Medieval Catholic-Jewish relations are easily caricatured because
the complexities are little understood. Contributing factors to
the murderous Catholic mobs, for instance, or the ambiguities
and subtleties surrounding Jewish conversions (especially the
conversos; false converts), are rarely examined objectively. The
following extract from Chapter Four of The Jewish Revolutionary
Spirit provides the reader with a factual and balanced historical
corrective. It offsets the partial, simplistic or otherwise spurious
historical accounts which cast the Church as a tyrant and the Jews as
blameless victims of inexplicable and irrational Catholic behaviour.
Tailored always and everywhere to the interests of the self-serving
Jewish oligarchy, as explained in our recent series '"Benedict and
the Jews", this anti-Catholic propaganda is perpetuated today
through the heinous defamation of Pius XIL. In recounting the
evangelical fervour that often brought thousands of Jews at a time
into the medieval Church, not least by subjecting the incoherent
and pornographic Talmud to public scrutiny, it also underlines the
chasm separating Catholic tradition and Pope Benedict's laissez-
faire approach to Jewish conversions. Title and subtitles ours.

St. Vincent Ferrer
and the Conversos
E. MICHAEL JONES

In 1350, three years after the arrival of the Black Death in Genoa,
Pedro the 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 this 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 erroneous popular arguments.
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The Jews were viewed as a subversive and exploitative fifth
column in 14" 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 treachery became apparent, persecution followed. In
694, the 17" Council of Toledo proclaimed “the impious Jews
dwelling within the frontiers of our Kingdom 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 Christianity” 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 8" century, they used their contacts with African
Jews to prepare the invasion of the Mohammedan 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 brought
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.

When the Spaniards began the reconquista, the Jews were not
persecuted even though their treachery continued:

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 Aftrica, the Jews continued
to collaborate with the Muslims. Spanish Christians were persuaded
that the Moslem invader had been welcomed by the Jews and
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assisted by them, with all this implied for the national and religious
life of Spain. The Judaco-Moslem 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 “under 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.” Because of their number, influence, and
sophistication under Muslim rule, Spain’s tolerance of the Jews
and their heretical ideas exceeded that of any other European
nation. Because of their wealth, the Jews engaged in ostentatious
display, which increased 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”:

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
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comparisons between the opulence of the Jews and the poverty of
the Christian multitude, and the lavish extravagance 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. Tolerance 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.”

Usury and the Vicious Cycle

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 the 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 12* 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 anyone caught in its snares. Then Jews
could use their financial leverage to exert cultural pressure on
Christians to the detriment of faith, morals, and ultimately the social
order. The Jews were above the law, waging covert cultural warfare
against the majority with impunity, a situation bound to lead to
resentment. Their existence became a reproach to Christian ideals.

Usury was the interface with Christian culture which caused
the most resentment. 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 ingenious devices, by fictitious sales and other frauds to
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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 Cuenca, 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 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 14% century Spain chose usury and watched
their prosperity drain into the hands of the Jews. Lea claims the
Jews “recklessly” aided the clergy “in concentrating popular
detestation on themselves.” As later in Poland, Jews were also
hated because they were tax-farmers, which brought them into
direct and unpleasant contact with large numbers of Christians.
The Church tried to protect her flock from the predations of the
Jews 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 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. The Jews also
possessed indispensable financial and administrative skills.
Henry, who ascended to the throne on a tide of resentment against
the Jews, employed the same Jews to remain financially solvent
and administer his realm. The cycle of exploitation leading to
resentment continued toward social upheaval.
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The resentment against usury combined with the suspicion
that the Jews were thwarting the reconquista, by controlling the
reconquered regions with the secret help of the Moors, to cause
the riots of the late 14™ century. The monarchs did nothing to
curb Jewish influence, so 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 control 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
14% century, Spain’s Christian population, convinced that the Jews
were “planning 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.

[...]

On June 9, 1391, the storm 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-
Semitic 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.

[+

Conversion Controversies

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 categorically that
forced conversion was a violation of civil and canon law, and
“those who interfere in this matter, either by persuasion or in any
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other way, endanger themselves with both God and man.”

Once the 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 hierarchies of Church and
State, probably because those were the people most immediately
affected by the violence and mostimmediately inneed of asolution.
“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 conversions were sincere. The fear of reprisal created an
unfortunate spate of forced conversions, which compounded the
problem of subversion that had led to the riots and forced conversions.

Popes walked a fine line between two extremes, as shown by
Poland, which erred by allowing Jews to usurp Christian privilege,
and Spain, which erred by promoting forced conversion. Popes
protested 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 retain
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 activity 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 suspicion of the Jew as
a subversive. The most conspicuous advocates 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
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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 continued “received
the divine sacraments, the grace of baptism, were anointed by the
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 baptism, 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.

The Church 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 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 Christian
and subject to the penalties of canon law. Those who reverted to
their former religion were heretics; the punishment for heresy was
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, including many dietary laws. A Jewish woman who accepted
baptism on Sunday did not wake up on Monday morning with new
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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 biblical law. This
group tended 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 Christianity. Many, like cartographer Judah
Cresques, were famous. Some conversions were insincere. Isaac
Nifoci, the astronomer, converted, but at the first opportunity, he
renounced his conversion and sailed to the Holy Land.

St Vincent Ferrer

St. Vincent Ferrer 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
conversant with Talmudic literature and acquainted with the
leading Jewish scholars of his day. He embraced Christianity after
reading Aquinas. His conversion, however, 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
m 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 9, 1391. Lea says his presence “may perhaps be
an indication that the affair was prearranged.” But, unmentioned
by Lea, Ferrer was born in Valencia, which makes his presence
there less than 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
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