When Nicholas of Huss died on Christmas Eve 1420, the Hussite moderates,
Lawrence of Brezova says, “thanked God that in His Grace he had delivered them
from a cunning man who had used his knowledge to further not peace and love
but disunity and hatred between the parties.” The Taborites, numbering around
4,000, plunged forward with their social experiment, abolishing private property
and the distinctions between lord and servants, and providing for the inhabitants
from a community chest administered by radical priests, who proclaimed there
was no salvation outside of Tabor. With communism came the idea of total war.
The Taborite priests acted as “ideological commissars,” inciting bands of Taborite
warriors to plunder and violence “by expounding [to them] the more bloody pas-
sages of the Old Testament.™* Chiliasm and total war were indissolubly linked in
the Taborite Utopia: heaven on earth was to be created by sword-wielding Taborite
terrorists, guided by priests like Martin Huska. The antithesis of the sword was
the Cross; those who chose the former did so by rejecting the latter. Messianic
politics always exerts its greatest appeal over those in rebellion against the reign
of the Cross on earth and the attitude toward passivity and suffering the Cross
entails. “Martin,” Peter Chelcicky says, “was not humble or at all willing to suffer
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for Christ.... And he declared to us his belief that there will be a new Kingdom
of the Saints on earth, and that the good will no longer suffer.... And he said, ‘If
Christians were always to have to suffer so, I would not want to be a servant of
God.’ That is what he said.™+

On July 21, 1421, the Hussite moderates at the University of Prague triumphed
over the radicals in the liturgical battle that had raged since the Taborites had
issued their demands a year before. John Zelivsky then left Prague and his role
there as demagogue and master of agit-prop who mobilized the masses, to try his
hand as general in the northern Bohemian town of Most. Most was also known
as Bruex, which indicates the large German population living there. Zelivsky laid
siege to the town in July, damaging its walls with his siege guns. The town was
willing to surrender, but Zelivsky was unwilling to negotiate with the largely Ger-
man “Edomites” who were unworthy of anything but the sword. Zelivsky’s refusal
to negotiate was a costly mistake; the margrave of Meissen was already marching
to lift the siege. Had Zelivsky accepted Most’s terms, he could have defended Most
from behind fortified walls. Had Zelivsky used traditional Hussite battle tactics,
he could have engaged the German army, which was roughly the same size as his,
at the top of a hill surrounded by trenches and battlewagons. Zelivsky, however,
moved by his vision of himself as the Old Testament warrior, did neither. Instead,
he met the Meissner army in an open field north of town, where the Germans
used their superior armed cavalry to rout the Hussites, who fled in panic back to
Prague. In a war where the outcome of each battle was a crucial test of God’s favor,
Zelivsky’s defeat had devastating psychological sequelae, calling into question the
legitimacy of the cause rather than just his competence as a general.

Zelivsky could have benefited from Zizka’s advice, but the Hussite Napoleon
was on that day besieging the town of Rabi. That day would prove disastrous for
Zizka too. Displeased by the siege’s progress, Zizka decided to move closer to Rabi,
within the range of the archers manning the town’s walls. An archer loosed an
arrow that struck Zizka in his right eye, blinding him completely. Zizka was im-
mediately packed off to Prague for treatment, but infection set in, and Zizka’s
previously good eye was lost. Aeneas Sylvius, no friend of Zizka, editorialized:
“Coeco populo coecus placuit ductor”; “A blind nation was happy to follow a blind
leader,”™* but he also says with astonishment that Zizka’s total blindness did not
impair his abilities as a general. Zizka won his most famous battles while blind.
“Future generations,” Aeneas Sylvius adds, “will be astonished by this story rather
than believe it.™+

Fresh from presiding over one of the few Hussite defeats in the war, Zelivsky
returned to Prague and orchestrated a political coup that made him Prague’s dic-
tator. If Zizka was the Hussite military genius, its Napoleon, then Zelivsky was the
Hussite Robespierre. Zelivsky was a genius at manipulating unruly urban masses
in town meetings and popular assemblies, and using those meetings to concen-
trate power in his hands. Zelivsky then used this power to eliminate his enemies.
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On October 20, one day after the coup, Zelivsky had Sadlo of Smilkov arrested and
then executed on the following evening. Zelivsky would arrest many more before
his reign of terror ended five months later with his own death.

Once Zelivsky was driven from power, the theological split in the Hussites
became a geographical split too. After Zelivsky’s death, the moderates controlled
Prague, and the revolutionaries controlled Tabor, and the contest between them
over who controlled Bohemia would become a military conflict and a civil war.
The Taborites were determined to continue the revolution, “even if this meant
fighting the conservative Hussites” and even if that meant “renouncing any hope
of really regenerating—that is, revolutionizing—the society of Bohemia.”#

But the Taborites soon learned that a “revolutionary society” is a contradic-
tion in terms, for they soon had to deal with a rebellion within their own ranks.
Under the leadership of the Taborite priest Peter Kanish (or Kanis), a group of
Taborites convinced themselves the millennium had already arrived; all that re-
mained was to act accordingly. Kanish told his followers that all human impulses
came from God and were manifestations of God; since there was no original sin, it
was wrong to curb any sexual desire; they, as a result, were as “innocent as Adam
and Eve in paradise,™¢ hence their name, Adamites. Salvation was a matter of
the will following unbridled appetite, an idea which would find its fulfillment in
the sexual revolutionary theories of Wilhelm Reich in the 20th Century. Salva-
tion was at hand for those bold enough to take off their clothes. Since they had
achieved the state of innocence promised to Adam and Eve, the Adamites had no
need of clothes or morals and shed both, which scandalized the moderate Hus-
site Lawrence of Brezova, who described them as “wandering through forests and
hills,” where “some of them fell into such insanity that men and women threw
off their clothes and went nude, saying that clothes had been adopted because of
the sin of the first parents, but that they were in a state of innocence. From the
same madness they supposed that they were not sinning if one of the brethren had
intercourse with one of the sisters, and if the woman conceived, she said she had
conceived of the Holy Spirit.”™+

Eventually the Adamites settled on an island in the Nezarka River, from
which they would periodically sally forth and plunder local villages and farms,
stealing food and livestock and murdering the inhabitants. The Adamites were
natural supernaturalists in the judaizing mode. Nicholas, a peasant who led them
for a while, took the name Moses-Adam. Moses informed them they had “re-
gained full the state of innocence which Adam and Eve had enjoyed in Paradise.”
As aresult, they discarded all clothing, and “not minding heat or cold, went naked
at all times.”*® They held that God was only in themselves, just as there was no
devil except in humans. Since “all impulses were considered good, even divine.
The sexual desire was not to be inhibited in the least.” “[I]t was a sin for the desired
partner to refuse. All men had all women in common, marriage was prohibited,
and they liked to engage in group dances which would end as group orgies.”™ Of
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course, the license Moses-Adam conferred acted as a form of control, too. The
chaste could not enter into the Kingdom of Heaven, but faithful Adamites could
not have sex without his permission. In this, Moses-Adam predated the sexual
liberation gurus of the 20th Century, who also attached political conditions to the
permission slips they distributed. As if to prove that the concupiscible and iras-
cible passions were closely connected, the Adamites “went out at night, surprising
the villages in the neighborhood, taking food and pitilessly killed all inhabitants,
men, women, children, even the babies in their cradles.™°

The revolution reached a crisis that every subsequent revolution would also
reach and from which none would recover. How was one to determine the limits
of the revolutionary movement? The answer was clear. Since there was no internal
principle of order in revolution—revolution being the antithesis of order—order
was imposed by force from without, in this case by John Zizka and his ally Lord
Ulrich Vavak, who hunted the Adamites down and destroyed them after a pitched
battle in October 1421. Zizka took the surviving Adamites to Klokoty, a village in
sight of Tabor, and tried to convince them of their errors. Failing, he burned 50
at the stake and sent the rest, 25 in all, to Tabor where they too were burnt at the
stake. Only one Adamite was spared so an account of their depravities might be
written for posterity. Zizka thus halted the leftward drift of the revolution and
single-handedly took control of it through the imposition of physical force.

The Hussite conservatives in Prague felt vindicated because they saw in the
Adamites the logical extension of Tabor, which is to say, “the subversion of all
traditional law and order.™* Commentators like John Pribram, trying to under-
stand a movement that had passed so effortlessly from pacifism to revolutionary
violence, began to see that revolution, although unknown previously in Europe,
was a category of its own. Revolution had no stable content, but it did have a pre-
dictable trajectory. Taborite or Adamite freedom meant freedom from order. The
trajectory meant that “infallibly, every sort of license will be given to every error,
every path hitherto closed will be opened to all perversity, and in short order the
world will resist not the worst errors and irremediable enormities ...[until] they
have broken up their own unity into innumerable parts ... and it would be hard to
find among them two men who agree with each other.™s By the time of the French
revolution, Saturn would become the revolution’s model because, like Saturn, the
revolution always devoured its own children. By the time of the Russian revolu-
tion, when the revolutionary Jew was seen as the specter haunting Europe, that
saw would be modified to say that every revolution devoured its own Jews.

In the aftermath of the Elizabethan coup in England, Shakespeare would
grapple with the same phenomena in the speech Agammemnon delivers in Troi-
lus and Cressida. The speech begins, “Take but degree away, untune that string/
And hark what discord follows.” There was a rational order to society, which got
contradicted by revolution, which had no order but had a trajectory in which ap-
petite imposed its will by force and ended up devouring itself. If the lawful order
is turned upside down by revolution,
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Force should be right, or rather, right and wrong
Between whose endless jar justice resides,

Should lose their names and so should justice too.
Then everything includes itself in power,

Power into will, will into appetite,

And appetite, a universal wolf,

So doubly seconded with will and power,

Must make perforce a universal prey,

And last eat up himself.

Once the Taborites embarked on revolution, force became their arbiter; John
Zizka would become the revolution’s undisputed leader because he was a genius in
applying the most brutal force, namely, military force.

In December, Zizka started for Kutna Hora to battle the Imperial forces once
more. Kutna Hora was famous for its silver mines and treasury; the Germans who
worked in the mines were devoted supporters of Sigismund and equally fervent in
their hatred of the Hussites. The Germans took revenge on captured Hussites by
throwing them down an abandoned mineshaft, which with mordant irony they
named Tabor. When Zizka arrived at Kutna Hora, the town promptly surren-
dered, providing access to rich silver mines and solving the Hussites’ money prob-
lems. Zizka rejoiced too soon. Sigismund’s Hungarian mercenaries marched on
Kutna Hora, burning Czech villages along the way, raping and mutilating anyone
unfortunate enough to get in their way. When they came within artillery range
of Zizka’s troops, the perfidious Germans seized the city and began slaughtering
the Czechs Zizka had left there to guard his back and to provide refuge if need be.
On the night of December 21, Zizka was completely surrounded and, from any
realistic military assessment, doomed.

More accurately, any other general would have considered himself doomed.
Without waiting for morning, Zizka organized one of the most daring and in-
novative counteroffensives in the history of warfare. Relying on the battlewagons
that had saved him so often in the past, he turned them into offensive weapons—
the first time that wagons were used that way in warfare. Part of his genius lay in
putting mobile artillery to use offensively, before that time it had only been used
as stationary siege guns. Creating the 15th Century equivalent of the tank, Zizka
broke out of the pocket into which Sigismund’s troops had driven him. “They
marched forward,” Lawrence of Brezova says, describing Zizka’s daring move,
“and by shooting at the enemy with their guns they drove the King with his whole
army from the positions they had held.™? By morning, Zizka had escaped certain
defeat again. Zizka, under the pressure of direst necessity, had invented field artil-
lery as an offensive weapon, an invention that would affect warfare for centuries.

A little over three months after that battle, the radical wing of the Hussite
movement in Prague collapsed when Zelivsky, the Bohemian Robespierre, was
lured to a meeting and assassinated by Hussite moderates on March 9, 1422. Ja-
cobellus of Stribro presided over the execution of Zelivsky and nine of his lieu-
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tenants. Jacobellus was appalled at Zelivsky’s constant demagoguery and subver-
sion. Zelivsky’s death set off a riot in Prague. The body of Taborite revolutionaries
writhed in pain like a snake without a head, but the man who could control the
mob and put their anger to political use was gone. For the first time in the Hussite
revolution, a pogrom broke out. A mob from the New Town attacked the ghetto,
causing considerable damage. Either the conservatives attacked the Jews because
they collaborated with the judaizing Zelivsky faction, or, more probably, the Ze-
livsky faction attacked the Jews because they felt the Jews had switched sides and
collaborated in his murder. Either way, the revolution died in Prague when Ze-
livsky died. “And from this time the Praguers and the Taborites began fighting
one another.”™*

Tabor was now a theocracy led by military priests who saw themselves as the
successors of Joshua, David, and other Old Testament warriors, fighting at the
head of a “holy nation” for a sacred cause. By the time Tabor separated irrevoca-
bly from Prague, the clergy had taken over all functions of government, an irony
the opponents of monasticism overlooked in their revolutionary fervor. John Ca-
pek, the radical priest whose writings were “filled more with blood than a pond
with water,”* was a good example of the judaizing clergy. In his Tractatus contra
articulos errores picardorum, John Pribram compiled 76 errors that, in his view,
characterized the bloodthirsty priests who governed Tabor. Article 31 claimed the
Taborite clergy “condemned all who failed to use the swords in shedding the blood
... of the enemies of Christ.™ Article 32 said the Taborite clergy claimed “that all
priests of Christ may lawfully kill sinners,” a position which, Fudge notes, “went
well beyond Zizka’s position which forbade priests to engage in battle.™’ Priests in
Zizka’s army were to carry the monstrance into battle, not to wield the sword, but
Tabor went far beyond that. Whereas Zelivsky had driven everyone who would
not accept the four articles out of town on the eve of the battle of Vitkov Hill,
the Taborites, according to Pribram’s indictment, decreed “those who steadfastly
refused to assist in this holy battle were deemed members of the satanic host and
were to be slain.”™® Capek “called for the physical and material destruction of all
persons refusing to assist in this great task.”® Pribram and the Prague Hussites
were understandably appalled by the fanaticism of the Taborites, who were now
a greater threat to Bohemia than the “Romans.” According to Pribram, reform
in Bohemia “can only be achieved if those who are infected with errors or who
defend heresies denounce them and reconcile themselves to the Church, not, how-
ever, if they oppose the Church and even rebel against their kind and natural lord,
thus adding to the infamy of heresy the crime and infamy of lese majesty.™¢

Pribram’s objections were based on theory and practice. The ranting of the
bloodthirsty Taborite priests had practical consequences. When Ferdinand,
Bishop of Lucena, arrived in Bohemia, he saw “with his own eyes what otherwise
he would have hardly believed: burned monasteries, mutilated images of saints,
the expulsion and even the murder of priests and monks—with the result that in
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many churches divine service had been restricted, in some had totally ceased.”™®
Taborite iconoclasts had devastated the entire country, but Prague suffered the
most because it had the most to lose. On August 6, 1423, a Taborite mob burned
one of the country’s most beautiful monasteries to the ground, that of the Kings
of the Cross on the Zderaz in the New Town. The Taborite mob looked upon the
elaborate vestments, altars, and sacred vessels of gold and silver as Babylon, but
the Praguers saw them as their own cultural patrimony. Praguers didn’t want that
patrimony destroyed by rustic barbarians from the south. When the iconoclasm
threatened to spread from the New Town to the Old, Praguers intervened. When
word spread that the monastery of St. James was going to be sacked and burned by
the Taborites, the butchers of Old Town formed a human wall around the building
and saved it.

The papal legate astutely understood the tension between Prague and Tabor
and cleverly played the conservatives off against the radicals, claiming he was
“amazed” that the people of Prague, “who glory in the feeling of being the zeal-
ous followers of the Law of God and who are ready to stand with it and, if need
be, die for it, have received within your defense the enemies of God, or that you
can possibly expect any help from such people.™* The legate went through the
Four Articles one by one, giving them an orthodox interpretation that widened
the gulf between Prague and Tabor. Commenting on the second article, which
demanded “freedom of preaching,” the legate said, “If it means that any person
can freely preach, and preach as he pleases, then it is not in order, especially not
if the preaching is directed against the doctrines of the Church.™® The Praguers
were coming to the same conclusion after seeing where unrestrained preaching
led. Commenting on the Third Article, which complained about the riches of the
Church, the legate said, “it seems that your desire is rather to acquire their prop-
erty than to establish the example of a pure life.”s If Sigismund and the Council
of Constance had proceeded like that, much bloodshed would have been avoided.
As we have seen, the Hussite revolt had a trajectory but no internal principle of
order. As a result, “Hussite unity tended to weaken whenever the pressure from
outside relented.™® Eventually the Church split Prague from Tabor when it per-
suaded the Hussite moderates to accept the Basel Compactata: The Church was
willing to grant the Hussites the Chalice if the Hussites were willing to turn away
from revolution. Fudge claims “the Hussite ranks had successfully been divided
by counciliar diplomacy,” masterminded by Juan Palomar,*® but the Praguers
weren’t tricked. They had learned in the expensive school of experience how de-
structive revolutions were.

By August 1423, the theological discussions between Prague and Tabor had
ceased, and open warfare took their place. One month earlier, Zizka had issued
his famous military rule, differentiating his position from that of the bloodthirsty
Tabor Priests. He then moved his base of operations from Tabor to a town more
congenial to his views. In August of 1423, Zizka led his army against the Praguers
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in the battle of Strachuv Dvur. Each army approached the other with a priest hold-
ing the monstrance, a practice the judaizing Hussites referred to as carrying the
ark. It was the first time ark fought ark;¥” Zizka was furious at having his own
psychological warfare techniques used against him. There could not be two Is-
raelite armies carrying two separate arks, so Zizka resolved theological conflict
once again by brute force. Zizka was appalled that a priest could “dare to lead
his troops under the sacred symbol of the Body of Christ, against him Zizka, the
selected instrument of God’s will and the true Servant of His Law.”%® He was so
appalled that “full of flaming indignation,” he “let his battle club fall on the man’s
skull,” showing “Zizka the man in his uninhibited fanaticism and his fierce self-
righteousness, doubly blind when a sudden rage darkened his mind.”* Zizka had
worked with revolutionary priests, but he never really got along with them. He
had conflicts with Wenceslas Koranda and John Zelivsky. His frustration finally
found an outlet in killing one who had the effrontery to question his spiritual au-
thority by carrying an ark into battle against him.

Once the opposing ark of Prague appeared to deprive Zizka of the last shred
of theological legitimacy, there was little to distinguish his activities from mere
“revolutionary banditry.””° When Zizka died of the plague in October 1424, Ae-
neas Sylvius said of him “only death defeated the undefeated.™ In the five years
that he led the Hussite army, Zizka never lost a battle even though he was blind
in one eye when he began his career as the general of the Hussites at 60 years old
and blind in both eyes when that career ended undefeated with his death. Zizka
single-handedly put an end to medieval warfare. Because of Zizka, Czech words
like “pistol” and “howitzer” entered the military lexicon. Zizka was also a mas-
ter fortress-builder. It was he who designed the hill-top redoubt on a peninsula
formed by the Luznice River and the Tismenice Creek known as Tabor, and it was
he who turned it into something that was literally impregnable. And he did all this
in the midst of unprecedented political and religious turmoil.

Legend says his followers made a drum out of his skin and beat the drum
whenever they went into battle. Like Cromwell, the historical figure who most
closely resembled him, Zizka found no lasting resting place. In 1622, the Hab-
sburgs dug up Zizka’s remains and buried them under the gallows in Caslav, a fate
Cromwell’s headless corpse shared 40 years later, when the supporters of Charles
IT hanged his corpse at Tyburn. As with Cromwell, historians are divided in as-
sessing Zizka’s legacy. V. V. Tomek claims Zizka was “almost a conservative at
heart and a revolutionary only in his rebellion against Sigismund; in short what
might be called the George Washington of the Czech revolution.™ Josef Pekar,
though, calls Zizka

A rabid revolutionary, ever driven by his religious fanaticism, rarely accessible

to the voice of reason or of constructive patriotism, personally bloodthirsty and

vindictive and on occasion deceitful, even treacherous .... Zizka ... is essentially a
destructive force, his role in Bohemian history was predominantly damaging.'7?
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For ten years after Zizka’s death, the only armies that could defeat his troops,
who now called themselves “orphans,” were other Hussite troops who had learned
the art of war from him too. His soldiers continued to fight; as the heirs of mes-
sianic politics they had no choice and as peasants who had abandoned their homes
and fields, they had no other way of making a living. Soon the army attracted free-
booters, who used the sanction of holy war as an excuse to live by pillaging their
neighbors. The more the Orphans succeeded, the more freebooters they attracted;
lust for gain replaced religious fervor as the prime motivation. But by then, their
reputation as the scourge of God preceded them. By August 1431, the Hussites
struck terror into their foes simply by singing battle songs and rolling wagons to
the front.

Ironically, but not unsurprisingly, a priest succeeded Zizka at the head of the
revolutionary Hussite army. During the last seven years of the Hussite revolu-
tion, from 1426 to 1434, Zizka’s successor was the priest Prokop the Bald. Under
Prokop, the Hussite revolution fulfilled its messianic destiny by taking the true
gospel as espoused by the Holy Nation of Bohemia to the rest of the world. Prokop
the Bold led the Hussite armies to conquer other lands, something Zizka never
did. Hussite armies, using Zizka’s innovations, were invincible, and they fought
to the Baltic and back without a defeat. Each campaign was accompanied by psy-
chological warfare that spread Hussite pamphlets across Europe, an amazing feat
before the printing press. From Poland to Spain, from Italy to England, Hussite
troops spread the idea of revolution as Napoleon’s troops would 400 years later. In
the minds of the vulgar, winning a battle was the best theological argument pos-
sible. Zizka’s army thus gave Hussite revolutionary ideas a credibility they could
not have earned on their merits.

Prokop may have led Hussite armies abroad, but he was no Zizka. Dispensing
himself from the vow of celibacy, Prokop married. He also allowed himself to be
lured from Zizka’s military principles. At the battle of Lipany in 1434, Prokop’s
troops were lured out of their battlewagons, whereupon the calvary promptly
slaughtered them in the open field. Aeneas Sylvius had the last word on Prokop
too. Like his mentor Zizka, Prokop died at Lipany “wearied with conquering,
rather than conquered himself.™ A little over two years later, the moderate Hus-
sites signed the Basel Compactata ending their participation in the revolution.
Roman diplomacy had succeeded where Sigismund’s arms had failed. On Sep-
tember 7, 1437, the last pocket of Taborite resistance collapsed when the castle Sion
near Kutna Hora fell and John Rohac of Duba was captured. Rohac was taken to
Prague, tortured, and then hanged by a gold chain from the topmost rung of a
three story gallows. More than 5o of his co-conspirators were hanged from the
lower rungs. The hapless Sigismund, who lived long enough to seen his enemies
defeated and Prague returned to him as its king, had little time to savor his vic-
tory. Sigismund’s leg soon became inflamed with the “fire of hell,”” in the words
of one chronicler. His leg was amputated one piece at a time, but he could find no
relief from the fire of hell and died shortly after Rohac.
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Their deaths marked the end of the Hussite rebellion, but not the end of revo-
lution in Europe. By the time the revolution burned itself out in Bohemia, toxins
carried like smoke by its armies had contaminated large sections of central Europe.
The Hussite Revolution was a watershed. It was fundamentally unlike the peasant
revolts of the 14th Century, but very similar to the revolts that would follow. Hey-
mann calls it “the first in the great chain of European revolutions which helped to
shape the character of modern, Western society.”® The Hussite Revolution, like
“the Dutch Revolution, the Puritan Revolution in England, the American Revolu-
tion and the Great French Revolutions,” was “successful” because it “involved the
whole of society” and in its wake left “a profoundly changed society.™” Like the
English revolution of the 16th Century, the Hussite revolution took land from the
church and gave it to the nobles, increasing their power at the expense of the peas-
ants, who now started towards their destiny as an impoverished proletariat. “The
Hussite wars,” Heymann continues, “thus can be regarded as the beginning of the
long process of the secularization of land which went on, in varying forms almost
all over Europe until the French Revolution and the Napoleonic wars in the main
finished this job.™”®

The term “Bohemian” took on its pejorative meaning as a result of the Hussite
Revolution, because they

now became so strong and mighty and so arrogant that they were feared on
all sides and all honest folk were terrified lest the roguery and disorder should
spread to other peoples and turn against all who were decent and law-abiding
and against the rich. For it [the Bohemian Hussite revolution] was the very thing
for the poor who did not want to work, yet were insolent and pleasure-loving.
There were many such in all countries, coarse and worthless people who encour-
aged the Bohemians in their heresy and unbelief as much as ever they could.”?

Before long “Bohemians” showed up in neighboring German kingdoms,
preaching the gospel of revolution. Forty years after the battle of Lipany, the seer
Hans Boehm (a name which indicated his Bohemian origin) arrived in the Bavar-
ian town of Niklashausen, claiming the Blessed Mother had informed him that
the Messianic Kingdom was at hand. Endorsed by the local parish priest, Boehm
organized a mass movement that quickly became revolutionary. When Boehm
was arrested, he was found preaching naked in a tavern, reminiscent of how the
Bohemian Adamites “had represented symbolically the return of the state of na-
ture to a corrupted world.™®* After Hans Boehm was arrested, the revolutionary
sickness broke out next in Thuringia.

In February 1453, Breslau was awaiting the arrival of John Capistrano. The
Franciscan preacher from Italy had a reputation as a fearless opponent of the en-
emies of the Church. In Italy he had taken on the Fraticelli, and the princes and
bishops of southeastern Germany wanted him to take on the Hussites. Breslau
(now known as Wroclaw) had staunchly defended Catholic orthodoxy in the face
of repeated Hussite assault; Capistrano came to praise them for their faithfulness
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and to preach daily sermons during Lent. On Ash Wednesday, he began the ser-
mons he would give, one a day, for the next 40 days. By Easter, Capistrano’s health
had broken under the strain, and he needed to recuperate. Once healthy enough
to travel, he answered the summons of the bishop of nearby Neisse, who sought
his council.

Troubling news followed Capistrano to Neisse. During Holy Week, some Jews
of Breslau had bribed a Polish peasant to break into the village church and steal
a ciborium full of sacred hosts. As the peasant hurried through an open field on
his way to rendezvous with those Jews, a thunderstorm struck. Seized with panic,
he threw the ciborium away, but not before he removed ten or eleven hosts, which
were taken via the wife of a soldier to the Jews in Breslau. Twenty Jews then as-
sembled in their synagogue and abused the hosts verbally and by assaulting them
with whips and knives. When the Jews stabbed the host, blood spurted out of it a
meter high. So much blood poured out of the desecrated hosts onto both perpetra-
tor and bystander that the instruments of torture could not be cleansed and had to
be disposed of in a nearby brook.

When the crime became known, the militia moved into the Jewish quarter
and rounded up its inhabitants, interning them at the castle of King Ladislaus.
Ladislaus ordered an investigation; during the investigation, Meyer, one of the
main suspects in the case, committed suicide. According to Graetz’s account, “a
Jew by the name of Meyer ... who had bought a sacred host from a peasant, stabbed
it, desecrated it, and distributed parts of it to Jewish communities in Schweidnitz,
Liegnitz and elsewhere so that they could do likewise. It goes without saying that
the wounded Host shed blood. This ridiculous fairy tale ... was of course widely
believed. A number of Jews from Breslau were immediately thrown into jail.™*

In May, Capistrano returned to Breslau. On June 14, the bishop, fearing inno-
cent Jews might be implicated, asked Capistrano to investigate. Graetz’s attitude
is indicated by his use of the term “fairy tale.” His sarcasm bespeaks an attempt
to cover over sensational revelations that emerged during the trial but are unmen-
tioned in his account. During the trial, a baptized Jewess, the wife of a citizen of
Breslau, accused her father of engaging in a similar ritual 16 years earlier. That Jew
had bought consecrated hosts from a woman and had then taken them to a cellar
in Loewenberg, where he tried to burn them. Three times he threw the hosts into
fire and three times they leaped out again, until an old Jewess who had come to
witness the desecration exclaimed that, having witnessed this miracle, she now
believed in the God of the Christians. The Jews flew into a rage and murdered her
on the spot. They then burned her body and buried it in the same place. The Jews
then took the host, placed it on a small table, and cut it into four parts, causing it
to bleed so profusely that neither table nor knife could be washed clean, so both
had to be thrown into a nearby stream. The same woman also testified that a child
had been murdered for ritual purposes in the cellar.’®
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Acting on her testimony, the court sent a delegation to the house where the
desecration allegedly took place 16 years earlier. There they dug up what looked
like the charred remains of a fire as well as the bones of a woman and a child. Cap-
istrano, we are told, handled these bones during the trial. Graetz holds Capistrano
responsible for the outcome of the trial, which resulted, he claims, in the death of
41 Jews. Hofer disputes the number, but no one denies that Jews were executed
for blasphemy and murder. In addition, 300 Jews were deported, and their chil-
dren were taken from them, baptized, and put in Christian homes. “Capistrano,”
Graetz writes, “presided over them on the bench, as the court moved toward the
verdict.™® He concludes his attack on Capistrano by calling him a “Jew slaugh-
terer” and a “cannibal

Johannes Hofer tells a different story. Capistrano did indeed hold the bones of
the boy in his hands during the trial, but that evidence and the way in which it was
found convinced everyone that the Jews were guilty. Hofer also claims Capistrano
was merely an advisor and did not preside over the trial. Capistrano, according
to Hofer,

had nothing to do with the arrest of the Jews, nor was the supreme direction of

the trial in his hands. During the first two weeks after the arrest, he was not in

Breslau at all, but was the guest of the Bishop at Neisse.... That he acted thus in

obedience to the express wish of the prudent and moderate Bishop, who insisted

that the trial be ended before the departure of his guests, puts the affair in an

entirely different light.'

How could the court have come to another verdict? Not even Capistrano’s
most vocal critics doubted the guilt of the Jews who were on trial. “Jewish histori-
ans mention Capistrano’s name with horror,” Hofer writes, but

On the other hand, Jewish historians go decidedly too far when they band all

such accusations as mere fables or psychological impossibilities. Unimpeachable

evidence shows that cases of robbery and desecration of consecrated Hosts did

occur in the Middle Ages, and still occur in our own days. Admitting that Jews

as a class were not guilty, what reason can be given for denying that individual

Jews never gave vent to their hatred of Christ by committing such crimes?®

Hofer concedes “Christians were guilty of grievous injustice when, instead
of punishing individuals who were guilty, they punished also the innocent ma-
jority. They were also guilty of credulity in easily accepting the charges against
Jews.™ The evidence, however, indicates that at least some Jews were guilty of
murder and sacrilege, both of which were capital crimes. Capistrano’s presence on
the tribunal made no difference because “Sacrileges were punished by death. That
was the general European practice, which meted out the death penalty for much
lesser crimes. Even the banishment of all Jews corresponded in such cases with
the general view of the public. Jews were merely tolerated. The state believed itself
justified, whenever public welfare required, in banishing Jews and confiscating
their property.™®*
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Given the evidence, the Jews would have been found guilty whether Cap-
istrano was there or not. Furthermore, if the Jews were guilty of capital crimes,
Capistrano cannot be termed a slaughterer of Jews. Hence, Graetz’s portrayal of
the charges as “a ridiculous fairy tale” ignores both the evidence and the law. His
intent was to smear Capistrano. The state had the right to punish criminals. If
“the Silesian Jews, in fact, commit[ed] the crimes which they were accused of,”
Hofer points out, “Capistran’s position is unassailable. Ritual murder, sacrilegious
crimes, would even today be punished. The sentences of 1453 were entirely in har-
mony with contemporary European ideas of justice.™®

Some Jewish historians, including Graetz, claim that since the evidence was
prima facie fantastic, the Jews were victims of a plot “set in motion,” Hofer claims,
“to get rid of pressing creditors.” It is easier, however, to accept the evidence for
blasphemy and murder than to find evidence of a plot:

The detailed account of the robberies, the precise reports on places and times,

the definite description of all persons concerned, even of accused Christians,

all this must incline us to believe in the trustworthiness of the charges.... If this

whole procedure was owing to a plot, its extraordinary ingenuity and precaution

become historically remarkable. With all allowances for the imperfect juridical
procedure of those days, and for the prejudices of judges, how shall we account

for the remarkable fact that even those who condemned the expulsion of the Jews

as unchristian, still do not manifest the least doubt about the truth of the ac-

cusations. Take for instance, Peter Eschenloer, who came to Breslau in 1455, and

in 1470 wrote of the affair in the sense just quoted. Nearly 20 years had passed

when he wrote, 15 of which he had spent on the spot. Must we admit a plot so

deep that none of the real facts ever came to the knowledge of the public? And if

we admit such a plot, then we must also say that the judges were the victims of

invincible error.

Graetz also claims Capistrano was indirectly responsible for the trial because
he inflamed public opinion against the Jews during his Lenten sermons. Hofer,
however, points out that of the 40 sermons, only one referred to the Jews. In it
Capistrano urged the citizens of Breslau not to refrain from work on Saturday, lest
the Jews interpret this as participation in their Sabbath celebration. Capistrano
did not preach sermons on the Jews or to the Jews in Breslau because Breslau,
especially in comparison to Vienna and Nueremberg, had an insignificant Jewish
population. According to Hofer, “The popular conception of Capistran thunder-
ing for forty days against the Jews is the purest fiction.”™*

What was Capistrano’s position on the Jews? Hofer says his “general attitude
toward the Jews stands out clearly in his sermons,™? which according to the cus-
tom of the day, Jews were forced to attend. In those sermons, he urged Jews to
convert to Christianity. “The usual imagination,” Hofer writes, “that on such oc-
casions he aroused popular sentiments against the Jews is not true.™* In a sermon
in Vienna, which had a large Jewish population, Capistrano claimed that Jews felt
they were entitled to kill Christians but would never say this publicly because of

their small numbers.»s
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He preached to the Jews in “sorrow and disappointment” at their failure to re-
spond to Christ’s call to conversion.®¢ He did not treat them with contempt. Like
all medievals, Capistrano would have found the notion of racial hatred incompre-
hensible. The Jews were the enemies of Christians not because of their DNA, but
because they had rejected Christ, and because the first consequence of that rejec-
tion was a war of subversion against Christian faith and morals and the culture
based on it. “The Jewish question,” for Capistrano, “is a religious one.™” Once the
Jew accepted baptism, there was no difference between him and the Christian.
In one sermon, Capistrano claimed that were the Jews to hear the word of God,
he would love them as he loved his nearest relatives. Faith, however, can never be
compelled. The Jews can only be invited to believe.

If the Jews refuse to accept Christianity certain consequences follow. The first
is that Christians must be protected from subversive and predatory activity, and
this can only be accomplished by complete segregation. In this, he was stricter
than St. Thomas Aquinas. Even after they have been segregated, Jews should not
be allowed “privileges that would weaken or abrogate those protective measures of
Christian society.”® Capistrano never tired of preaching about the bad effects of
usury on Christian society. As a result he “urges that spiritual rulers insist on the
strict observance of the laws concerning Jews and on the abrogation of contrary
privileges. In this effort he did not stand alone. Many other reformers condemned
the arbitrariness and laxity manifested in this matter.”s

Capistrano left Breslau after the trial and went to Poland, which had a signifi-
cant Jewish population that was growing steadily, and whose privileges, especially
usury and tax-farming, would cause Poland serious problems in the coming cen-
turies. The Jews did not, however, receive Capistrano’s undivided attention. When
they met with King Casimir in Cracow, Capistrano and Bishop Zbigniew urged
him to deal with both the Hussites and the Jews. According to Graetz’s account,
Capistrano “threatened him with the punishments of hell and prophesied a bad
outcome in the war against the Prussian Knights if he didn’t revoke the favor-
able privileges of the Jews and hand the Hussite heretics over to the bloodthirsty
clergy™® When the war with the Teutonic Knights went badly, Graetz claims
Capistrano attributed the defeat of the Polish army to the “privileges given to the
Jews. ™

After we peel away the invective, Graetz admits the Jews had been granted
privileges by the princes across central Europe. Unlike Capistrano, Graetz un-
doubtedly considered this good, but that is no indictment of Capistrano. Capist-
rano was convinced that privilege for the Jews led inevitably to moral laxity and
subversion of the faith. As Graetz well knew, Jews were granted privileges not
out of humanitarian concern; they were granted privileges because they granted
financial concessions to the prince, specifically loans at lower interest rates. To
make money available to the prince on favorable terms, Jews were granted the
privilege of lending to the burgher and peasant at usurious rates. Once Jews got
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the prince in his debt, they could demand other concessions too—the privilege to
live among Christians, the privilege not to wear the badge which distinguished
him from the Christians, etc. Each of these privileges allowed the Jew closer con-
tact with Christians, contact which he could then exploit to his advantage. Cap-
istrano was against privilege for the Jews because whenever there was free contact
between Jews and Christians, the faith was endangered and morals suffered.

Capistrano felt that Jews, because of their rejection of Christ, and not because
of their race, were a constant danger to any Christian society. His thought paral-
leled the thinking of popes as expressed in “Sicut iudeis non.” Capistrano felt that
the Jew could be tolerated but certainly not privileged. According to Hofer, Cap-
istrano’s attitude was a function of his idea that the Christian state served as “the
Christian empire of God here on earth.™ According to Capistrano’s idea, “Christ
is King, and Christ’s Church is the kingdom of God. The Jews are the descendants
of those who killed this king. They have inherited hatred against Christ from their
ancestors, and they give it full vent wherever they can do so with impunity. There-
fore we are justified in suspecting them. They are now simply our enemies and are
known as such. They have crucified our Lord Jesus Christ.™

Capistrano’s recommendations for social policy flowed from that premise.
Christians should not associate with Jews, so, a fortiori, they should not become
dependent on Jews “in any shape or form.™* Usury is one of the most debilitating
forms of dependence; therefore, princes should not allow Jews the privilege of tak-
ing usury. According to Hofer:

To prevent commercial and social contacts by strict enforcement of the laws con-
cerning Jews, and to abrogate all privilege that stood against this plan, was the
fundamental idea of Capistran’s policy. How far did he succeed? That he deeply
injured Jewish interests in many lands is the assertion of Jewish historians. De-
tailed proof of that assertion is lacking. In Italy he did succeed in having edicts
issued to abrogate Jewish privileges.2*s

Because he saw the deleterious results of contact between Jews and Christians,
Capistrano took the rigorist position. When asked if Christians were permitted to
buy from Jews those parts of butchered animals which the Jews for ritual reasons
discarded as unclean, Capistrano said, No, because “Christians would thus appear
inferior in the eyes of Jews. The Jews consider unclean anything touched by Chris-
tians. Why should Christians take and use what is set aside by the wicked hands
of unbelieving and perfidious Jews? Let the Jews buy and eat what they like. That
is their own business. But let them have no occasion to think contemptuously of
our immaculate faith and to consider themselves better than us.”°¢

He took a similar position when asked if Christians could buy wine from
Jews. Again the answer was, No, because “Our dignity forbids us to consume the
dirt that falls from their hands and feet when they tread the grapes. In many cities
matters are so regulated that the Jews buy grapes for their own use. Their unholy
feet must never soil that wine which our priests use in the Holy Sacrifice. From
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their own meat let the Jews make offerings according to their custom. Or, if they
will, let them feed that meat to the dogs who catch the quaijls and pheasants for
their delicious banquets.”™” Capistrano, according to Hofer, felt “our Lord Jesus
Christ” would “be grieved by association between His perfidious enemies and his
faithful people.™?

An age which thinks of every form of association as discriminatory has a
difficult time viewing Capistrano’s indictment of the Jews objectively. An age in
which the idea of the common good has evaporated, or an age that celebrates self-
ishness as a virtue, is in no position to throw stones at an age that occasionally
made an entire race responsible for individual crimes. The corporate sense, so de-
veloped in the Middle Ages, had its dark side in that the innocent could be lumped
with the guilty, one of the fears of the bishop of Neisse during the trials in Breslau.
But the issues need to be separated to understand them. St. John Capistrano was
no Jew-hater. He loved the Jews because he knew that the Jews were the enemies
of the Church and that Christians were bound to love their enemies. His efforts to
convert them were an expression of that love, no matter how the Jews construed
them.

Capistrano also loved his fellow Christians, and his campaign against Jewish
privilege expressed that love, because he saw how the average man suffered under
debt when the princes granted the Jews privileges that enriched the prince and the
Jews but impoverished everyone else. The privileges granted to the Jews caused
concern to anyone who cared about the common good. The Jews understood this,
and they feared Capistrano; they tried to bribe him without success.

To stigmatize Capistrano as a Jew-hater because he insisted laws be enforced
is deliberate misrepresentation of the social facts of his era. Jewish involvement
in usury caused problems—not least of all for the Jews—throughout the Middle
Ages. “The question of Jewish privileges cannot be regarded as a war of medi-
eval intolerance against the approaching dawn of noble humanitarianism.”
Capistrano’s contemporaries understood that, and the idea “That in dealing with
heretics and Jews he transgressed established bounds and thereby failed against
Christian charity is a thought practically unknown to contemporaries. He was at
times censured as impractical, but never as uncharitable or inhuman. Even Doer-
ing, one of his severest critics, finds nothing to blame in Capistrano’ behavior
toward the Jews in Breslau.”°
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Chapter Six
The Converso Problem

evenue to the crown dropped catastrophically as a consequence of the con-
version of the Sephardic Jews. The Jews who submitted to baptism were no
longer subject to the head tax. They were also, as Christians, qualified for
governmental office. Race was not an issue. “[T]he Jew who became a Christian
was eligible to any position in Church or State or to any matrimonial alliance
for which his abilities fitted him.” The converted Jews flourished, leading the na-
tion in its return to “normalcy.” When the king of Aragon admitted officially that
many conversions were forced, and therefore unacceptable, and allowed Jews to
return to Judaism if they wished, the resulting laxity, prosperity, lack of catechesis,
and general lethargy, combined to call commitment to the faith into question.
Because the Jews’ way of life often didn’t change much after conversion, the lines
between Christians and Jews blurred in doctrinally and socially dangerous ways.
The Infante Don Alfonso summarized the situation when criticizing “conversions
[which] resulted from overt pressure and coercion.”™ Forced conversions are not
deeds pleasing in the sight of God, for He desires voluntary and not compulsory
sacrifices. Moreover, experience has shown that, contrary to expectations, the
recent converts to the holy Catholic faith still continue most meticulously and
reverently—even in an exaggerated form—in their perversities and faith in the
false religion in which they believed before the illumination of the Holy Ghost
came upon them. I can testify that I have observed this in my own private con-
cerns and at my court.

The very openness of Spanish society, though favorable in the short run, was
ultimately detrimental to the status of the converted Jews. Diego de Valera, a con-
verso, wrote “there was great enmity and rivalry” on the Cordoba city council,
because “the New Christians were very rich and kept buying public offices, which
they made use of so arrogantly that the Old Christians would not put up with it
The conversos often worked at the royal courts because their religion was no lon-
ger an impediment to putting their abilities to use as civil servants. In 1415 Juan II
of Castile informed his converso treasurer, “Whereas I have been informed that
members of your family were, when Jews, considered to be noble, it is right that
you should be held in even more honor now that you are Christians. Therefore it is
my decision that you be treated as nobles.” The status of the Jews who converted in
the wake of the riots of 1391 and the campaigns of Vincent Ferrer in the early 15th
Century has been disputed ever since. Cantor says

not only were the great majority of Jewish converts sincere, but from among

learned and aristocratic New Christian families came some of the greatest
names in early 16th Century Spanish ecclesiastical and cultural history: Juan
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Luis Vives, the Erasmian humanist, Bartolome de Las Casas, the apostle to the
Naive Americans and nemesis of the reckless conquistadors; St. Teresa of Avila,
reformer of the Carmelite order, the first female doctor of the Church, and the
teacher of St. John of the Cross; as well as some leading bishops of the time, such
as Herdnand de Talavaro, the first bishop of Granada, formerly Queen Isabella’s
confessor.®

Cantor goes on to say:

It is not an exaggeration to see the role of scions of converted Jewish families
as central to the Spanish Renaissance of the early 16th Century, as were Jews in
the modernist cultural revolution of the early 20th Century. In both cases com-
plete access to general culture induced an explosion of intellectual creativity. The
Jewish New Christians and their children in the early 16th Century embraced
Christian thought and learning with the same kind of creative enthusiasm as as-
similated Jews contributed to modernism in literature and theory between 1900
and 1940.7

Cecil Roth says the opposite. Although “within a generation or two, the
Marranos became assimilated enough,” Roth feels appearances were deceiving.
Although “their worldly success was phenomenal,” and “they almost controlled
the economic life of the country” and “made fabulous fortunes as bankers and
merchants,” and “thronged the liberal professions,” even attaining high rank in
the Church, “the vast majority of the Conversos “remained faithful at heart to
the religion of their fathers.... Their Christianity was merely a mask ... They were
Christians in nothing, and Jews in everything but name.”

Was the Christianity of the Catholic bishop Solomon Halevy merely a mask?
That seems unlikely. The evidence for the sincerity of Jewish conversions comes
largely from the biographies of eminent conversos. The evidence for insincerity
comes largely from the documents of the Inquisition. Benzion Netanyahu resolves
the dilemma by disqualifying all Inquisition documents as unreliable. “Most of
the conversos,” Netanyahu tells us,

were conscious assimilationists who wished to merge with the Christian society,
educate their children as fully fledged Christians and remove themselves from
anything regarded as Jewish, especially in the field of religion.... the number of
the Christianized Marranos was rising from generation to generation, while the
number of clandestine Jews among them was rapidly dwindling to the vanishing
point. In 1481, when the Inquisition was established the Judaizers formed a small
minority in both relative and absolute numbers.... Surely there was no need to
eliminate by force a phenomenon that was disappearing by itself.?

Netanyahu claims scholars felt the conversos were secret Jews only because
of “the reliance of most scholars on the documents of the Inquisition.™ To get
an accurate picture of mid-15th Century Spain, evidence “must be obtained from
sources that were absolutely free of the Inquisition’s influence.™ Evidence needs to
be gleaned from “documents that antedated the Inquisition.™ Those documents,
Netanyahu says, show “virtually all Jewish authorities in Spain and elsewhere re-
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garded the mass of the Marranos as renegades—that is, as apostates or gentiles. By
any of these definitions, these were Christians, and in no way Judaizers or crypto-
Jews.... Had the Marranos been secret Jews, the Jewish scholars and leaders who
authored our sources would have been the first to confirm this fact.... The evidence
of the Jewish sources, therefore, flatly contradicted the Inquisitional charges. Its
lesson was that the New Christians were generally what their name suggested.™

Netanyahu thus begins to solve the problem of whether the converts were
sincere, but raises another even more intractable problem. If the Jews were sin-
cere, why did the turmoil the conversions were supposed to solve continue? If the
conversions were sincere, why didn’t peace return to Spain? Netanyahu’s answer
to that question is anti-Semitism. But, as of 1391, anti-Semitism did not exist. Ani-
mus against Jews was based purely on religious grounds. Baptism, as St. Vincent
Ferrer pointed out, destroyed the Jew. There was no Jew left after conversion. Ac-
cording to principles that the popes reiterated repeatedly, converts were to be ac-
cepted without calumny. Why, then, was there a problem? Netanyahu’s answer:
the Spaniards hated the Jews and looked for any reason to discriminate against
them, even after conversion. According to Netanyahu, the bishops were not in-
terested in “true conversion or religious probity.... What they wanted was to have
the Jews degraded and repressed.”* Netanyahu claims the Spanish bishops “did
not want to have all of Spain’s Jews converted and fused with the Spaniards.™ But
this is precisely what happened in case after prominent case! The conversion of
Solomon Halevy is one example of a Jewish convert who was accepted unequivo-
cally by both the Church and State. There is no evidence of any reluctance of the
Spanish hierarchy to accept him as a fellow bishop in good standing. Torquemada,
the Grand Inquisitor, came from a converso family. Ignoring these and other sa-
lient facts, Netanyahu claims the bishops evaded a dilemma when “they formally
recognized the forced converts as Christians, but in practice treated them all as
Jews on the grounds that their conversion was forced.”™ There is no evidence to
support this contention, and much to contradict it. Netanyahu notes some bishops
attempted to thwart the mass conversions, but refuses to accept the theological
justification for their actions. Theological considerations distinguished the bish-
ops from the politicians in Spain, the latter always more willing to use forced con-
version as the simplest solution to intractable conflicts. Forced conversion was not
new to Spain, nor were its sequelae. In 633 the Fourth Council of Toledo decreed
“Very many of the Jews who, some time ago, were promoted to the Christian faith,
are now not only known to blaspheme Christ and perform Jewish rites, they are
also presumed to practice the abominable circumcisions.™

After admitting “the Church often curbed the kings’ zeal” and the bishops “at
least to some extent, championed freedom of conscience,™ Netanyahu is forced to
question their motives. The more Netanyahu develops his thesis the more he gets
caught in the hermeneutic of his own suspicions. The bishops, he says, “hid their
real motives when they attributed the slowness of their action to their attempts
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to convert the Jews by preaching.” How does he know this? In opposing forced
conversion, the Spanish bishops were only reiterating the constant teaching of the
Church. No hidden motives were necessary to justify their position. Netanyahu
gives no evidence for his assessment of their motives. Instead, he makes apodictic
statements: “No one knew better than the Spanish bishops that they could not
count on mere preaching and persuasion to convert Spain’s Jews to Christianity.
Hence, their policy on the issue of conversion was rooted in different consider-
ations.”™ Netanyahu thus contradicts his original premise that the conversions
were sincere. The crusade of Vincent Ferrer shows that preaching and persua-
sion led to the conversion of many Jews. The same is true of the Disputation of
Tortosa, which even Jewish sources admit. Netanyahu, as a result, is in a bind. If
the conversions were insincere, then the documents of the Inquisition are worth
examining. If the conversions were sincere, then they were not brought about by
force, but by “preaching and persuasion.” Netanyahu seems unaware of the con-
tradiction at the heart of his book, a contradiction required by the unquestioned
tenet of mainstream Jewish historiography, namely, that anti-Semitism is never a
function of Jewish behavior.

Conspicuous by its absence from Netanyahu’s book is any consideration of
rabbinic theology on the issue of conversion under duress. The rabbis played into
the hands of racists when they collaborated with unscrupulous Spanish politicians
to allow false conversion. The early Church was split over whether Christians who
renounced the faith during the Roman persecutions should be readmitted to the
Church. The less rigid debated which penances should apply, but the Church never
condoned renunciation of the faith. Talmudic Judaism, however, accommodated
lying (if not in all cases of apostacy) based on a distinction that would have conse-
quences as serious as those that followed from the forced conversions. In the 15th
Century, the Rabbis in North Africa distinguished between anusim, or unwilling
converts, and meshumadim, those who converted voluntarily. The only Jew os-
tracized by the synagogue was the sincere convert. The liar and dissembler were
tolerated tacitly, in violation of the teaching of Moses and the scriptural principle
articulated in the Book of Maccabees. As a result, the rabbis and unscrupulous
anti-Semitic Christian politicians collaborated in creating an atmosphere where
subversion flourished. Jews who prospered by converting could continue to pros-
per as Christians while retaining the same opportunistic attitude toward Chris-
tianity that had prevented them from dying for Judaism. The Christians who had
been moved to violence against Jews now harbored the same animus, clouded by
religious ambiguity, against the conversos, whom they called Marranos, a deroga-
tory term, which some claim means swine. Race replaced religion as the source
of the animosity, but now there was no instant theological cure, i.e., baptism, for
being of the wrong race. There was, in fact, no cure other than extermination or
expulsion.
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Forced conversion strengthened the suspicions it was supposed to allay, and
turned a difficult issue into an impossible one. And the rabbis were instrumental in
strengthening the suspicions of the racially minded. Jews were regarded as a fifth
column within the state, and conversos were regarded, because of the very con-
version that was forced on them, as an even more dangerous fifth column within
the Church. Fray Vicente de Rocamora, the confessor of Empress Maria, sister of
Philip II, “threw off the mask of Catholicism and joined the Hebrew community
at Amsterdam as Isaac of Rocamora.”™ In the 17th Century, the Jewish community
at Amsterdam consisted almost exclusively of conversos who had thrown off the
Catholic faith after escaping from Spain and Portugal. It was made up, in other
words, of apostate Catholics who had lied about their faith.

The cynical Jews who converted insincerely exploited the system of forced
conversion to retain power and wealth: consequently those whose conversions
were sincere suffered under the growing anti-Semitism. Later Jewish apologists
seem unaware of the complexity of the situation and the implications that flow
from it.

Roth’s description of the conversos as “Christians in nothing, and Jews in
everything but name” probably described some but not all Jews who converted
after the uprising of 1391. He fails to see that justifying false conversion lends cre-
dence to the anti-Semites. First, it ignores the many sincere conversions. Roth
and the Spanish anti-Semites dismiss the possibility of sincere conversion out of
hand. Second, Roth’s justification of duplicity condones subversion and makes it
a Jewish characteristic. In this, Roth is following weighty rabbinic opinion, which
accepted outward conversion if coupled with an inward denial. The rabbinic ac-
ceptance of duplicity would have far-reaching consequences for European Jewry.

The regimen of false conversions in Spain made a bad situation worse. The
cynical Jewish converts continued to exploit the situation under the protection of
the Church, while the sincere Jewish converts lived under constant and intolerable
suspicion. By the 1440s, it was clear that forced conversions had not solved Spain’s
Jewish problem. According to the Acts of the financial administration of Castile

Jews controlled about two-thirds of the indirect taxes and customs within the

country, on the frontier and at the ports. Occasionally, in conjunction with tax-

farming, Jews also engaged in purveying grain, arms and clothing for the army

that was then fighting with the Moslems. A whole network of Jewish tax-farmers

and collectors was spread over the entire kingdom. Their chief was a Jewish tax-
farmer general, who also acted as the king’s treasurer.**

The old animosities returned more virulently. A Jewish tax-collector was
killed. On Jewish festivals, conversos “visited their Jewish friends at the syna-
gogue and in the succah.”™ The lingua franca of both groups became a rational-
ist “Averroism,” according to which it was “common practice for both converso
and Jewish intellectuals to compare the laws of the Torah to natural morality and
natural law” and assert that Aristotle’s Ethics was a “sufficient” guide for Christian
conduct.* “The wholesale conversions,” says Walsh,
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seemed to have given to this opportunist type of Jew a chance to eat his cake and
have it too. He could enjoy all the advantages of going to Mass on Sunday, and
going to the Synagogue on Saturday. His children were barred from no profitable
and honorable occupations. They could marry, thanks to his money, into noble
impoverished families, and succeed to the proudest titles in Castile. They could
become priests, even bishops. There was Andres Gomalz, parish priest of San
Martin de Talavera, who, according to his own confession, celebrated Mass from
1472 to 1486 without believing in it.*

Baer, writing from the Jewish perspective, concurs. The fervor of conversion
from 1391 to 1414 was followed by reaction, during which-the conversos returned
ad vomitum Iudayisme. Baer sees a conscious return to Jewish roots rather than
cultural inertia or opportunism: “Not only did actual converts (anusim) try with
all their might to live as Jews, but even the children and the grandchildren of
apostates who had forsaken Judaism of their own free will and choice were now
inclined to retrace their steps. The conversos secretly visited their Jewish brethren
in order to join them in celebrating the Jewish festivals.”® Baer says the conver-
sos “had Jewish prayer books and engaged their own Hebrew teachers and ritual
slaughters.™

The conversos continued to earn the odium of the Christian majority because
many lent money at interest and tax-farmed. The efficacy of baptism, and there-
fore, the sacramental system of the Church, was called into question, something
that led inexorably to racism. Or fear was suppressed and then transformed into
hatred of the Jews, who were seen as trifling mendaciously with the most sacred
commitments, and therefore incapable of being trusted. The suspicions fell most
heavily on the cultured conversos of the upper class who benefited most from
conversion by gaining access to offices previously off-limits to Jews. The average
Christian believed he was ruled by a class of philosophical intellectuals who were
nihilists and opportunists with no religious beliefs. Baer cites the saying, “to be
born and die; all the rest is a snare and a delusion,” as epitomizing the beliefs of
this class of convert.?® Because of the large number of converted Jews prominent
in Spain, it was reputedly more secular than renaissance Italy. “Lyric poetry from
the period reveals, as it did in the 12th and 13th centuries, a type of Jewish courtier
who had become either a converso or an open apostate.” The Italians felt the Jews
ruled Spain, “while secretly perverting the faith by their covert adherence to Juda-
ism.™

During the posthumous trial of Pedro de la Cavalleria, killed in 1461 in an
uprising in Catalonia against John II of Aragon, a Jewish weaver testified that de
la Cavalleria had lived near his home in a small village in Aragon to escape the
plague. While there, de la Cavalleria often visited the weaver and took part in
the Sabbath meal, eating hamin and other foods. When the tailor noticed how
well versed de la Cavalleria was in Hebrew prayers, he asked him, why, “being so
learned in the Torah,” he had converted to Christianity. De la Cavalleria replied:
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Silence, fool! Could I, as a Jew, ever have risen higher than a rabbinical post? But
now, see, I am one of the chief councilors (jurado) of the city. For the sake of the
little man who was hanged (Jesus), I am accorded every honor, and I issue orders
and decrees to the whole city of Saragossa. Who hinders me—if I choose—from
fasting on Yom Kippur and keeping your festivals and all the rest? When Iwas a
Jew I dared not walk as far as this (i.e., beyond the prescribed limits of a Sabbath
day’s walk) but now I do as I please.>®

Baer concludes “Testimony as detailed can hardly be doubted.™ Conversos
could have the best of both worlds. They could advance in careers formerly barred
to them, and they could continue to lend money and tax farm, without the heavy
burden of the Jewish law or the equally heavily burden of taxation levied on the
Jews. They had the freedom of the Gospels from the Jewish law, and they had the
freedom of the Jews from Christian responsibility. No one was able to enforce
either set of rules on them.

This triumph was short-lived. Their success shows there had been no antago-
nism of race but only of religion. That changed speedily. As apostate Jews, in many
cases, they lavished hate and contempt on those who remained Jews. It proved im-
possible to stimulate popular abhorrence of the Jew without also stimulating the
envy and jealousy excited by the ostentation and arrogance of the New Christians.
Morals deteriorated at the court, and the peasants groaned under their preda-
tions. “This situation,” Walsh says,

could not go on indefinitely without an explosion, and unfortunately there were

many explosions of the worst possible sort. The mob, seeing the government of

Enrique el Impotente unwilling to do anything to curb the conversos, and virtu-

ally handing over to them the conduct of both State and Church, took matters

into their own hands. In one city after another, just before Queen Isabel came to

the throne, the conversos were put to the sword and their houses burned.*

The explosion occurred in Toledo in 1449, when Alvaro de Luna demanded
the city pay for the defense of the frontiers. When the city refused, Alvaro ordered
his tax-farmers, most of whom were conversos, to collect. The population rose in
rebellion and burned the house of a prominent converso tax-farmer to the ground.
The mob then turned on the houses of Toledo’s other conversos and burned them
to the ground too. It was the first racially based pogrom in the history of Chris-
tendom; it marked the entry of racism into European history: “the hatred which
of old had been merely a matter of religion had become a matter of race. The one
could be conjured away by baptism,; the other was indelible and the change was of
the most serious import, exercising for centuries its sinister influence on the fate
of the Peninsula.™

State and church responded promptly. The old Christians held the conversos
responsible for the uprising. Pedro Sarmiento had conversos tortured; they con-
fessed they had been living as Jews. He sentenced them to burn at the stake and
issued an edict accusing them of perfidy. The conversos, the edict claimed, had
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been behind Don Alvaro’s ruinous levy, which was tantamount to an act of war.
The conversos, further, had plundered the royal treasury “by stratagems and cun-
ning,” which had impoverished the ancient nobility, depriving them of their for-
tunes, rights and privileges. Sarmiento then “proclaimed all conversos of Jewish
descent to be unfit for any public office whose occupants exercise authority over
Old Christians in the city and the district.”

On September 24, 1449, Pope Nicholas V issued a bull declaring that the faith-
ful were one and that racial distinctions had no standing in the Catholic Church.
He ordered the king to enforce the laws of Alfonzo X to this effect. Converts to the
Catholic faith were to be accepted without calumny. Alonso de Oropesa, General
of the Geronimites, wrote Lumen ad Revelationem Gentium, supporting the pope’s
pronouncement that the Church was one. He also laid out a program of reform
to deal with the converso issue, but the feuding between old and new Christians
continued unabated.

The grievances of the old Christians can be gleaned from a satire written
around this time. A parody of a royal document, it purports to confer privileges
on a knight of old Christian descent to henceforth live like a Marrano. He could
now advise the country’s rulers

and by his wicked counsel to lead them into the paths of licentiousness, lust and
oppression of their poor subjects and to derive from all this the utmost possible
advantages for himself. He was entitled ... to charge interest on loans, to keep the
Jewish laws, to intermarry with members of the Jewish race, to hold their opin-
ions, and to believe not in the Catholic faith but solely in birth and death.”

He was also granted permission

to swindle old Christians and set them to murdering one another. He was also
free to become a priest for the purpose of listening to the confessions of old
Christians and to pry into their secrets. He and his posterity were permitted
to become physicians and surgeons so as to kill old Christians, take away their
wives, defile their pure blood and occupy their posts.3

The satire parodies the greed of the conversos, granting the old Christian the
right to carry “tax-farming registers in place of prayer books” when attending
Church services, “as many of the marranos were in the habit of doing.” Christian
knights were “to be called by Jewish names in private and Christian names in
public so as to deceive the people.”” Baer claims this satire marks the entry of rac-
ism into European life “because in it we find for the first time the favorite racial
adage: that the pure blood of Spanish Christians was defiled when mixed with
that of persons of the Jewish race.”® Racism was deeply subversive of the Catho-
lic faith thereafter throughout European history until the Nazi genocide, because
it cast doubt on the efficacy of the sacraments, and, consequently, on the power
of Christ and his Church. The Spaniards who had the misfortune to live under
weak kings like Henry the Impotent “had learned from experience that a man’s
characteristics and beliefs were not changed by baptism, despite its ‘ineffaceable
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character.”™ All conversos were now suspect; and Jews could use these suspicions
to cast doubts on the successful efforts of Vincent Ferrer, Pablo Santa Maria, and
Geronimo de Sancte Fide.

King John II of Castile responded to the crisis in Toledo by siding with the
pope and punishing Sarmiento and the old Christians, whose anti-converso de-
crees were revoked. Sarmiento fled for his life. Two years later, Nicholas V bowed
to political necessity when John II asked him for the authority to establish the In-
quisition to try conversos suspected of practicing Judaism in secret. The nobles of
the realm, however, continued to exert pressure from the opposite direction. They
wanted repressive laws revoked so they could attract Jews into their service. When
they were not revoked, the nobles ignored them and favored Jews for financial
reasons. To fulfill the pecuniary expectations of the princes, the Jews reverted to
grinding the Christian majority, a practice that further inflamed already white-
hot resentment. The nobles and districts that followed the law were, in effect, pun-
ished financially for doing so, which led the Cortes of 1462 to ask Henry to rescind
the offending laws and restore liberty of trade between Christian and Jew.

Henry the Impotent’s inability to control the situation resulted in 20 years
of increasing anarchy, leading eventually to civil war. Both Jew and Christian,
old and new, were to learn that tolerance was another word for chaos. The Juda-
izers maintained the upper hand in government because the ruler was too weak
to rein them in, but the inactivity of the princes only led to the increased activity
of the prelates, who complained loudly because the prince handed his realm over
to exploiters.

Six years into Henry’s reign, Alfonso de Espina, a Franciscan monk, pub-
lished one of the most virulent attacks on the Jews to date, Fortalitium Fidei (For-
tress of Faith). Espina was the confessor to Henry IV and a Jewish convert himself,
so once again the old pattern reasserted itself. His book and sermons followed in
the footsteps of Martini’s Pugio Fidei, but his ire focused on the conversos. The
situation was as confusing as it was dangerous. In his diatribe, Espina “suggested
that if an Inquisition were established in Castile, large numbers of them would be
found to be only pretending Christians, engaged in judaizing and in undermining
the Faith they professed.® Something had to be done to end the confusion, under
whose cover “The judges of the people” were “being seduced by the bribes they re-
ceive from the cruel Jews who blaspheme God.” Everyone pursued his gain at the
expense of everyone else, but “No man takes up the cudgels for abject Spain.™

The complaints of the old Christians against “the religious misconduct of the
conversos, who were never punished” were not exaggerated, according to Espina.
They were “well-grounded.™ When the crown did nothing, “the embittered popu-
lace rose up and took vengeance upon the conversos on their own initiative.™
Oropesa, who proposed a more moderate course than Espina, concurred and
“suggested that the king put an end to this state of anarchy by means of suit-
able regulations.” The radical Espina and the moderate Oropesa, who defended
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the conversos, thought some judicial body was necessary to pursue the rumors
of judaizing and either lay them to rest as fictions or establish them as fact and
prosecute the guilty. Even Oropesa reproved the government for handing its reins
to the Jews. His strategy was to divide the conversos from the Jews and to lead the
converso to a stronger, deeper faith through Christian charity. Unfortunately, the
opposite happened, but both voices were instrumental in forming the consensus
that established the Inquisition in Spain.

In 1453, after Constantinople fell to the Turks, the Christians feared a resur-
gence of Muslim influence in Spain, thwarting the reconquista. The Jews were
seized again with Messianic fervor, much of it described in Espina’s Fortalitium
Fidei. The arrival of the Messiah was imminent once again, even if “None could
see the Messiah except circumcised Jews; if any non-Jews looked at him, he would
blind them forthwith by his dazzling radiance.™ In 1464, large numbers of con-
versos sailed for Constantinople, where they intended to revert to the religion of
their fathers and give aid to the Turk Antichrist, who planned to march on Chris-
tian Europe and subdue it as the Moors had subdued Spain in the 8th Century.

During the 1460s, many Jews who fled persecution in Castile settled in Ara-
gon, where lax conditions led to a fairly open practice of Judaism by the conversos.
One refugee was Juan de Ciudad, who presented himself at the home of Rabbi
Abraham Bivach for circumcision. After a rite which removed, according to rab-
binic theory, the stain of baptism, Juan de Ciudad set off for the Holy Land, pre-
sumably to practice his religion and give whatever aid he could to the Turkish An-
tichrist. Baer summarizes the conditions then extant in Aragon: “Only religious
laxity, toleration and the state of war then prevailing in the Kingdom of Aragon
can explain the fact that such actions could take place almost publicly, and that
the circumcised men could go their way unhindered.™

In 1465, Oropesa led a delegation of Christian nobles who petitioned the king
to enforce the laws against Jews and Muslims; high on the list was a request to en-
force anti-usury laws, an indication the issue of usury was still intractable. Henry,
however, was in no position to enforce anything. His kingdom was in anarchy,
which soon descended into civil war, even though he was no longer king. Later
in 1465, his brother Alfonso deposed Henry IV. Alfonso ascended the throne of
Castile in 1467. When Alfonso entered Toledo in May of that year, open warfare
broke out between the old Christians and the conversos. On July 2, a battle raged
in Toledo for three days, during which four streets inhabited exclusively by con-
versos went up in flames. “Many of the conversos who fought in these battles,”
says Baer, “were undoubtedly involuntary converts who practiced the Jewish rites
and believed in the torah—a fact confirmed by the records of the Inquisition in
the middle and late 1480s.%¢

In 1469 Dona Isabella of Castile married Don Fernando, son of John II of
Aragon. Ferdinand and Isabella tried to resolve the civil war that raged through-
out Spain. The Jews were initially well-disposed to the marriage. Pedro de la Cav-
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alleria had brought the pearl collar that served as the equivalent of an engagement
ring to Castile. The Jews felt that a strong regime that maintained law and order
would benefit them. But, at least initially, Ferdinand and Isabella proved incapable
of ending the civil war.

In March 1473, violence and racial hatred broke out again with renewed fury.
During the conflicts of 1473, the Inquisition tried conversos in Cordova and Ciu-
dad Real. On December 10, 1474, Henry IV died, bequeathing his kingdom and its
problems to the young married couple, who began to accept a nation-wide intro-
duction of the Inquisition as the only way to restore law and order to the realm.
The only thing that united Spain was the demand for resolution of the crisis. An-
ton de Montora, a converso from Cordova, wrote a poem upon their accession
which describes the plight of his co-religionists, “innocent people whose faith,” he
claims, was “as orthodox as the sovereigns.™ The mendicant friars, though, con-
tinued to preach sermon after sermon against Judaism and the Judaizers, urging
the faithful to take matters into their own hands.

There was also the matter of the Moors, who still occupied southern Spain,
and who were suspected of being in league with the Jews. And there were also the
recalcitrant nobles, who were a law unto themselves, pillaging and plundering at
will. Isabella needed to reimpose law on her kingdom, but she also realized that
military conquest was necessary before that could happen.

After victory at Toro over the party of the Beltraneja, Henry’s putative daugh-
ter whom the Portuguese backed as claimant to the throne in 1476, the Cortes of
Madrigal restored royal prerogatives. Jews were even more beyond the law than
the renegade nobles. They were tried in their own courts. They could be prosecut-
ed in royal courts for criminal offenses, but they could only be punished in accord
with their own law. They could not be summoned to court on the Sabbath. Even
polygamy was tolerated among the Jews, and so they became an ongoing incite-
ment for contempt of the law and of the Christian faith. The Conversos quickly
exploited the situation. The Cura de los Palacios claimed the practice of Juda-
ism was widespread among the conversos. Lea claims that when the royal couple
took the throne, the Judaizers were so powerful that “the clerks were on the point
of preaching the law of Moses.® In addition, the Judaizing conversos “avoided
baptizing their children, and, when they could not prevent it they washed off the
baptism on returning from the church; they ate meat on fast days and unleavened
bread at Passover.” They also continued to benefit from usury, claiming “they
were spoiling the Egyptians.™® As a result, they became wealthy and powerful
enough to block the enforcement of the laws that would have restored order. An-
archy thwarted the attempt to impose order.

In July 1477, Isabella came to Seville. During her stay, which lasted until Oc-
tober 1478, she was subjected to the sermons of Fray Alfonso de Hojeda, the Do-
minican prior of Seville, who “devoted all his energies to making the crown aware
of the reality of the danger from Jews and false converts.”> Espina’s successor,

213



The Jewish Revolutionary Spirit

Hojeda, convinced Isabella that her own court was infested with conversos, whose
insincerity was incontestable; that, according to principles universally accepted, it
was the sovereign’s duty to restore the unity of faith; and, that the instrument to
do this was the Inquisition, a juridical body that had proven its worth dealing with
the Albigensian heretics two centuries previously.

Isabella was convinced radical measures were necessary. The report of Hojeda
and the Bishop of Cadiz convinced her nearly all converts were secretly practic-
ing Judaism. They convinced her as well that priests of Jewish descent were “on
the point of preaching the Law of Moses from Catholic pulpits.™* Logic dictated
that she could not rely on her courts because they were staffed by Conversos. The
only suitable instrument was the Inquisition, a legal body whose judges would be
Dominican monks, “carefully chosen and beyond the reach of intimidation or
bribery.™

In 1478 she sent a delegation to Pope Sixtus IV to procure the necessary bull.
Less than two years later, Mohammed II, head of the newly vitalized Turkish
forces in the former capital of the eastern Roman empire, ravaged the coast of
Apulia in anger after failing to take the island of Rhodes. On August 11, 1480,
Mohammed took Otranto in Naples, and immediately put half of the population
to the sword. The archbishop and his clergy were slaughtered after being tortured.
When the news arrived in Spain in mid-September, the threat of the resurgent
Turk convinced Ferdinand and Isabella they could no longer vacillate. They put
into immediate effect the powers Sixtus granted them two years earlier. The Span-
ish Inquisition came into existence when Ferdinand and Isabella were dealing
with long-standing and seemingly intractable civil war and anarchy. Additionally,
they declared war on the Muslim kingdom of Grenada in 1482. The creation of
the Inquistion is an indication they saw Jews and Judaizers as central to both the
Muslim problem in the territory yet to be conquered and the problem of anarchy
in areas under their control.

On September 17, 1480, Juan de San Martin, bachelor of theology and friar of
San Pablo in Seville, and Miguel de Morillo, master of theology, were appointed
grand inquisitors, with Juan Ruiz de Medina as their advisor. Tomas Torquemada
was brought in as a consulting expert; quite possibly, according to Walsh, “he
had beside him, for reference, a copy of Eymeric’s Directorium, borrowed from
some Dominican convent in Aragon or Languedoc.” The friars were solemnly in-
formed that any dereliction of duty would lead to their removal, with “forfeiture of
all their temporalities and denaturalization in the kingdom.™ By royal order, they
received free transportation to Seville, the town where the Judaizing heretics were
most flagrantly and deeply rooted. In Seville, the Inquisition began its work.

The question of the sincerity of the conversos has been debated continually.
The Rabbis of North Africa were unequivocal. If the conversions were real and
voluntary, converts were called meshumadim; unwilling converts were known
as anusim. There was ample evidence “the conversos continued living in some
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measure as Jews, but with the advantage now of enjoying rights accorded to
Christians.™ In Mallorca, a rabbi commented, the authorities “are lenient with,
the conversos and allow them to do as they will.” Many modern writers, in no way
anti-Semitic, consistently identify the conversos as Jews. An influential school in
modern Jewish historiography has likewise ironically insisted the Inquisition was
right, all conversos were aspiring Jews. Yitzhak Baer states uncompromisingly
“the conversos and Jews were one people, united by destiny.”

The simplest way to resolve the conflict is to conclude that both sides were
right. From the Christian perspective, many conversos were virtually practicing
Jews. They remained Christians voluntarily, but “it was their voluntary Christian-
ity which marked them in Jewish eyes as renegades, meshumadim.” Once the
crown in collaboration with the Church enforced orthodoxy on the conversos,
many regretted their conversions. A Jewish doctor in Soria in 1491 recalled an old
converso who “told him, weeping how much he repented having turned Christian.
Speaking of another converso, the doctor said, “he believed in neither the Chris-
tian nor the Jewish faith.”®

There also was confusion due to cultural inertia, which may or may not have
been innocent theologically. The Old Christians noticed “vestigial Jewish prac-
tices in matters of family habits and cuisine, residual Jewish culture in vocabulary,
kinship links between Jews and conversos. These remnants were identifiably Jew-
ish.”° Many commentators maintain such cultural behavior did not constitute
“evidence of judaizing.” The same commentators argue the

converso danger ... was invented to justify spoliation of conversos. The harvest of

heretics reaped by the early Inquisition owed its success to deliberate falsification

or to the completely indiscriminate way in which residual Jewish customs were

interpreted as being heretical. Though it can certainly be identified in the period

after the forced conversions of 1492, there was no systematic “converso religion”

in the 1480s to justify the creation of an Inquisition. Much of the evidence for
judaizing was thin, if not false.%

On the other hand, the reaction to the arrival of the Inquisition in Seville, in-
dicates that more than dietary issues were at stake. Diego de Susan, a Seville rabbi
who had amassed a fortune, delivered a fiery speech urging Jews and conversos to
“recruit faithful men, collect a store of arms, and that the first arrest by the Inquis-
tors should be the signal of a rising in which the inquisitors should be slain and
thus an emphatic warning be given to deter others from renewing the attempt.”™?
Susan’s daughter, “whose loveliness had won for her the name of Fermosa Fem-
bra,” revealed the details of the intrigue to her lover, who informed the Inquisi-
tion the plot was afoot. When Susan was arrested, panic seized the conversos and
many fled, some to Rome.

When the first auto da fe was celebrated in Seville, on February 6, 1481, Diego
de Susan was one of six burned at the stake. Bernaldez, who was in Seville then,
claimed the rabbi died as a Christian. Seven hundred conversos accused by the
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Inquisition of heresy in Seville in 1481 abjured and were reconciled to the church.
“There was no longer any doubt in the minds of the secret Jews that the Queen
was as earnest about this affair as she had been about the murders and lootings
she had punished.”™ As a result, panic spread through Spain and resistance to
government authority ceased. The Inquisition claimed the lives of three of the
wealthiest and most important citizens of Seville, including Susan. Fray Alonso
de Hojeda preached the sermon at the ceremony; he too died a few days later, from
the plague, which claimed 15,000 people in Seville.

The Inquisition began with an Edict of Grace, during which those suspected
of Judaizing had time to come forward, confess their sins, be absolved, and then
reconcile to the Church after performing suitable penance. The Inquisition insist-
ed on capital punishment only if the heretic refused to recant or if he were caught
at least three times in backsliding, an indication of bad faith and duplicity. Walsh
insists “never in its entire history” did the Holy Office

proceed against the Jews, either on racial grounds as Jews, or on religious

grounds as members of the synagogue. Far from attacking the Law of Moses, it

defended that revelation against certain sects of heretics, as an essential part of

Catholic truth. Over the Jew as Jew it claimed no jurisdiction. It was a Christian

tribunal, which concerned itself with Jews only when they were Christians, or

when they went out of their way to commit offenses against Christians, either

by deriding Christian beliefs or ceremonies, or by persuading Christians to give
up the Faith.%

Walsh claims the Jews actively sought to bring conversos back to Judaism,
and the fact that Jews

scattered throughout Christendom carried on a continuous and effective pro-
paganda which, while it persisted, was bound to make impossible the complete
Christianizing of society, is freely admitted by Jewish scholars, as I have taken
note elsewhere. “As a whole,” says I. Abrahams, “heresy was a reversion to Old
Testament and even Jewish ideals. It is indubitable that the heretical doctrines
of the southern French Albigenses in the beginning of the Thirteenth Century,
as of the Hussites in the Fifteenth, were largely the result of friendly intercourse
between Christians and Jews.”®

The Jews, as the disputations over the Talmud showed, were no longer follow-
ing the law of Moses. The Talmud had absorbed the Torah and turned the Jews
into a permanent fifth column in Christian culture, agitating for revolution when
they were powerful enough or for subversion when they were not. “If the Jews
had confined their activities to the synagogue and their allegiance to the Law of
Moses,” Walsh says, “a great deal of conflict and even bloodshed might have been
avoided. Unfortunately, during their dispersion, under all the incredible suffer-
ings and affronts they endured in country after country, they supplemented the
revealed teachings of the Torah with others which, judging by their fruits, had a
source quite other than the tables of Mount Sinai.” If Judaism could not survive
without the Talmud, as the Jews maintained in France when it was taken away
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by Louis IX, then the Jews were involved in perpetual war against Christendom,
because “the Jews included in the Talmud and Talmudic books many obscene and
blasphemous anecdotes concerning Christ and His Church, together with curses
and imprecations against Christians, and bits of practical advice for outwitting .
and exploiting them.”® Jewish denial only made their stance seem more subver-
sive.

Once the true nature of Judaism became clear in the 13th Century, both Church
and State had a duty to make war on it, in some way. The only question was what
kind of war. Saints like Vincent Ferrer, who felt that the only legitimate way to
destroy an enemy was by making him into a friend, answered that question. Jews
were subjected to persuasion as the prelude to conversion. Once the Jewish pen-
chant for subversion and revolution became bound up with Spain’s struggle with
the Moors and its very existence as a nation, the spiritual program was politicized
and physical force took the place of spiritual suasion. That paved the way for the
ascendancy of another type of Jew, the opportunist, who was “compelled, at the
sword’s point, or under the sickening fear of social and economic ostracization,
to accept baptism” and who would wreak havoc for centuries to come.®® Wicked
Christians wrongly forced Jews to the baptismal font, but it was also wrong of the
Jews to convert under duress to a religion they believed false. Their acceptance of
forced conversion deepened the Jewish commitment to subversion and revolution
when the self-loathing became common and psychologically intolerable. Unlike
the rabbis, the Catholic Church told its faithful to die as martyrs rather than ac-
cept Islam or any other false religion. The command was so absolute that when a
Jew accepted the Catholic faith, he was presumed to have done so of his own free
will. Any backsliding would be punished as heresy, especially since Judaizing was
one of the most common and recurrent heresies. Worse was promoting backslid-
ing in others. If it was a capital crime to deprive a man of his life, was not depriva-
tion of a man’s spiritual life equally grave? The logic was extended to justify tor-
ture in the bull Ad Extirpanda: just “as thieves and robbers of temporal goods are
forced to accuse their accomplices and to tell what crimes they have committed;
for these are truly robbers and homicides of souls, and thieves of the sacraments
of God, and of the Christian Faith.™°

The logic of force eventually turned Vincent Ferrer’s conversion campaign
upside down. The Inquisition, especially in its more severe later stages, forced Jews
and conversos to rethink their position. If the wave of conversions under Ferrer
drove the Jews apart, the Inquisition drove them back together. If laws had given
too much incentive for conversion, promoting opportunism for social and eco-
nomic gain, the Inquisition, which punished only conversos, and which punished
them more and more severely, provided incentives for reversion, for the Inquisi-
tion had no jurisdiction over Jews. “While the object of the Inquisition was to
secure the unity of faith,” Lea tells us, “its founding destroyed the hope that ulti-
mately the Jews would be gathered into the fold of Christ.... the awful spectacle of

217



The Jewish Revolutionary Spirit

the autos de fe and the miseries attendant on wholesale confiscations led the Jew to
cherish more resolutely than ever the ancestral faith which served him as a shield
from the terrors of the Holy Office and the dreadful fate even impending over the
Conversos.”” Kamen comments:

The reign of terror had an inevitable consequence. Conversos ceased to come
forward to admit their errors. Instead, they were forced to take refuge in the very
beliefs and practices that they and their parents had turned their backs on. Ac-
tive Judaism, which existed among some conversos, seems to have been caused
primarily by the awakening of their consciousness under persecution. Under
pressure, they reverted to the faith of their ancestors. A Jewish lady living in
Siguenza was surprised in 1488 to encounter a man whom she had known previ-
ously in Valladolid as a Christian. He now professed to be a Jew, and was begging
for charity among the Jews. “What are you doing over here?” she asked him. “The
Inquisition is around and will burn you.” He answered: “I want to go to Portu-
gal.”” After no doubt equivocating for many years, he had made his decision and
was going to risk all for it.7*

In May 1482, the Edict of Grace was announced in Valencia. All who wished
to confess their sins would be received in private. According to the Andalusian
priest-historian Andres Bernaldez, “most of those who ‘repented’ and were ‘recon-
ciled’ with the Church did so as a means of being able to practice the Jewish rites
in secret, as they had previously done.” According to Bernaldez “the confessions
made by the conversos of Seville show that all of them were Jews; and from their
statements a similar inference can be drawn in regard to the conversos of Cordo-
va, Toledo, Burgos, Segovia, and all the rest of Spain.” All, continues Bernaldez,
“were Jews and clung to their hope, like the Israelites in Egypt, who suffered many
blows at the hands of the Egyptians and yet believed that God would lead them out
from the midst of them as He did with a mighty hand and an outstretched arm.
So, too, the conversos looked upon the Christians as Egyptians or worse.”

As the Inquisition spread through Spain, the severity of the punishments in-
creased, while legal safeguards fell by the wayside. When many conversos escaped
to Rome, the pope heard their story first hand. Sixtus IV concluded their com-
plaints were well-founded and that his intervention was necessary. In early 1482,
the pope informed the royal couple that the Inquisition had gone “far beyond
what he had authorized.” In August 1483, he sent letters of absolution to the ac-
cused conversos.

In May, Ferdinand rebuked Rome, warning the pope not to interfere in what
had become a state operation. The outcome would be satisfactory only if the king,
who understood the situation in Spain much better than the pope, appointed the
inquisitors. The king reminded the pope that the Inquisition had been ineffective
in eradicating heresy when under papal control. The Inquisition could only exist
with power delegated from the pope, but once on Spanish soil, it became a func-
tion of the state. Ferdinand and Isabella jealously guarded their control over it,
telling the pope to mind his own business.
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In 1483, the conflict intensified. Despite the pope’s letters of absolution, Seville
expelled all Jews. “There can be no question,” Baer tells us, “that the Inquisitors
had the last word in deciding on the expulsion of the Jews from Andalusia.””® At
the end of that year, Tomas de Torquemada, the Dominican prior and confessor
to the queen, was appointed grand inquisitor for all of Spain. The record of the
Inquisition would prove erratic: “In some instances the tribunal proceeded in an
orderly and moderate manner, while in others the methods employed were more
like brutal assaults by soldiers than the conduct of a court of justice” with the lat-
ter approach becoming more prevalent over time. “Large commercial centers like
Seville and Barcelona,” Baer says, “were totally ruined by the Inquisition.””

Toward the end of 1483, the Inquisition arrived in Ciudad Real. Following the
traditional Edict of Grace, the first auto da fe took place on November 16, 1483;
many abjured, and no one was burned. However, in February 1484, 34 persons
were burned at the stake, among them Maria Gonzales, who “at first denied that
she was a Jewess at heart,”® but then confessed. Baer supports the judgment of the
Inquisition: “Had she been allowed to live, she would certainly have been steadfast
in her Jewish faith. This was true of most of the conversos of Ciudad Real.”” In
Guadalupe, a woman confessed she had eaten meat in her home on Good Friday.
She also confessed “when her husband brought home a crucifix she trampled on
it and threw it down the privy.”® This woman admitted her guilt after her own
daughter testified against her. Threatened with torture, she implicated others. The
same Inquisition at Guadalupe revealed “conversos had been entering monaster-
ies so as to be able to practice the Jewish Religion with greater safety.”®

When the Inquisition arrived in Toledo in May 1485, the local conversos or-
ganized a revolt. The conspirators planned to assassinate the inquisitors “and the
whole Christian population™ during the Corpus Christi processions, but the plot
was discovered. The mayor of Toledo then had several conversos arrested and
hanged. The Inquisition also brought out the worst in Jews, who used the trials
to settle old scores. Many Jews were accused of bearing false witness against the
conversos and sentenced to death by stoning. The first auto da fe in Toledo took
place in February 1486, when 750 men and women from seven parishes were led
through the streets and sentenced to various penances. In August, 27 conversos
were burned at the stake. Between 1486 and 1490, 4,850 conversos were reconciled
to the Church and 112 were burned at the stake. Baer says the number absolved
far exceeded the number condemned because “the Christians of Toledo who de-
manded the utmost possible toleration of the conversos were very influential....
the clemency shown them can have been dictated only by political considerations.
The conversos wielded very considerable influence; they were an essential element
of the population, and the confiscated part of their fortunes could be used with-
out annihilating the conversos themselves.” According to Baer, “The conversos
of Teruel doubtless deserved their “ill repute” as Jews-in-fact. “It is obvious, that
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alongside the Jewish community of Teruel, there was a community of conversos
who assembled for public worship, Bible readings, and the like. Most of them were
descendants of Jews converted during the years 1391-1415.”%

In 1485, the Inquisition came to Saragossa, and, as in Seville and Toledo,
the Judaizers and their supporters conspired to kill the Inquisitors and terrorize
their potential successors into inactivity. The plot included a plan to drown the
Inquisition’s assessor as he walked beside the Ebro River, but the assessor never
walked alone, so the plotters focused next on Peter Arbues. The government knew
something was afoot as early as January, but did nothing. Late in the evening
of September 15, the conspirators attacked Arbues as he prayed in the cathedral.
Arbues was aware of the threat to his life: he was wearing chain mail and a steel
helmet; his spear was leaning against a nearby pillar. The mortally wounded Ar-
bues prayed for 24 hours before dying on September 17. Miracles soon followed.
The holy bell of Villela tolled of its own accord; the crowds mopped up his blood
and worked wonders with it.

The consequences for the conversos were disastrous. The miracles attested
to Arbues’ sanctity, and the reaction to the murder broke the opposition to the
Inquisition. In the revulsion to the murder, legal niceties were discarded, and the
punishment and tortures knew no restraint. This murder turned the tide, which
hitherto had been markedly hostile to the Inquisition. The news of the assassina-
tion spread through the city with marvelous rapidity and before dawn the streets
were filled with excited crowds shouting, “Burn the Conversos who have slain the
Inquisitor.” It was probably in consequence of the murder that Ferdinand and Isa-
bella succeeded in obtaining from Innocent VIII papal letters of April 3, 148, or-
dering all princes and rulers and magistrates to seize and deliver to the Inquisition
of Spain all fugitives who should be designated to them, thus extending its arms
everywhere throughout Christendom and practically outlawing all refugees.®

The murder of Peter Arbues “annihilated all opposition to the Inquisition for
the next hundred years™s so effectively that some historians speculate the murder
may have been arranged by the crown, although there is no evidence of this. No
matter, the murder played into Ferdinand’s hand in his attempt to end the chaos
and defeat the Moors. In 1488 he issued instructions reforming the procedure of
the Inquisitors. “Thus,” Baer concludes, “the last and most daring attempt by the
conversos to resist the Inquisition by force ended in failure.” Most of the mur-
der suspects were conversos and or others whose Jewish leanings were publicly
known. In August 1487, the main conspirator, Jaime de Montesa, was executed
after he confessed. He was a typical free-thinking Marrano skeptic, reported to
have repeatedly quoted the saying, “In this world you will not see me in trouble,
and in another world you will not see me in torment.”® After Montesa’s death,
more and more conversos were implicated in Judaizing, including advisors to the
royal couple. “In essence,” Baer concludes, “the Inquisition was correct in its read-
ing of the conversos’ attitudes.” Baer cites the Coplas de Mingo Revulgo of Diego
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Arias de Avila, in which conversos are portrayed as a group which “trample the
Christians underfoot, and plunge them into debt and enslave them in all manner
of servitude so that the Christians groan under so much robbery and spoliation.”
Torture played a role in these confessions.

The inquisitors usually proceeded with some respect for rules of law and jus-
tice, demonstrating facts that were unquestionably correct and refraining from
malicious libels. In the fury following the murder of Peter Arbues, legal niceties
fell by the wayside and the classical slanders—the Jews caused the plague, engaged
in ritual sacrifice, etc.—made their way into the Inquisition’s proceedings. In De-
cember, 1490, Yuce Franco was tried for attempting to bring conversos back to
Judaism and for crucifying a Christian child on Good Friday. The conspirators
allegedly were going to use the child’s heart and a consecrated host in a magic
spell to kill Christians by infecting them with rabies. Franco denied the charges.
Torquemada removed him from the jurisdiction of the Inquisition and appointed
special judges, leading Baer to conclude his goal was “the complete extermination
of Spanish Jewry.”®

When the victorious Spanish army marched into Malaga after the success-
ful campaign to drive the Moors from Spain, they found 400 Jews living there.
Virtually all were Judaized Christians who had fled the Inquisition from Spain
to Granada, where they had reverted to Judaism. The apostates were ordered to
decide whether they wanted to live completely as Christians or leave the country.
Shortly after the royal couple entered Granada, they extended that option to all
of Spain’s Jews. On March 31, 1492, while still in Grenada, Ferdinand and Isabella
signed the edict expelling the Jews from the kingdoms of Castile and Aragon. As
before, Jews could convert and remain, but the Inquisition had removed much
of the incentive to convert. Large numbers chose to leave. Their experience in
Granada convinced the monarchs that a total separation was the only solution to
the Jewish problem they identified. By exporting a problem they could not solve,
Ferdinand and Isabella saved Spain from the fate of Poland. Northern Europe,
though, inherited Spain’s problem, and cities like Antwerp became hotbeds of
revolutionary activity.

The expulsion of the Jews and rabbinical justification for false conversion
established the cultural matrix from which the revolutionary Jew emerged. If a
Talmudic Jew could profess an idolatrous false religion in public and remain a Jew
in good standing, then he simply could not be trusted, and the anti-Semites were
right to view him as a dangerous subversive who threatened Church and State.
Forced conversion was wrong, but the acceptance of it was also wrong. Worse
still, acceptance of insincere conversion enshrined the principle of deception and
subversion as part of Jewish life. The Jew, according to the principles of the Old
Testament from Moses to the Maccabees, had a duty to resist idolatry and incor-
poration into idolatrous religions to the point of death. The Talmudic teaching
that condoned false conversion broke radically from Moses’ teaching. The insin-
cere Jewish converts to Christianity made subversion and deceit a way of life.
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Converso behavior and worldview were similar to that of other disaffected
European Catholics. The German monks who violated their vows of celibacy with
impunity led double lives too; living a lie created animosity toward the institu-
tion to which they had made vows they would not fulfill. The first Lutherans and
the first Calvinists were virtually indistinguishable from each other and from the
conversos in theology and practice. Both movements drew their leadership from
the sexually corrupt lower Catholic clergy. Calvin’s lieutenant, the erstwhile Cath-
olic, Theodore Beza was, says Walsh,

a glaring example of the too-common corruption. Though not even a priest, he
enjoys the incomes of two benefices, through political influence, lavishes the
Church’s money on his concubine, and generally leads a vicious and dissolute
life. When the Church is under attack, he hastens to join the enemy. As Cal-
vin’s lieutenant, this righteous man thunders against the [corruption of the] Old
Church, of which he was partly the cause.*®

Beza’s example was not uncommon. The monasteries of Europe were full of
monks leading double lives. Spain was no exception:

There is no doubt about the laxity of the monasteries of Seville and Valladolid,
whose members embraced Protestantism; nor of the degeneracy of the Augus-
tinians in Saxony, who broke away from the Church almost en masse in 1521.
In England it was the reformed Observatine Franciscans who withstood Henry
VIII even to death, while the relaxed Conventuals and other badly disciplined
monks and priests formed the nucleus of the Church of England. The first Prot-
estants, as a rule, were bad Catholics.”

The Spanish expulsions began in May, 1492. The Jews had to sell their prop-
erty for a song, even though “instructions were issued to all the localities to pay
the Jews all that was owed to them, and to enable them to pay their own debts
and to dispose of their possessions on fair and equitable terms.”* Torquemada
forbade Christians from aiding the departing Jews after August 9. No Christian
was allowed to communicate with the Jews or give them food or shelter. The Jews
were not allowed to sell their synagogues; the property that they could sell was
devalued because so many were selling to meet the explusion deadline imposed by
the crown. Bernaldez chronicled the sufferings of the Jews; he also cites a converso
woman from Almazan, who claimed years later “those who remained behind did
so in order not to lose their property.™:

In the fateful year 1492, Rodrigo Borgia ascended the papal throne and took
the name Alexander VI. Pope Alexander contravened papal tradition by banning
conversos from the Dominican order in Spain. In Rome he amended the proceed-
ings of the Roman Carnival by extending the traditional footrace of the Roman
Jews. But Jews could always expect a friendly reception in Rome and throughout
the Papal States, and many Jews went there after the expulsion. Alexander did his
part by hiring Jewish physicians.
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The Inquisition and the explusion undid the work of St. Vincent Ferrer. Jews
were convinced conversion was or would be a mistake. After the Edict of Expul-
sion was announced, the clergy launched a conversion campaign, but the incen-
tives were gone. There were few conversions, and most Jews left. Most went to
Portugal, from whence they were expelled a few years later. Many went to Turkey,
which received them with open arms. It was out of the Ladino community in
Ismir that the false Messiah Shabbetai Zevi would arise 150 years later, buoyed by
the writings of the Lurianic Kabballah, whose school had been established in Gaza
as a result of the expulsions.

On July 31, 1492, the last Jew left Spain. In 1494, Alexander VI granted Ferdi-
nand and Isabella the title of Catholic Kings, listing the expulsion of the Jews as
one of their accomplishments. Gian Pico della Mirandola praised them for it too.
Guicciardini, the Florentine historian and statesman, praised them as well. The
expulsion of the Jews along with the defeat of the Moors had united Spain and
“raised it to the rank of a great power.” When Spain was in the hands of Jews and
heretics it had been in anarchy. Guicciardini concluded “had the situation not
been corrected, Spain would in a few years have forsaken the Catholic religion.™+
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Reuchlin v. Pfefferkorn
Chapter Seven

Reuchlin v. Pfefferkorn

him to proceed against the Talmud, another Jew converted to Christian-

ity and had the same idea. In 1504, Josef Pfefferkorn, a Moravian Jew, con-
verted to Christianity, along with his wife and child. After changing his name to
Johannes at his baptism, Pfefferkorn spent his first years as a Christian wandering
through southern German-speaking lands preaching the conversion of the Jews.
In 1509 he settled in Cologne, where he made contact with the Dominicans, who
had promoted Donin’s efforts to convert the Jews three centuries earlier. Pfeffer-
korn’s enthusiasm for the Christian faith was undeniable, but the results of his
preaching were meager. In 1516, at the height of his fame, he claimed he had con-
verted 14 Jews after years of effort. He claimed another five would have entered the
Church if the Jews hadn’t blackened his name. Pfefferkorn would become famous
as a publicist, not as a preacher. The printing press was transforming the move-
ment of information in Europe, and he made good use of this new technology.

In one of his earliest writings, Der Juden Spiegel (Mirror of the Jews) Pfef-
ferkorn candidly describes his conversion. “I was born in the Jewish faith and am
now, by the grace of God, a Christian,” he wrote.! He lived by usury before con-
verting, but gave it up as a Christian because usury is immoral. “If I continued to
associate with Jews,” he continued, “and continued to take usury, what would you
say other than that I was in serious sin and that I never really became a Christian,
and everyone would condemn me by saying that the blood and suffering of Christ
had been lost on me. What help would the holy sacrament of baptism have been
to me?™

Pfefferkorn’s admission he was a usurer is significant in light of later slanders.
He was accused of criminal activity (and even of being hanged for it), but Pfef-
ferkorn denied the charges, saying “two Jews wanted to sully my reputation with
charges of theft.” Pfefferkorn filed suit against his accusers before the imperial
court, and “they were obliged to pay 30 florins to cover my expenses and had to
retract the accusations in public.* Most charges against Pfefferkorn are traceable
to a document originating from the Jews of Regensburg. Among its milder state-
ments was the claim he was an illiterate butcher. He was neither illiterate nor was
he a butcher, an occupation morally less reprehensible than that of moneylender.

In his groundbreaking History of the Jews, Heinrich Graetz recites the slan-
ders faithfully and uncritically and adds a few of his own, calling Pfefferkorn “an
ignorant, thoroughly vile creature,” as well as “the scum of the Jewish people,” and
a “noisome insect™ who was a tool of the “ignorant and fanatical Dominicans”
of Cologne, a city known to be “an owls’ nest of light-shunning swaggerers, who

Roughly 270 years after Nicholas Donin persuaded Pope Gregory IX to allow

225



The Jewish Revolutionary Spirit

endeavored to obscure the dawn of a bright day with the dark clouds of supersti-
tion hostile to knowledge.™ The vehemence of Graetz’s attack is not, it seems, a
function of historical sources, but of the very specific damning charges Pfeffer-
korn leveled against the Jews about their rites and, more importantly, their covert
attacks on Christians.

Graetz claims Pfefferkorn did not write the famous series of tracts that be-
gan with Juden Spiegel but instead “lent his name to a new anti-Jewish publica-
tion, written in Latin by Ortuinus Gratius,” one of the light-shunning Dominican
swaggerers.” The leader of the Cologne Dominicans was Jacob Hochstraten (or
Hoogstraten, in honor of his native town). Graetz refers to him as “an inquisitor
or heretic hunter ... who literally longed for the smell of burning heretics and in
Spain would have been a useful Torquemada.”™ Graetz’s slanders are simply not
true. Pfefferkorn, as his inimitable style and intimate knowledge of Jewish ritual
indicate, wrote his own tracts. Hans-Martin Kirn says he “can in no way be seen
as ‘tool’ of the Cologne Dominicans.”

Ludwig Geiger, Graetz’s contemporary, noted Pfefferkorn “was later accused
of scandalous activity by his enemies,” including the scurrilous charge that “his
wife ... had illicit intercourse with the Dominicans,” but Geiger concluded “there
is no proof for this allegation or the others,” and wonders “how did they come
into existence?™ The answer is simple. Stung by Pfefferkorn’s criticism, the Jews
invented slanders to blacken his name and dissuade others from taking him seri-
ously. Geiger, like Graetz, was a German Jew, but, unlike Graetz, not so enraged
by Pfefferkorn’s conversion as to accept unfounded slanders.

The times had changed since Nicholas Donin’s conversion in the 13th Cen-
tury; the odium of being Jewish stuck with Pfefferkorn in spite of his baptism.
The Dominicans and the Franciscans faithfully supported him in his efforts to
convert the Jews, but the mendicants no longer were the cutting edge of European
thought. Something had happened to the European mind; it was Pfefferkorn’s lot
to discover what.

Pfefferkorn characterized himself as a wandering preacher to the Jews im-
mediately following his conversion. Der Juden Spiegel was supposed to show Jews
their errors and prove the truth of Christianity. His second book, Judenbeichte,
ridiculed Jewish penitential practices. In 1513, Pfefferkorn received a permanent
position in charge of the Hospital of St. Ursula and St. Revillen in Cologne, a posi-
tion he held until the end of his life. While traveling through Mainz, Oppenheim,
Heidelberg, Ulm and Munich he made contact with the Franciscans who sug-
gested in the confessional that he take up the battle against Jewish books, Jewish
usury, and for Jewish conversion.

Pfefferkorn, like Donin, knew Judaism from the inside. That familiarity pre-
cipitated Graetz’s rage. Pfefferkorn had studied Jewish writings with his uncle, a
rabbi. Countering the claim that he was illiterate, a butcher, and a thief was a doc-
ument emanating from Dachau in 1504, in which Pfefferkorn portrayed the Jews
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as engaging in covert warfare against Christians through usury and the subver-
sion of religious vows. The Jews, according to Pfefferkorn, subverted the monks’
vow of poverty by bribery, their vow of chastity by sexual seduction, and their vow
of obedience by undermining all authority. Pfefferkorn pointed to more than 40
Christians who had abandoned the faith as a result of Jewish subversion, almost
three times the number of Jews he had brought to Christianity by his preaching.

Pfefferkorn “spoke with the air of a man who was giving away secrets.”™
Because of his insider’s knowledge, his claims were a threat to the Jews. In his
pamphlet, Ich bin ain Buchlinn der Juden veindt ist mein namen, or The Enemy of
the Jews (1509), Pfefferkorn reiterated Donin’s claims, documenting Jewish blas-
phemies against Jesus, Mary, and the apostles, and the curses against Christians
the Jews incorporated into their daily prayers. The Jews, said Pfefferkorn, utter
“various insults and shameless words ... every day against God, Mary, his most
worthy mother, and the whole heavenly host.” The Jews call Jesus “mamser ben
hanido,” which is to say, “one born from an unclean union.™ Although Pfeffer-
korn doesn’t say so, “mamser” is traditionally translated “bastard.” The Jews are
similarly vehement in denouncing Christ’s mother, calling her a “sono,” which
Pfefferkorn translates as “a notorious sinner.” Again Pfefferkorn is discrete; the
word means “whore.” Pfefferkorn says the Jews call Christian churches “moss-
choff” or “beskisse,” “that is [latrines or] shithouses.” Additionally, the Jews “hate
the sign of the holy cross and find it quite unbearable. If they see pieces of wood or
straw on the ground that are by chance arranged roughly in the shape of a cross,
they push it apart with their feet that they may no longer have to look at it.™ If a
Jew “knowingly crosses a churchyard or listens to an organ,” he “believes that his
prayers will not be heard by God for 30 days.™

Pfefferkorn also claimed Jews were revolutionaries who “pray for vengeance
against the whole Christian church and especially the Roman Empire, that it may
be broken up and destroyed.”™ The prayer for revolution is so significant that the
Jews “are not allowed to say this prayer sitting down; rather, they must stand.
Nor are they permitted to talk among themselves until the prayer is ended.™
Whenever “war or rebellion breaks out among us Christians,” Pfefferkorn says,
the Jews “are heartily pleased, hoping that the time is near when the Empire will
be destroyed.” Pfefferkorn wrote Juden veindt to “prevent the damage which the
mangy dogs [i.e., the Jews] do to Christian power in both the spiritual and worldly
sphere.® The humanists and the reformers, who saw Pfefferkorn as a tool of the
powers of darkness, would ignore his warning. But within three years of his death,
German peasants had driven more than one prince from his throne in Southern
Germany, and it looked as if the revolutionary spirit was going to spread to France
and the low countries too.

In part two of Juden veindt, “How the Jews ruin land and people,” Pfefferkorn
describes how Jews get money through usury; he also “explain(s] the harm and
damage the Jews cause to the country and the people through usury” by explain-
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ing how debt accumulates when interest is compounded.> After 30 years, “the debt
amounts to an unfathomable 106 tons of gold, 14,810 Gulden, 28 Wiesspfennig and
11 Heller!” “Thus the poor Christian, when he has nothing further to pawn, must
run away and live out his life in poverty, which happens often and many times.™

In part three, Pfefferkorn explains how Jews use money to corrupt the morals
of Christians. Jews use “their ill-gotten wealth” to “cause Christians to commit
great sins.™ Jews usually prevail in court because of bribery. “The only reason
for this is their ill-gotten money, which Christians accept from them in exchange
for helping to muddle and cover up their case and make it appear just.™ Jews use
their wealth “to lead astray not only the common people but even educated men”™+
by corrupting the morals of Christians and by undermining their faith. The Jews,
Pfefferkorn writes,

cause many Christians, learned and unlearned, to doubt their faith, as I have
shown in other books of mine. Thus there is much heresy where Jews live; also
one finds that Christians commit unchaste acts with Jews and have children
by them. These children remain Jews, which is no doubt a great, notable, and
shameful evil. Christian blood is subjected to eternal damnation, and, as I have
mentioned at the beginning of my booklet, there is in the whole city no sect or
nation that hates the Christians more than the Jews.*

The Jews also live in a world of political illusions, generated by the “central
hope of the Jews” that “a Messiah ... will deliver them.” This Messiah “will come as
a secular ruler, a king with great power and wealth to rule and subdue the world.”
Pfefferkorn reveals the secrets of the Jews at great personal risk because “I know
well, if I fell among Jews, they would devour me as the wolf devours sheep, for this
was reported to me.” Jews from several countries, he continues, “have made a pact
to kill and murder” him. Pfefferkorn warns, “if I should disappear, have no other
thoughts than that I was killed by the Jews as they killed others before me.™*

Pfefferkorn concludes his pamphlet by urging Christian rulers to regulate the
lives of Jews more closely. They should be forced to give up usury and to take on
lowly occupations like sweeping dung in the streets. As his final point, he makes
a recommendation that would generate conflict for the next decade. Indeed, if
Graetz is right in seeing the battle of the books as the spark that set off the Ref-
ormation, it would generate conflict for centuries to come. Pfefferkorn recom-
mended confiscating Jewish books, specifically the Talmud, because, deprived of
their books, the Jews would abandon their false beliefs and embrace Christianity.
Like Donin, Pfefferkorn felt Jewish heresy was a function of the Talmud. Deprived
of the books that were blinding their minds and poisoning their souls, the Jews
would embrace the Christian faith.

Instead of going to the pope, as had Donin, Pfefferkorn approached the em-
peror. In 1509 he applied to the imperial court for the right to confiscate Jew-
ish books. Kunigunde von Bayern, the devout sister of Emperor Maximillian I,
provided a letter of introduction to the emperor, who endorsed Pfefferkorn’s pro-
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posals and authorized him to confiscate Jewish books and to “examine Hebrew
writings anywhere in the German empire, and to destroy all whose contents were
hostile to the Bible and the Christian faith.”” In September, Pfefferkorn arrived
in Frankfurt, home of the richest and most powerful Jewish community in the
German empire. At his command, the city senate ordered the Jews to assemble in
the synagogue, where they were told to hand over their books. One thousand five
hundred manuscripts were taken from the Jews and deposited in the town hall,
One letter from the archives of the Jewish community in Frankfurt recites

On Friday [28 September 1509] the butcher [i.e., Pfefferkorn] came to us here in

Frankfurt, together with three priests and two friends from the city council, and

they seized the books in the synagogue—the Tefilot, Machzorim and Slechot—

everything they could find, and forbade us in the name of the emperor to con-

tinue praying in the synagogue.?®

The Jews did not sit idle. Humanistic studies of the sort promoted by Erasmus
of Rotterdam had suggested that a new day of Enlightened tolerance was about to
dawn after the long night of scholastic obscurantism, and so the Jews were em-
boldened to act. The Jews sent Rabbi Gumprecht Weissenan to the archbishop of
Mainz, who was persuaded that Pfefferkorn’s activities infringed on his Episcopal
jurisdiction. It was unusual for an individual of no official rank to receive such
a mandate, and the emperor’s action drew immediate protests both from Jew-
ish representatives and from the archbishop of Mainz, who informed Pfefferkorn
that the mandate was legally defective. Rabbi Weissenan, notes the same archival
letter, was “successful with his request, and, praise be to God, obtained help and
salvation for the Jews.™®

After warning German Jews that “should any community ... refuse to send
money and participate in our efforts... they will no longer be regarded as members
of the Association of the Remainder of Israel,” the Jews sent another delegation,
led by Jonathan Levi Zion, to the imperial court to negotiate withdrawal of Pfef-
ferkorn’s mandate Levi Zion was frank in his reports to the Jews in Frankfurt.
“I shall not be able to achieve anything until you send a man who is prepared
for three things—you know what I mean.™ Levi Zion’s letter referred to Raschi’s
commentary on Gen 32:8 which mention prayer, combat, and bribery as three
ways to defeat an enemy. Levi Zion and the Jews at Frankfurt settled on the last
alternative as the best course. After pleading for money, “as soon as possible so
that I shall not be forced to borrow money here at 100 percent,”* Levi Zion an-
nounced by letter that he had bribed the Margrave of Baden, whom the emperor
had assigned to handle Pfefferkorn’s case. “For this,” Levi Zion wrote, “I gave him
[the Margrave of Baden] something, and should we obtain what we are asking for
in the petition, I shall give him an additional one hundred Gulden for his efforts.
And so he acted on our behalf and made a great personal effort” to annul Pfef-
ferkorn’s mandate® Even so, Levi Zion still felt “Everything is upside down. The
apostate and his courtiers have persuaded the emperor to write to the archbishop
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that [Pfefferkorn] should be the commissioner in this business, together with the
apostate Viktor [von Karben] in Cologne, another doctor from Cologne, a doctor
from Heidelberg and Dr. Reuchlin from Stuttgart.™*

This is the first time Reuchlin’s name appears in the controversy surrounding
the confiscation of the Talmud, and the context is significant. Johannes Reuchlin
is mentioned in the same letter in which Levi Zion admits bribing the Margrave of
Baden. Levi Zion then asks for more money, presumably for more bribes. Since “it
is very likely that the apostate [i.e., Pfefferkorn] will be commissioned to proceed,”
the Jews “must immediately send wise and prudent men from our communities to
the emperor. They must of course be well supplied with gold and silver, and must
beseech the emperor to be merciful and spare us ... for I fear things that I do not
want to write down.”™

The Jews reacted to the threat of losing their books by bribing court officials
and slandering Pfefferkorn at the Imperial court during the winter of 1509-10. In
the spring, their efforts paid off. Emperor Maximillian I ordered the Frankfurt
senate to return the books. To play down the injury to Pfefferkorn and the Do-
minicans and “to avoid any complaints on the part of the Jews that his had been
undertaken lightly and without diligent consideration,™ the emperor created a
commission to examine the Jews’ books. Maximillian authorized the archbishop
of Mainz to solicit reports from four universities as well as from qualified indi-
viduals. Johannes Reuchlin was one of those qualified individuals.

As aresult, Johannes Reuchlin was appointed to the commission. “It was for-
tunate for the Jews,” Graetz writes, “that the honest, truthful Reuchlin, so enthu-
siastically prepossessed for Hebrew and Cabalistic literature, was asked to give his
opinion of Jewish literature.™” Johannes Reuchlin was, next to Erasmus of Rot-
terdam, the most prominent scholar of his day. Like Erasmus and the humanists,
Reuchlin saw scholarship as the study of language rather than dialectic in the
Scholastic mode. Unlike Erasmus, who confined himself to Latin and Greek texts,
Reuchlin immersed himself in Hebrew as early as the mid-1480s. Reuchlin’s inter-
est in Hebrew blossomed while he was on an embassy to the papal court in 1490.

Reuchlin traveled to Italy as the crisis over the newly translated hermetic texts
and their connection to magic reached its climax. There Reuchlin met the recently
reborn Platonic academy in Florence under the direction of Lorenzo de Medici.
In 1463, Lorenzo’s father had commissioned Marsilio Ficino to translate “Corpus
Hereticum,” which a monk had brought from Macedonia. Ficino then steeped
himself in the neoplatonic mysteries Julian the Apostate found so seductive a mil-
lennium earlier. Ficino aided in the translation of the “Hermitca” and “Orphica,”
which constituted the neoplatonic teachings, including the “Chaldean Oracles,”
ascribed to the followers of Zarathustra, as well as the teaching of Pythagoras,
which included many magic spells, esoteric teachings, and customs.

At a certain point, Pope Innocent VIII began to suspect that the neoplatonic
academy was involved in more than simple antiquarian pursuits. In 1490, one
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year before Reuchlin met Count Giovanni Pico dell Mirandola, Garsias alleged at
Pope Innocent’s urging that Pico, Ficino’s pupil, was promoting magic. For two
years, the sword of Damacles dangled over Pico’s head. Then Innocent VIII died
in 1492, and Alexander VI succeeded him. In his 46 Sentences, Pico defended him-
self against the accusations of his opponents, and after his presentation, on June
18, 1493, Pope Alexander VI cleared him of the charges laid against him. The way
was then clear for the resurgence of Christian interest in magic. In her book on
Giordano Bruno, Frances Yates laid the responsibility for that resurgence at the
feet of Alexander VI, whom she claims had a special relationship to the Egyptian
mysteries, astrology, and magic, as evidenced in the Pintarucchio frescoes in the
Borgia apartments. Zika is more pointed. He claims the attitude of the papal court
changed when Alexander VI became pope because Alexander was intent on put-
ting “occult magic to his own use.™®

One year after Pico’s acquittal, Reuchlin published De verbo mirifico, The
Wonder-Working Word, his attempt to revive philosophy, lately fallen into the
slumber of Scholasticism, by linking it to the Hebrew language, Caballah, and
magic. In it, Baruchia, a Jew, Sidonius, a philosopher once an Epicurean but now
knowledgeable in many different systems, and Reuchlin, under the name Capnion
(the Greek word for smoke is Kapnos or Rauch in German. Reuchlin is the dimin-
utive of Rauch), conduct a dialogue. The three are not divided by their religions;
like the Masons at a later date, they are united by esoteric wisdom derived from
the Caballah. Socrates was a wise man, but the wisest was Moses, who was wise
not through his own intellectual powers but rather through the spirit of God in
him. Only this spirit, transmitted from one race to another and now known as Ca-
ballah, makes one capable of penetrating the secrets of nature through the won-
derworking word. The most wonderworking of all words is the unspeakable Tet-
ragrammaton JHVH (the four consonants comprising the name Yahweh), which
is similar to the Tetrakys of Pythagoras. Each letter has its own secret meaning.
Thsvh is the most secret name, because it adds the letter signifying Jesus.

Like Karl Marx three centuries later, Reuchlin claimed philosophy would
“work wonders.” It would change the world by unleashing the power of the magic
words which God himself uttered to Moses and Adam. To begin the study of mag-
ic, the adept needed to learn Hebrew to use “practical Caballah,” another word for
magic. Like Messianic politics, magic was a way of bringing about heaven on earth
and was intimately bound up with the rise of the new scientific worldview. Magic
was associated in the popular mind with Jews. Jews knew how to cast the spells
that would bring about this-worldly riches and power. Both magic and applied
science involved a turning away from the Cross, which is to say, the God-ordained
necessity of suffering in this life if one wants to attain salvation. In the place of the
Cross, the adept of practical Caballah proposes the techniques refined by Jews that
enable one to get what one wants. Four centuries after the publication of De verbo
mirifico, C.S. Lewis noticed
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There is something which unites magic and applied science while separating both
from the “wisdom” of earlier ages. For the wise men of old the cardinal problem
had been how to conform the soul to reality, and the solution had been knowl-
edge, self-discipline and virtue. For magic and applied science alike the problem
is how to subdue reality to the wishes of men: the solution is a technique, and
both, in the practice of this technique, are ready to do things hitherto regarded
as disgusting and impious—such as digging up and mutilating the dead

The seeds planted at the Platonic Academy of Florence under the patronage
of the Medicis bore fruit at the turn of the century. In 1501, Giovanni Mercurio
showed up in Lyon wearing flowing white robes and a chain around his neck, an-
nouncing he was omniscient and could change lead into gold and bring happiness
to the depressed. The chain derived from the same Pythagorean chain of love and
friendship whose symbology would exert its influence over Reuchlin.

Reuchlin’s De verbo mirifico introduced the idea of neoplatonic magic to the
lands north of the Alps. In it, Reuchlin tried to break down the barriers separating
religion, philosophy, and magic through recourse to the Hebrew language in gen-
eral and in particular through the rehabilitation of Caballah, which he saw as the
oral esoteric tradition that had come from Adam himself. Caballah, of course, had
no ancient pedigree. It apparently arose in the 12th Century in Provence; it was the
Jewish equivalent of the Albigensian heresy, a resurgence of neoplatonic gnosti-
cism. None of the proponents of Caballah, however, saw it that way. Instead they
viewed it as the original theology, the prisca theololgia, at least as old as Christian-
ity and probably much older than that. Pico had already established a necessary
connection between Caballah and magic in his writings. Reuchlin took his ideas
one step further by claiming that natural magic was impossible without the Ca-
ballah. Reuchlin separated himself from the magic manuals of the Middle Ages.
In place of these magic spells, which were either meaningless mumbo-jumbo or,
worse, appeals to evil spirits, Reuchlin proposed the magic of the Hebrews found
in the Caballah and intimately bound up with their language, the language of God
Himself. Reuchlin claimed because God spoke in Hebrew, Hebrew words uttered
in the proper way had an immediate physical effect. They could not bring about
creation ex nihilo, but they might very well influence the angels put in charge of
that creation by God. In learning Hebrew, as Reuchlin did at the feet of rabbis, the
adept learned the language God Himself had used to speak to Moses. Men could
now use that same language in speaking to the angels who ran the universe and
create wonders by their very words. Zoroaster, the first theologian, according to
their view, recognized the unique nature of Hebrew words and so forbade any
alteration of their form because the divine power of the word was only effective in
its original Hebrew form. During the dialogue between the three learned men in
De verbo mirifico, Reuchlin expands his praise of Hebrew into an attack on Greek,
which, in the words of Baruchias, the learned Jew, possesses “no words that have
come down to us from heaven and no names which can be characterized as hav-
ing divinely ordained syllables. Moses, because he spoke Hebrew, had priority
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over the Egyptians as well because the Hebrew language is more ancient. “Divine
names come to us from the Jews and not the Egyptians. Hebrew names are more
ancient and holier than any other names.™

Taking his cue from Alexander VI’s approval of Pico, Reuchlin defends the
connection Pico established between Caballah and magic. In his “Conclusiones,”
Pico claimed that immediate access to divine mysteries and powers was available
through the Caballah. Part of the Cabballah was also the highest part of magia nat-
uralis. Reuchlin claimed the Caballah demonstrated the validity of the Christian
faith and also corresponded to the esoteric wisdom of Orpheus, Pythagoras, and
Zoroaster. By locating the magical power of his system in the Hebrew language,
Reuchlin hoped to evade the dichotomy the Church, following the classical tradi-
tion, had established. According to that dichotomy, a man either asked for power
over nature, in which case his action was known as prayer and dependent on the
permissive will of the deity; or he forced the issue by invoking evil spirits. Cabal-
lah seemed to indicate another possibility. The possibility of a middle ground be-
tween science and prayer based on the magical effects of angelic names in Hebrew
seemed theologically unlikely, but that is the course Reuchlin pursued, hoping to
evade the censure of those who claimed he was involved in black magic.

The Hebrew language saved Reuchlin, at least in his own mind, from becom-
ing a proponent of black magic, which involved contact with demons and was
practiced under the name of Solomon, Adam, or Enoch. Hebrew was the key to
making contact with the good spirits whose silent help enabled the practice of
magia naturalis. The true philosopher should not invoke demons, but if the phi-
losopher is unable to perform wonders, he is no better than the garrulous School-
men who, like spiders, spin words but produce no effects. Sidonious says, “we
would therefore be hardly distinguishable from the vulgar, if our miraculous vo-
cation was not accompanied by miraculous actions.® Reuchlin’s idea of a “won-
der working” philosophy had much in common with Thomas Muentzer’s view of
scripture. To be truly alive, the word of God had to create signs and wonders. The
same was true of Reuchlin’s Caballistic Philosophy: Philosophy had no value if it
couldn’t work wonders beyond the power of man to explain. The Caballah would
rehabilitate philosophy by its miracles, which were bound up not with evil spirits
but with the power of Hebrew.

Reuchlin’s fatal attraction to Caballah took root on his journey to Italy when
he studied with Obadaiah Sforno, a Jewish physician, philosopher, and more im-
portantly, collector of rare Hebrew manuscripts and books. Two years later, Re-
uchlin was back in Italy, this time on an embassy to the imperial court in Padua.
On this journey he received instruction from the emperor’s court physician, Iacob
ben Iehiel Loans. Reuchlin and Loans remained in contact for the next decade,
and Reuchlin repeatedly expressed his admiration for his Jewish teacher. Fully
aware of Reuchlin’s intercourse with the rabbis, Pfefferkorn exclaimed later, “if I
had said these things I would have been burned” at the stake.®
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Studying the Caballah required a sort of hermetic initiation. The Caballah,
Rummel says, “was taught hermetically, that is, reserved for the elect, and was
often associated with magic, a connection deplored even by Jewish teachers of
stature such as Moses Maimonides.™ It would not have been taught to someone
who was either skeptical or disinterested. It would only have been taught to some-
one avid to receive initiation into its mysteries. The Jewish masters who taught
Reuchlin, therefore, must have seen in him a potential adept. “Christians,” Rum-
mel continues,

began to take an interest in the Caballah during the fifteenth Century. The Ital-

ian humanist Pico della Mirandola ... connected the Caballah with “natural

magic,” that is, the study of celestial bodies, but rejected its counterpart, black

magic, “which is rightly excised by the church and has no foundation, no truth

and no basis.” ... Nevertheless it remained a controversial subject. It continued to

attract the attention of inquisitorial courts and was therefore pursued by Reuch-
lin at some personal risk.*

After Reuchlin met Pico and learned about the Caballah, Graetz says, he
“thirsted for Hebrew literature, but could not quench his thirst.* More accurately,
Reuchlin desired to learn Hebrew to slake his thirst for esoteric and arcane knowl-
edge. In De verbo mirifico, Reuchlin wrote “The language of the Hebrews is simple,
uncorrupted, holy, terse and vigorous; God conversed in it direct with men, and
men with angels, without interpreters face to face ... as one friend converses with
another.

In 1506, Reuchlin issued De rudimentis Hebraicis, the first Hebrew grammar
ever written by a non-Jew. Four years later, when Reuchlin was at the height of his
powers and reputation, Pfefferkorn approached him after he heard Reuchlin had
been appointed an expert witness for the commission then deliberating Pfeffer-
korn’s plan to seize the books of the Jews. Pfefferkorn came away from the meeting
pleased, claiming Reuchlin had been cordial and had even graciously instructed
him on the fine points of etiquette and protocol at the Imperial court.

Reuchlin completed his evaluation on October 6, 1510 and sent it to the em-
peror in a sealed envelope. He recommended that two books, Nizzachon and To-
ledoth Jeschu, should be confiscated and destroyed; the Jews should be allowed
to keep their other works. This meant that Reuchlin did not include the Talmud
among the “books which ridicule, slander and insult our Great Lord and God
Jesus and his mother, and the apostles and saints.® He said “I have read only two
such books: one called Nizzachon, the other Tolduth Jeschu ha nozri.” Reuchlin
gives the impression that these books had no standing in the Jewish community:
“Even the Jews themselves regard them as apocryphal.® While at the court of
Frederick III, Reuchlin “heard the Jews themselves saying in the frequent con-
versations I had with them that they have removed and destroyed such books and
forbidden that people should in future write such books or speak thus.”°
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At this point in his report, Reuchlin’s testimony becomes problematical if
not erroneous and self-contradictory: “If the Talmud were deserving of such con-
demnation, our ancestors of many hundred years ago, whose zeal for Christianity
was much greater than ours, would have burnt it.”* Reuchlin says no pope ever
burned the Talmud, but Geiger corrects the historical record by reminding the
reader that both Gregory IX and Innocent IV had consigned copies of the Tal-
mud to the flames. Reuchlin might have been an expert in Hebrew philology and
grammar (Graetz disputes this), but he was abysmally ignorant of the history of
the Talmud, which had been burned more than once by his “ancestors.” Reuchlin
claimed “The baptized Jews Peter Schwarz and Pfefferkorn, the only persons who
insist on its being burnt, probably wish it for private reasons.™* Yet Reuchlin made
these claims after admitting that he, unlike Pfefferkorn, had neither read the Tal-
mud nor understood it! “No one,” Reuchlin continued, “can say in truth that the
Talmud, in which the four higher faculties are described, is completely evil and
that one cannot learn anything good from it. For it contains many good medical
prescriptions and information about plants and roots as well as legal verdicts col-
lected from all over the world by experienced Jews.™

Reuchlin then characterized the Talmud as “a work which is difficult to
understand.™* He also said that there were many strange ideas in the Talmud,
but that did not justify its destruction. Of the Jews, Reuchlin said, “whether they
are inimically disposed toward us in their hearts, only God can say.” Defense of
the Caballah was unnecessary, because the pope had already recognized its value,
and Pico had shown Christians could use its teachings to strengthen the Christian
faith. Jews could not be called heretics because they had never fallen away from
the Christian faith. The Jews had the right to retain their property, including the
Talmud, because they were citizens—a then unusual term—of the German em-
pire.

Despite stating that it needed no defense, Reuchlin then defended the Cabal-
lah, which he referred to as “the most secret speech and words of God.”® Reuchlin
claimed theologians who did not know Hebrew had made serious theological er-
rors, an assertion that undermined theology, according to the Dominicans, by
making it a function of scripture scholarship, which is to say, language studies, not
dialectics. He concluded “No Christian should pass verdict on [the Jews], except
in a secular case transacted in a secular court. For they are not members of the
Christian church, and their faith is none of our business.”” The claim “their faith
is none of our business” combined with the equally daring claim Jews had rights
as citizens, did not endear Reuchlin to the Dominicans, whose mission since
Penaforte had been the papally mandated conversion of the Jews.

In his report, Reuchlin denounced Pfefferkorn’s writings as the work of an ig-
norant hatemonger, thus establishing the debate’s parameters: the refined man of
letters vs. the ignorant “tauf iud,” a racist slur picked up by Reuchlin’s supporters,
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including Erasmus of Rotterdam. Pfefferkorn called Reuchlin a Judaizer, a term
then in the process of losing its opprobrium among educated humanists. Reuch-
lin’s claim that knowledge of Hebrew was necessary for the correct interpretation
of the bible was guaranteed to offend theologians, no matter how much it pleased
humanists. Those theologians, under the direction of the Cologne Dominicans,
still wielded considerable political power, although not as much as in previous
centuries. The conflict settled into the Humanist vs. Scholastic mode, even though
(or perhaps, according to Rummel, because) it obscured the central contention of
Pfefferkorn and the Dominicans, namely, that Reuchlin was a Judaizer. Indeed,
Judaizing was a virtue to those who made theology a function of Hebrew gram-
mar; it would soon become equally esteemed by the Reformers who believed that
theology must be based on “Scripture alone.” The most significant part of the re-
port is Reuchlin’s praise of the Caballah:

I have read it myself. One could argue about the pros and cons for a long time

in this report. But one may see from the book entitled Apologia by the earlier

mentioned Count of Mirandola, which has been approved by Pope Alexander,

that the books of the Cabala are not only harmless, but of great use to the Chris-

tian faith, and Pope Sixtus IV had them translated into Latin for the use of us

Christians. There are sufficient grounds therefore to conclude that such books

as the Cabala should not and cannot be legally suppressed and burned.... Jewish

commentaries should not and cannot be abandoned by the Christian church, for

they keep the special characteristics of the Hebrew language before our eyes. The

bible cannot be interpreted without them, especially the Old Testament, just as

we cannot do without the Greek language and Greek grammars and commen-

taries for the New Testament, as is confirmed and indicated in canon law.®

Since “the Jews are our archivists, librarians and antiquarians, who preserve
books that can serve as witnesses to our faith,” Christians should “take care of
the existing books, protect and respect them, rather than burn them, for from
them flows the true meaning of the language and our understanding of Sacred
Scripture.™

One needn’t be a learned theologian to see that Reuchlin was turning the
Talmud into a meta-Scripture that would serve as the criterion of what was valid
in the Bible. The hermetic texts had become the real Scriptures, and they were to
be interpreted not by the Catholic Church, but by the nascent academic estab-
lishment, which had taken instruction at the feet of the rabbis in an atmosphere
of quasi-Masonic hermeticism. Even Reuchlin’s caveat against books promoting
magic was qualified to the point of meaninglessness:

If there are, however, Hebrew books that teach or instruct readers in the forbid-

den arts, such as sorcery, magic and witchcraft, if they may be used to harm

people, they should be destroyed, torn up and burned because they are against

nature. But if such books of magic are designed only to help and benefit human

life and serve no harmful purpose, one should not burn or destroy them, except
books about buried treasures.*
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And who was to decide whether a particular Hebrew text was blasphemous
or instead a “buried treasure”? The implication seems clear: only those who knew
Hebrew were qualified to decide. The ultimate authority in the Church devolved
upon those who had taken hermetic instruction from the rabbis, as had Reuchlin.
Otherwise, “the Jews ought to be left in peace in their synagogues, and in the
exercise of ceremonies, rites, customs, habits and devotions, especially when they
do not go against what is right and do not manifestly insult our Christian church”
because “the Christian church has nothing to do with them ... as long as the Jews
keep the peace, they ought to be left in peace. And all this must be observed so that
they cannot say that they are being forced and compelled to convert to our faith.™
In an especially self-serving passage, Reuchlin recommended that the German
universities should “hire for the next ten years two lecturers each, who would be
capable and have the task of teaching students Hebrew and instructing them in
this language.... If this is done, I doubt not that in a few years our students will be
so well versed in the Hebrew language that they will be able to bring the Jews over
to our side with reasonable and friendly words and gentle means.™*

Pfefferkorn gained access to Reuchlin’s report and was outraged. Every schol-
ar appointed to the commission had written in favor of Pfefferkorn’s proposal, ex-
cept Reuchlin. Pfefferkorn gave his interpretation of what had happened in Handt
Spiegel, published in Spring, 1511. Pfefferkorn claimed “a fat Jew sat on his book,™s
which is to say, Reuchlin had been suborned by the Jews. “All,” Pfefferkorn contin-
ued, “with the exception of Johannes Reuchlin, unanimously declared and wrote
for Christ, inspired by the Holy Spirit. His report alone ... supported the perfidy
of the Jews rather than the Apostolic See and the most holy cause of our faith.™
Pfefferkorn denounced Reuchlin as a “half-Jew” and a “Judas.”s As a result of Re-
uchlin’s recommendation, the emperor did not renew the mandate to confiscate
the Jewish books. Reuchlin had killed the project, and Pfefferkorn was furious.

Pfefferkorn correctly claimed “the Jews bribed Christians in high places ...
and they filled the ears of the good Emperor with false advice, so that His imperial
Majesty gave orders to restore the books to the Jews.”¢ Pfefferkorn knew about the
bribe Levi Zion gave the Margrave of Baden; he claimed that Reuchlin had been
bribed also because the Jews had told him, “Reuchlin knows how to deal with
you and oppose you.... They told me that they were in close contact with Reuch-
lin and very well informed about this matter.” Pfefferkorn recalled the German
proverb, “Die Gelehrten, Die Verkehrten,” which is to say, “The learned are easily
corrupted.”™?

Pfefferkorn felt doubly betrayed because, on the basis of his private consulta-
tion with Reuchlin in 1510, felt he had nothing to fear from Reuchlin. “He treated
me most cordially,” he reported, “and expressed pleasure at my coming, and what
is more he instructed me in what to do.in the presence of the Emperor, of which I
have proof in his own handwriting. Then when he had cleverly found out every-
thing about the matter from me, he falsely reassured me and devoutly promised
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to write to me. He did no such thing, but instead traduced me in his report to His
Royal Majesty, contrary to his promise and acting, most impiously .... And so he
betrayed me, as Judas betrayed Christ.”®

Reuchlin was furious when he learned Pfefferkorn was privy to what he con-
sidered a confidential evaluation, meant only for the emperor’s eyes. He accused
Pfefferkorn of breaking the seal on his report and gaining illicit access. Reuchlin
claimed Pfefferkorn was a pawn of the Cologne Dominicans. In 1518, Ortwin Gra-
tius, a leader of the Cologne Dominicans, denied they bore any responsibility for
the publication of the Handt Spiegel. Pfefferkorn was in Mainz when Handt Spiegel
appeared at the Frankfurt book convention in April 1511. Taking Reuchlin’s part in
the controversy, Graetz also claimed Pfefferkorn was a pawn of the Dominicans,
who concocted the scheme to confiscate the Talmud so they could extort money
from the Jews. Since the Jews “could not do without the Talmud,” they “would
pour their wealth into Dominican coffers to have the confiscation annulled.”®
Graetz also claimed Pfefferkorn lured Reuchlin into “a cunningly devised trap,””
but gives no evidence to support his claim.

The Dominicans accused Reuchlin of disingenuousness. The Jews’ hatred for
Christians was universally known; every Jew who had left Judaism could tell sto-
ries about it. Only a few Christians, “especially Johannes Reuchlin from Stuck-
arten” denied this hatred and would not admit that Jews prayed against Chris-
tians. Anyone who denied this knew nothing of Jewish scriptures; Reuchlin’s
admitted ignorance of the Talmud meant he had not written the document that
appeared under his name. Reuchlin was handicapped in responding because he
was caught in a contradiction. He claimed the Talmud was not pernicious, and yet
he admitted he had never read it. The Dominicans pressed the issue, reminding
Reuchlin that there weren’t just two pernicious Jewish books, and that the Jews
did not proscribe the two he mentioned. Quite to the contrary, the Jews read from
Toledoth Jeschu every year at Christmastime in the hope that God would punish
Jesus because of his false teaching.

After Pfefferkorn published Handt Spiegel, Reuchlin took his case to the em-
peror. Not content to wait for a legal verdict, Reuchlin joined battle in the realm
of political publishing, newly created by the invention of the printing press. In late
August or early September of 1511, Reuchlin issued his pamphlet Augenspiegel (Eye
Mirror or Spectacles—an image of a pair of glasses was on the title page), which
defended both Jewish books and his own integrity as a disinterested scholar. But,
according to Graetz, Reuchlin was an avowed enemy of the circumcised. Reuch-
lin’s writings were suffused with racism, including routine reference to Pfeffer-
korn as a “taufft jud,” what the Spaniards would term a marrano or converso. Re-
uchlin wanted to rescue the Jewish scriptures for the cabalists. Neither he nor his
colleagues were fond of Jews. Indeed, their dislike of Jews did not stop even after
the Jew became baptized. In this, they were less like their forbears of the crusades
and more like their descendants of the Third Reich, who felt, as Edith Stein was
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to learn, that baptism did not erase Jewishness, because Jewishness was a racial
phenomenon, not religious. Pfefferkorn complained bitterly and often about the
racist remarks of professors and preachers, who, as fellow Christians, should have
accepted him as a brother, but instead made remarks like “To trust a Jew is like
putting a snake to your bosom, a burning coal in your lap, and a mouse in your
pocket.”” Pfefferkorn thought that way about Jews, too, but was offended that his
fellow Christians thought that way about him after his baptism.

In November 1510, the theology faculty at the university of Cologne issued two
reports responding to Reuchlin’s letter to the emperor. The theologians reminded
Reuchlin that the Talmud contained “not only errors and false statements, but also
blasphemies and heresies against their own law.”” For this reason, Popes Gregory
and Innocent had “ordered the said book to be burned.” The Talmud and the Ca-
ballah were “corrupt;” they were fundamentally different from and therefore did
not “convey the intention of Moses’ books and those of other [Hebrew] prophets
and wise men.””® Unlike Reuchlin, who sought to preserve the books to derive
esoteric knowledge from them, the faculty at Cologne decreed that Pfefferkorn
and the Dominicans were acting for the common good. That meant “it would be
impious and irreligious to allow them the use of such books which they, who are
mockers and blasphemers of the Lord Christ, might use to teach their children.™
Proceeding against the Talmud was “in the interest of the Christian faith as well
as of the Jews’ salvation,”s an idea that Reuchlin subverted when he said what Jews
believed was none of their business. The Dominicans then reiterated the concerns
articulated at the Fourth Lateran Council 300 years earlier:

it seems expedient to prevent the Jews from practicing usury and to allow them

to take up honest work for a living, but let them be distinguished from Chris-

tians by a badge, and let them be taught in their own language by experienced

converts about the true law and the prophets for the glory of God, their own
salvation and the increase of the Christian faith.”®

The emperor was unmoved. He refused to order re-confiscation of the books.
Reuchlin was wrong when he claimed the Talmud had never been burned, but he
was right in claiming that the piety of his ancestors’ generation exceeded that of
his own. As we have seen, a new spirit was abroad, one which condoned blasphe-
my in the name of scholarship and disapproved of burning books as something
that educated people did not do.

The Jews were overjoyed by the emperor’s verdict. Like their ancestors at the
foot of Mount Sinai, the Jews made two images, “one of Johann Reuchlin in an-
gelic form, like a prophet; the other, of Pfefferkorn, in the shape of a devil.””” They
danced around the images like pagans around a sacrifice, genuflecting to Reuch-
lin’s image and sticking knives into Pfefferkorn’s. Pfefferkorn and Hoogstraten
were outraged by Jewish effrontery. “If the Jews are permitted to retain the books
that have been taken from them by imperial mandate,” Hoogstraten wrote, “they
will be confirmed in their perfidy; they will insult Christians and cast in their
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teeth that the books would not have been restored to them by imperial edict if they
were not true and holy.”

Hoogstraten did not claim the Jews had bribed Reuchlin, but others did.
Gregor Reisch, a Carthusian prior, made the claim, which is reported by Geiger”®
Graetz said bribery was the charge that bothered Reuchlin the most, and he re-
jected it forcefully. Reuchlin admitted he had had dealings with Jews, but he was
infuriated over the claim he had been bribed by the Jews: “I say therefore, by the
highest faith, that in my entire life from the days of my childhood up to this hour
that I have not received one nickel, not one penny, from the Jews, neither have I
received gold or silver nor have I hope t0.”° “No Jew,” he continued, “offered me
rent, services or any kind of reward. And anyone who writes otherwise injures my

~honor and is a liar and a base villain.””*

Reuchlin’s Augenspiegel caused an immediate sensation. Within a few weeks,
it was read all over the Germanies. Pfefferkorn claimed the Jews rushed out to
buy Reuchlin’s book as soon as they heard it dealt with them favorably. But Geiger
claims that once the Jews got their books back in 1510, they lost interest in the
controversy. Graetz claims the Jews naturally saw Reuchlin as their champion and
just as naturally promoted his book. They were pleased and dumbfounded “to find
that so distinguished a man as Reuchlin would set an accuser of the Jews in the
pillory as a calumniator and liar.”** Having one of the most distinguished Chris-
tian scholars in Europe defend the Talmud left Jews rubbing their eyes in amaze-
ment. The Jews rushed out to buy Reuchlin’s book, and, using their commercial
connections, made it an instant bestseller, perhaps the first in history. “The Jews,”
according to Graetz, “greedily bought a book in which for the first time a man of
honor entered the lists on their behalf.... They rejoiced at having found a champion
... Who would find fault with them for laboring in the promulgation of Reuchlin’s
pamphlet?”

In September 1511, Peter Meyer, a pastor in Frankfurt, allowed Pfefferkorn to
preach a counter-attack on Reuchlin’s pamphlet, something which outraged Re-
uchlin even more since Pfefferkorn was a married layman. The Dominicans were
furious because Reuchlin had ruined their centuries-old campaign to convert the
Jews; they demanded confiscation and destruction of any remaining copies of the
Augenspiegel. Arnold von Tungern, a leader of the Cologne faction, wrote to the
emperor complaining that the Augenspiegel was full of assertions promoting Juda-
ism that would strengthen the Jews in their defiance of the Christian faith. Since
Reuchlin boldly refused to retract his errors and countered with threats of his
own, von Tungern concluded correctly that he knew that he had many support-
ers ready to protect him. Virtually the entire Humanist community had united
behind Reuchlin, and out of that group would come many “Reformers,” including
Martin Luther and Ulrich von Hutten, who later wrote to Reuchlin pledging his
support.
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By this point, the controversy had gone well beyond its initial impetus. Gei-
ger says the affair began as a crusade against Jews, but the confrontation between
humanists and scholastics soon eclipsed the original issue. By 1511, he said, “the
business of the [Jewish] books was over,” and the intellectual battle began ... its
character changed for this and assumed an essentially different form. There were
barely any references to the books from that point on, and none at all to the Jews.
At issue was the right to express one’s opinion freely, to counter the inquisitorial
fixation on heresy.”®* But the focus of the debate also shifted because Reuchlin,
with images of the Spanish Inquisition fresh in his mind, felt that the charges of
judaizing were serious to the point of being life-threatening. As a result he wanted
to guide the uproar into safer channels.

In September 1513, Jacob Hoogstraten summonsed Reuchlin to appear before
the Inquisition in Mainz to defend himself against charges of heresy and Juda-
izing. If the issue, as Geiger claimed, was no longer the Jews, Hoogstraten was
unaware of the change. “You,” the Dominican wrote to Reuchlin

appeared before Christian readers as a champion of the perfidious Jews. And you
made this impression also on the Jews themselves, who are hostile toward the
Cross and the blood through which we have been purified and redeemed. As we
hear, they read your tract, which has been written and published in our vernacu-
lar language, and disseminated it. Thus you have given them an opportunity to
deride us more than ever, for they found that among Christians and especially
Christians who had a reputation for great learning, you were the only one who
spoke on their behalf and maintained and defended their cause. %

The Dominicans got an order from the emperor allowing them to confiscate
copies of the Augenspiegel and to burn them in public. The students at the uni-
versity protested, but the confiscation continued, and all were to be burned on
October 12, when an order halting the burning arrived. Pfefferkorn countered by
publishing Brandspiegel (Burning Mirror), which Geiger calls “poisonous,” de-
manding the Jews be expelled from Worms, Frankfurt, and Regensburg “forev-
er.”® Undeterred, Reuchlin appealed to the emperor, claiming that his opponents
weren’t theologians; they were theologists. The Cologne crowd were all slanderers.
According to Geiger, Reuchlin gave as good as he got. Reuchlin’s bitterness drove
him to repeat the scurrilous stories about Mrs. Pfefferkorn’s reputed sexual rela-
tions with the Cologne Dominicans. In June 1513 the emperor imposed silence on
all parties.

In July, the theology faculty at the University of Louvain rendered its verdict.
Cologne and Louvain would later become centers of the anti-Lutheran movement,
and both considered themselves defenders of the faith. The theologians of Lou-
vain concluded that Reuchlin’s Augenspiegel had numerous errors, casting into
question the orthodoxy of its author and promoting the cause of the Jews; there-
fore, all remaining copies should be confiscated and burned. The Cologne Theol-
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ogy faculty concurred in August. The theologians of Mainz followed suit shortly
thereafter. The Augenspiegel was to be consigned to the flames. The theologians
at Erfurt, a bastion of the new humanism and soon to go over to the Reformed
camp, demurred. They found the pamphlet full of errors, but Reuchlin was not
guilty because he never intended to publish it. The Augenspiegel was heretical, but
its author was not a heretic, seemed to be their conclusion. In May 1514, a delegate
from Cologne met with the theology faculty of the University of Paris to elicit
their opinion. Louis XII, the French monarch, reminded the theologians there
that St. Louis, his predecessor, had ordered the burning of the Talmud when he
was king.

Recognizing the seriousness of the charges, Reuchlin employed a dual strat-
egy to escape being burned at the stake. He engaged in a publicity campaign, en-
listing the support of prominent writers like Erasmus and experienced publicists
like Ulrich von Hutten, and he also waged a legal battle. He issued a public state-
ment against “the Cologne slanderers” while pursuing a legal challenge to Mainz’s
jurisdiction over his case. He used the press to reformulate the issue from the
dangerous charge of judaizing, redirecting it to the safer issue of academic free-
dom. Reuchlin portrayed himself as a learned preservationist who wanted to keep
the obscurantists from consigning valuable historical documents to the flames.
Reuchlin portrayed his battle with Pfefferkorn as a contest between “scholars, who
respected books as cultural witnesses,” against boors, who had no appreciation
for them.*” More specifically, “it pitted Reuchlin the humanist against Pfefferkorn
and his supporters, the scholastic theologians of Cologne.”® This implied that the
study of ancient languages had priority over Aristotelian logic, which was a con-
troversial assertion, but nowhere as controversial as the claim that Reuchlin was a
Judaizer. Pfefferkorn and the Dominicans fought an uphill battle to portray them-
selves as the champions of orthodoxy fighting judaizing heretics because large
segments of the intellectual establishment thought humanistic letters more palat-
able than scholasticism, which they disdained as moribund.

Reuchlin’s strategy was apparent from the opening lines of his Defensio Con-
tra calumniatores suos Colonienses: “their speech is rustic and barbarous; they are
inexperienced in the Latin language and disgusted with humanistic studies.”®
Reuchlin launched an ad hominem attack on Pfefferkorn as someone “who is ig-
norant of theology and law, inexperienced in literature, and knowing no book
written in the Latin language.”™ Although Pfefferkorn knew no Latin, his knowl-
edge of Hebrew was superior to Reuchlin’s, a charge Reuchlin attempted to deflect
by saying Pfefferkorn, who was “equipped only with some childish, trite Jewish
stuff undertook to write against me and published a slanderous book in German,
full of invented charges.™ That “trite Jewish stuff,” though, was not insignificant:
the discussion began as a dispute over the content of books written in Hebrew,
books Reuchlin had apparently not read. Pfefferkorn then raised the bigger ques-
tion, which echoed unresolved throughout the Realist vs. Nominalist debate since
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before Huss: “Learning,” Pfefferkorn replied, “is no defense against the charge of
depravity. All the heretics are proof of this, for they were always the most learned
men.™*

As an integral part of his ad hominem attack on Pfefferkorn, Reuchlin rolled
out one racial slur after another, referring to Pfefferkorn as “that Jew sprinkled
with water.™ Reuchlin and his humanist allies routinely referred to Pfefferkorn
as the “tauf iud,” a slur that simultaneously maligned Jews and the sacrament of
baptism. The frequency of this slur indicated that the rise of racism in Europe and
the decline of the Catholic faith, specifically skepticism about the efficacy of the
sacraments, were one and the same thing. Gone were the days when the howling
mob would chase the Jew to the baptismal font and then let him walk away un-
harmed through the very same mob, like Moses dry-shod through the Red Sea,
after becoming a Christian.

Willibald Pirckheimer came to Reuchlin’s defense in 1517, about the time Lu-
ther nailed his theses to the door in Wittenberg. An initial supporter of the Re-
formed cause, Pirckheimer became quickly disillusioned with Luther’s ruthless
politics and the pillaging of the monasteries for political gain; he returned to the
Catholic faith. In defending Reuchlin, Pirckheimer mounted an attack on Pfeffer-
korn by casting doubt on the efficacy of his baptism, and by extension the sacra-
ment itself, which was suddenly powerless when faced with racial characteristics
deeply ingrained in Jews. To strengthen his case, Pirckheimer referred to recent
events in Spain, which

will serve as a warning to us not to trust in extemporized and feigned conver-

sions. It would have been much better for the so-called marranos to stay with

their native perfidy than to simulate true religion and be Judaizers in secret. For

we had several examples of what we can expect from these inveterate sinners

who have been badly converted. The emperor ... wanted to indicate that con-
verted Jews have as much in common with pious Christians as mice with cats.**

The humanists cheerfully joined forces to promote similar racial views. Pirck-
heimer is outraged that Pfefferkorn referred to Reuchlin as a “semi-Jew,” but his
outrage is purely racial. To Pirckheimer, the Jew is a function of his biology; and in
this he agrees with the Jews who reminded Christ they were “sperma Abraamu.”
Pfefferkorn, though, innocently represented the traditional Catholic position by
claiming that biology was irrelevant. The real issue, which the humanists tried to
obfuscate and ignore, is that Reuchlin was a “demi-Jew” because of his judaizing
positions, not because of his DNA. The humanists, prey to the racism that had just
reared its ugly head, chose not to see things that way.

“Reuchlin’s numerous friends,” Graetz writes, referring indirectly to Pirck-
heimer, “were indignant at the insolence of a baptized Jew, who pretended to be
more sound in faith than a born Christian in good standing.™ Graetz’s refusal to
see the term “baptized Jew” as something of a contradiction in terms demonstrates
that he shared the racial prejudices of the humanist establishment. Erasmus said
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of Pfefferkorn that “he could not have done a greater service to his fellow believ-
ers [sic, i.e., the Jews], than by making use of the hypocritical ruse of becoming a
Christian in order to betray Christianity.®® “This half Jew,” Erasmus continued,
“has done more damage to Christianity, than the whole pack of Jews together.”
Pfefferkorn was theologically correct to refer to Reuchlin as a “half-Jew” because
of Reuchlin’s judaizing, but Erasmus was guilty of nothing but racism when he
leveled the same accusation against Pfefferkorn. He too was casting aspersions
on the efficacy of the sacrament of baptism. “Now that he has put on the mask
of the Christian, he truly plays the Jew. Now at last he is true to his race. They
have slandered Christ, but Christ [sic, not] only. He raves against many upright
men of proven virtue and learning.”™® This muddled racist thinking indicated a
precipitous decline in the faith of the sort that would become manifest when the
Reformation broke out a few years later.

In a letter to Pirckheimer, Erasmus said Pfefferkorn’s actions show he is “a
Jew and a half whom no kind of misdeed could make worse than he already is.
Erasmus then adds rash judgment to his offenses against Pfefferkorn, intimating
Pfefferkorn “chose to be baptized for no other reason than to be in a better posi-
tion to destroy Christianity, and by mixing with us, infect the whole people with
his Jewish poison. For what harm could he have inflicted, if he had remained a
Jew? But now that he has put on the mask of the Christian, he truly plays the Jew.
Now at last he is true to his race.™ The irony of intellectual lights like Erasmus
supporting anti-Semitic Christian Judaizers was not lost on Pfefferkorn, the or-
thodox Jewish convert, and it saddened him.

Reuchlin continued his racial attack on Pfefferkorn throughout Augenspiegel,
feigning outrage at how “that Jew, baptized with water, rose up in the church, a
married layman before the congregation of faithful, that is, before the assembled
church and preached about the word of God and the Christian faith in an authori-
tative manner, he—a butcher and an ignoramus—blessed the people with the sign
of the Cross.™* Reuchlin’s reference to Pfefferkorn as a “butcher” shows his famil-
iarity with the slanders the Regensburg Jews had promoted against Pfefferkorn.
The reference also shows that he was not averse to stooping to their level.

One commentator noticed “the irony inherent in the fact that [the Cologne
Dominicans] supported Pfefferkorn, an ethnic Jew, while manifesting paranoid
fear of all things Jewish.”™ But the irony is illusory: there is no contradiction. The
Dominicans believed in the sincerity of Pfefferkorn’s conversion, and as a result
did not consider him a Jew. The humanists, though, had no qualms about casting
aspersions on the efficacy of the sacrament of baptism, engaging in racial slurs,
and throwing their lot wholeheartedly in with a Judaizer.

After Hoogstraten demanded that Reuchlin appear before the Tribunal in
Mainz, Reuchlin panicked and tried to get the trial moved to the more sympa-
thetic papal court at Speyer. He wrote in Hebrew to Bonet de Lates, the pope’s
Jewish physician, asking him, who “moves daily in the private chambers of the
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pope and whose body is in his care,” to influence the pontiff to remove the case
from the jurisdiction of the Dominicans at Mainz. Both Geiger and Graetz con-
sider the letter conclusive evidence that proves Reuchlin conspired with the Jews.
“Had the Cologne contingent read the letter,” writes Geiger, the milder and less
ideological of the two Jewish historians, “then they would have had fresh am-
munition added to their charge that Reuchlin was a Judaizer, because Reuchlin
was even more fawning toward Bonet de Lates than the usual Hebrew epistolary
style demanded. No German Christian had ever written to a Jew in terms like this
before.”** Reuchlin added that he had defended the usefulness of the Jews’ books
and so had drawn the hatred of the Cologne crowd. Reuchlin ended by saying that
he did not fear a papal verdict, only being dragged into a court under the influence
of the Dominicans.

Graetz confirms that Reuchlin had “secret intercourse with the rabbis.”> He
cites Reuchlin’s letter in Hebrew to Bonet de Lates as an attempt “to win over
Leo X so that the trial might not take place in Cologne or its vicinity, where his
cause would be lost.™¢ Reuchlin told Bonet de Lates in great detail “how only his
extraordinary efforts had saved the Talmud from destruction” in a particularly
damning fashion, even to someone like Graetz, who was heavily prejudiced in his
favor. “Had the Dominicans been able to get a hold of and read this letter,” Graetz
says, “they could have brought forward incontestable proof of Reuchlin’s friendli-
ness towards the Jews, for in it he wrote much that he had publicly denied.™” Re-
uchlin, in other words, used his position on the commission to advance the cause
of the Jews, and now he was citing this service in his letter to the pope’s Jewish
physician, and asking for payment—if not in money, then certainly in services.
Given this frank demand for quid pro quo, Graetz finds it “natural that Bonet de
Lates brought all his influence to bear in favor of Reuchlin.”*

Bonet de Lates must have been especially effective. Reuchlin’s case was trans-
ferred to the Bishop of Speyer in November 1513, and there Hoogstraten lost his
case the following April. All charges of heresy against Reuchlin were dismissed;
Hoogstraten was found guilty of slander and ordered to pay a fine or face excom-
munication. The Dominicans raged when the judgment was announced. When
the verdict was announced in Cologne, Pfefferkorn ripped it from the wall and

tore it into pieces.

Shortly after the verdict, Pfefferkorn responded with another pamphlet, Sturm
Glock or Storm Warning or Storm Bell. In it, Pfefferkorn referred with retrospec-
tive satisfaction to the condemnation of Augenspiegel issued by the theology de-
partment of the University of Paris. He also left no doubt about the magnitude of
the danger for the entire church that Reuchlin represented as the head of a new he-
retical movement. Pfefferkorn claimed Reuchlin was a new Huss, encouraged and
paid for by the Jews, whose followers could do more harm to the church than any
external enemy. Reuchlin was the real demi-Jew. Reuchlin, the Judaizer, should
be feared because from his movement would spill disorders that would make the

Hussite wars of the 15th Century look like a picnic by comparison.*®
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In response to Sturm Glock, Reuchlin published a self-serving anthology of
letters of support he had received entitled Clarorum virorum epistolae, Letters of
Famous Men, in which he predicted that when the scholastic theologians were
done with him, they would “gag all poets, one after another.™° Other humanists
embraced Reuchlin’s interpretation and began a letter-writing campaign to mobi-
lize public opinion against the Dominican theologians.

If the humanists had left it at that, Reuchlin would have gone down in history
as one more pompous, self-serving academic, but the humanists felt the cause too
important to be left in the hands of an academic plodder. In 1515, Reuchlin’s sup-
porters brought out one of the most successful satires in the history of European
letters, the Epistolae obscurorum virorum, a 16th Century version of the Screwtape
Letters, written in the pidgin Latin which the humanists loved to ascribe to their
Scholastic opponents. Erasmus of Rotterdam, we are told, laughed so hard while
reading the Letters of Obscure Men that an abscess of the throat that had plagued
him burst, and he was cured of his ailment. The Letters of Obscure Men did for Re-
uchlin what the pompous plodder could not do for himself: the letters made him
the victor in the first major publicity campaign since the invention of the printing
press. The Letters of Obscure Men also marked the beginning of the transition
from the Humanist/Scholastic controversy to the Reformation.

Some claimed “the Jewish question” was not central to the Letters of Ob-
scure Men and that its main purpose was to lampoon Scholastic dialectics as an
outmoded relic of the dark ages, but the book’s opening shot was directed at the
Church’s directives against Jews, in particular the Fourth Lateran Council mea-
sures to segregate Jews from Christians. “By the love of God!” Rubeanus wrote
under the name Ortwin Gratius, the Cologne Dominican who was one of Pfef-
ferkorn’s most stalwart defenders. “What are you doing? Those fellows are Jews,
and you have taken off your cap to them!™ Pseudo-Gratius grapples with whether
he sinned by greeting Jews as if they were Christians. “For if I had known that
they were Jews and had nevertheless taken off my cap, then I would deserve to be
burned at the stake for heresy. But, heaven knows, I had no idea from anything
they said or did that they were Jews. I thought they were Doctors.™* To calm his
conscience, Gratius confesses, “But when I went to confession in the Dominican
monastery, the confessor told me that the sin was mortal because we must always
be on guard, and he told me he could not have absolved me, if he did not have
an episcopal license, for it was a case for the bishop.”? Gratius is finally absolved
when he finds a confessor with “an episcopal license.”

Pseudo-Gratius then moves on to the weightier theological issue of whether
“when a Jew becomes a Christian, his foreskin, the part of his member that is
cut off at birth according to the Jewish law, grows back.“** He can’t ask his fel-
low Dominicans because “they themselves are sometimes defective in that part,”
and so Gratius resolves “to establish the truth of this matter once and for all by
asking Herr Pfefferkorn’s wife.” Gratius made the mistake of responding to this
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fraternity house humor with a book of his own, Lamentations of Obscure Men
(1518), but it had few readers and little impact other than to ensure that the book
he attacked would remain in print for the next four centuries. A second edition of
the Letters of Obscure Men appeared in 1516 with an appendix of seven new letters.
The primary author of the additional material was Ulrich von Hutten, a talented
poet and satirist. Emperor Maximillian crowned him poet laureate in 1517. An
early supporter of Luther, he was prepared to use violence to assure the success
of the Reformation. Hutten persuaded the equally volatile Franz von Sickingen
to take part in the Pfaffenkrieg (the war against the priests), where the latter died
in battle. Hutten then fled to the area around Basel and Zuerich, where he died
of syphilis in 1523, just as the Peasant Revolt was getting underway. Graetz refers
to Ulrich von Hutten, in spite of his syphilis, as “the most energetic and virile
character of the time” because he “was most eager to bring about the downfall of
ecclesiastic domination in Germany.™*

Graetz says the humanists had become “virtually a society” united behind
the cause of Reuchlin in Western Europe “which silently worked for one another
and Reuchlin.™” It was “a struggle of the dark Middle Ages with the dawn of the
better time” whose goal was “to destroy the Dominicans, priests and bigots and
establish the kingdom of intellect and free thought, to deliver Germany from the
nightmare of ecclesiastical superstition and barbarism, raise it from its abjectness
and make it the arbiter of Europe.™® With this goal in mind, the Reuchlin faction
“involuntarily ... became friends of the Jews and sought grounds on which to de-
fend them.” “Prominent Jews,” likewise, “were working in Rome for Reuchlin, but,
like the German Jews, they had the good sense to keep in the background so as not
to imperil the cause by stamping it as Jewish.™

In July 1516 the majority of the commissioners confirmed the Speyer judgment
acquitting Reuchlin. Formally, however, the decision was in the pope’s hands. Ina
diplomatic move, he suspended proceedings, depriving Reuchlin of a clear victory
but also frustrating Hoogstraten, who remained in Rome for another year before
returning to Cologne in the spring of 1517. The situation was generally interpreted
as a moral victory for Reuchlin, but by the time Hoogstraten returned from Rome,
the Germanies had other things to think about. Luther had posted his 97 theses in
Wittenberg and within seven years the empire’s southern German speaking lands
would witness a revolution so modern in form that the Communists of the 20th
Century claimed it as their own.

Graetz thinks the Catholic Church was fatally undermined by the ridicule
in the Letters of Obscure Men. The Church could not defend itself because “the
whole tyranny of the hierarchy and the church” had been “laid bare. For, were
not the Dominicans, with their insolent ignorance and shameless vices, the prod-
uct and natural effect of the Catholic order and institution? So the satire worked
like a corroding acid, entirely destroying the already rotting body of the Catholic
Church.™

247



The Jewish Revolutionary Spirit

Graetz agrees with Erasmus that the legitimacy of the Church was also under-
mined by the rehabilitation of the Talmud. According to Graetz, “The discussion
aroused by the Talmud created an intellectual medium favorable to the germina-
tion and growth of Luther’s reform movement.” Erasmus supported the study of
languages, including Hebrew, as a salutary antidote to Scholastic nit-picking, but
he feared, nonetheless, that enthusiasm for language studies would create neo-
pagan and Judaizing movements in the Church.

Graetz best explains Reuchlin’s ambivalent attitude toward the Jews and
things Jewish when he says that Reuchlin spared the Talmud because of “his fool-
ish fondness for the secret doctrine” it contained.’** Graetz is referring specifically
to Reuchlin’s “love for the secret doctrine” of the Caballah, which he derived from
“the most confused source of information,” what Graetz refers to as “the foolish
writings of the Kabbalist, Joseph Jikatilla, of Castile, which the convert Paul Rec-
cio had lately translated into Latin™ “Out of love for this secret doctrine, supposed
to offer the key to the deepest knowledge of philosophy and Christianity, Reuch-
lin had wished to spare the Talmud because in his opinion it contained mystical
elements.”™ Graetz can’t quite bring himself to say it, but Reuchlin, the forerun-
ner of the Enlightenment, spared the Jewish books because he wanted to learn
magic from them. Graetz, who usually scorns the mumbo-jumbo of the Caballah,
defends it in the case of Reuchlin because of the damage that Reuchlin and his
“fondness for secret doctrine” did to the Church.

Willibald Pirckheimer, who spent time among the Reformed party before re-
turning to the faith, identified himself as a friend of both Erasmus and Reuchlin.
In 1517, he wrote a letter defending Reuchlin against the charge of bribery. “They,”
Pirckheimer writes, referring to Reuchlin’s detractors, “are saying that he extorted
gold from the Jews and was not ashamed to write many perverted things to do
them a favor.™ Pirckheimer defends Reuchlin in a series of rhetorical questions:

What would have impelled such a Christian man to commit so great a crime,
deigning to prefer the friendship of the Jews to faith and truth? Love for the
Jews? Then he would indeed deserve to be hated.... What could have motivated
him then to prefer the friendship of the Jews to the truth? They rightly ask what
advantage, what wealth might have served as inducements that he should be so
blinded by cupidity. After all, he is a man of advanced years, who has already
enjoyed positions of honor, who was born from Christian parents—why then
would be venture on such a shameful deed?

Pirckheimer dismisses the possibility of a bribe because “the Jews in their
innate avarice would not part with a great deal of money, and little would do him
no good.” Pirckheimer might have changed his argument had he known that
Jonathan Levi Zion was willing to spend 100 Gulden, in addition to an unspecified
down payment, to bribe the Margrave of Baden. “Innate avarice” and bribery are
not mutually exclusive. Jonathan Levi Zion mentioned Reuchlin’s appointment
to the commission in the same letter in which he brags about bribing the Mar-
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grave of Baden, but that is as far as the documentation takes us. Even if he took
money from the Jews, the real reason for Reuchlin’s defense of Jewish books was
not money but Gnosis. Reuchlin wanted to become a magus, and the only way to
that end was through the Caballah.

Reuchlin was a Judaizer, but he was certainly not a philo-Semite, which Graetz
brings out in spite of his praise for Reuchlin. Reuchlin, according to Graetz,

looked on the Jewish people as utterly barbarous, devoid of all artistic taste, su-
perstitious, mean and depraved. He solemnly declared that he was far from fa-
voring the Jews. Like his patron, Jerome, he testified to his thoroughgoing hatred
of them.... Reuchlin no less than Pfefferkorn, charged the Jews with blasphemy
against Jesus, Mary, the apostles and Christians in general; but a time came
when he regretted the indiscreet lucubrations of his youth. For his heart did not
share the prejudices of his head.'”

The source of Reuchlin’s ambivalence was his infatuation with the Caballah.
Reuchlin, according to Geiger, was drawn willy nilly into a relationship with the
Jewish people, “because of the time he had spent studying the Hebrew language.”
Reuchlin was soon “beset on all sides with the accusation that the Jewish scrip-
tures had taken root in his heart and turned him into a Judaizer.”* Geiger feels
that charge unfounded because of Reuchlin’s antipathy to the Jews. But Reuchlin
also respected the Jews because they had preserved the Bible. The fact that his op-
ponent was a baptized Jew only confirmed Reuchlin in his racial animus against
Pfefferkorn’s heritage. He wasn’t unprejudiced enough to attribute the errors of
his enemy to one man; he had to ascribe them to the entire race from whence he
came.

Geiger’s confusion is easily resolved. Reuchlin was both a Judaizer and an
anti-Semite. Rummel feels Reuchlin reshaped the conflict into the humanist vs.
scholastic debate as a kind of plea bargaining because he recognized, with the Do-
minican inquisitor at his heels and recent Spanish history fresh in his mind, that
Judaizing was a charge that needed to be taken seriously and quashed quickly by
shifting the debate. Reuchlin had reason to be fearful because

the researches that had made him a paragon in the eyes of humanists also made
him vulnerable to the charges of Judaism. His Rudiments of Hebrew (1506), a
combination of grammar and lexicon, contained criticism of the traditional
Vulgate text which was bound to raise the hackles of scholastic theologians. He
had noticed discrepancies between the Hebrew text and the Vulgate translation,
declaring that the translation was inferior, the translator “dreaming” or “blath-
ering” In many cases he suggested improvements that were not merely idiom-
atic but changed the meaning.... By engaging in scriptural studies, Reuchlin was
therefore entering dangerous territory.”*

Part of Geiger’s confusion stems from his refusal to look squarely at Reuch-
lin’s rehabilitation of magic. Geiger, like Graetz, was a German Jew and devotee
of the Enlightenment. Both men wanted to portray Reuchlin as a forerunner of
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the Enlightenment rather than what he was, namely, an enthusiastic supporter of
Jewish magic. When Geiger said Reuchlin knew nothing about magic, he meant to
say that he himself apparently wanted Reuchlin to know nothing about it because
it ruined his portrayal of Reuchlin as the disinterested Enlightenment scholar. Re-
uchlin’s ideas, Zika says, “can only be adequately understood as part of the occult
tradition of the Renaissance.... This system promised new sources of knowledge
and power, not through reason, but rather through magic, astrology, hermetic and
gnostic thought, Cabballah and Alchemy.™®

Geiger claims Pico was interested in the writings of Plato, but what really fas-
cinated Pico were the later neoplatonic texts, and what neoplatonism and Caballah
had in common was gnosticism and magic. There is no Greek-Hebrew dichotomy.
Pico was as avid to learn from the Hebrews as Reuchlin. He was not afraid to avail
himself of Jewish teachers like Eliah del Medigo (a.k.a. Eliah Cretensis), Jehuda
or Leo Abarbanel, and Jochanan Aleman, who taught him Hebrew and Caballah.
Pico claimed he could derive from the Caballah proof for Christian teachings like
the Incarnation of the Word, the arrival of the Messiah, and original sin. But his
main interest was magic. Pico could start by studying the Chaldean and Pythago-
rean writers, but in the cases of Pythagoras and Moses, the written text wasn’t
sufficient. To get to the meat of the magic tradition, one needed the oral tradition
through the Caballah and the Hebrew language. Pico claimed he used Caballah as
an apologetic tool: “No science gives us more certainty about the divinity of Christ
than Caballah and magic.™ But this claim was most likely intended to placate
the still dangerous and ever wary Inquisition. Reuchlin put the lessons he learned
from Pico to good use in dealing with the Cologne Dominicans, assuring his crit-
ics that by magic he meant “the knowledge of the properties of the heavenly bod-
ies.”™* The magic Reuchlin proposed was not the “forbidden art” found repugnant
in others. It was, as Pico had indicated, a tool for Christian apologetics: “Caballah
provides the weapon of choice against the Jews, who of course in their own way
honor the Caballah but without having real insight into it.”s

Pico convinced Reuchlin of the congruence between Pythagoras and the Ca-
ballah. What was the goal of each school? Nothing less than raising the human
spirit to the level of God, to promote in him complete happiness.? “The cabalist
adept can enjoy the happiness of the blessed in this life.™» Unlike Zelivsky and the
Hussites, who sought heaven on earth with the sword, Reuchlin sought it through
esoteric knowledge or practical Caballah, i.e., magic. Whatever the means, the
end was the same. The attraction which caballistic judaizing exerted over Reuch-
lin was the desire for heaven on earth.

The best defense being a good offense, Reuchlin published a book affirming
his love of the Caballah in 1517 at the height of his controversy with Pfefferkorn
and the Dominicans. Reuchlin’s De arte caballistica was dedicated to Pope Leo X.
Reuchlin tried to establish the intellectual bona fides of caballistic studies by as-
sociating them with Lorenzo de Medici, father of Leo X and patron of Ficino and
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Pico. “Your father,” Reuchlin wrote in his dedication, “sowed the seeds of univer-
sal ancient philosophy which are now growing to maturity under your reign.”s
Reuchlin planned to build on the work of Lorenzo, Ficino, and Pico to “exhibit to
the Germans a reborn Pythagoras, dedicated to your name.”” However, he can
only begin this monumental task by making use of Caballah, “for the Pythago-
rean philosophy has its origin in it, and with the memory of the roots being lost,
it entered the books of the cabalists again via Greater Greece.... I have therefore
written of the symbolic philosophy of the art of the Caballah to make Pythago-
rean teaching better known to scholars. But in all this I myself make no assertions;
I merely recount the opinions of a third party. They are non-Christians; the Jew
Simon, an experienced cabalist, who is on his way to Frankfurt, meets at an inn
on the way a Pythagorean by the name of Philolaus the Younger and a Muslim by
the name of Marranus.™®

In his “Teutsch missive,” Reuchlin claimed “only the learned Jew, who was
practiced and experienced in the holy art known as Caballah,” could understand
sacred mysteries.” As a result of Reuchlin’s book, Pope Leo X encouraged the
publication of the same book that his predecessor Gregory IX had ordered burned.
Times had indeed changed since Penaforte introduced the Jewish convert Donin
to Pope Gregory IX. The Dominicans of Cologne remained true to their traditions
and gave unwavering support to Pfefferkorn, but the Medici popes no longer held
the position of Innocent III and Gregory IX.

De verbo mirifico marked Reuchlin’s immersion in the depths of the Caballah,
but his Hebrew studies were only the means to a greater end. When he published De
arte caballistica in 1517, the controversy was winding down, and getting subsumed
into the tumult of the Reformation. De arte caballistica is another dialogue be-
tween three men: a Jew, Simon, a Muslim, Marranus, and the Pythagorean Philo-
laus. The participants meet at the house of the Jew, who compares the discovery
of the Caballah with the discovery of the magic herb Moly. Both can accomplish
wonders; both are like a Jacob’s ladder that unites heaven and earth, or creates a
heaven on earth. “If you have found it,” Simon says referring to Moly, “you seem
to be freed from all misery.” This magic herb is, next to the Caballah, “the Jacob’s
ladder, the golden chain or cord. This ladder stretches from the superheavenly
world down to earth, and on it man ascends step by step from one level to another,
just like the golden chain of Homer.™+ The key linking heaven and earth is the
Hebrew names of the angels. Since the angels move the heavenly bodies, they can
be ordered or beseeched to create wonders on earth. Magic is the word of God, but
not in the sense that the Gospel is the word of God. We are talking about some-
thing more primitive. The word of God is literally the Hebrew tongue. Reuchlin
quotes Pico: “each voice which has the power of magic in it, has it only insofar as
it is formed by the word of God, only insofar as it has within it the power to exert
original natural magical effects which come from the voice of God.”# Simon the
Jew informs his interlocutors “those who have mastered the Caballah give great
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honor to the 72 angels’ names, and through them bring about wonderful things,
more wonderful than I am permitted to describe.™ The circular movement of the
stars and planets is attributable to angels who move them, not to natural causes.
Unusual motions in the heavens are attributable to the angels’ free will.

Reuchlin is thus trying to use the Caballah as a bridge between God and
man. Once he created this system, a new concept of religion would arise concen-
trated on becoming one with God through attainment of divine wisdom, which
resembled Gnosis, activated through incantation and ritual. With the recovery
of the Pythagorean-Cabalistic tradition, man has spectacular new powers that
can work wonders and create a heaven on earth. In Reuchlin’s system, man is no
longer the pathetic suffering creature who finds in the Cross the best symbol of
his life on earth; he now has the power to order angels, through the medium of
theurgic Hebrew spells, to work wonders for him. Gnosis and magic give man the
coercive power God exerts over nature. In studying the Caballah, and especially
by learning the names of the angels who run the universe, Reuchlin attempts to
achieve that gnostic mastery without falling into the trap of trafficking in fallen
spirits. His system was an early conflation of magic and science that was doomed
to failure. But it was a failure he could not see because the Hebrew scripture and
the judaizing promises of heaven on earth that went with it blinded him.

De arte caballistica confirmed the suspicions of Pfefferkorn and the Domini-
cans. Everything the viri obscuri had been saying about Reuchlin’s judiaizing was
now confirmed in his own words. In 1519, Hoogstraten published “Destructio Ca-
balae,” the counter-attack that exposed the agenda behind Reuchlin’s actions. The
Destruction of the Caballah stressed the scholastic method, which, Hoogstraten
said, “was the principal tool in the search for doctrinal truth.... Aspects of the
faith which were not explicit in scripture or the apostolic tradition depended on
deductive reasoning, that is, on the use of the logical argumentation characteristic
of scholastic theology.”# Hoogstraten effectively rebutted Humanists like Pirck-
heimer, who claimed the “true theologian ... must understand Hebrew ... because
all the mysteries of the Old and New Testament are hidden in it.”44

In De verbo mirifico, Reuchlin’s first attempt to rehabilitate Caballistic magic,
Reuchlin had spoken as Capnion, the Greek form of his own name. In De arte
cabalistica he speaks under a name that Hoogstraten finds especially telling. He
calls himself Marranus, a play on the word Marrano, “the name of a man who on
the surface proclaims his allegiance to one set of behavior, ceremony and teach-
ing, but who inwardly practices something else.”# Under the name Marranus,
Reuchlin could praise Jewish perfidy and subvert Christian teaching, something
hard to justify if he were a true Christian. By making Marranus his mouthpiece,
Hoogstraten argued, Reuchlin was admitting publicly, albeit cryptically, his role
as a judaizing subversive. By describing the Caballah as the “first revelation,”
which “Adam received after the Fall,” Reuchlin undermined authentic scripture,
and by making knowledge of the Caballah the sine qua non of theology, Reuchlin
undermined both sacred and secular science.
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Hoogstraten wasn’t the only one who accused Reuchlin of using the Jewish
Caballah to promote blasphemy and magic. The Jesuit Martin del Rio leveled pre-
cisely those charges, following the lead of Pedro Ciruello. Thomas Erastus con-
demned the book’s advocacy of “repugnant magic.”+ Reuchlin lent credence to
their charges by promoting a talisman, which he described in his book. On one
side of the medal, Reuchlin prescribed the wonder-working Tetragrammaton IH-
SUH along with the seven astrological signs, and on the other side a star of David
and various Hebrew signs. Reuchlin’s reccommendation of a standard instrument
of Jewish magic was proof of his intention and his inspiration.

But by 1519, Germany had other things on its mind. Luther’s actions and
the rise of the Reformation destroyed whatever unity the “humanist” anti-
Pfefferkorn/Dominican forces possessed. Luther was outspoken in his denuncia-
tion of caballistic foolishness. Even though he was a friend of and avid correspon-
dent with Reuchlin, Erasmus was of the same opinion when it came to Caballah.

Although Reuchlin thwarted Pfefferkorn’s plans to burn the Talmud, Pfef-
ferkorn and the Dominicans thwarted Reuchlin’s plan to spread the Caballah.
Reuchlin’s cover was blown when he was placed on the commission and had to
defend the Jewish books he found repugnant (as well as the repugnant Jews) to
prevent destruction of the newly emerging esoteric science that was mankind’s
new hope. As we have seen, Jakob Hoogstraten wrote Destructio Cabalae in 1519
as a warning to others, once he recognized the true magnitude of what Reuchlin
was proposing. In his attack on the Caballah, Hoogstraten portrayed Reuchlin
as a man who had acquired fame but brought forth only abuse and heresy, a man
who falsified scripture, as well as Aristotle, Jerome and Dionysius, in the service
of his occult theories.

Reuchlin was no philo-Semite, but he was a Judaizer. He was interested in
Hebrew for the access that it gave him to occult science. Reuchlin restated Pico’s
thesis in the Augenspiegel: No art gave more certainty about divine things than
Magic and Caballah.'¥ Christianity enabled Reuchlin to derive from the Cabal-
lah a universal esoteric science which incorporated pagan, Jewish, and Christian
elements, but once that esoteric science was derived it threatened to replace Chris-
tianity as the true religion. Reuchlin had proposed just this sort of syncretistic
secret wisdom in De verbo mirifico.

Within a year of the appearance of Reuchlin’s second book on the Caballah,
Daniel Bomberg brought out the first complete edition of the Babylonian Talmud.
Graetz describes a French pantomime in which a doctor with the name Capnion,
Reuchlin’s nickname, written on his back drops a bundle of sticks on the stage and
departs. Another figure with the name Erasmus appears, tries in vain to ignite the
sticks, and then departs. Luther succeeds, but after him the pope arrives and pours
oil on the fire, making it bigger than ever. “Pfefferkorn and the Talmud,” Graetz
concludes, “should not have been missing in this dumb show, for they were the
fuse that started the conflagration” that came to be known as the Reformation.'#®

253



The Jewish Revolutionary Spirit

Catholic writers like John Eck concurred, holding Reuchlin indirectly re-
sponsible for the Letters of Obscure Men as well as for Luther, thus establishing
a connection between Reuchlin and the beginning of the Reformation. They also
claimed that without the Jews, Martin Luther never would have come to the fore.
The idea of Luther as the father of the Jews made its debut long before John Eck
coined the term “Judenvater Luther.”#

After 1519, most Reuchlinists became Lutherans. Erasmus, though, wrote to
Reuchlin saying he regretted the Lutheran tragedy and had always tried to sepa-
rate Reuchlin’s cause from Luther’s, an admission that shows how closely they
were related in everyone’s mind. Unlike Erasmus, who would become his oppo-
nent in a dispute over free will, Luther tried to link Reuchlin’s cause to his own.
Luther’s supporters did likewise. Ulrich von Hutten wrote to Erasmus, pleading
with him not to attack Luther in public thereby jeopardizing the cause of anti-
Scholasticism. The Reformers should keep a united front in public, no matter what
they thought privately. Hutten also wrote to Reuchlin reminding him “Even if
your stated disapproval of Luther could rescue you from them, you cannot regard
it as honest to oppose his party, when you see that men who belong to it whom
you must always support in a respectable cause, unless you want to be the most
ungrateful man of all.™s°

Maximillian I, who gave Pfefferkorn the mandate to seize Jewish books, died
in 1519. In May 1520, the papal court rendered the final verdict in the Reuchlin
case: the acquittal was overturned, and Reuchlin was obliged to pay the court
costs. In June 1520 Leo X signed the bull Exsurge Domine threatening Luther with
excommunication. Reuchlin’s scholarly reputation remained unimpaired, how-
ever. He accepted a position at the University of Tuebingen, where he taught Greek
and Hebrew until his death in 1522. It is unknown whether Reuchlin paid the fine
before he died. Maximillian’s successor was Charles V, during whose reign the
flame that Reuchlin kindled and Luther fanned to grew into a raging inferno in
which “the Talmud and the Reformation, were merged into each other.™

Pfefferkorn passed from the scene in 1521, one year before Reuchlin. In his
unofficial last will and testament, Ein mitleidliche Clag, he held Reuchlin respon-
sible for the revolutionary disorder sweeping Germany. Like the Jews, Reuchlin
was a threat to the inner peace of the Germanies; the disorders which followed
his judaizing could be construed as divine punishment, because “you have stolen
God’s honor and his good name, to cover up what you were doing with the Jews
and the devil. Because of that you are not worthy to eat bread with dogs, much less
consider yourself a member of the body of Christ. Instead you should take up your
abode under the naked sky. Drawn and quartered on four stakes hammered into
the ground; that would be your just deserts.”s*

Yet, even though another revolutionary movement took its place on the main
stage of history, the occult tradition continued on the foundation Pico and Re-
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uchlin had established. Cornelius Agrippa of Nettesheim published his rumina-
tions on magic in 1533 as De occulta philosophia, inspired by Reuchlin’s De verbo
mirifico. Agrippa abandoned Reuchlin’s professions of orthodoxy, returning in-
stead to the medieval tradition of magic Reuchlin abhorred and repudiated. When
Agrippa’s book appeared, Reuchlin had been dead for 11 years. Gradually, people
like Erasmus pulled back from their erstwhile allies in the fight against the viri
obscuri, largely because they feared that magic, the occult, and its rituals threat-
ened to “judiaize” Christianity.”* Ultimately, Reuchlin was no humanist, but by
the time Erasmus recognized that fact, it was too late to stop what Erasmus had
unwittingly promoted.

John Dee, Elizabeth’s astrologer, helped spread the Caballah and its occult
practices to England, but it was only in the 17th Century that Caballah studies
were pursued with zeal. In England the enthusiasm for Caballah re-emerged on
the other side of the Reformation as Freemasonry. Albert Pike traces Freema-
sonry to 1717. William Thomas Walsh claims it existed at the time of Elizabeth,
who stumbled upon the first lodges and made a deal with the Masons: if they
would initiate her into their secrets, she would allow their secret society to con-
tinue. By tracing Freemasonry to the Cecils and Elizabeth, Walsh links it with
the judaizing anti-Catholic conspiracy that swept Germany in the wake of the
Reuchlin/Pfefferkorn controversy.

Caballah and Freemasonry tend “toward spiritual perfection, and the fusion
of the creeds and Nationalities of Mankind.”* Freemasonry was linked with the
Caballah, and Reuchlin had a place of honor in its annals. In his exoteric history of
Freemasonry, Morals and Dogma, Albert Pike claims “All truly dogmatic religions
have issued from the Kabalah and return to it; everything scientific and grand
in the religious dreams of all the illuminati, Jacob Boehme, Swedenborg, Saint-
Martin, and others, is borrowed from the Kabalah; all the Masonic associations
owe to it their Secrets and their Symbols.”s Pike echoes Reuchlin on the magical
words of the Hebrew languages. Once the adept, presumably the higher degree
Mason, penetrates “into the sanctuary of the Kabalah,” he discovers

The necessary union of ideas and signs, the consecration of the most funda-

mental realities by the primitive characters; the Trinity of Words, Letters, and

Numbers; a philosophy simple as the alphabet, profound and infinite as the

Word; theorems more complete and luminous than those of Pythagoras; a theol-

ogy summed up by counting on one’s fingers; an Infinite which can be held in

the hollow of an infant’s hand; ten ciphers, and twenty-two letters, a triangle, a

square, and a circle,—these are all the elements of the Kabalah. These are the

elementary principles of the written Word, reflection of that spoken Word that
created the world!">®
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Chapter Eight

Thomas Muentzer and the
Peasant Revolt

doctrine on indulgences to Archbishop Albrecht of Mainz. According to

legend, he also nailed the theses to the door of the Schlosskirche in Wit-
tenberg. If so, the act must have attracted considerable notice among students
at the University of Wittenberg, one of whom was Thomas Muentzer. Muentzer,
whose name was sometimes Latinized to Monetarius, probably came from a fam-
ily of coin makers or mint masters. His academic career shows his family valued
education and had the means to support him. Muentzer probably studied at the
University of Leipzig in 1506, enrolled at the University at Frankfurt in 1512, and
then arrived in Wittenberg in 1517, just as the drama known as the Reformation
began to unfold.

Muentzer was ordained a priest in Halberstadt before 1514. In Wittenberg,
he immediately became a member of the reformed party, made up largely of
disaffected clergy who would soon rip half of Germany away from the Catholic
Church. When he finally got around to condemning his former disciple in his
letter to the princes of Saxony, Luther claimed that he had sat across a table from
Muentzer in Luther’s room in the Augustinian cloister and punched him in the
nose.! Muentzer denied the claim,* but he certainly made contact with Luther, his
ideas, and his followers in the tumultuous semesters of 1517-18.

In Wittenberg, Muentzer met Andreas Bodenstein, later known as Karlstadt,
Luther’s colleague on the theology faculty, who urged Muentzer to steep himselfin
the writings of St. Augustine. He also met Luther’s superior, Schwarzerd, who like
Erasmus, classicized his name by rendering it into Greek, Philipp Melanchthon,
the name by whom he became known as Luther’s right-hand man. Muentzer cor-
responded extensively with Melanchthon on topics ranging from infant baptism
to marriage for priests long after the choleric Luther refused to have anything to
do with him. More importantly, Muentzer met Franz Guenther, to whom Luther
had given the task of leading the attack on scholastic theology in his theological
baccalaureate thesis Contra scholasticam theologiam. A fiery preacher, Guenther
confronted Tetzel when he came to Wittenberg to sell indulgences. Soon the attack
on indulgences was swept up into an attack on the Catholic faith with Guenther
preaching “that we need not confess, because this is not commanded anywhere in
the Scriptures ... that we do not need to fast, because Christ fasted for us ... that
we should not call on the saints.” The most brazen of Guenther’s claims was, “the
Bohemians are better Christians that we are.™

O n October 31,1517, Martin Luther sent 95 objections to the Catholic Church’s
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Guenther’s praise for Hussite heretics was too much for the Franciscan Ber-
nard Dappen, who informed the bishop of Brandenburg in his Contra Lutheranos
that Guenther, who was “shamelessly preaching the repudiation of indulgences,
advised the women who had brought these indulgences to use them to fasten flax
to their distaffs—as spinners usually do—so that they had not spent the money
all in vain.™ The Franciscans claimed the focus on abuses surrounding the sale of
indulgences was a pretext for rebellion against Rome and a desire to overthrow
Roman Catholicism.

When Guenther tried the same sort of preaching in the neighboring town
of Jueterborg, he got himself in trouble with the authorities there. After person-
ally insulting the abbess of the Convent of St. Mary from the pulpit, Guenther
was reprimanded by the bishop. Rather than defy the bishop, Guenther withdrew
from the pulpit, and Muentzer took his place, probably at the recommendation
of Martin Luther himself, arriving at the cloister church of St. Mary’s during Eas-
ter week of 1519. Instead of toning down his rhetoric, Muentzer picked up where
Guenther left off. Like Jan Zelivsky one hundred years earlier, Muentzer had an
uncanny ability to rile people up and then mobilize them politically.

Muentzer’s sermons soon plunged Jueterborg into even greater turmoil.
Muentzer attacked the pope and said that a council should be convened every five
years. Muentzer also attacked the scholastics, bragging in a way that would prove
uncannily prophetic that if anyone could prove him wrong, he “deserved to have
his head chopped off.> Scholastic arguments about the rational underpinnings
of faith and grace were, according to Muentzer, “of the devil.” He also attacked
bishops and monks, calling the latter “misleaders of the people.” In Jueterborg,
Muentzer was known as the first officially designated Lutheran. Muentzer also
preached that sacramental confession was unscriptural, that fasting and ven-
eration of the saints were unnecessary, and that previous Church councils were
meaningless. Dappen was especially alarmed because the population of Saxony
and Thuringia had already been infected by the Hussite virus and were there-
fore especially susceptible to revolutionary incitement. “I am completely certain,”
Dappen wrote to his bishop, “that if a Waldensian or a teacher of the Bohemian
heresy were to come to this place and promote his errors and claim that they were
the gospel of Christ, that many would prick up their ears and listen eagerly.”

Given the reckless vehemence ofhis sermons, it is not surprising that Muentzer
was banned from the pulpit, nor is it surprising that he was driven from Jueterborg
in May 1519. Thereafter, he was driven from every town where he was assigned as
a preacher until his death six years later. Because the revolutionaries had the ap-
paratus of the Church at their disposal, Muentzer spent little time unemployed.
After Jueterborg, he was appointed curate of the parsonage in Orlamuenda, a si-
necure that allowed him to study in depth the mysticism of the German Johan
Tauler, a 14th Century Dominican, and Heinrich Seuse. Kaspar Glatz, Muentzer’s
successor as pastor at Orlamuenda, would later say Muentzer was “corrupted™ by
Tauler’s teaching on the soul “which he never really understood.”®
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Muentzer had a profound understanding of the German mystical tradition
because he had a profound understanding of the role suffering plays in the spiri-
tual life. Commenting on Seuse’s description of the angel with three pairs of wings
in Ezekiel, Muentzer describes each as a representation of suffering that allows
man to rise spiritually above his earthly condition. Suffering is to men what wings
are to angels: “The three pairs of wings represent the following: “written on the
first pair is ‘accept suffering willingly” On the second pair is written, ‘Bear suf-
fering patiently, and on the third pair is written, “Learn to let suffering form you
like Christ.™

Unfortunately, Muentzer was never able to integrate his spirituality with his
increasingly violent revolutionary politics. Muentzer’s thought was a curious mix-
ture of the Cross and the sword until spring 1525, when he abandoned the Cross for
the “sword of Gideon,” his term for judaizing and the Hussite penchant for armed
revolution. “Bohemia,” he said in a sermon on Easter Sunday 1519, “is the land in
which John Huss was active.”™* Reform would come from Bohemia again because
“the Bohemians are better Christians than we are.” According to Ebert, the link
between Guenther, Muentzer, and Bohemia, was “the utopian and millennialist
expectations of the Taborites, including their forms of community and produc-
tion and even their military strategy.™

Many Reformers idolized HussWhen Luther disputed with Johannes Eck in
June 1519, he was reproached for believing “John Huss and the Bohemians are
genuine evangelical Christians, which the Church cannot condemn.”™ Knowing
that support for Huss would get him in trouble, Luther nevertheless could only
dispute the claim half-heartedly. Later, when Luther was more open about what he
believed, he regularly referred to Huss as a saint. When Muentzer later made his
pilgrimage to Prague, he referred to Huss as “beloved and holy fighter.”s

Shortly after the defeat of the Hussite army at the Battle of Lipany, Friedrich
Reiser returned to Germany and became the leader of the Hussite communities
there. He was consecrated a Hussite bishop and created a secret society, the League
of the Faithful, to get the German Hussites and Waldensians to rise in armed
revolution. Reiser was burnt at the stake in Strasbourg in 1458, but the communi-
ties he founded continued their revolutionary work throughout the 15th Century.
Hussite propaganda, according to one commentator was “a disturbing factor in
the rather unstable political and social structure ... of southern Germany.”™ Macek
claims “Hussitism struck roots in many places” in Germany* and “remained alive
right up to the time of Luther and the German Peasant war.™ In 1476, the shep-
herd and musician Hans Boheim (probably a variation on “Boehmen,” which is
to say, John the Bohemian) claimed the Blessed Mother appeared to him to an-
nounce that only in Niklashausen could one obtain full remission of sins. The
Blessed Mother reputedly also told John the Bohemian, who was now known as
the Whistler of Niklashausen, that the greed of the clergy was greater than that of
the Jews and that the pope was a villain. The Blessed Mother told him all men were
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equal and no man should have more than any other. The message resonated with
the peasants, presumably already corrupted by Taborite communism. Within
months, thousands of peasants traveled to hear more of what the Blessed Mother
was telling Boheim. Since no peasant could assemble without the permission of
his lord, Boheim eventually was arrested. When Boheim’s unarmed peasant sup-
porters confronted the authorities over his arrest, the bishop’s soldiers slaughtered
them. Boheim was burned at the stake, singing Marian hymns in German until
the flames suffocated him. For many historians, 1476 is considered the beginning
of the Peasant Revolution.*

During the winter of 1519-20, Muentzer became confessor to the nuns at the
convent at Beudiz, where his nominal duties again allowed ample time for study. In
addition to reading the German mystics, Muentzer also purchased the Chronicles
of Eusebius and the Jewish Wars by Josephus and the acts of the Council of Con-
stance. His interest in the Council of Constance was understandable: Muentzer
" wanted to know more about the Church’s condemnation of Huss. What he learned
probably filled him with indignation. What Muentzer gleaned from reading about
the Jews, in particular about their revolutionary activities in the classical world,
is not as clear. Did he take the stories of Simon bar Kokhba and the Jewish revo-
lutionaries at Masada as cautionary tales, a warning that those who lived by the
sword would die by the sword? Probably not, for Muentzer lived and died by the
sword. One of Muentzer’s biographers says he pored over the acts of the Council
of Constance to uncover the historical cause for the decline of the Church. More
probably, Muentzer’s promiscuous readings simply exacerbated his “existential
bewilderment.™ One biographer claims Muentzer “had not yet matured into the
reformer who, in Manfred Bensing’s opinion, began to see the Reformation as ‘the
fundamental remodeling of earthly life and hence as a revolution.”>

Reading German mystics and classical accounts of Jewish revolutionaries
could lead to no synthesis because they represented two poles of an irresolvable
spiritual dichotomy represented by the sword on the one hand and the Cross on
the other. The Cross symbolized the passive expiatory suffering of Christ that in-
augurated the New Covenant and the thousand year reign of Christ on earth,
whereby Christians conquered the Roman Empire by turning the other cheek,
which is to say, by patient endurance in uniting their suffering with that of Christ.
The sword symbolized the Jewish rejection of the suffering Christ and the choice
of revolution instead. By taking up the sword, Jewish revolutionaries, and their
judaizing Christian imitators, hoped to establish heaven on earth. The sword thus,
one way or another, symbolized abandonment of the freedom of the gospel and
return to the bondage of the law. Muentzer may have hoped to create a synthesis
between German mystics and Jewish revolutionaries, but in doing this he ignored
the scriptural admonition about sewing new patches on old garments. There was
no way to reconcile the sword and the Cross.
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After months of filling his mind with dangerous ideas, Muentzer complained
to Franz Guenther about the isolation inherent in his position as confessor to a
group of nuns in an out of the way convent. Muentzer longed to get back into
the political disputes, and before long he got his wish. In May 1520, he became a
substitute preacher at St. Mary’s, the most important church in Zwickau, when its
pastor, Johannes Sylvius Egranus, took a leave of absence to study with Erasmus
in Rotterdam.

Astride the road connecting Leipzig with Augsburg and Nuremberg, Zwickau
had grown famous for its cloth and beer, and prosperity soon followed bringing
with it all the conflicts that would tear apart Christendom at the crucial divide be-
tween the late middle ages and the early modern era. The serious money in Zwick-
au, however, came from mining in the nearby Erzgebirge. When the Schneeberg
silver mine went into production in the latter part of the 15th Century, the families
who invested in it became fabulously wealthy. The metal-working artisans did well
too, and the population of Zwickau doubled to 7,500, making it, behind Leipzig,
the second largest town in the region. Frederick the Wise referred to Zwickau as
the pearl of his realm. Having more silver than they knew what to do with—it
often lay around in boxes waiting to be coined or worked into plate—brought
problems. The families who grew rich through silver mining invested in the cloth
business, stockpiling stores, and undermining the cloth producing guilds. Niko-
laus Storch, a weaver, was one of the economic losers; he used his newfound time
as an unemployed weaver to study the reformed gospel while becoming a leader
of the town’s disgruntled weavers. The miners were similarly unhappy. Soon both
groups, falling under the influence of the nearby Bohemian Taborites, were spout-
ing communist theories and engaging in riots and public disturbances.

There was no lack of Catholic social welfare agencies in the town, staffed by
nuns, priests, brothers, and laymen who contributed to the town’s vibrant social
life. But the Church’s social welfare apparatus could not keep up with increas-
ing economic division between rich and poor, which fueled envy and resentment
among those left behind. The increase in the money supply drove up prices. but
wages did not keep pace. Once-prosperous weavers were out in the cold when the
cloth industry was taken over by middle-men who warehoused the cloth and ma-
nipulated prices. The monasteries and convents that had accumulated land over
the centuries remained wealthy while the weavers’ fortunes declined. This caused
envy and class conflict; it also induced people to join the monasteries for other
than spiritual motives.

If the situation was the social equivalent of dry tinder, then Muentzer’s na-
scent revolutionary theology and preaching was the match that set off the confla-
gration. He began his preaching in Zwickau with an inflammatory attack on the
Franciscans. The monks, he said, had such fat mouths that you could cut a pound
of meat from them and still have plenty left. Egranus’ return from Rotterdam
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did little to calm the situation; he was soon drawn into the conflict. Muentzer
criticized Egranus as a humanist dilettante. Luther sided with Muentzer, calling
Egranus a theological illiterate.>

Luther was having troubles of his own. In June 1520, Pope Leo X issued the
bull Exsurge domine excommunicating Luther. At around the same time, Reuch-
lin’s acquittal was overturned in Rome, handing victory to Pfefferkorn and the
Dominicans. The tide was turning against the Reformers, whose leader, Luther,
had grown a beard and gone into hiding under the name Junker Joerg.

Two months after his fat mouth sermon, Muentzer was still fighting with the
Franciscans, which he dutifully reported in a letter to Luther. When not insulting
monks, Muentzer kept insisting on a more “spiritual” Christianity, as opposed
to the external rituals that were the cultural lifeblood of the town. Muentzer had
the annoying habit of ascribing to God the effects of his intemperate sermons and
reckless behavior: “It is not my work,” he said repeatedly, “that I am doing, but that
of the Lord.” His inflammatory words soon led to violence. The cloth-workers
were emboldened by his preaching and took their demands to the town council.
Local artisans attacked followers of the anti-Reformation pastor Nikolaus Hofer,
pelting them with mud and animal dung, driving them from town. Evidently
gratified by the results, Muentzer redoubled his attacks on “the godless clergy,”
i.e., the mendicants and those who supported Rome and its liturgical system.

By October 1520, the situation had become intolerable. The secular and ec-
clesial authorities sought to remove Muentzer from the pulpit at St. Mary’s. The
move backfired when Muentzer took up residence at the working class parish of
St. Catherine’s, where he made alliance with the town’s weavers, the backbone of
the revolutionary movement in Zwickau. Clothmaking and dyeing was Europe’s
first industry, and, fittingly enough, the clothmakers’ guilds constituted Europe’s
first revolutionary proletarian avant garde, beginning in the low countries in the
high middle ages, through the Peasant Revolt and the Anabaptist commune in
Muenster, and continuing to the essentially Puritan theocracy in England. When
Muentzer made contact with the weavers, his revolutionary fervor increased. Cru-
cial to Muentzer’s formation as a revolutionary was the déclassé weaver Nicho-
las Storch, who led a group, the Zwickau Prophets, at the revolutionary heart of
the weavers’ guild. It is impossible to say who had greater influence on whom.
Muentzer was never an avid proponent of Luther’s sola scriptura, which he later
derided as relying too greatly on the dead letter of the law. Unlike Luther, Storch
was the prime example of the living word of God because he had direct revelations
from God in dreams and visions. Some claim Muentzer was seduced by Storch’s
enthusiasm. If so, Muentzer was avid for seduction. Muentzer craved revelations
and spiritual experiences that vindicated his position, and in Storch he found vin-
dication in abundance. Storch, who “boasted of secret divine revelations and had
caused considerable disturbance™* with his enthusiasm, was the antithesis of the
scholastic theologians. The simple, unlettered, uneducated layman relied not on
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philosophy or human reason but on direct instruction from God. The minute he
opened Holy Scripture, the Holy Ghost spoke through him.

Luther was unimpressed with the Zwickau Prophets. Storch had approached
Melanchthon with questions about infant baptism; Melanchthon then met with
Junker Joerg only to find Luther considered Storch “driven by a thoughtless spir-
it.>7 It was a mild rebuke given Luther’s penchant for verbal aggression, but Luther
was clearly troubled by the direction his “allies” were taking. The Zwickau Proph-
ets were talking about abolishing all social differences: “Wouldn’t it be a wonder-
ful thing,” they wrote, “if every man were equal and all belonged to the same class,
and everything was put to common use, and no one had to be subject anymore
to the Rat King? Who needs those horny, phony clerics? Those fat stallions need
to be done away with.™ The Zwickau Prophets were also talking about abolish-
ing marriage, which “contradicts the nature of man and God’s plan for nature
as well.™ It was as if the Taborites had come back to life one hundred years later
in Zwickau. Luther was less than happy, no doubt partly because he needed the
princes to protect himself and his Reformation from the pope and emperor. The
Anabaptist theology that poked its head above ground in Zwickau would reach
full bloom in 1534 when the weavers took over Muenster, but Luther saw trouble on
the horizon already. After Zwickau, Muentzer saw himself no longer as a Roman
Catholic priest, but, like Storch, an Old Testament prophet answerable to God
alone. He would to destroy the existing corrupt Church and replace it with a puri-
fied assembly of the elect, who would wield the sword as their dreams and visions
dictated, just as Joshua and Gideon had in Israel.

Muentzer again forced the hand of the town council, which expelled him
from Zwickau on April 16, 1521, the same day Luther arrived in Worms to defend
himself before the Imperial Diet against charges of heresy. Muentzer’s contempo-
rary Joachim Zimmerman made invidious comparisons between him and Luther,
claiming that on the same day that Muentzer set off a riot in Zwickau and then
slipped out of town in the middle of the night, Luther, “well-aware of Huss’s death
by fire,” rode into Worms to be greeted reverently by a thousand-strong crowd,
to defend his belief before the Emperor and the estates for “the sake of his soul’s
salvation.”® The implication is that the Wittenberg Reformer was a hero and the
Zwickau preacher a coward.

Zimmerman’s sermon was an indication that the Reformation had already
split into two factions: Muentzer whose views led to revolution, anarchy, com-
munism, and the belief that the governed had a right to say who governed them,
on the one hand, and Lutheran authoritarianism on the other. Luther needed the
military might of the princes to move his program forward and was willing to
buy them off with Church property to get it. If Luther had not defied the Emperor
with his famous mot, “Hier stehe ich, ich kann nicht anders,” the princes, who
were his protectors and whom Luther represented, would have murdered him on
the spot. His interpretation of Romans 13 proposed tyranny as the alternative to
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Muentzer’s anarchy; once the defeat of the peasants had been accomplished, that
tyranny established the groveling German attitude toward authority that found
its culmination in the Third Reich.

After his expulsion from Zwickau, Muentzer traveled through the secret Hus-
site communities of southern Germany, eventually penetrating to the dark heart
of heretical and revolutionary thought when he arrived in Prague in June 1521. At
the gates of the city, Muentzer was greeted by a torchlight parade; it was the cus-
tom “to escort renowned preachers and scholars with anticipation and festivity.”
Muentzer was received with honors because he was viewed as a representative of
Luther, whom the Praguers viewed as the latest avatar of the Bohemian martyr
John Huss. Even though in the coming months he would become Luther’s bitter
enemy and must have already descried clouds on the horizon of their relationship,
Muentzer did nothing to discourage the impression he was “emulus Martini,™* as
the inscription on the back of Melanchthon’s theses described him, because the
Utraquists had already placed the mantle of Huss on Luther’s shoulders. Luther
would disappoint them, but, for the present, they put the town’s pulpits at the dis-
posal of the man they considered Luther’s disciple.

Muentzer preached at the Teyn Church, the Corpus Christi chapel, and, pre-
dictably, at the Bethlehem Chapel where Huss had preached. He preached in Ger-
man to the town’s largest foreign language majority, in Latin at the university, and
in Czech with the help of translators to the average man. Even though he issued
no overt call to arms, the reaction to Muentzer’s preaching in Prague was not un-
like the reaction in Jueterborg, Orlamuenda, and Zwickau. Two weeks after his
arrival, after a memorial service for Huss, an enraged mob stormed and looted a
local monastery.

The Prague Manifesto is a summation of what Muentzer told the Hussites.
Published in 1521, probably after he was expelled from Bohemia, the Manifesto
explained he went to Prague because it was “the city of the precious and holy
fighter Jan Hus,” and because he hoped “the loud and moving trumpets [that once
sounded in this city]” would sound throughout the whole church and remove the
corruption, about which he “lamentingly complain[ed].” Suffering is necessary
to purify the elect, who are synonymous with the Church, which they will purify.
But Muentzer was not promoting suffering as the surest means to sanctity; he was
promoting an experiential religion that denied the necessity of faith. “The word
of God,” he wrote, “penetrates the heart, brain, skin, hair, bones, limbs, marrow,
[and] fluids, [with] force and power,” and “he who has once received the holy spirit
as he should, can no longer be damned.”™¢ In other words, once a man has the right
experiences he is saved: “an experienced faith is one that is certain of salvation.™

That formulation must have given Luther pause because it undermined Sola
Fide, one of the three pillars of the Reformation. Once Luther broke with the ap-
ostolic Catholic Church and its sacraments and made faith the foundation of reli-
gion, it was a very short time before those who accepted the principle asked, “How
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do we know we have faith?” In Muentzer’s view, the only possible answer was
“because we have experienced faith.” This transformed Christianity into a religion
of experience. In typically judaizing fashion, Muentzer based his idea that Chris-
tians “should all have revelations™® on the Old Testament, but he did so while
attacking “the Jewish, heretical parsons,” who “say that such a strong thing is not
necessary for salvation,” prompting Baylor to explain, “in describing the clergy as
Jews, Muentzer intended to call attention to the scriptural literalism and legalism,
which he equated with the practices of Jewish scribes.”™

Meditating on John Huss led Muentzer to additional conclusions. Muentzer
pored over the Book of Daniel and concluded the papacy was the “fourth Beast.”
Conflating Rome and the Roman Church, Muentzer concluded the end of the old
world was nigh; Muentzer, the New Daniel, as he would deem himself three years
later, would bring about the thousand year reign of Christ on earth by reforming
a terminally corrupt Roman Catholic Church. Only the Elect would be members
of the reformed Church, and they would know they were the elect because of their
experience of being saved. German mysticism now took a turn toward the es-
chatological; eschatological thinking, when widespread throughout the southern
German speaking lands, would have revolutionary political consequences. The
clergy who opposed the New Daniel’s vision of the Church were dismissed as
“thin-shitters” and “whore-mongers.”*®

Muentzer was preaching a different gospel than his reputed mentor Luther.
Muentzer’s Prague Manifesto not only undermined Sola Fide, it also undermined
Sola Scriptura. “All true parsons,” Muentzer wrote, “must have revelations so that
they are certain of their cause.™ Muentzer attacked the scholastic notion that rea-
son provided a prolegomena to faith and that faith perfected reason. “It is not rea-
son,” Muentzer wrote, “which explains to man the meaning and purpose of his-
tory, but rather a theology, which orients itself on the living word of God, whose
witness he discerns in the heart.* Even this subversive thought is not enough
for the man Luther would deride as a “Schwaermer,” or enthusiast. “The sheep,”
Muentzer continues, “should be led to revelations.™ If the preacher does not have
revelations, the gospel ceases to be the living word of God and becomes a dead
letter. Luther, to his credit, realized breaking from the objective word of God was
a recipe for social anarchy. Muentzer was leading the newly reformed faithful into
a world where preachers, led by their own phantasms, would inspire each member
of the flock to follow his own phantasms, creating a world where every man is his
own visionary.

Luther did not understand, though, that he got this ball rolling when he
broke with the Church, undermining its authority as guarantor and interpreter
of Scripture. Luther’s Catholic contemporaries were more clear-sighted. Johannes
Cochlaeus held Luther responsible for the Peasant’s Revolt, even though Luther
urged the princes to crush it, because Luther prepared the way by eliminating the
Church as the guarantor of the Scripture and the legitimate basis for social order.
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Luther, “the seducer of the people,™* was horrified by Muentzer’s actions because
in them he saw his own principles carried to their logical conclusion. But Luther
“was much more pernicious than Muentzer,” because the latter only spread revo-
lution in Thuringia, whereas Luther “spread it through every land of the German
nation.™

Luther was a philo-Semite, who in a few years would become a violent anti-
Semite, but he was also a Judaizer malgré lui. Luther did for Christianity what
Jochanan ben Zakkai did for Judaism: he turned the evangelical Church into a
debating society, in which the evangelical rabbis would offer competing interpre-
tations of scripture with no way of adjudicating differences other than splitting off
from whomever one disagreed with. Luther would ultimately solve the problem
of competing interpretation and competing authority in the same way Jan Zizka
did earlier in Bohemia and Oliver Cromwell and Stalin did later, which is to say,
by force majeure. Like Zizka, Luther used military might to end the debate over
doctrine. Two and a half centuries later, Friedrich Nietzsche, the son of a Lutheran
pastor, would distill the lessons of Protestantism and Revolution into one distinct
phrase: will to power.

But all of that was in the future, and Muentzer most certainly did not see the
future clearly when he said of the Bohemians, “I do not doubt the people.” He
clearly hoped that revolution would once again rise up “in your land and after-
ward everywhere,” i.e., in Bohemia and then spread to the German speaking lands
to the north and west.* The people, if by that phrase we mean the Bohemians,
soon had their doubts about Muentzer and expressed them in an unambiguous
fashion when they placed him under house arrest and then deported him back to
Thuringia at then end of 1521.

When he left Prague, Muentzer believed the world was coming to an end,
especially the world that began with what might be called the thousand year reign
of Christ inaugurated in Europe by the Rule of St. Benedict. Carlstadt led the mob
in Wittenberg to an orgy of image breaking in December 1521, forcing Luther to
abandon the safety of the Wartburg to confront a disciple who was taking mat-
ters into his own hands. In 1522, Reuchlin died; Erasmus wrote his “Apotheosis of
Reuchlin,” describing the caballist’s entry into heaven and defending him against
those he called “pseudoapostles plotting ... to obscure his glory.™ By the 1520s, the
term “pseudoapostles” was part of the polemical rhetoric of the Lutherans, “whose
movement was now threatening the unity of the church.” Erasmus thus found
himself in a dispute neither to his liking nor of his own making. During the 1520s,
many humanists who had defended Reuchlin became Lutherans, and Erasmus
was caught in the same riptide, as the popular witticism, “Erasmus laid the egg,
and Luther hatched it,” made clear.*

Luther had supported Reuchlin early in his struggle against Pfefferkorn and
the Mendicants. Luther’s attitude toward Reuchlin was dictated not so much by
principle as by opportunity. Luther did not share Reuchlin’s enthusiasm for Jew-
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ish literature or Caballah. In fact, he passionately condemned what he referred to
as caballistic foolishness, but defended Reuchlin because of similarities between
Reuchlin’s case and his own. In letters to Erasmus, Luther urged a common front
among humanists, even though he was not one, as Luther’s champion Ulrich von
Hutten also urged in his letters to Erasmus. Both men knew the times had changed
since Nicholas Donin. The Humanists were partially responsible for that change,
and Luther allied himself with them to benefit from the change. Luther was com-
mitted neither to the humanist’s promotion of Latin and Greek nor to Reuchlin’s
promotion of Hebrew; he was, however, a devout follower of the principle that the
enemy of my enemy is my friend.

By siding with Reuchlin, Luther became a friend of the Jews. The alliance was
based more on opportunism than principle. In his tract “Jesus Christ was born a
Jew” (1523), Luther defended Jewish liberties to effectuate his larger goal of under-
mining the Catholic Church. Like the Puritans after him, Luther thought once the
gospel was preached correctly, free of papist distortions, the Jews would convert
in droves. “Those fools, the papists, bishops, sophists, and monks,” Luther wrote,
“have hitherto so dealt with the Jews. If I had been a Jew and received such treat-
ment ... I’d rather have been a pig than a Christian.® When it was apparent 20
years later that the Jews were not going to convert to Luther’s version of Christian-
ity, Luther wrote “On the Jews and their Lies,” in which he urged German princes
to destroy their synagogues and burn their books, a far harsher regimen than
Pfefferkorn had promoted and against which Luther had expressed much indig-
nation. Luther also recommended that all young able-bodied Jews be impressed
into forced labor gangs to perform menial tasks like removing manure from the
streets. In his disappointment, Luther went far beyond the measures the Catholic
Church proposed to deal with the Jews.

Graetz studiously ignores all this when he deals with the Reformation in his
History of the Jews. He apparently shared Luther’s view that the enemy of his ene-
my was his friend. Graetz supports the Reformation because he sees it as bringing
Enlightenment to North Germany, Denmark, Sweden, Prussia, Poland, France
and “even Spain, the country of the darkest and most bigoted ecclesiasticism and
the home of persecution.™ Walsh and Graetz mention Elias Levita, “another Jew
who did valiant spade work for Luther’s sowing.® When Luther translated the
Bible into German, he, of necessity, relied on Jewish scholars. “For his purpose,”
Graetz writes, “Luther had to learn Hebrew, and seek information from Jews.”°
Rabbi Solomon, later known as Raschi, became the conduit for his father, Isaac
of Troyes, who exerted influence on the reformers through a Franciscan monk of
Jewish descent by the name of Nicholas of Lyra. Luther, Calvin, and Zwingli ac-
knowledged Nicholas’s influence. Add to that Sforno’s influence on Reuchlin, and
it becomes understandable how one Jewish writer would claim the Reformation
“drew its life blood from rational Hebraism.”™'
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In making Sola Scriptura a pillar of the Reformed Faith, Luther also contin-
ued what Reuchlin began, by demoting scholasticism and promoting the study
of language in general and Hebrew in particular. The Jews later promoted the
Reformed cause by printing Protestant Bibles based on unapproved and erroneous
translations and arranging for their clandestine transport throughout Europe.
The Jews became spies and propagandists for the Reformers, trafficking in cor-
rupted translations of the Bible taken from Jewish scriptures:

The most active intelligencers, liaison officers and propagandists of this inter-
national army were Jews. Only four years after Luther’s first outburst, Cardinal
Alexander, papal nuncio, reported that Jews were printing and circulating the
German monk’s books in Flanders. From the Netherlands they sent bibles even
to Spain, concealed in double-bottomed wine-casks. In Ferrara, a great Jewish
financial center, they printed heretical bibles for distribution in Italy and else-
where. No less a person than Carranza, now languishing in the prisons of the In-
quisition in Spain, said that this was the reason why the Church had to discour-
age the reading of the Bible in the vernacular, saving in approved versions. Even
Jewish physicians and men of business were spies and propaganda agents. In the
very year after Philip returned to Spain to stamp out Protestantism there, the
Jewish Doctor Rodrigo Lopez, who was to find so unhappy an end in England,
was passing over from Antwerp to London as a good Protestant.>

Although Graetz and Walsh agree on the role Jews played in the Reforma-
tion, they disagree in evaluating that role. Graetz sees the Reformation as the pre-
cursor of Enlightenment. Walsh views it as “one long retrogression toward the
moribund Judaism of the Pharisees of the time of Christ.”s3 The Reformation was
not a movement from darkness to light but rather disaffected clerics, oftentimes
practicing the very abuses they decried in others, returning like dogs to the vomit
of Judaism. Calvin declared the prohibition against usury outdated, not because
it was no longer a source of social pathology, but rather, to cite Graetz, because
“the interest of the marketplace had driven the interest of the church into the
background.”* Walsh describes the Reformation as “the great betrayal” that al-
lowed the moneychangers back into the Temple, after “they had been ousted by the
medieval Church when she was most free and vigorous.” Unsurprisingly “most of
the heresiarchs and heretics of this present Century,” according to Cabrera, were
seen as Jews. “It is beyond question,” Walsh continues, citing a Jewish historian,
“that the first leaders of the Protestant sects were called semi-Judaei, or half-Jews,
in all parts of Europe, and that men of Jewish descent were as conspicuous among
them as they had been among the Gnostics and would later be among the Com-
munists.”*

Luther hitched his fortunes to Reuchlin, who had promoted the Talmud.
“We,” Graetz writes, “can boldly assert that the war for and against the Talmud
aroused German consciousness and created a public opinion without which the
Reformation, like many other efforts would have died in the hour of birth, or per-
haps would never have been born at all.”” Graetz similarly portrays the Reforma-
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tion as “the triumph of Judaism,™® a claim that many Catholics made in Luther’s
day. Graetz applauds Luther’s early defense of the Jews, especially when Luther
urges Christians to “show them a friendly spirit, permit them to live and to work,
so that they may have cause and means to be with us and amongst us,” describing
Luther’s sentiments as words

which the Jews had not heard for a thousand years. They show unmistakable
traces of Reuchlin’s mild intercession in their favor. Many hot-headed Jews saw
in Luther’s opposition to the papacy the extinction of Christianity and the tri-
umph of Judaism. Three learned Jews went to Luther and tried to convert him.
Enthusiastic feelings were aroused among the Jews at this unexpected revulsion,
especially at the blow dealt the papacy and the idolatrous worship of images and
relics; the boldest hopes were entertained for the speedy downfall of Rome and
the approaching redemption by the Messiah.®

Walsh claims the “stormiest preachers” of the Reformation were “of Jewish
descent.™ Michael Servetus, the first Unitarian, was influenced in his attack on
the Trinity by Jews. Calvinism became a “convenient mask™: for Jews in Antwerp
after their expulsion from Spain, confirming that Protestants were half-Jews and
adding to the suspicions of Catholic leaders. Dr. Lucien Wolf claims

Marranos in Antwerp had taken an active part in the Reformation movement

and had given up their mask of Catholicism for a not less hollow pretense of

Calvinism. The change will be readily understood. The simulation of Calvinism

brought them new friends, who, like them were enemies of Rome, Spain and the

Inquisition. It helped them in their fight against the Holy Office, and for that

reason was very welcome to them. Moreover, it was a form of Christianity which

came nearer to their own simple Judaism. The result was that they became zeal-

ous and valuable allies of the Calvinists.5

In March 1523, Muentzer became pastor at the Church of St. John in the New
Town section of Allstedt, where he would remain until he was again forced to
leave his flock in the middle of the night in August 1524. In Allstedt, Muentzer
created the first vernacular German liturgy. It was in Allstedt that he developed
his revolutionary theology and an organization, the League of the Elect, to carry
it out. It was in Allstedt that he made contact with the miners from Mansfeld, his
most ardent supporters. And it was in Allstedt that he broke his vow of celibacy.

On March 22, 1522, Muentzer wrote to Melanchthon explaining why he did
not plan to take a wife. He also explained he had no objection to other priest Re-
formers marrying, which they were doing with increasing frequency, often with
nuns liberated from convents sacked by Iconoclasts. The most prominent defector
from the vow of celibacy was Luther himself, who admitted to being a “famous
lover,™* was accused of drunkenness and whore mongering, and was treated for
syphilis before he eventually married a nun, Catherina von Bora, who had been
“liberated” from her convent by a group of reformers on Holy Saturday of 1523.

Muentzer’s letter to Melanchthon is ambivalent. He applauds the theology
Melanchthon has apparently confected to justify breaking the solemn vow of celi-
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bacy and getting married because “it has liberated many souls of the elect from
the snares of the hunters.”s He approves of “your priests taking wives, so that the
Roman mask [of false piety] does not continue to oppress you,™® because he can
find no scriptural basis for celibacy. An added benefit is that the children of the
union of Reformed priests and nuns would “belong to the Elect from the moment
of their birth.™” Allowing priests to marry would thus provide the foundation of
the church of the future. He bases this claim on Isaiah 65:20, which claims these
children will see a new heaven and a new earth.

But after conceding all this, Muentzer does an abrupt about face and claims
just as vehemently that marriage is not for him. He condemns in practice the very
thing he just allowed in principle, telling Melanchthon that “with your counsel”
the reformers are dragging “people to marriage, even though the marriage bed
is no longer an immaculate one but a whorehouse of Satan, which damages the
church as severely as the most damned oils of the priesthood.™® Muentzer con-
cludes that Melanchthon can’t solve the celibacy problem because he can’t com-
prehend the “living word of God.” He also announced the end of the world, claim-
ing that “the time of the third angel has already dawned.™®

Within a year, Muentzer changed his mind abruptly. On July 29, 1523, Muentzer
ended a letter to Andreas Karlstadt, another priest professor from the university at
Wittenberg, by conveying greetings to Karlstadt’s wife. He added, “I am oriented
to God in the original rigor,”” meaning he was still adhering to the vow of chasti-
ty. Yet by August, Muentzer married a liberated ex-nun of noble birth, Ottilie von
Gerson. The marriage certainly caused scandal in Allstedt among those who were
not of the Reformed party. One biographer says Muentzer “openly married™ the
runaway nun at the end of July. The interval between the marriage and the arrival
of their first child indicates their relations began before the wedding. Like many of
his priestly peers, Muentzer was caught in a web of conflicting vows. For Luther,
this moral contradiction led to the doctrine of the enslaved will. For Muentzer, it
led to revolution. )

But not directly. During summer 1523, enough revolutionary monks and their
runaway nun concubines arrived in Stolberg to generate a revolutionary situa-
tion, which Muentzer addressed in his Open Letter to the Brothers at Stolberg.
Muentzer began by explaining the efficacy of patient suffering, but he concluded
by giving tacit approval, couched in negative terms, to revolution. Since he warned
the brothers to shun “unjustifiable” or “inappropriate” revolution,” the perceptive
reader saw Muentzer’s letter as justifying “appropriate” revolution. The question
became, “Is this particular revolution justifiable?” Unlike Martin Luther, Catho-
lic theologians like Thomas Aquinas admitted the possibility of rebellion against
tyrants, but only under carefully specified conditions based on the Augustinian
theory of a just war, according to which the benefit of the doubt went to the le-
gitimate ruler. Muentzer disconnected the possibility of removing a tyrannical
prince from any objective criteria, thereby opening the door for revolution. One
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commentator claimed Muentzer “transformed what was at first sight a warning
against local rebellion into a proclamation of a universal revolution™ in his letter
to the brothers at Stolberg.

Some claim Muentzer was naive and unable to see that the principle he ar-
ticulated would be implemented in ways that contravened his intentions. Others
claim he was disingenuous and avid to promote revolution from the beginning.
The suspicions are intensified by the way Muentzer ended his letter (“I also hear
that when you have been drinking, you talk a lot about our case, but when you
are sober, you are as fearful as sissies.””), warning the brothers not to talk in their
cups, lest they spill the beans about what Muentzer was planning secretly. Baylor
claims “it is uncertain whether in 1523 Muentzer was in contact with a secret or-
ganization in Stolberg, but there is little doubt that the ‘cause’ that he warned his
associates against discussing when they had been drinking included more than
purely personal piety.”” Muentzer probably felt revolution was appropriate, but
before he could proclaim it in public, he needed to create the organization that
would bring it about.

In a letter to Luther just four days before Muentzer wrote to the brothers at
Stolberg, Muentzer denied any role in the revolution in Zwickau that led to his ex-
pulsion. “Everybody,” Muentzer wrote to Luther, “except for the blind city coun-
cilors, knows that at the time of the uprising [tumultus], I was taking a bath, with
no knowledge of such matters. And if I had not intervened against it, the whole
council would have been killed the following night.””® Disavowing responsibility
for what happened in Zwickau, Muentzer then discussed the differences between
his and Luther’s theological views. Muentzer placed heavy emphasis on “the liv-
ing word of God,” Who revealed himself “not only in the Scriptures but also in
dreams and visions.™” Muentzer still hoped for reconciliation with the Master,
ending his letter by asking the Lord to “let our old love begin anew,” but Luther
was disgusted and broke off the relationship with his former student, whom he felt
was ensnared by enthusiasm. “I can’t stand this spirit, no matter what you want
to call it,” Luther said about Muentzer, whom he would soon call “the Satan from
Allstedt.””® “He praises my work ... and yet at the same time holds it in contempt
and then goes off looking for greater things ... so that you have to conclude that
he’s either drunk or crazy.””

In revolutionary terms, the conflict between Luther and Muentzer was the
conflict between radicals and moderates. The same conflict had taken place when
Zizka turned on the Taborites, and it would take place in every subsequent revolu-
tion. Parallels exist in Cromwell’s conflict with the Fifth Monarchy Men and in
the Menshevik/Bolshevik split. Before long, Muentzer was fighting on two fronts,
against both Wittenberg and Rome. Luther was doing the same, siding with the
Princes against the peasants who threatened not only the social order but also the
success of his rebellion against Rome.
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Luther soon claimed “the person who has seen Muentzer may claim to have
seen the devil incarnate in his very worst raging. Oh, Lord God, whenever such a
spirit is abroad among the peasants, it is high time they were destroyed like mad
dogs.”° According to Muentzer, Allstedt was to be run, not by renegade university
professors, but by the people themselves, who would create a religious community
inspired by the Holy Spirit in dreams and visions. The Elect would rule, and if
the princes didn’t see it their way, the people would rise up and take the sword
from their hands. Anything less was the “contrived faith” of political opportun-
ists, whose chief agent was Luther.

Muentzer’s road to revolution began not with a call to arms but rather with
creation of the first German liturgy. Muentzer produced the first comprehensive
liturgy in German when Luther was still reluctant to abandon Latin. In seeing the
Latin liturgy, like infant baptism, as magic and idolatry, Muentzer was years ahead
of Luther in implementing his master’s own principles. By summer 1523, “foreign-
ers” from all over southern Thuringia and Saxony were attending Muentzer’s Ger-
man liturgy. This movement of large populations was too dangerous to ignore, so
Count Ernst of Mansfeld banned attendance at the liturgies, setting up a conflict
between Church and State that would define Muentzer’s revolutionary theology.
Muentzer then abused the count from the pulpit, inviting him and the local bishop
to Allstedt to “show before the whole world in what way my teaching or service is
heretical.” If the count did not come, Muentzer would consider him “an evil-do-
er, a rascal and a knave, a Turk and a pagan.”®* When the people of Allstedt closed
ranks behind him, Muentzer was emboldened to articulate his revolutionary the-
ology. At the heart of that theology, which became the heart of his political theory
too, was the sword. The sword, claimed Muentzer, must be used in the service of
the gospel. If the princes hesitate in following Muentzer’s instruction on how to
wield the sword, the sword would be taken from them and given to “the people
who burn with zeal” and then, alas, “peace will be in abeyance on earth.”

“Here,” Goertz writes, “the idea of the people’s sovereignty surfaces for the
first time and combines with mystical piety and apocalyptical expectation to
form a threatening prospect for anyone opposed to the Allstedt Reformation.”™+
In October 1523, Muentzer wrote to Frederick the Wise, reiterating his position.
“Princes,” he wrote, “do not frighten the pious. And if it turns out that [the princes
do make the pious fear them], then the sword will be taken from them and given
to the ardent masses in order to defeat the godless, Daniel 7:18. Then that noble
treasure, peace, will be removed from the earth Rev. 6:2.”% The references to Dan-
iel and Revelations emphasized the apocalyptic nature of Muentzer’s thought and
increased the likelihood of revolutionary violence. If the world was coming to
an end anyway, why refrain? Unlike “the scribes [who] imagine Christ to be the
fulfiller of the law, so that they do not have to suffer the action of God by point-
ing out his cross,”® Muentzer was telling his flock, at the end of 1523, that in their
suffering, they “should not murmur and growl like whining dogs” because “he
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who does not die with Christ cannot be resurrected with him.” Muentzer cited
St. Paul, who “clearly says [Col. 1:24], ‘I fulfill that which the suffering of Christ
still lacks.” The church suffers as his body.”* But the suffering was ripped from the
tradition of the Gospel and put in the service of revolution, by way of millennial-
ist expectation. The Suffering of the Elect had become the birth pangs of a new
revolutionary era.

In 1524, after years of holding his tongue in spite of growing reservations,
Erasmus finally broke with the Lutherans when he wrote De Libero Arbitrio, his
tract on free will. Despite Luther’s support of Reuchlin and the humanist cause,
Erasmus realized he had a fundamentally different agenda, perhaps furthered by
a conspiracy. “After all, Luther is not so far advanced in the knowledge of the
tongues or of elegant scholarship to provide supporters of such studies with an
interest in his case.” Erasmus broke with his Lutheran allies because linking Re-
uchlin with Luther was “detrimental to the humanist cause.” Erasmus needed “to
disentangle the two movements.” Rummel felt there was

some evidence for Erasmus’ conspiracy theory. Several leading reformers,
Melanchthon, Bucer, and Zwingli among them, were all at one stage under the
impression that Erasmus was one of them and were hoping that he, as the leading
humanist, would deliver that party to them. In 1519, for example, Melanchthon
spoke of Luther as “our foremost champion, second only to Erasmus”; similarly,
Bucer wrote in 1518 that “Luther agrees in everything with Erasmus, the only
difference that what Erasmus merely hints at, Luther teaches openly and freely.”
Both men revised their opinion in the 1520s. Bucer saw the light in 1524 when
Luther and Erasmus engaged in a published controversy over free will.?°

Luther wrote to Erasmus, begging “If you cannot or dare not be assertive in
our cause, leave it alone and keep to your own business.”™ In a letter to Oecolam-
padius, Luther admitted “I feel Erasmus’s barbs occasionally, but since he pretends
in public not to be my enemy, I, in turn, pretend that I do not understand his clev-
er words.”™* Hutten pleaded with Erasmus to maintain a united front against the
Catholics, at least in public, and “was quite candid about the strategic importance
of such a move.™ In a letter to Erasmus, he noted that some regarded Erasmus
as Luther’s inspirational source. “You were the forerunner,” Hutten wrote, “you
taught us .... you are the man on whom the rest of us depend.”™ Hutten claimed
that the success of the Reformation would guarantee “liberal studies too will flour-
ish and the humanities will be held in honor.™ But Erasmus not only doubted the
intellectual foundations of the Reformation expressed in Luther’s notion of the
will, he also thought humanistic studies would get dragged into a fight that would
harm it more than the scholastic viri obscuri could.

Disaffected worshippers continued to pour into Allstedt to take part in
Muentzer’s revolutionary services, in defiance of Count Ernst’s ban. By spring 1524,
Muentzer’s chapel was full of hundreds of visiting worshippers, mostly peasants
from the neighboring countryside and miners from Mansfeld. Muentzer capital-
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ized on the crowds and created his own revolutionary organization. According to
testimony gathered after the collapse of the Peasant Revolt, Muentzer assembled
30 followers in a dry moat outside town in March 1524, and initiated them into a
secret organization known as the League of the Elect. Using his wife’s experience
in the convent, Muentzer had her organize and train the town’s women, many of
whom were runaway nuns. The organization would take up arms in defense of
Allstedt, which, like Jerusalem under bar Kokhba and Prague under Huss and (ten
years later) Muenster under Bokelzoon, would become the dwelling place of the
Elect. All who were unwilling to go along with the Elect were driven from town.
Members of the Elect declared their willingness to protect each other against per-
secutors of the Gospel and swore to back up their oath with force of arms. Martin
Luther recognized the gravity of the situation; he immediately urged the princes
of Saxony to retaliate, to “break and beat with the fist.”*

The purpose of the League of the Elect was “brotherly love,” but it was a love
with revolutionary intent. The Elect swore to refuse to pay tithes to local convents
and monasteries. The Elect believed in fraternity and equality, claiming every-
thing was to be held in common® and that each should receive according to his
needs.® If there were any doubts about their revolutionary nature, the Elect con-
cluded their oath by warning “in all seriousness ... any princes, dukes or lords”
who objected to the program of “Omnia sunt communia” that they “would cut off
the heads or hang” any rulers who stood in their way By mid-summer 1524, the
League of the Elect had grown to over 500 members, all of whom had sworn their
willingness to engage in illegal activity for the sake of the Gospel.

Emboldened by their oath, members of the reformed party in Allstedt in-
creased their attacks on the Church. Resentment focused on a chapel in a wood
near town which because of its miraculous image of the Blessed Virgin was a place
of pilgrimage. The Mallerbach Chapel belonged to the nuns of Naundorf and was
under the custodial care of a hermit who was soon driven off by violence and
vandalism. In his confession, Muentzer referred to the chapel as a “spelunke” or
den. Muentzer incited mob violence by railing against what he considered the
idolatrous worship of images there. Muentzer referred to the chapel as a “standing
provocation™® of the devil that needed to be destroyed by good-hearted, pious
people. To buttress his arguments, Muentzer cited the Old Testament, wherein
“Pious Moses” in Exodus 23, proclaimed that “you shall not defend the godless.™*
If the civil authorities, Muentzer continued, do not follow this maxim, then they
have lost their claim to legitimacy. Because of the violence that often followed
Muentzer’s sermons, the nuns removed whatever was valuable and placed it under
lock and key; by the end of March, when events came to a head, the chapel stood
empty and abandoned.

On Holy Thursday, March 24, 1524, a mob of the Elect marched from Allstedt
to Mallerbach Chapel and burned it to the ground. Elliger says this was no spur
of the moment “act of blind zealotry,™ but rather a well planned act of arson and
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iconoclasm intended, according to Muentzer’s plan, to inaugurate the dawn of the
Reformation in Allstedt. Muentzer claimed that only this act of symbolic arson
could drive the devil’s cult from Allstedt.

The Abbess of the convent at Naundorf complained bitterly to Hans Zeiss and
the civil authorities, demanding the malefactors be brought to justice. The mayor
and city council denied all responsibility and turned the tables on the nuns by
claiming they had set the fire to incriminate the citizens of Allstedt. Sensing more
than just a simple act of vandalism, Duke John of Saxony demanded a united
front among the princes in dealing with Muentzer. Muentzer dealt directly with
the issue by writing to Duke John on June 7, 1524, asserting that the League of
the Elect was “without guilt” when they burned the chapel to the ground because
everyone knew that “poor people”—even though their culpability was lessened
“through lack of understanding”—"“formerly honored and prayed to the devil at
Mallerbach, under the name of Mary.”>* The Duke had no business punishing
“good-hearted, pious people” who had destroyed this haunt of the devil. If Duke
John ignored “what God our creator said through pious Moses™* in Exodus 23:1,
“You shall not defend the godless,” he was no better than the idolatrous monks
and nuns. “But that we should continue to permit the devil at Mallerbach to be
prayed to, so that our brothers are delivered up to him as a sacrifice, this we no
more want that we wish to be subjects of the Turks.”* The implication was clear.
Princes who permitted idolatry in their realms were no better than Turks and
deserved to be deposed.

On June 13, the local authorities arrested Ziliax Knaut, who was charged with
arson and placed in stocks at the local castle. Muentzer was outraged; he won-
dered aloud how men who claimed to be pious Christian princes could defend
monks and nuns, people “the whole world” agreed were “idolatrous people.”*¢ Not
content to sermonize, Muentzer sounded the alarm on June 13 when the prince’s
men came to Allstedt to arrest Knaut’s co-conspirators. The League of the Elect
assembled immediately and, after showing their willingness to use force of arms,
forced the prince’s men to withdraw. Instead of apprehending the other arsonists,
the administrator returned to Weimar and filed a report.

Luther’s letter to the princes of Saxony concerning the revolutionary spirit in
Saxony was published in August 1524, but it was written with the destruction of
the Mallerbach Chapel in mind. Luther was in danger of losing control of his revo-
lution to the more radical followers of Muentzer, who was willing to plunge Ger-
many into anarchy in pursuit of his fantastic notion of the gospel. Muentzer, in
Luther’s view, was “full of babble about the holy spirit and revelations in visions,
but incapable of producing miracles to prove himself. Above all his preaching
bore no other fruit than that of inciting the rabble to violence.™” If the reformers
preached insurrection, “secular rulers had the right and duty to meet force with
force.™® To stop the “Satan of Allstedt,” Luther drew a clear line between spiritual
reform and political revolution by denouncing Muentzer as a Judaizer. Abandon-
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ing the philo-Semitism he adopted in the Reuchlin/Pfefferkorn controversy, Lu-
ther claimed those who strike with their fists are behaving like Jews. Luther fought
fire with fire by quoting from Daniel and Isaiah of the Old Testament to bolster his
case. “Preaching and suffering are our vocation,” Luther writes, “not striking out
with the fist and battling in self defense. After all, neither Christ nor his apostles
broke into churches and destroyed images; rather they won over hearts by appeal-
ing to God’s word, and after that churches [i.e., temples] and graven images fell of
their own accord. We should do likewise.™

Although the Jews of Moses’ time were commanded to destroy the altars and
idols of the Canaanites, Luther continues, that doesn’t mean the Reformed have
received the same command. Nor would the Reformed be justified in sacrific-
ing their children, as Abraham was commanded to do. If Christians are bound
by Muentzer’s cock-eyed interpretation of the Old Testament, then “we would all
have to be circumcised and do the works of the Jews,™* i.e, follow the old law
in its entirety. The logical conclusion of Muentzer’s revolutionary theology is
that Christians should behave like Jews. “If it is right for Christians to break into
churches and engage in acts of iconoclasm,” Luther reasoned, “then it follows that
we should also murder anyone who isn’t a Christian, just as the Jews were ordered
to exterminate the Canaanites and the Amorites.” The spirit of Allstedt will bring
about nothing but bloodshed, and anyone who disagrees with their heavenly voic-
es will end up being strangled by them.™

Muentzer responded in his “Highly Provoked Defense” in late summer 1524,
calling Luther Doctor Luegner (Liar) and accusing him of misrepresentation. Ac-
cording to Muentzer, Luther is like Jews who “continually wanted to slander and
discredit Christ, just as Luther now does me.™> Muentzer protests that when Lu-
ther says “that I want to make a rebellion” Luther twists the sense of Muentzer’s
letter to the Mansfeld miners. But, Muentzer concedes Luther’s point: “I pro-
claimed before the princes that the entire community had the power of the sword,
just as it had the keys of remitting sin.™ As a result, “The lords themselves are
responsible for making the poor people their enemy. They do not want to remove
the cause of insurrection, so how, in the long run, can things improve? I say this
openly, so Luther asserts I must be rebellious. So be it.”™

Muentzer then uses ad hominem arguments against Luther, bringing up Lu-
ther’s notorious reputation as a drunk, glutton, and whoremonger, the very alle-
gations that led him to marry the nun, Catherina von Bora. Luther, according to
Muentzer, is “totally incapable of shame, like the Jews who brought to Christ the
woman taken in adultery.™ Muentzer finds it astonishing “this shameless monk
can claim to be terribly persecuted, there [at Wittenberg] with this good Malva-
sian wine and his whore’s banquets.”™¢ Luther uses his “new logic” of faith alone,
which he “deceptively called the word of God™” to distract the faithful from his
loose living and sinfulness.
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Muentzer perceived what might be the personal issues at the heart of Luther’s
doctrine of the enslaved will. It was easy to extrapolate from Luther’s behavior
to a theological “principle,” which wanted “to make God responsible for the fact
that you are a poor sinner and a venomous little worm with your shitty humility.
You have done this with your fantastic reasoning, which you have concocted out
of your Augustine. It is truly a blasphemy to despise mankind impudently, which
you do in your teaching concerning the freedom of the will.”™*® Luther’s false faith
had political consequences; Luther was forced to “flatter the princes,” and offer
them “Bohemian gifts” of “cloisters and foundations, which you now promise the
princes” in exchange for protection.” Muentzer has little good to say about Lu-
ther’s appearance before the Imperial Diet at Worms, because “If you had wavered
at Worms, you would have been stabbed by the nobility rather than set free.”** Lu-
ther and his followers “preach what suits them, but what they really pursue is the
belly.... The sole and only outcome of their teachings is the freedom of the flesh.
Hence they poison the Bible for the Holy Spirit.”*

Muentzer then claims Luther’s views on insurrection are merely an attempt
to curry favor with the princes by one who is morally compromised and without
clear judgment.’* Luther “wants to be a new Christ who had gained much good for
Christendom with his blood. And what is more, he did this for the sake of a fine
thing—that priests might take wives.”* Muentzer, though, was also compromised
on celibacy, having bound himself by two contradictory vows. The same sexual
stimulus, however, drove the two reformers in opposite directions. It drove Luther
to curry favor with princes, but it drove Muentzer to rebel against them.

In July 1524 Duke John and his nephew the elector prince John Frederick ar-
rived in Allstedt without having read Luther’s analysis of the revolutionary spirit
there. Their arrival may have been a routine visit to a city of their realm, but it
was more likely an attempt to find out what Muentzer was up to. On July 13, the
princes attended Muentzer’s modified Mass at the castle chapel, during which
Muentzer gave a detailed explanation of his theology of revolution. For his text,
Muentzer chose the story of Nebuchadnezzar’s dream in Daniel 2, the locus clas-
sicus for millennialism. The sermon is known as Die Fuerstenpredigt, or sermon
to the princes.

Daniel 2 begins with King Nebuchadnezzar’s dream. When Nebuchadnez-
zar’s seers prove incapable of interpreting it, Daniel interprets it correctly. The or-
thodox interpretation of the dream, as we have seen, is that the stone, untouched
by any hand, which destroyed the statue, is Christ, and that the fifth kingdom is
the reign of Christ on earth, the Roman Catholic Church, the New Jerusalem, the
City of God, the kingdom which will have no end. Muentzer modifies the tradi-
tional orthodox interpretation of Daniel 2 to suit himself. The fifth empire is, ac-
cording to Muentzer, not the kingdom which will have no end, but rather “the one
which we have before our own eyes,” i.e., the Holy Roman Empire, which “would
like to be coercive. But as we see before our very eyes, the iron is intermixed with
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filth, vain schemes of flattery that slither and squirm over the face of the whole
earth. For he who cannot be a cheat [in our empire] must be an idiot.”*

The stone that shattered the colossus is “The poor laity and the peasants” who
see that they are now shattering the Roman Church “much more clearly than you
do.™* To help the princes understand the signs of the times, “a new Daniel must
arise and interpret your revelation for you. And this same new Daniel must go
forth, as Moses teaches, Deut 20:2, at the head of the troops. He must reconcile the
anger of the prices and that of the enraged people.... For Christ says, in Matthew
10:34, ‘T have not come to bring peace but the sword.”2¢ '

Before long it must have become obvious to the princes listening to his ser-
mon that the “new Daniel” was Muentzer. Unlike Luther and the Scriptural liter-
alists from Wittenberg, men Muentzer compares to Nebuchadnezzar’s impotent
seers, Muentzer has visions. Like Daniel, Muentzer could claim “the mystery was
revealed to [him] in a night vision” (Dan. 2:19). True spiritual leaders have vi-
sions. Luther, who is neither conscious of nor receptive to this inner word, does
“not know how to say anything essential about God, even though he may have
devoured a hundred thousand Bibles.™”

Before long, Muentzer uses visions as the validator of truth. Visions became
Muentzer’s substitute for the Church as the final arbiter of doctrine, just as the Bi-
ble became the arbiter for Luther. Muentzer even appropriated words traditionally
associated with the Church in professions of faith like the Apostles Creed and ap-
plied them to visions, preaching “it is a truly apostolic, patriarchal and prophetic
spirit that awaits visions and attains them in painful tribulation.™*

Luther, whom Muentzer describes as “Brother Fatted Swine” and “Brother
Soft Life,” is a false prophet because he rejects the crucial role of visions. It
would be impossible to safeguard the new Christianity “securely against error on
all sides and to act blamelessly, if [the leaders of the new Church] did not rely on
revelations from God—As Aaron heard from Moses, Exodus 4:15 and David from
Nathan and Gad 2 Chron 29:25.°

Just as Nebuchadnezzar elevated Daniel, so the German princes should el-
evate Muentzer over Luther. “You rulers,” Muentzer told the princes, “must act ac-
cording to the conclusion of this chapter of Daniel [Dan 2:48]. That is why Nebu-
chanezzar elevated holy Daniel to office so that the king might carry out God’s
correct decision, inspired by the holy spirit.... For the godless have no right to
life except that which the elect decide to grant them, as is written in the book of
Exodus 23:29-33.... He to whom is given all power in heaven and on earth [Christ]
wants to lead the government.™ The princes should do this because Luther is an
uninspired court prophet, whereas Muentzer is the reincarnation of Daniel.

By the time Muentzer gave his sermon to the princes, he had converted to
what Cohn calls “bloodthirsty chiliasm.”* Cohn attributes this conversion to
the ideas of Nicholas Storch, who kept alive Taborite ideas spread by the Hussite
armies one hundred years earlier. Once Muentzer turned from Luther’s version of
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the reformed faith, he became, as Luther predicted, an ardent Judaizer. Muentzer
“now thought and talked only of the Book of Revelation and of such incidents in
the Old Testament as Elijah’s slaughter of the priests of Baal, Jehu'’s slaying of the
sons of Ahab, and Jael’s assassination of the sleeping Sisera.”™ He got these ideas
from Storch, who had been in Bohemia, and revived the Taborite teachings when
he returned to Zwickau. Muentzer needed Storch’s Hussite Judaizing to justify his
path of revolution because political revolution and its justification by a heretical
reading of Old Testament were two sides of the same coin. Neither could exist
without the other; both were a function of the rejection of the Cross among clergy
during the 16th Century. “The elect,” wrote Cohn summarizing the political doc-
trine of all revolutionary Judaizers, “must prepare the way for the Millennium ...
by force of arms.”*

In his sermon, Muentzer told the princes they must wield the sword in ser-
vice of the Gospel. Muentzer refused to listen to “hackneyed posturings about the
power of God achieving everything without resort to your sword.™s If the princes
failed to use the sword as Muentzer saw fit, “it may rust in its scabbard.”* God
fought on the side of the Israelites when they conquered the Promised Land, “but
the sword was the means used, just as eating and drinking is a means for us to stay
alive. Hence the sword too is necessary for us to eliminate the godless.”™ Since
Christ warned those who lived by the sword would die by it, Muentzer gravitated
toward Old Testament passages to justify his theology of revolution, citing Deut.
13: 6, “do not permit evildoers, who turn us away from God, to live longer,” as well
as Exodus 22:1 where God says, “You shall not permit the evildoer to live.”® The
Old Testament was ransacked to justify iconoclasm as well, for it was God Him-
self who “commanded through Moses in Deut 7: 5 ... ‘You shall not have pity on
the idolatrous. Break up their altars. Smash their images and burn them so that I
am not angry with you.” “Christ,” Muentzer claimed, ignoring what Jesus said
to Peter in the Garden of Gethsemane, “has not abrogated these words. Rather,
he will help us to fulfill them.™° According to Muentzer, anyone who claims the
antichrist will be destroyed without a sword-bearing hand being lifted

is already as fainthearted as the Canaanties were when the elect wanted to enter

the promised land, as Joshua [5:1] writes. Joshua, nevertheless did not spare them

from the sharpness of the sword. Look at Psalm 44:4 and Chronicles 14:11. There

you will find the same solution: the elect did not win the promised land with the

sword alone, but rather through the power of God. Nevertheless, the sword was

the means, just as for us eating and drinking are the means for sustaining life.
Thus the sword is also necessary as a means to destroy the godless, Romans 13

[1-4).1#

Here, Muentzer touches on the same passage (Romans 13) that Luther used to
proscribe all rebellion against princely authority, no matter how onerous or un-
just. Sola scriptura obviously was not going to lead to unity of purpose even among
committed reformers. Once an impasse was reached, naked physical power, not
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textual exegesis, would determine whose interpretation was correct. Muentzer
and Luther were avid during the crucial summer of 1524 to get the princes on
their respective sides. If Luther chose the carrot of “Bohemian gifts,” i.e., bribing
the princes with confiscated church property, Muentzer chose the stick of insur-
rection. If the princes will not wield the sword in the service of the gospel, “then
the sword will be taken away from them, Daniel 7:27.*4* Muentzer, “together with
pious Daniel,” urged the princes “not to oppose God’s revelation.” If they refused
to heed Muentzer’s advice, then “may they be strangled without any mercy™# “as
Hesekiah (2 Kings 18-22), Josiah, Cyrus, Daniel and Eljja (1 Kings 18) destroyed the
priests of Baal.™+ There was no possibility of reform unless the Church “return[ed]
to its source,™ namely, Muentzer’s apocalyptic Old Testament fantasy of heaven
on earth. The time of the harvest was upon them, and “the tares must be pulled
out of Gods’ vineyard at the time of harvest.™ Since he had “the instruction of
the whole of divine law” on his side, Muentzer could say without hesitation that all
“godless rulers, especially the priests and monks, should be killed.”™+

Before long it became clear that wielding the sword meant joining the revo-
lution. If the princes didn’t join the revolution, they would be swept away by it.
Muentzer made Reformation and Revolution synonymous, but many of the re-
formers wanted no part of what he was proposing. Luther would soon send his
letter to the Saxon princes condemning the revolutionary spirit. Karlstadt and
the congregation at Orlamuenda followed Luther’s lead, informing Muentzer they
had no interest in armed insurrection. “We have not been commanded to act in
this manner, for Christ told Peter to put down his sword.... If the time comes when
we have to suffer for God’s justice, let us be willing to do so, but in the meantime
let’s not run to take up knives and pikes.”

Unsurprisingly, Muentzer’s sermon left the princes unpersuaded. Surpris-
ingly, they didn’t have Muentzer arrested for treason on the spot. If Muentzer’s
goal was to convey as unambiguously as possible his newly concocted theology
of revolution, then he succeeded. The princes left in silence, probably disposed to
think of Muentzer as Luther described him, as a “Schwaermer” or dangerous reli-
gious enthusiast. Hans Zeiss, the prince’s administrator, was told not to allow “the
preacher” to engage in fomenting public disorders or creating “special alliances.”
But the town was filling with refugees, many of whom were renegade monks and
nuns eager to put Muentzer’s revolutionary theories into practice, a situation the
princes could not ignore much longer.

Carried away by his own enthusiasm, Muentzer began writing letters inform-
ing his followers that the end times had commenced. “The Play is about to begin,™+
Muentzer wrote “To the God fearing at Sangerhausen” just two days after he had
harangued the princes. In his letter, Muentzer indicated that the League in Allst-
edt was only one part of a network of “more than 30” revolutionary organizations
God was using against tyrants “to tear them out by the roots” just as “Joshua 11:20
has prophesied this for us.”° One week later he wrote to Zeiss explaining that be-
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cause the princes “were violating not only the faith but also these people’s natural
rights, they should be strangled like dogs.™* Muentzer also told Zeiss “the terrible
phenomenon of civil war” would soon “be unleashed” and he “must no longer
hold to the custom of obeying other officials” than Muentzer because the princes
had discredited themselves in Gods’ eyes: “Their power has an end, and it will
soon be handed over to the common people. So act carefully.”s

Muentzer also told Zeiss to resist with force anyone who came to Allstedt to
apprehend “those responsible for Mallerbach.” If the authorities attempt arrests,
“they should be strangled like mad dogs.” He advised Zeiss “the old guidelines
no longer function at all, for they are vain mire.”? As a result, Muentzer made up
his own rules, as when “I gave my honest advice about how Christendom should
conduct itself as I expounded ... about Holy Joshua, where the priest Hilkias found
the book of the law, which he sent to the elders in Judah and Jerusalem. And he
went with all the people into the temple and made covenant with God, to which
the whole community agreed, so that each of the elect was able to preserve and
study the witness of God with his whole soul and heart.”s*

The new rules thus demanded a new social order, according to which the Elect
would rule themselves without prince or priest lording it over them. Instead of
the medieval society of social classes, Muentzer proposed “a modest league or
covenant [which] should be made in such a form that the common man unites
with pious officials for the sake of the gospel alone.™ In a curious aside to a letter
written on the first anniversary of his marriage to the runaway nun Ottilie von
Gerson, Muentzer admonished Zeiss “if he is inclined to unchastity, that he hurts
his lust the very first time he sins by making a determined effort to observe both
his lust and the thorns of this conscience. If he keeps his conscience active, then
the filth of unchastity consumes itself in horror.”s*

Muentzer seemingly kept the filth of unchastity at bay by throwing himself
into revolutionary activity. On July 24, after preaching on the covenant King Jo-
siah and the Elders of Israel made with God, Muentzer called for a similar cove-
nant among the Elect of Allstedt urging them to band together for mutual protec-
tion against tyrants. By that afternoon, the Elect of Allstedt, including women and
girls trained by Muentzer’s wife, were armed and ready to resist efforts to subdue
the new revolutionary covenant, which had chosen the rainbow for its flag, a sym-
bol from the Old Testament based on God’s covenant with Noah after the flood.

When Duke John heard of Muentzer’s sermon and the revolutionary orga-
nization he formed, he summoned Muentzer to Weimar. After two days of inter-
rogation, the duke’s officials informed Muentzer the League of the Elect must be
dissolved and those responsible for the arson at the Mallerbach Chapel must be
arrested and brought to trial. Muentzer must also shut down his newly purchased
printing press, which would prevent him from responding to Luther’s attack.

By June 18, 1524, Luther was referring to Muentzer as the “Satan of Allstedt”
in a letter to the Elector. Muentzer was nonetheless surprised by the vehemence
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of Luther’s attack on the revolutionary spirit in Allstedt. If he gave up his print-
ing press, he was unable to rebut. On August 3, Muentzer complained bitterly to
Friedrich the Wise that Luther’s letter contained “not a hint of brotherly exhorta-
tion in it; he just barges his way in like some pompous tyrant, full of ferocity and
hate.™” Muentzer knew “the Christian faith which I preach is not in accord with
that of Luther.™® This, of course, came as no surprise to Luther or the princes.
Luther urged the princes to put an end to Muentzer’s seditious ravings and pre-
vent the impending revolution. “It is obvious,” Luther wrote later, Muentzer was
“totally rebellious. If it had lasted longer and come to the point, he would have set
the people on the authorities, and it would have gone hard with them. Then, so I
am reliably informed, he has written a ferocious letter to the Mansfeld miners and
encouraged them to be bold; he intends them to wash their hands in the blood of
tyrants. The common people have been thoroughly poisoned by his teachings.”s®

Muentzer’s alliance dissolved without contest, and the printing press shut
down. Many people distanced themselves from their preacher. As a result,
Muentzer did what he had become accustomed to doing for his entire adult min-
istry. During the night of August 7-8, 1524, Muentzer slipped “over the town’s wall
secretly,™° and, abandoning his wife and child, ran off with a goldsmith from
Nordhausen. In an unsent open letter to the Allstedters, probably written more for
his own benefit than theirs, Muentzer justified his flight by declaring “you would
have abandoned me to the Cross.”™,

A week later, Muentzer arrived in Muehlhausen, his next base of operations.
There, Muentzer met the runaway monk by the name of Heinrich Pfeiffer, who
had been stirring up the town since his arrival with a group of his equally violent
brethren in late 1522. He and his fellow runaways preached, without permission,
in the homes of workers and artisans or in the public square. The court in Er-
furt demanded that the city authorities end the practice, but the city council had
difficulty executing the order because the monks had rallied many people to the
reformed cause when they got them to vow to defend the vagabond preachers in
the Church of St. Mary.

Muehlhausen was one of the largest cities in middle Germany, but it was on
a downward economic slide when Muentzer arrived. The economic downturn
meant the city was ripe for revolt. Riches, combined with a greedy oligarchy that
controlled the city council, had created a great disparity in the distribution of
wealth as well as widespread poverty. The city councilmen tried to deflect atten-
tion from their own greed by focusing unrest, with the help of Pfeiffer and other
runaway monks, on the three monasteries in town. As became typical in Germa-
ny, the drunken dissolute renegade monks excoriated the monks who remained
faithful to their vows for their dissolute lives and blamed the lot of the poor not on
the policies of the oligarchy that ran the city council but on the exemption of the
clergy from paying taxes.
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When the city council tried to restrain the runaway monks in July 1523, Pfe-
iffer’s supporters rose in armed revolt, plundered the local monasteries, divided
up the spoils among themselves, and forced the council to accept their demands.
By August, the council had regained control and expelled Pfeiffer from town, but
agents continued to agitate behind the scenes, and Pfeiffer returned in December
after Duke John of Weimar, who would soon mull over Muentzer’s fate, inter-
ceded. Pfeiffer took up his preaching post at the Church of St. Nicholas, and social
unrest followed in the wake of his sermons. Pfeiffer’s female followers, mostly run-
away nuns, drove the priest from the Church of the Holy Blasius after threatening
him with drawn knives. The priest at St. Kilian’s Church had the chalice ripped
from his hands during Mass, whereupon Pfeiffer’s followers, demonstrating their
connection to the Hussites, distributed communion under both species.

In June 1524, Pfeiffer’s followers broke into a church run by Dominicans and
engaged in iconoclasm. Two months later, Muentzer wrote to the city council of
Nordhausen, justifying iconoclasm by appealing to the Old Testament. Those who
promote the veneration of images, Muentzer wrote, “should be stoned” to death
“according to the punishment of Mosaic Law.™** Those who used images to aid
their devotion, “be it a cross or a circle,” are guilty of “the greatest blasphemy
against God.” This blasphemy is like “the adultery and whoredom about which
Hosea writes [Hos 4:2 and 4:10]. Just as one commits adultery outwardly against
the spouse, using the sexual organs of the flesh so adultery also occurs inwardly
in the spirit if a man delights in images or created things in order to mock him
who is unlike all images or creatures.™ The mob of apostate monks wrecking
churches throughout Thuringia and Saxony should not be punished because “he
who smashes an idol that blasphemes God does no injustice, for his zeal is the zeal
of the Lord and his action praises God.”** Muentzer concludes his letter “In God’s
name release the prisoners.™®

On August 21, Luther wrote to the city council at Muehlhausen warning of
“the false prophet and wolf in sheep’s clothing” heading their way and urging
them not to allow Muentzer into their town, describing Muentzer as a tree “which
bore no other fruit than murder, insurrection and bloodshed,™* but the council
was powerless to resist the monks and their followers. Muentzer arrived in Muehl-
hausen about the time Muentzer wrote his letter justifying iconoclasm to the city
council at Nordhausen. So, unsurprisingly, the apostate monks and their follow-
ers welcomed him with open arms.

Muentzer lost no time mobilizing Pfeiffer’s followers by founding a chapter
of the League of the Elect. Renaming his revolutionary organization Eternal Al-
liance, Muentzer incorporated the renegade monks and their followers under the
image of the rainbow, which he affixed to a white flag along with the motto: “This
is the sign of God’s eternal covenant, and all who intend to support the Alliance
should march under it The insistence on acceptance of suffering as the surest
way to implement God’s will faded from Muentzer’s sermons and was replaced by
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Old Testament proof texts that justified taking up the sword, along with the prom-
ise that “the people will go free and God alone will be their Lord ™

Muentzer’s opportunity to take up the sword came soon enough, when a fur-
rier who was a follower of the renegade monks got drunk at a wedding reception
and insulted two city council members. When the councilmen tried to arrest him,
they set off an insurrection. Muentzer and Pfeiffer, wielding a naked sword and a
red cross, led 200 followers out of town in protest. The sword symbolically pointed
toward sedition and insurrection. By bearing the naked sword before him in pro-
cession Muentzer indicated he was de facto the legal authority in Muehlhausen
and that he and his followers were willing to use military force. “The bearing of
the sword has its significance,” St. Paul said in his epistle to the Romans (13:4).
Recognizing that significance, the city council released the furrier and then fled
because they feared the Eternal Alliance would murder them in their beds. By
September 27, the city council had regained the upper hand and, as their first act,
they expelled Muentzer and Pfeiffer. Both men fled to Bibra, where they met with
the bookseller Hans Hut, later founder of the Hutterites, and included him as a
member of the Eternal Alliance, whiich was gaining momentum among the lower
classes in Saxony and Thuringia. Hutt introduced them to other revolutionary
groups and arranged publication of Muentzer’s tract “Special Exposure.”

Muentzer then traveled incognito to Basel, where he met Johannes Oecolam-
padius and Ulrich Hugwald, who encouraged him to visit the Hegau and Klettgau
regions, where the looting of Church property was coalescing into the Peasant Re-
volt. Oecolampadius and Hugwald were followers of the Swiss reformer, Huldre-
ich Zwingli. Muentzer did not meet Zwingli in Basel, probably because Zwingli
was having troubles of his own. Catholics were attacking Zwingli as a Judaizer,
as Luther had attacked Muentzer. “[S]o strong was the suspicion of his Jewish
affiliations” that he responded in print, denying “he had derived his knowledge
of Scriptures from a certain Jew of Winterthur, named Moses.™® Zwingli was
charged with secret association with the Jews, but his pamphlet denied what “cer-
tain monks are saying,” namely, that “we have learned at Zurich all our knowledge
of the Divine Word from the Jews.””° Being stigmatized as a Half-Jew or a Judaizer
acting as an agent of the Jews would have cost Zwingli his credibility as a reformer.
So he denied “what has been said,” namely, “that the Jew, Moses of Winterthur,
has openly boasted that he comes to us and teaches us, and that we have repeat-
edly gone to him in secret and that I have received him through a third person.™”
Zwingli, however, admits “It is true that a short time ago in the presence of more
than ten learned and pious men of Zurich, I had conversed with him concerning
certain prophecies in the Old Testament; but all concerning their error, that they
are in misery, since they refuse to accept the Lord Jesus Christ.””

Newman indicates there was good reason that “several of Zwingli’s doctrines
were called ‘Judaic.”” Like Muentzer, Zwingli felt “the history of Israel consti-
tuted the normal standard of Christian life; he also felt that the writings of Moses
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were the most ancient revelation and hence the highest authority.™# Zwingli’s “re-
liance on the Old Testament” had political consequences, just as they had had for
Muentzer, because “Zwingli’s model commonwealth had its roots in the Mosaic
theocracy.” And in practicing “Old Testament theocratic and anti-monarchical
principles, Zwingli,” like Cromwell and Muentzer, “appealed to the examples of
Joshua and Gideon, as he went forth to battle in both the first and second Cappel
wars.”7¢ Zwingli, according to Newman, admitted he learned Hebrew from a Jew,
Andrew Boeschenstein, and that he had debated “the Messianic prophecies” with
Moses of Winterthur. The Catholics, according to Newman, correctly asserted
Zwingli “not only inclined towards the Jewish Old Testament, but also had direct
relations with local Jews.”” The issue died when Zwingli died on the battlefield of
Cappel, but the suspicion that the Protestants were demi-Jews collaborating with
the Jews in their destruction of the Catholic Church never went away because
there was too much evidence—iconoclasm, devotion to Hebrew scriptures, Old
Testament prooftexting, and Unitarian attacks on the Trinity—to support it.

By Easter 1525 the Peasant Revolt was no longer a threat; it was a reality. The
sporadic looting of Church property had become a concerted effort to topple
princes from their thrones and put the sword-bearing, Bible-citing masses in their
place. The peasant uprising began on the Upper Rhine and spread like a fire driven
by a strong wind. One by one the castles and monasteries in the path of the ma-
rauding peasant horde went up in flames after their stores were looted to swell the
revolutionaries’ coffers.

Luther visited the war theater and witnessed the anarchy first hand. We can
imagine him railing at the peasants he had indirectly inspired, and them laughing
at his words as they marched off to plunder another monastery. If Luther had any
qualms, they were repressed when he wrote his tract urging the princes to slaugh-
ter the murderous thieving peasant hordes. The man who strangles the revolu-
tionary is doing a good deed in God’s eyes:

Because when it comes to revolutionaries, every man is both judge and execu-

tioner, just as when a fire breaks out, the first man to get there and put it out is

the best man for the job. I say this because revolution is not an evil like murder,

rather it is like a raging conflagration, something that burns an entire country

to the ground and lays everything to waste in its path. Revolution brings in its

wake a land full of murder and bloodshed, and it makes widows and orphans

and destroys everything in its path like the worst evil imaginable. As a result ev-

eryone who is able should go on the attack and strangle and stab, either openly or

clandestinely, with just one consideration in mind, namely, that there is nothing
more poisonous, pathological or diabolical than a revolutionary. It’s the same as
when you have to slaughter a mad dog. If you don’t kill him, he will kill you and,

on top of that, will take your entire country with you when you go.”®

Many princes were intimidated by the mob and by the fact that the old or-
der seemed fated to change. Frederick the Wise witnessed the devastation from
his deathbed and was overcome by an eerie lassitude. “May God turn his wrath
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from us,” he prayed. But then, as if resigned to the inevitable, added, “if God wills
it, it will turn out that the common man will rule.”” Many nobles went over to
the revolutionaries to preserve what they had and to augment it in the sacking of
monasteries. The Count of Stolberg, birthplace of Muentzer, submitted to the reb-
els without a fight. The Counts of Schwarzburg and Hohnstein did the same, relin-
quishing their aristocratic titles and becoming “brother” revolutionaries, much as
the Duc d’Orleans would do two and half centuries later when he became known
as Philip Egalite. Their castles were handed over to the peasants, who graciously
compensated them by giving them confiscated church property in exchange.

Thomas Muentzer expressed his euphoria in the many letters he wrote urg-
ing his followers to join in the upheaval. “The whole of Germany, France, Italy
is awake,” Muentzer wrote to his former congregation in Allstedt. “The master
wants to set the game in motion; the evil-doers are for it. At Fulda, four abbeys
were laid waste during Easter Week, the peasants in the Klettgau and the Hegau in
the Black Forest have risen, three thousand strong, and the size of the peasant host
is growing all the time.”* Muentzer admonished the Allstedters to fight the Lord’s
battle by joining with the miners from Mansfeld and the peasants in neighboring
towns and villages. “Go to it,” he continued. “Go to it while the fire is hot! Don’t let
your sword grow cold, don’t let it hang down limply! Hammer away ding-dong on
the anvils of Nimrod, cast down their tower to the ground.”® Muentzer regarded
Nimrod, according to one commentator, “not only as the first builder of cities but
as the originator of private property and class distinctions.”*

When he addressed the League at Allstedt in April 1525, Muentzer, as a Catho-
lic priest, knew that he had to go against the Catholic grain by reminding his flock
“do not be merciful.* The only way he could make this anti-Christian injunction
plausible was by invoking the Old Testament:

Do not be merciful, even though Esau offers you good words, Genesis 33:4. Pay

no heed to the lamentations of the godless. They will bid you in a friendly man-

ner [for mercy], cry and plead like children. Do no let yourselves be merciful, as

God commanded through Moses, Deuteronomy 7: 1-5. And God has revealed the

same thing to us. Stir up the villages and cities, and especially the miners with

other good fellows who would be good for our cause. We must sleep no longer....

The peasants of Eisfeld have taken up arms against their lords, and shortly, they

will show them no mercy. May events of this kind be an example for you. You

must go at them, at them. The time is here.... Pass this letter on to the miners....

At them, at them while the fire is hot! Do not let your sword get cold, do not

let your arms go lame! Strike—cling, clang!—on the anvils of Nimrod. Throw

their towers to the ground.... God leads you—follow, follow! The story is already

written—Matthew 24, Ezekiel 34, Daniel 74, Ezra 16, Revelation 6—scriptural
passages that are all interpreted by Romans 13.... When Jehosaphat heard these
words he fell down. Do likewise.’®

Ernst Bloch, the 20th Century Marxist, described Muentzer’s exhortation as
“the most impassioned, frenzied manifesto of revolution of all time.™® The ques-
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tion is whether Muentzer was swept away by excitement of the moment or whether
he had abandoned the principles of mystical suffering earlier. Manfred Bensing
says Muentzer became a revolutionary when the peasants revolted; others claim
he had been a revolutionary all along. Either way, Muentzer felt the revolutionary
activity around him vindicated his theological views.

In February 1525, Muentzer surfaced in Fulda during revolutionary distur-
bances in that city. Soon, he was back in Muehlhausen, where he was welcomed
with open arms. On March 17, Muentzer and Pfeiffer organized a coup that de-
posed the city council and put the Eternal Council, made up of the Elect, in its
place. Marching under Muentzer’s rainbow banner, the Eternal Council prepared
to bring on the advent of the Millennium by force of arms. Eerie parallels with the
Taborites continued to emerge. Like Jan Zelivsky, another master at political mo-
bilization of the mob, Muentzer harangued the alliance members assembled out-
side city walls to engage in military exercises, until a captain cut him off and told
him preachers belonged in the pulpit. Like Jan Zelivsky, Muentzer fancied himself
a military leader, an illusion that would have devastating consequences for the
German peasants, just as it had had for the Hussites under Zelivsky. The crowd
for their part discharged the energy which Muentzer had infused into them by
sacking the convent of St. Mary Magdalene when they returned to town. Once the
Eternal Council took over governance of Muehlhausen, Muentzer seemed ready
to spread the gospel of revolution to the rest of Germany.

When word reached the Elect in Muehlhausen that the administrator in Salza
had arrested evangelical preachers and planned to execute them, Muentzer decid-
ed to act. On April 26, Muentzer marched out of town under the rainbow banner
with several hundred men to liberate the preachers, punish the council that had
imprisoned them, and drive the Franciscans from the monasteries. Muentzer’s
exalted state of mind can be inferred from letters he wrote while his army was on
the march and the end of the world seemed imminent. “God,” Muentzer wrote to
the people of Eisenach, “is now moving nearly the whole world to a recognition
of divine truth, and this recognition is also proved with the greatest zeal against
the tyrants as Daniel 7:27 clearly says. There Daniel prophesied that power shall
be given to the common people, which is also indicated in Revelation 11:15—that
Christ shall have jurisdiction over the kingdom of this world.”*¢ The Lord was us-
ing the weak, i.e., Muentzer and his ragtag army of peasants, “to knock the mighty
from their thrones,” as he had used “unlearned people in order to bring about the
ruination of the untrue, treacherous scribes.”®

In a letter of May 12, Muentzer addressed Count Ernst of Mansfeld as, “You
miserable, needy bag of maggots,” asking him “who made you a prince of people
whom God has won with his precious blood?” Then Muentzer informed the count
that he would be “persecuted and annihilated” by Muentzer’s avenging army of
saints. To make this sedition more palatable, Muentzer cast it in the familiar terms
of Old Testament drama. “God,” Muentzer informed Count Ernst, “has hardened
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you like King Pharaoh and like the kings that God wanted to wipe out, Joshua 5
and 11.... In brief, through God’s mighty power, you have been delivered up for
destruction. If you do not want to humble yourself before the little people, then an
eternal shame before all Christendom will fall on your neck and you will become
a martyr for the devil.... So that you also know that we have a strict order about it,
I say: The eternal living God has ordered us to push you from your throne with the
power that has been given us.” The entire Old Testament—here Muentzer listed
“Ezekiel 34:1 and 39:1, Daniel 7:11, Micha 3:1-4,” as well as “Obadiah the prophet
says [Ob 4]” was unanimous “that your lair must be torn apart and smashed to
pieces.™®8 '

On the same day, Muentzer wrote to Count Albrecht of Mansfeld with the
same message, enlivened by invidious references to Muentzer’s archrival Luther:
“Have you not been able to find in your Lutheran grits and your Wittenberg soup
what Ezekiel 37:26-7 prophesies? And have you not been able to taste in your Mar-
tinian manure what the same prophet says later Ezekiel 30:17-20”? Muentzer’s
message was simple. According to his reading of Daniel 7, “God has given power
to the community.” One day later, Muentzer said the same to the people of Erfurt.
“Daniel 7:27” or at least Muentzer’s reading of it, specified “power shall be given to
the common people.” People must be free of tyrants “if the pure word of God is to
dawn.” The people of Erfurt, therefore, should “Help us in every way that you can,
with manpower and artillery, so that we fulfill what God himself has commanded,
Ezekiel 34:25, where he says, ‘T will release you from those who have beaten you
with their tyranny. I will drive the wild animals from your land.”%

Muentzer arrived in Frankenhausen on May 12, and was immediately ac-
cepted by the rebel hordes as their leader; he then acted as judge in a capital case,
condemning three men to death and presiding over their execution. He also began
signing his letters, “Thomas Muentzer with the sword of Gideon.™° This form
of signature indicated more than just turning from the Cross and taking up the
sword in Old Testament judaizing fashion. It also indicated that Muentzer was
increasingly preoccupied with military matters. The size of his army may have
prompted him to associate his fate with Gideon’s: Muentzer arrived at Franken-
hausen at the head of only 300 men and eight mounted guns because of a split over
strategy with Heinrich Pfeiffer. Muentzer wanted to attack Ernst von Mansfeld’s
army with the help of the peasant host already near Frankenhausen. Pfeiffer was
less daring than Muentzer, opting for a more defensive strategy. Pfeiffer wanted
to take advantage of the rich spoils near Eichsfeld. Three hundred years later,
Friedrich Engels claimed Pfeiffer represented “the local narrow-minded class
view of the petty bourgeois™* that betrayed the real revolution represented by
Muentzer and his peasant army.

Pfeiffer had reason to be defensive. Pfeiffer knew their campaign was not go-
ing to consist of a series of easy looting sessions now that the princes had mo-
bilized for war. By 1525, the princes saw the peasants as a serious threat. Instead
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of perceived orderly exploitation from Rome, they were confronted with anarchy
from below. The time had come to end that threat and, with Luther’s blessing,
consolidate power in their own hands to the detriment of the peasants and the
Roman Church. The year 1525 saw a rising crescendo of battles, at the end of which
100,000 peasants would be dead. Around the same time that Muentzer arrived
in Frankenhausen, Luther’s ally, Philip of Hesse, had just crushed the peasants at
Fulda and advanced toward Frankenhausen, arriving on May 14 after an all night
march. Fatigue may have contributed to his defeat in the first skirmish with the
rebels, who numbered about 6,000. The peasants won the first battle, even though
they were numerically far inferior to Philips’ force. Philip, however, had time on
his side; Saxon reinforcements were on their way from Leipzig. The peasants were
unaware of all this; as a result, morale rose in the peasant camp. Gideon might
win this one after all.

When the sun rose on May 15, the situation did not look good for the rebels.
The Saxon troops had arrived, bolstering Philip of Hesse’s army. The miners from
Mansfeld who were supposed to join the rebels had been intercepted and defeated,
depriving Muentzer of much needed reinforcements. Muentzer, the new Gideon,
was both prophet and general, but unaware that the roles might conflict. As their
general, he assembled the peasant horde behind a barricade of battlewagons at
the foot of Kyfhausen, a 470-meter-high hill outside of Frankenhausen. The troop
deployment indicates Muentzer had studied the tactics of Jan Zizka, the great
Hussite general. However, like Jan Zelivsky, Muentzer had not studied diligently
enough to understand the wagons had to be deployed behind trenches at the top
of the hill to have military effect. And, in the 100 years since Zizka, the technology
of war had changed. The army Muentzer faced had artillery.

In his confrontation with Philip of Hesse, Muentzer acted like a prophet, not
a general. Muentzer spread the impression among the rebellious peasants that
God was on their side and that numbers didn’t matter. “Be bold,” he told them,
“and put your trust in God alone, and he will endow your small band with more
strength than you would ever believe.”* Muentzer told them God Himself had
not only assured him of victory, they needn’t fear the artillery of Philip and his
Hessians because he, Thomas Muentzer, would catch their cannon balls in the
sleeves of his cloak and fling them back upon them. God Himself would transform
heaven and earth rather than see his people go down to defeat fighting the god-
less followers of Martin Luther. At the moment Muentzer finished his speech, a
rainbow appeared in the sky. He took it as a sign of imminent success, filling his
followers with courage and enthusiasm.

Their enthusiasm didn’t last long. Philip claimed mendaciously that the peas-
ants could all go home unharmed if they handed Muentzer over to him. Taken in
by pretext, the peasants were lulled into letting the Hessians move dangerously
close to their position. As soon as they were within artillery range, the Hessians
opened fire on the unsuspecting peasants. Muentzer caught no cannonballs in
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the sleeves of his cloak. The peasants broke from behind their battlewagons and
fled in panic across the open fields, where they were easy prey for Philip’s heavy
cavalry. In the ensuing slaughter, Philip of Hesse’s troops slaughtered more than
6,000 peasants, losing only six of their own men. Blood flowed through the alleys
of Frankenhausen, where the terrified peasants sought refuge, along with their
leader, who was found cowering under a bed.

Muentzer was taken in chains to Count Ernst of Mansfeld’s castle where he
was interrogated and tortured. In a confession dated May 16, 1525, one day after
he was captured, Muentzer admitted that in the Klettgau and Hegau regions, he
had advanced propositions on how one should rule according to the gospel, but
he insisted he was not responsible for the insurrections there because they were
already in open rebellion. He preached to the people there not to incite them to re-
bellion, he insisted, but because Oecolampadius and Hugowaldus had asked him
to. Lest they not believe him, the princes should consult the letters those two men
had written to him, which could be found in a bag still in his wife’s possession in
Muehlhausen.

Under torture, Muentzer confessed that if he had captured the castle of Hel-
drungen, where he was being interrogated, he would have beheaded Count Ernst.
Under torture, he claimed he began the rebellion so all Christians would be equal
because he wanted to establish the fundamental principle “All property should be
held in common.” Princes who disagreed “should be beheaded or hanged.”s*

Muentzer also justified his role in the execution of three prisoners by claim-
ing he was carrying out “divine justice.” George of Saxony urged him to repent for
breaking his vow of celibacy. Perhaps in response, Muentzer asked that his wife
and child not suffer and that they be allowed to keep his possessions. Philip of
Hesse tried to engage Muentzer in theological disputes, and to get him to disavow
the Old Testament as a suitable basis for political authority. Muentzer “refused
to make the expected confession, and instead with his last strength, he urged the
princes to burden the poor people no more, and to immerse themselves in the Old
Testament Books of Kings in order to learn how the office of rulership could be
held in a manner pleasing to God.™* So, in political matters, Muentzer remained
impenitent to the end. Some insisted the rest of his confession and retractions
were ambiguous, but his last words, spoken “at Heldrungen in my prison and at
the end of my life. May 17, 15257 seem clear: “I wish to express this now, as my last
words, with which I want to remove the burden from my soul, so that no further
rebellion take place and so that no more innocent blood is shed.™”

Heinrich Pfeiffer had left before the battle with a troop of 300 men and tried
to break through the princes’ lines to link up with rebel troops in Franconia, but
he was captured near Eisenach and brought back to Muehlhausen, which had sur-
rendered without a fight on May 25. On May 27, 1525, Muentzer and Pfeiffer were
decapitated outside the walls of Muehlhausen. Christ, not Gideon had the last
word. Those who lived by the sword died by it. Muentzer’s early claim that, if
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anyone could prove him wrong, he “deserved to have his head chopped off,”* was
apparently fulfilled. The heads of Muentzer and Pfeiffer were impaled on one set
of poles, their bodies on another set. Muehlhausen endured draconian sanctions,
from which it never recovered economically. The warning was clear. Those who
took the sword into their own hands would die by the sword wielded ruthlessly by
princes justified by Luther.

But other warnings were necessary too. Luther had ripped Scripture from
its matrix in the Church and turned Scripture into an instrument of revolution.
If there were no court of final appeal in the magisterium of the Church, who was
to tell Muentzer he was wrong when he claimed scripture and private revelation
justified revolution? The Lutheran insistence on the absolute power of the princes
created the notion they were above the moral law and contributed directly to the
rise of absolutism and, indirectly, to the rise of totalitarianism. The dialectic of
revolution was sure to continue despite the use of Muentzer’s impaled head as a
terrible deterrent against taking up the sword.

Muentzer’s death insured a tradition of political repression, which, paradoxi-
cally, kept his memory and the hope of revolution alive long after the Anabaptist
communities had abandoned revolutionary activity. Muentzer’s martyrdom in-
sured, in the words of Friedrich Engels, “The German people, too, [would] have
their revolutionary tradition.”™® When the communists took over Thuringia in
the wake of World War II, they renamed Muehlhausen Thomas Muentzer-Stadt
to prove, again in Engels’ words, that “There was a time when Germany produced
characters who could match the best men in the revolutions of other countries,
when German people displayed an endurance and vigor, which would in a more
centralized nation have yielded the most magnificent results, and when German
peasants and plebeians were full of ideas and plans that often made their descen-
dants shudder.™° As Heinrich Heine would make clear, that revolutionary shud-
der began with the Reformation. “It seems to me that a methodical people like the
Germans had to begin its philosophical preoccupations with the reformation and
that they could only bring them to completion by going over to revolution.”™*

Less than ten years after Muentzer’s death, revolution broke out again, at the
opposite end of the Germanies, fueled by Muentzer’s example and his judaizing
Old Testament theology.
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Chapter Nine
The Anabaptist Rebellion

ster, felt the events were foretold by celestial warnings years in advance.

On October 11, 1527, at four a.m., a marvelous sign appeared in the heav-
ens. All across northern Europe men said they saw a bent arm holding in its hand
a two-edged sword, on either side of which dark stars were arrayed. At the sword’s
point a larger and brighter star was visible. Then in the clouds on either side of
the two-edged sword, men saw bloody swords mixed with decapitated heads. The
vision caused great distress and consternation. Kerssenbroick said many who saw
it went mad.

That madness was reflected in Germany during the 1520s. The Peasants’ War
followed close on the heels of Luther’s break with Rome, reaching its bloody con-
clusion in 1525. Two years after the vision of the bloody sword, a disease known as
the English Sweats swept the Germanies, presaging, in Kerssenbroick’s words, “a
horrible catastrophe among men.™ Also in 1529, Holy Roman Emperor Charles V
became concerned about the spread of a heresy that denied baptism to infants and
s0, in an age of high infant mortality, denied many children the beatific vision.
Concerned that the sect of rebaptizers, known in Germany as the Wiedertauef-
fer and in England as the Anabaptists, was spreading heresy and insurrection,
Charles ordered their extermination. The princes, recognizing the revolutionary
consequences of Anabaptist religious beliefs, obliged. Henry VIII burned a dozen
Anabaptists at the stake in England. Luther detested the Anabaptists and urged
the German princes to follow Henry’s example.

Luther saw the connection between his erstwhile disciple Thomas Muentzer
and the Anabaptists and, because the connection was apparent to others too, dis-
tanced himself from the Anabaptists by the vehemence of his denunciation. The
Anabaptists, according to Luther, had abandoned Christian doctrine, and had ar-
rogated to themselves the power of the sword that rightly belonged to magistrates
alone. They used religious enthusiasm to spread sedition and revolution wherever
they gained a foothold, just as the whoring, thieving spawn of Muentzer had. Even
Zwingli, a judaizing political revolutionary without qualms about taking up the
sword, denounced them too. Even though many Anabaptists claimed to be paci-
fists, when Zwingli died in 1531 the Anabaptists were the cutting edge of the revo-
lutionary upheaval sweeping central Europe under the banner of reformation.

By 1530, the main focus of Anabaptist activity was the low countries of the
north, especially the Westphalian city of Muenster. Perhaps it was the similarity
in the names Muentzer and Muenster, but Muenster became inextricably linked
in the popular mind with the Peasant Rebellion that Muentzer orchestrated in

I I ermann Kerssenbroick, who witnessed the Anabaptist Rebellion in Muen-
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Thuringia five years before. Contemporary doggerel reinforced the connection:
“The crowd from Muenster hoped for renown/By bringing the peasants into their
town.™

Ditties like this were passed around by word of mouth and by the rudimen-
tary broadsheets and newspapers that were the second fruits of the invention
of the printing press. The first fruit was political unrest, due to publication of
Luther’s translation of the Bible. The anonymous author of the “Newe Zeitung,
die Wiedertaueffer zu Muenster belangend,” emphasized the connection between
Muenster and Muentzer: “Since the Muensterites abandoned God’s word ... God
afflicted them with grave errors and lust.... Thomas Muentzer tried to do the same
with the help of his rebellious peasants and perished miserably. The political
stakes and dangers were much higher in the 1530s than in the 1520s. All of the
wickedness of the Bohemian Taborites which Muenster had brought into south-
ern German speaking lands burst forth much more virulently and threatened to
spread through the north and to drag into chaos over a thousand years of patiently
erected social order.

In 1525, the revolutionary fervor of the Peasant Revolt arrived in Muenster,
whose name derived from the Latin word for monastery, and which had been
a bishopric since 805, i.e., for roughly half of the life of the Catholic Church. As
elsewhere, the monasteries were the focus of the ire of the reformers, who played
on the resentments of the common man. The numerous churches, convents and
monasteries paid no property taxes to the city. And the monasteries and convents
ran their own businesses in this town of slightly more than 9,000, with monks and
nuns working at looms producing cloth and tapestries that competed with the lay-
men in the same business who had to pay taxes and provide for their families.

Facing rebellion spreading to Muenster from the south, Prince Bishop Fred-
erich von Wiede granted the city unprecedented independence from Church au-
thority. After the disturbances of 1525, Muenster was ruled by a council of 24, two
of whom functioned as co-mayors. In 1532, the guilds, full of resentment at the
monasteries, placed their candidates on the town council and then forced them to
install Lutheran preachers in the town’s churches. As word spread that the unvar-
nished Gospel was being preached there, Muenster became a magnet for the disaf-
fected. Unruly monks and nuns as well as “the propertyless, the uprooted and the
failures™ converged on Muenster. Freedom was the magic word which drew “the
Dutch and the Frisians and scoundrels from all parts who had never settled any-
where: they flocked to Muenster and collected there,” bringing with them “fugi-
tives, exiles, criminals” and “people who having run through the fortunes of their
parents were earning nothing by their own industry ... growing weary of poverty,
they thought of plundering and robbing the clergy and the higher Burghers.™
Cohn emphasizes economic factors, claiming the collapse of the cloth industry
in Flanders had sent the weavers to Holland2, “which now contained the greatest
concentration of insecure and harassed proletarians.... it was amongst such people
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that Anabaptism flourished in its most militant and crudely chiliastic form; and
it was such people who now streamed into Muenster.” Emphazising economic
causes, Cohn ignores the leadership role which rebellious, judaizing priests played
in the movement and the fact that a Catholic priest infected with messianic poli-
tics through exposure to a distorted Old Testament brought revolutionary chaos
to Muenster.

By the early 1530s, Bernard Rothmann (or Rottman) was an itinerant preacher
who brought political unrest wherever he preached. Like Muentzer, Rothmann
began his revolutionary career as an “earnest intellectual who had studied with
the great Melanchthon, Luther’s disciple.”” Rothmann began preaching in Muen-
ster without permission of the bishop or any other ecclesial authority and soon
gained a following because of his fiery sermons. The bishop, as a result, asked the
town council to expel him. Rothmann’s uncle evidently agreed with the bishop’s
assessment, giving his nephew a bag of gold coins and sending him in 1530 for
instruction in Cologne, a bastion of Catholic orthodoxy. Rothmann never arrived
in Cologne. When he returned to Muenster one year later, he proclaimed he was
no longer a Catholic priest but rather a confirmed Lutheran who planned to put
Lutheran doctrines into effect in the town’s churches. He soon led a mob to St.
Mauritz Church, his former parish, and goaded them into an orgy of iconoclasm.
The elaborate wooden altar was toppled, smashed into splinters, and then dragged
into the church courtyard, where it was set on fire along with the paintings of the
Blessed Virgin that the mob had torn from the church’s walls. The sacred vessels
of silver were crushed or melted down for secular use. Rothmann soon expanded
his ministry to other churches with similar results. He preached at the Overwater
Church Convent that it would soon crumble and fall into the River Aa, which ran
through town. He also told the nuns they had to abandon their vows of celibacy,
as he had evidently done. “You must have men; you must marry; you must bear
children,” Rothmann told the nuns because “the Heavenly Father has also favored
me with a direct and special revelation to the same effect.” When the collapse of
the convent did not occur when he predicted, Rothmann’s stature remained undi-
minished because he was preaching a gospel many nuns were avid to hear.

Unsurprisingly, the bishop continued to pressure the town council to expel
Rothmann. The town council continued to ignore the bishop, primarily because
Rothmann had gained the ear of one of the town’s most influential businessmen, a
cloth merchant by the name of Bernard Knipperdolling, who was no friend of the
bishop. A few years earlier, Bishop von Wied had Knipperdolling kidnapped while
on a business trip and held him prisoner for six months until he was ransomed.
During his imprisonment, Knipperdolling became permanently crippled when
his feet were forced into iron boots, crushing his toes.

Rothmann eventually published his “Confession” with the help of Knip-
perdolling, who had set up a printing press in the basement of his house on the
market square in Muenster. Rothmann would become the Goebbels of Muenster,
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making use of the new communications technology, publishing fliers and pam-
phlets explaining the Anabaptist cause, leading like-minded Dutchmen to pour
into Muenster to cast their lot with the revolutionary movement. According to
Rothmann’s Confession, “the so-called Mass” wasn’t a sacrifice, but rather “a sign
of the true sacrifice.” Similarly, Christians did not have to do penance because
Christ perfected and sanctified them by his perfect sacrifice once and for all. The
fires of purgatory, “about which one is told that they cleanse the departed from
the remnants of sin,” was nothing more than a “godless invention.™ There is only
one intermediary between God and man, and that is “the man Jesus Christ.” So
anyone who prays to “dead saints,” or invokes them as “guardian gods,” denies the
Christian fajth.»

Certain political consequences flowed from this theology, according to Roth-
mann, no matter how much Luther and Melanchthon denied it. Rothmann con-
ceded “man owes secular authority respect and obedience.” But “as soon as the
commands” of the secular authorities “no longer coincide with the word of God,
we are no longer bound to follow them.™ Kerssenbroick claims Rothmann’s Con-
fession meant “all power on earth now rested with Demos.™ Since self-empowered
preachers like Rothmann were now the definitive explicators of the word of God,
neither the common man nor the princes held any real power in this world, or, if
they did hold power, it was only at the pleasure of ex-priests like Rothmann. As
in Prague over one hundred years earlier, political power was exercised by clever
preachers like Rothmann and Jan Zelivsky, who knew how to manipulate the mob
to achieve political results.

As in Prague, so in Muenster. The effects were not long in coming, and they
were invariably destructive. Luther had compared revolution to a fire which each
Christian had the duty to extinguish. Kerssenbroick watched the fire of rebel-
lion spread through Muenster, with Rothmann’s incendiary sermons spreading
destruction wherever he preached. “And so it came to pass,” Kerssenbroick wrote
of Rothmann, “that this evil, like a fire, grew steadily and consumed everything
in its path.... Since the magistrates refused to punish the rebels in our city and put
an end to their predations, they went from vice to vice, rage to rage, from outrage
to outrage, forward step by step, until they finally reached the point of Revolu-
tion.™

By February 1532, Muenster had become a Protestant town on a political tra-
jectory that was leading it willy nilly from Lutheranism to Anabaptism and politi-
cal revolution. In that month, a group of prominent citizens met in Knipperdoll-
ing’s house and signed a pact, which in Arthur’s words, “seems to foreshadow the
American Founding Fathers’ words two centuries later.”™ In the pact, Muenster’s
Lutheran elite “swore to devote their personal fortunes, their reputations and even
their lives to the cause of freedom from oppression that Rothmann now symbol-
ized for them.™s
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Egged on by Rothmann’s incendiary sermons, the mob, largely “foreigners”
from Holland and Friesland, many of whom were renegade monks and nuns,
broke into St. Lambert’s church and claimed it for their charismatic leader who
did not have a church of his own. Rothmann commandeered the pulpit to preach
“evangelical freedom” and the abolition of idol worship which so enflamed his au-
dience that “they broke into all of the parish churches in Muenster and destroyed
the chalices and other sacred vessels used during the Mass, ripped down the cur-
tains before the altar, destroyed paintings, and stole all of the churches’ treasures,
profaning all holy things and holding nothing for holy which did not correspond
to Rothmann’s teachings.™ The desacralization of the Mass and the vessels associ-
ated with it led, in Kerssenbroick’s eyes, to “turning the Republic upside down,™®
his term for Revolution.

Huge fires consumed wax votive candles, priestly vestments, paintings and
tapestries. A massive book burning took place in the market square: Latin bibles,
devotional texts, as well as secular works from personal libraries—the philosophi-
cal works of Boethius and Thomas Aquinas, the poetry of Horace and Chaucer,
and the engravings of Heinrich Aldgrever and the paintings of Ludger tom Ring
... all fed the swirling flames.”

When Bishop Friedrich, the Count of Wied, saw “these evils were going to
spread unpunished throughout the town,” he considered it “more advantageous to
renounce his episcopal dignity,” as Kerssenbroick puts it, “than to come to grips
with the situation, quell the dangerous unrest, and to tame the authors of the al-
ready mentioned unrest.” So Bishop Friedrich von Wied sold the bishopric and
the income which accrued from it and retired to Cologne.

Perhaps Bishop Friedrich invoked the ancient disclaimer “Caveat emptor”
when he sold Muenster. If not, he should have. Muenster would be a devilish trial
and monstrous expense for his successor. The buyer of the bishopric, was another
Prince Bishop, Franz von Waldeck, who did not observe the vow of celibacy be-
cause he was not a priest. Nor did he practice the virtue of chastity. Von Waldeck
had fathered an illegitimate son by a mistress. If he had any religious sympathies,
they were those of his kinsman Philip of Hesse, who had crushed the Peasant Re-
volt in 1525. Philip, like Franz von Waldeck, was a strong believer in law and order,
as long as it was his law and his order. As a leading Anabaptists would note, Philip
differed from the Anabaptists only because the power of his armies imposed not
law but the will of the sovereign over the chaos which Lutheran principles, ulti-
mately, yet invariably, engendered.

Knipperdolling and Rothmann soon challenged the new Prince-Bishop by
banning the Catholic Mass, a gesture of theological effrontery tantamount to an
act of war. They also proscribed receiving communion, prayers for the dead, the
use of Latin, the “worship” of Mary, “smearing oil” on the dying, and other in-
stances of “disgusting idolatry.™ Knipperdolling appointed an armed guard to
protect Rothmann from attempts the bishop might make to arrest him. In place of
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the Mass, Rothmann instituted the feast of fools, a religious service with disturb-
ing similarities to the festus fatuorum celebrated during Carnival, when the world
was turned upside-down. Like similar services in Prague under Jan Zelivsky,
renegade monks and nuns would smear excrement on sacred vessels and images,
proving, Rothmann would later explain to the mob, that the Mass was a worth-
less empty ritual, especially compared to the drinking and singing and carousing
Rothmann’s service provided as its substitute. After Muenster had overthrown
the bishop and installed its own “tailor king,” to use Luther’s term, Rothmann
would conduct similar services in the town’s ruined Cathedral. Mass would begin
with the mob desecrating the altar by throwing things like cats’ heads, dead rats,
and horses hooves onto it, followed by a blasphemous play during which “monks”
would lift their robes and fart in unison, followed by Rothmann’s explanation:
“Dear brothers and sisters, all the Masses in the world are exactly as holy and
sanctified as the one you have just seen.”™ Kerssenbroick felt all the “poisonous
beliefs that had been festering” in Rothmann’s soul finally broke out in series of
frenzied denunciations of the Catholic Church,” which included “disparaging ref-
erence to infant baptism and to the holding of private property.™

The town council, which was Lutheran, considered Rothmann and Knipper-
dolling their own, but both had secretly converted to the religion of the Anabap-
tists. Knipperdolling had been secretly re-baptized by the Elijah from Leyden, the
semi-literate baker Jan Matthias (or Matthys), who had in turn been re-baptized by
Melchior Hoffmann, one of the founders of Anabaptism. Hoffmann, like many of
his disciples, had first been a Lutheran. He soon became a disciple of Zwingli and
then he became “the Anabaptist apostle of the north.” In 1533, Hoffmann ended up
in Strasbourg, where he predicted the imminent end of the world and was thrown
into prison. Hoffmann spent the next (and final) ten years of his life in a cagein a
tower of the town. Deprived of their leader, Hoffmann’s followers changed the site
of the imminent second coming from Strasbourg to Muenster.

Hoffmann’s mantle as the Elijah of the last days fell to the new Elijah of the
North, Jan Matthias, who re-baptized Knipperdolling and who would soon pre-
side in Muenster over the arrival of the Millennium. During the late 1520s or early
1530s, Matthias received a new revelation from the Lord informing him that Hoff-
mann was wrong in advocating pacifism. The Anabaptists were no longer to turn
the other cheek. Now they were to take up the sword and usher in the Millennium,
with Jehovah and his Old Testament prophets and warrior kings as their model.
Thousands of disaffected proletarians, weavers, and monks responded to his call
to arms and streamed into Muenster.

Luther and Melanchthon thought Rothmann was mentally unstable.
Melanchthon, Luther’s colleague and Rothmann’s erstwhile mentor, felt the Ana-
baptists were thieves and murderers and should be treated accordingly. “The kings
of the Old Testament, not only the Jewish kings but also the converted heathen
kings, judged and killed the false prophets and unbelievers. Such examples show
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the proper office of princes .... it is plain that the worldly government is bound to
drive away blasphemy, false doctrine, and heresies, and to punish those who hold
to these things. This sect of Anabaptists is from the devil.”

The Anabaptist willingness to take up the sword of insurrection led Melanch-
thon to consider them murderers because “like murderers, they intended to sub-
due the land with the sword.™ The Lutherans suspected the Anabaptists were
manipulating the passions of the disaffected to achieve political ends. Melanch-
thon accused them of carrying on all kinds of fornication, “thus revealing their
true sprit.»* Melanchthon failed to mention the similarities between what he and
Rothmann preached. One of the greatest was their shared emphasis on Sola Scrip-
tura. Luther had translated the Bible into German in 1522. After ten years of inten-
sive promotion and distribution in the German speaking lands, the Bible as the
text which needed no Church to interpret it was having demonstrable political ef-
fects, although not the ones anticipated by Luther and Melanchthon. According to
the conventional wisdom, the Bible freed from the Church’s hegemony led to in-
dependent thinking. “When Luther translated the Latin bible into everyday Ger-
man,” Arthur tells us, “he released millions from dependence on the priests for
their instruction.” In reality, Luther’s translation led to judaizing, even though
Luther was urging the German princes to confiscate the property of the Jews and
subject them to forced labor.

“The inevitable result of millions of people being encouraged to think for
themselves,” Arthur continues, “was resistance to arbitrary authority.™® This
was certainly not true in Muenster, where the principle of Sola Scriptura led very
quickly to imposition of the most arbitrary and tyrannical authority imaginable,
namely, the disordered passions of bakers, tailors, and renegade monks. Luther
and Melanchthon were horrified by what they saw in Muenster because events
there showed the inadequacy of the idea that the Bible could interpret itself. The
new hermeneutic of Biblical interpretation in Muenster was an elaborate ratio-
nalization, according to which first the lust and then the power of the interpreter
became synonymous with the truth. It was an idea Nietzsche proposed two and
a half-centuries later when he deconstructed Protestant exegesis into the will to
power.

Sola Scriptura led first to judaizing and then to revolution for reasons which
become clear upon reflection. Luther used rabbis to construct his text, and that
text was, therefore, skewed in favor of judaizing. Beyond that, when the average
man read the Bible with the admonition that he has the power to interpret it un-
aided by pope, priest, or council, certain things were obvious to him. First, he did
not find the word “Trinity” in it. Secondly, he realized the Old Testament stories of
Hebrews taking numerous wives and exterminating their enemies far outnumber
the texts of the New Testament containing the admonitions of Christ. By sheer
weight alone, the unsuspecting reader was led to judaizing unless corrected by a
larger more powerful tradition. And Luther had discredited that larger tradition,
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no matter how much he hated the interpretations of those who invoked his name
as a justification for their messianic politics. Bernard Rothmann, like Muentzer
before him, was a pupil of Luther who took Luther’s principles to their logical
conclusion, even if Luther felt they were unwarranted. The best example of the law
of unintended consequences came from the Lutheran doctrine of Sola Scriptura.
Luther went out of his way to give the princes who supported him all temporal
power, but Sola Scriptura invariably led to judaizing, and from judaizing it invari-
ably led to revolution.

By 1532, the Emperor Charles V was hearing troubling reports about Muen-
ster even in far away Regensburg. As a result, he ordered von Waldeck to do some-
thing. In October 1532, von Waldeck imposed a blockade on the city. As part of
that blockade, he captured local cattle merchants who were driving a herd of oxen
to market, confiscating the animals and holding the men in contempt of his block-
ade. Von Waldeck’s actions inflamed local opinion against him. In retaliation, the
rebels in Muenster raided the Bishop’s castle in nearby Telgte, capturing some of
the bishop’s men, who could then be used to ransom the cattle merchants. In Feb-
ruary 1533, after acrimonious back and forth, a settlement was signed; the bishop
agreed to lift the blockade and the citizens of Muenster agreed to stop harassing
the city’s Catholics, to silence Rothmann and his associates, and to proclaim the
traditional oath of submission to the bishop in May.

The agreement was never implemented. Thousands of newcomers flooded the
city as a result of reading Rothmann’s sermons, printed as pamphlets in Knipper-
dolling’s basement. As the radicals arrived in greater numbers, the beleaguered
Catholics left, radicalizing the town still further. Rothmann railed against private
property in his pamphlets and encouraged immigration by hinting Muenster was
willing to share its riches with anyone who came and proclaimed himself a mem-
ber of the company of Christ. Since those who left were not allowed to take their
property, there was, at least at the beginning, enough material wealth to satisfy the
needs, if not the desires, of the newly arrived revolutionaries, who in turn spread
Muenster’s fame as the New Jerusalem.

Months earlier, von Waldeck had warned the city council that “out of their
own volition and without a proper Christian calling, quite a few vagabonds and
wandering unknown fellows have penetrated our city of Muenster in order to in-
cite the common man with their seductive and seditious teachings,™ not to men-
tion with their increasing bold and defiant criminal activity. Shortly after von
Waldeck’s warning, the newly arrived radical preachers began organizing public
baptisms on a large scale. One of those preachers was a tailor’s apprentice from
nearby Leyden, Jan Bockelson (or Beukelcz or Bokelzoon), known as Jan of Ley-
den. Bokelzoon had run an inn; some claimed he had been involved in prostitu-
tion. He had heard the dawning of the millennium would take place in Muenster,
whence he had come to baptize the already baptized. During one week at the end
of 1533, 1,400 Catholics were re-baptized into the revolutionary faith. Bokelzoon
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had been re-baptized by Jan Matthys, who had commissioned him to go to Muen-
ster. Together they would take up the sword and prepare the way for the Mille-
nium by turning Muenster into the New Jerusalem.

Overwater Church Convent was greatly affected by the migration of new-
comers. Forced to take in renegade nuns from all over Holland, Abbess Ida von
Merveldt noticed the newcomers were corrupting the nuns under her charge.
They were, she wrote to the bishop, becoming more and more difficult, refusing to
follow the rubrics of the traditional services, insisting on singing the new hymns
in German, refusing to wear their habits, and making life in the convent unbear-
able because of their disobedience. When Bokelzoon and the itinerant preach-
ers arrived in Muenster, many nuns of the Overwater Church Convent presented
themselves for re-baptism, to Ida von Mervelt’s chagrin.

In January 1534, the mob, which contained many re-baptized nuns from the
Overwater Convent, stormed St. Lambert’s Church and claimed it for Rothmann.
When the women were rebuked by the city councilors, they drove those who re-
buked them back inside the city hall under a hail of pig and cow manure. Roth-
mann returned to Overwater Church Convent to preach on February 6. Rothmann
had previously preached there, urging the nuns to violate their vow of celibacy and
claiming the convent would fall into the river if they didn’t. Since the date for
the doom of the convent had come and gone, Rothmann began his remarks by
claiming the predicted catastrophe was averted because the nuns “had seen the er-
rors of their ways, causing God to be merciful.** The Anabaptists were resolutely
Adventist, predicting the day and the hour when the world would end, and then
re-interpreting in a suitably spiritual manner when it did not.

On February 8, Bokelzoon received a vision from the Lord announcing that
Muenster had become the New Jerusalem. He ran naked through the streets of
Muenster announcing that vision to the town’s inhabitants, calling them to repen-
tance. Soon the town’s population, swollen with renegade monks and nuns who
had put off their habits and taken on the new baptism, began to imitate Bokel-
zoon. The liberated nuns had visions of the coming apocalypse so intense that
they would tear off their clothes and roll around in mud and dung, frothing at the
mouth, screaming the end times had finally arrived.

The Anabaptists received unwitting assistance from Charles V and his Span-
ish troops in the Netherlands, whose severity in dealing with the new heresy drove
many from their homes. If the severity of the Spanish troops was the stick, then
Rothmann’s Flugschriften, printed in Knipperdolling’s basement, was the carrot.
Rothmann portrayed Muenster as the new Promised Land, whose prosperity was
based on the abolition of private property; all shared equally in the town’s wealth.
There was food and clothing for all in Muenster, and if that weren’t incentive
enough to abandon the old life in Egypt, there were the warnings about the com-
ing times of tribulation. “No one should neglect to go along and thus tempt God
to punish him, because there is an insurrection all over the world. As it is written
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in Jeremiah 51:6, the Lord decrees that every man must flee out of Babylon and
deliver his soul, for this is the time of the Lord’s vengeance. I do not simply tell you
this,” Rothmann continued, “but command you in the name of the Lord to obey.”™
If a man’s wife and family were unpersuaded by the new gospel, the man should
leave them behind to perish in the coming conflagration.

Subsequent behavior indicated that Rothmann and his messengers were get-
ting the message out. On February 10, seven men and seven women tore off their
clothes and, “having put the old Adam aside™ as Hoffmann had instructed, ran
naked through Amsterdam. Arrested and thrown into jail, they persuaded their
fellow inmates to throw off their clothes too. The need for clothing resulted from
Adam’s sin. Those who wore no clothes were saying Original Sin had been elimi-

nated. The 14 who shed their clothes in Amsterdam were soon executed, but their
" beliefs spread through Holland as a result of Rothmann’s pamphlets and the Newe
Zeitungen or New Newspaper that reported on the bizarre behavior in Muenster.
The incident repeated itself on March 22, with the same results for the Anabap-
tists, who this time marched through the streets bearing swords. By the time these
Anabaptists were executed, thousands of like-minded Dutchmen had responded
to a secret letter Matthys had signed as Emmanuel, urging the faithful to converge
on Hasselt to embark for Muenster. The 15,000 pilgrims who heeded the call and
converged on Hasselt were dispersed by Spanish troops and sent home. One hun-
dred of their leaders were executed.

Among those migrants who got through was Jan Matthys, the Anabaptist
Elijah, who had arrived in Muenster in February, preceded by Bokelzoon and ac-
companied by his ex-Carmelite nun concubine, the beautiful Divara, a woman 20
years his junior, who invariably accompanied him as he stalked the streets of the
New Jerusalem, uttering dire visions of death by the sword. At some point during
the turmoil leading up the last days, Matthys had abandoned the pacifism of Mel-
chior Hoffmann and had become an avid proponent of armed insurrection, in the
typically Judaizing fashion of those, like his predecessor Thomas Muentzer, who
saw themselves as Old Testament prophets wielding the sword of Gideon. Once
Matthys joined forces with Bokelzoon, Rothmann, and Knipperdolling, political
power effectively transferred from the city council, then negotiating a settlement
with the bishop, to the charismatic preachers who could manipulate the mob to
intimidate the council into doing its bidding.

On the evening of February 9 and 10, the mob, whipped into a threatening
frenzy by Bokelzoon, Matthys, and Rothmann, forced the city council to support
its cause, a result the mob took as divine vindication of their efforts. Matthys now
was effectively in charge of the theocratic state whose advent he had predicted in
his sermons. Re-baptism had replaced the civic oath as the basis for citizenship in
the New Jerusalem.

In late February, the mob forced election of a new city council, forcing the Lu-
theran and Catholic moderates who had negotiated the agreement with the bishop
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out of government and eventually out of town. Knipperdolling was elected mayor
and shared power with Matthys and Bokelzoon, with Rothmann acting as their
minister of propaganda. Four days later Matthys fell face first into the muddy
slush in front of Muenster’s Cathedral. When he regained consciousness and arose
from the muck, revived from his trance, it was with a new vision for the New Je-
rusalem. “Drive away the sons of Esau,” the told his followers Matthys ordered
the council to expel all unbelievers from town. Matthys’ followers then went house
to house, routing those who refused re-baptism from their hiding places and as-
sembling them in the market place, exposed without proper clothing, for their
imminent expulsion. Those who were about to be expelled had their possessions
plundered to swell the coffers of the city, which could now use their confiscated
wealth to maintain newly arrived revolutionaries. Kerssenbroick, who was among
those expelled, described women who “carried their naked nursing babies and
begged in vain for rags to clothe them in.»* Other women, “driven from their
maternity beds, gave birth in the streets. Miserable children, barefoot in the snow,
whimpered beside their fathers.”™ Offered the choice of re-baptism or expulsion
from her native town in the dead of winter, one old woman told Matthys, “You
may baptize me in the name of the devil, for I have already been baptized in the
name of God.”*

Once the ‘godless’ were expelled, the Elect celebrated in an orgy of drunken-
ness and destruction. Bursting into the Cathedral, the mob of the Elect destroyed
ancient manuscripts, including the Bible, and smeared paintings of the Blessed
Virgin with excrement. They then broke into the tombs of deceased clergy and
disinterred their bones, scattering them over the floor of the Cathedral. The brass
pipes of the Cathedral’s great organ were melted and made into shell casings. The
stained glass windows were shattered and the high altar used as fuel for the fire
that destroyed what they felt not worth defiling. Paintings were stripped from
frames and consigned to the flames, the frames were then used as toilet seats in
the guard houses on the city wall. Finally, the town clock in the Cathedral was
destroyed. Now, as in other revolutions that followed, was the revolutionary year
one.

The destruction was consistent with Jan Matthys revolutionary vision, and
that of many who would come after him. For the new world to begin, the old
world had to b