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I want to emphasize that while I am extremely interested in, and committed to, contemporary
Jewish-Christian dialogue, I approach that subject not as a theologian, or as an official
representative of any organization, but as an historian. I shall address, from the Jewish
perspective, not so much what I consider to be the burning issues in the relations between
Christians and Jews today, but rather the baggage we bring with us in facing each other. Now I
certainly believe that a knowledge of the past is important; nevertheless, I would argue that many
Jews nurture an overly simplistic, almost mythic view of the history of Jews and Christians in the
Middle Ages, and that the impact of this view on the present is not beneficial or salutary. I therefore
take it as my task to paint a picture rather different from the one that is so widely prevalent.

Persecution

Ask most educated Jews – and many Christians as well – about their associations with Jewish life
in Christian Europe during the Middle Ages, and they are likely to paint an extremely bleak picture.
The first association with this topic will probably be persecution. If pushed to exemplify, they might
mention the Crusades: religious emotion raised to a peak and then spinning out of control, bands
of warriors under the sign of the cross attacking Jewish communities in the Rhineland, giving a
choice of baptism or death (in violation of papal doctrine which prohibited forced baptism), killing
thousands of Jewish men, women and children, producing a wave of Jewish martyrdom
unprecedented in Europe.1

Or the charge of “ritual murder,” the outrageous accusation that Jews nefariously plotted to kidnap
and kill Christian children, whether in a ritual re-enactment of the original torture and crucifixion of
Jesus, or in order to use the blood of these children for their own purposes, including – incredibly –
the preparation of matzot for Passover.2
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Or the accusation that Jews schemed to get possession of the consecrated host, which Christians
believed to have been transformed into the actual body of Christ, so that by stabbing the host they
could once again inflict torture on the rejected messiah. Note that the accusation assumes that
Jews believed fully in the doctrine of transubstantiation, a problematic doctrine for many thoughtful
Christians at the time.3

Or the campaign against the Talmud – that foundational text of rabbinic Judaism which became
alongside the Hebrew Scripture the basis of Jewish scholarship and life in the Middle Ages. Now it
was accused of blasphemies against the Christian faith, brought before the newly established
Papal Inquisition in Paris, and – after all copies in the kingdom of France had been seized –
consigned to bonfires at the order of King Louis IX, later popularly known as “Saint Louis”.4

Or the accusations that the Black Plague, which devastated Europe in the mid 14th century,
leading to the loss of one third of the population in many areas, was caused by Jews who poisoned
the wells of their cities, accusations that led to violent attacks against Jewish communities and
many deaths in addition to those caused by the Plague itself.5

Or the Inquisitions established under papal or national auspices, judicial institutions that
investigated and brought to trial men and women defined by the Church as Christians who were
suspected of the heresy of “Judaizing,” namely, continuing after baptism to profess a Jewish belief
or observe a Jewish practice.6 The image of Jews massacred under the sign of the cross, Jewish
books or Jewish martyrs burned at the stake, remains a powerful one in the minds of many Jews.

Disputations

If pushed to go beyond the rubric of “persecution,” some may well think of “disputation”. The
spectacular public disputations of Barcelona and Tortosa, in which Jewish leaders were compelled
to defend their faith against the attacks of Christian intellectuals in a classic “no-win” situation.7 As
the ground-rules guaranteed the Jewish participant could not attack Christian faith, the best they
could hope for was to avoid the public perception that they had lost and humiliated their people. No
Jews sought out such disputations, for they were well aware of the dangers if they appeared to be
doing too well; some, apparently, attended them with burial shrouds under their clothes.

Beyond the public spectacles, there was a large polemical literature, which Jews felt pressed to
write in every generation to defend their faith against the constant pressure by Christian writers.
The word almah in Isaiah 7 did not mean “virgin”, and the context could not predict the birth of a
messiah seven centuries in the future. There was no proof of a triune God in the Hebrew Scripture.
The covenant with the Jewish people and its commandments had not been rescinded by God. The
suffering and scattering of the Jewish people did not mean that God had abandoned them. The
Messiah had not yet come.8

Isolation

In addition to “persecution” and “disputation,” many might think of the word “isolation”. That
unlike the Jews living in the Islamic orbit, who shared a literary and cultural language – Arabic – 
with their neighbors, Jews and Christians in medieval Europe had no common culture. That Jews
were physically isolated from Christians, forced to live in “ghettos,” cramped and dismal areas
surrounded by walls, the gates locked every night. That Jews were compelled to wear something
that would immediately identify them at a glance – a badge affixed to their clothing, a special kind
of hat – a policy intended not only to identify but to isolate and humiliate them. That Jews were
increasingly imagined to be allies of Satan, collaborators with the demonic forces of evil, engaged
in a constant battle to subvert and destroy all that was sacred in medieval Christian Europe.9
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Persecution, Disputation, Isolation, largely because of the Church and its “teaching of contempt”.
(Indeed, the Vatican document on the “sins of the past” issued in the spring of 2000 mentioned
some of these themes, including the Crusades, forced conversions, and the Inquisition.) Let it be
clear: I am not suggesting that the image of Jewish life based on the negatives is a myth with no
basis in fact. There are, indeed, elements of truth in all that I have mentioned above, though they
are commonly misunderstood, and many are unaware of basic historical data – for example, that
the “ghetto” was formally imposed only in the sixteenth century, or that the Inquisition had primary
jurisdiction not over Jews at all, but only over Christians (the rampant misconception leads at times
to utter absurdity, as in Mel Brooks 1981 movie “History of the World, Part I”, which has a scene
depicting Jews in Hasidic dress being burned at the stake by the Spanish Inquisition).

What I want to insist upon is that this image – what the great historian Salo W. Baron dubbed the
“lachrymose conception of Jewish history” as a series of unending persecutions by Christians10 – is
not the entire story. If it were, it would be impossible to understand how Jewish communities were
able to survive for more than a thousand years under Christian rulers, who had the power to
destroy them completely if they had so chosen. And how they were able not only to survive but in
many cases to flourish, to prosper, to produce vital expressions of spirituality and important works
of scholarship in many fields.

A Different Set of Issues

I would like, therefore, to raise a different set of issues. Not why was there so much intolerance
and persecution. That model of inter-group relations is characteristic not only of the Middle Ages
but of our own, much more “enlightened” era as well. But rather questions such as the following.

On what basis did the toleration of a minority Jewish community become possible? That Christian
rulers would allow Jews to observe their own religion in many lands throughout most of the Middle
Ages is not to be taken for granted, particularly when we recall that no such toleration was
permitted for pagans, or for those Christians defined as “heretics.” The Church launched
Crusades against the Muslims, and against Christian heretics, but never against the Jews. To
understand why, we need to appreciate the significance of decisions made by Christians such as
Augustine, who developed a theory to explain why the continued existence of scattered Jewish
communities was part of God’s plan, and Pope Gregory I, who prohibited forced baptism of Jews
and the unjust seizure of synagogues.11

Secondly, how did the treatment of Jews compare with that of other groups in Christian society?
Did Christianity become less tolerant of Jews alone in the High Middle Ages, or did it also become
less tolerant of heretics, homosexuals, prostitutes, witches? How did the status of a Jewish
community in Christian Spain compare with the status of a tolerated minority Muslim community in
the same city? Might a Christian who needed to borrow money actually prefer to do business with
a Jewish money-lender than with his Christian counterpart?12 How did the life expectancy of the
average Jew in thirteenth-century England compare with the life expectancy of the average
Christian serf, or noble, or city dweller?

These are important questions that I cannot treat at length on this occasion (and I am afraid that no
one, as yet, knows the answer to the last questions about life expectancy). I will, instead, turn now
to another set of questions.

Learning From Each Other

Did Jews and Christians ever actually learn from each other? Are there signs of influence by
neighbors of the other faith? Did members of these competing religious traditions ever recognize
anything of value in the religion or society of the Other? My answer to these questions is a
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cautious, limited, yet emphatic “yes.” I could illustrate this with examples of Christian openness to
Jewish culture, especially in the area of Biblical studies – where Christian scholars consulted with
medieval Jews to learn more about the original text of the Hebrew Scriptures, what they called the
“hebraica veritas”13 – and in scholastic philosophy – where Maimonides’ Guide for the Perplexed
was translated into Latin so that it could be used by Thomas Aquinas, who frequently cites ‘Rabbi
Moses the Egyptian’ with accuracy and respect – and in the Jewish mystical doctrine called
Kabbalah – where Renaissance Christian intellectuals hired Jewish tutors to provide them access
to this arcane yet powerful tradition.14

To be sure, the motivations of the Christian Hebraists varied from intellectual curiosity to a desire
to exploit Jewish sources for conversionary purposes. Nor does it follow that greater scholarship
devoted to Jewish sources necessarily led to warmer relations or deeper tolerance.15 But the
interest on the part of many leading Christian intellectuals in contemporary Jews and their culture
is undeniable. I will, however, concentrate on examples of Jewish openness to Christian influences
– an openness that betokens not a weakness of Jewish faith, or an eagerness to abandon it, but
rather a confidence that it could accommodate the best in its rival religion while remaining
absolutely faithful to Jewish commitments. I can give just a few brief examples.

Every Jewish family that observes a seder for the holiday of Pesach knows the ceremony of the
afikomen, in which a piece of matzah is hidden away for much of the service, to be eaten – when
found by the children – at the conclusion of the festival meal. There is no actual liturgy in the
Passover Haggadah associated with this custom, and its origin is not entirely clear. In a Hebrew
book just recently published, Yisrael Yuval points to a widespread custom in late medieval Europe
in which the burial and resurrection of Christ during Holy Week were re-enacted by sequestering
the host consecrated on Good Friday in a sepulchre until Easter morning, when it would be
removed, elevated, and consumed in the Easter Eucharist. Yuval makes a strong case that this
and other Pesach customs are closely bound up with contemporary Christian practices.16

Doctrine of Repentance

A second example involves a small yet influential movement within medieval Judaism known as
Hasidei Ashkenaz, or “German Pietists,” that emerged in the second half of the twelfth century, in
the period following the massacres of the First and Second Crusades. It is perhaps not surprising
that the teachings of this group express extreme hostility toward Christianity and its sancta.17 This
is clearly not a movement of rapprochement with Christianity. Yet among the most important
teachings of this movement is a distinctive doctrine of repentance, a theological category at the
heart of rabbinic Judaism. Quite at variance with the classical formulation of Moses Maimonides,
the German Pietists introduced into Judaism an elaborate system of penances.

For example, a Jew who is guilty of forbidden sexual relations, in addition to renouncing meat and
wine and sleeping on a wooden board (except for the Sabbath and holidays), must suffer pain as
grievous as death. He should sit in ice or in snow once or twice for an hour, and in the summer he
should sit among flies or ants or bees, so as to suffer afflictions as painful as death.... He must
weep and confess each day, and suffer all manner of affliction, because he made the woman
forbidden to her husband.

Here we have an extreme form of asceticism, including mortification of the flesh, that has no
parallel in Maimonides’ Code of Jewish Law, and at best ambiguous grounding in the rabbinic
literature. This appears to be a dramatic example of the influence of the medieval Christian
penitential literature, which had earlier ordained many of the same penances.18

It is as if the Jewish writers felt on some level that a purely internal transformation was not enough.
The standards set by their Christian neighbors were perceived to be higher, and for Jews to have
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what appeared to be an easier way to repentance was psychologically intolerable. But there is
something more.

Maimonides spoke of individual confession to God, a confession that must “allocute” to the sin by
putting vague feelings into words, but should not be public, and not necessarily even out loud.
Indeed, the Talmud explicitly states that “one is impertinent [to God] in proclaiming one’s sins [to
others]” (b. Ber. 34b), indicating that disclosing one’s sins to other human beings can,
paradoxically, be an egotistical act of calling attention to one’s own behavior. Yet the Pietists
finessed the Talmudic statement while introducing a new practice: individual confession of sins to a
sage who instructs the penitent about the appropriate acts of penance. And this precisely at the
time when confession to the priest was being made mandatory for all Roman Catholics (through an
ordinance of the Fourth Lateran Council in 1215). A rather dramatic example of openness to the
dynamic environment of medieval Christianity.19

Doctrine of the Messiah

Another doctrine of obvious centrality both to Judaism and the Jewish-Christian debate is the
doctrine of the Messiah. We find differences not just on the identification and timing of the Messiah,
but on his nature and function. For Christians, the Messiah came as an incarnation of the divine,
who took upon himself the sins of the world and, through his suffering and death, provided
atonement for all who believe in him, atonement that cannot be achieved through human initiative
alone.

For Jews this idea of vicarious atonement – that the Messiah takes upon himself suffering that
would otherwise come as punishment to the people for their sins – seems totally alien. Individuals
are themselves directly accountable to God, who may forgive as an act of divine grace, and needs
no Messiah to suffer in their stead. But let us turn to a passage in the Zohar, the classical text of
medieval Jewish mysticism or Kabbalah.

The passage begins by describing the destiny of souls in the Lower Paradise. At times, we are
told, they roam about the world in which we live, observing the suffering of human beings, “the
bodies of sinners undergoing their punishment” as victims of pain and disease. They observe also
the undeserved suffering of those Jews who “suffer for their belief in the unity of [God]. They then
return [to their place in the Lower Paradise], and make all this known to the Messiah,” who, the
Kabbalists believed, exists at present in the supernal realm, awaiting the signal from God to enter
our world. The passage continues: The Messiah then enters a certain Hall in the Garden of Eden,
called the Hall of the Afflicted. There he calls for all the diseases and pains and sufferings of Israel,
bidding them settle on himself, which they do. And were it not that he thus eases the burden from
Israel, taking it on himself, no one could endure the sufferings meted out to Israel in expiation on
account of their neglect of the Torah. So Scripture says, surely our diseases he did bear (Isa.
53:4). . . .

As long as Israel were in the Holy Land, by means of the Temple service and sacrifices, they
averted all evil diseases and afflictions from the world. Now it is the Messiah who is the means of
averting them from mankind until the time when a person quits this world and receives his
punishment. In this passage, with its prooftext from the “suffering servant” passage in Isaiah 53,
the “vicarious atonement” doctrine is unmistakable. The Messiah takes upon himself the suffering
deserved by Jews, thereby removing much of it from them.20

Note the difference from the Christian doctrine: the suffering messiah does not remove individual
accountability in life after death. His suffering occurs before he enters the world, not after. But the
insistence that it is part of the Messiah’s role to suffer and thereby to remove affliction from the
Jewish people is unmistakable, and dramatic, and it seems to me undeniable that this reveals the
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power of the contemporary Christian model. The message to thirteenth-century Jews is clear: if
you are prospering, it is not because you are blameless but because the Messiah is suffering the
afflictions that you deserve; if you are suffering, know that what you really deserve for your sins is
actually far, far greater. In either case, your religious failures cause the Messiah untold anguish
and pain.21

Christians Influenced Jews

I mentioned above the influence of Jewish Biblical scholars on Christians interested in the meaning
of the original Hebrew texts. But Christians influenced Jews as well. In the late thirteenth century,
Jewish exegetes began to work with the idea of four levels of Biblical interpretation, known by the
acronym pardes: peshat, the simple meaning; remez, philosophical allegory; derash, homiletical
interpretation; and sod, mystery, or Kabbalistic symbolism. There is a consensus among scholars
that this crystallization reflects, in Jewish terms, the Christian doctrine of four levels of meaning
that had been formulated some centuries earlier.22

Let me provide one concrete example of the impact of Christian values upon the substance of
Jewish exegesis. This is the problematic and disturbing story of Jephthah’s daughter, found in
Judges chapter 11. About to undertake a military campaign against the Ammonites, Jephthah
makes a vow to God that if he prevails, then whatever comes out of the door of my house to meet
me on my safe return from the Ammonites shall be the Lord’s, and shall be offered by me as a
burnt offering (Judges 11:31). When Jephthah did return, his daughter came out to meet him.
Constrained to fulfill his vow, he allowed her to go with her companions for two months to bewail
her maidenhood, and then he did to her as he had vowed (11:39).

It seems absolutely clear that Jephthah sacrificed his daughter as a burnt offering. Yet there is a
Jewish exegetical tradition that spared the daughter’s life. It depends on two things. First, a
grammatical, semantic point: the vav in ve-ha’alitihu, usually translated “and I will offer it,” can
mean “or I will offer it.” (Precedent is in Exodus 21:15, makkeh aviv ve-imo mot yumat, which the
rabbis interpret to mean not just “Whoever strikes his father and his mother will be put to death,”
but “Whoever strikes his father or his mother.”23) So in this case, Jephthah vows two alternatives:
as the thirteenth-century commentator David Kimhi paraphrased, “whatever comes forth from my
house to meet me shall be the Lord’s consecrated to God if it is not appropriate for a burnt
offering, or I will offer it as a burnt offering.”

More relevant to our subject, the interpretation depends also on an understanding of what it could
mean for a young woman to be “devoted to the Lord” other than being sacrificed. So Kimhi wrote,
“Jephthah made her a house and put her in it, and there she was separated from other human
beings and the ways of the world. . . . Throughout the year she lived in isolation, just as those
recluses who are shut off in certain houses.” He is referring here not to a model in Jewish society,
but to Christian world-renouncing hermits. If this is not clear enough, here is the late-fifteenth
century Spaniard Don Isaac Abravanel:

She had to be secluded in one house and not to emerge from it all the rest of her life. . . . She said,
“I will bewail my virginity,” meaning that she would not be able to marry. He also had to go and
choose a place where she would stay in her seclusion. I believe that from this the Christians
learned to make cloisters for women, into which they would enter, never to set forth again for the
rest of their lives and never to see a man as long as they live.24

Now clearly the Christians did not learn about cloisters from this ambiguous passage. Rather,
Jewish intellectuals derived their interpretation from the Christian practice of nuns in cloisters.25

What is striking is that the Biblical phrase in the vow, “devoted to God,” is interpreted to be fulfilled
through a life of seclusion and virginity. It is impossible to derive this from an internal Jewish
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tradition of celibate eremiticism. What it shows is that this aspect of Christian spirituality, far
removed as it was from most Jewish sources and actual behavior, apparently had some impact.

The examples provided above are of openness on a relatively high cultural level. The extent of
interaction on lower levels of society, both social and cultural, especially in the areas of popular
beliefs and superstition, is one of the most exciting areas of recent research, although much of the
evidence – by its very nature non-literary – has been lost to the historical record.26

Conclusion

I conclude with one final expression of this theme of openness to the Other. Some time ago I
started collecting passages in which, in the context of self-criticism, particularly in sermons,
Christian writers point to areas of religious life where they claim the Jews are doing better, and
Jewish preachers identify those aspects of Christian behavior from which their listeners would do
well to learn. To summarize my conclusions, medieval and early modern Christian preachers –
occasionally – spoke with a grudging admiration about the Jews’ devotion to the Sabbath and holy
days, their abhorrence for blasphemous language and profanity, their commitment to education,
and their willingness to suffer and sacrifice for their faith.27 As for Jewish writers, I will share just
two passages, among my favorites.

First is an early-fifteenth century Spanish Jew, who denounced the shortcomings of Jewish
religious society following the catastrophic pogroms of 1391. Eventually he turns to behavior in the
synagogue:

Look what happens when a congregation [of Jews] gathers to hear words of Torah from a sage.
Slumber weighs upon the eyes of the officers; others converse about trivial affairs. The preacher is
dumbfounded by the talking of men and the chattering of women standing behind the synagogue. If
he should reproach them because of their behavior, they continue to sin, behaving corruptly,
abominably. This is the opposite of the Christians. When their men and women gather to hear a
preacher, they stand together in absolute silence, marveling at his rebuke. Not one of them dozes
as he pours out his words upon them. They await him as they do the rain, eager for the waters of
his counsel. We have not learned properly from those around us.28

Two centuries later, the leading rabbi of the recently established Portuguese Jewish community of
Amsterdam berated his congregation by citing and then exemplifying a statement from the Talmud,
“You have followed them in their corruption, you have failed to emulate their good” (b. Sanh. 39b):

Look at the Gentiles among whom we live. We learn from them styles of clothing and arrogance,
but we do not learn from them silence during prayer. We are like them in consuming their cheeses
and their wine, but we are not like them with regard to justice, righteousness, and honesty. We are
like them in shaving our beard or modeling it in their style, but we are not like them in their
refraining from cursing or swearing in God’s name. We are like them in frequenting underground
game rooms, but we are not like them in turning from vengeance and refraining from bearing
hatred in our hearts. We are like them in fornicating with their daughters, but we are not like them
in conducting business affairs with integrity and fairness.29

Needless to say, contemporary Christian moralists, whether in Spain or in Amsterdam, painted a
considerably less rosy picture of their own societies. The point here is not so much the reality of
the other as the perception: there were areas in which the competition appeared to be doing better.
As part of the rhetoric of rebuke, it was effective to be able to argue that, measured against the
actual behavior of Christian neighbors, Jews should find themselves to be wanting.

I hope I have succeeded in presenting an alternative to the regnant, totally dismal picture of inter-
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group relations in pre-modern times. In most areas of medieval Europe, Jews were not sealed off
from the world around them. Despite the occasional outbursts of persecution, despite their own
hostility toward much of the Christian world, they were open to positive influences of the external,
Christian culture, capable of incorporating aspects of this culture in Judaism. More than this, it
might be argued that Judaism survived and flourished not because of its insularity, but precisely
because of this openness.30 Indeed, each side was capable of learning from the other, of using the
other not just as a dangerous or demonic adversary, but as a challenge to creative competition in
ethical and religious living. Perhaps that is a model that can help us set our agenda today.
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This article represents an address given at a conference sponsored by 

  Christian-Jewish Dialogue in Montreal, and is reprinted by permission from Ecumenism, 

  No. 146. A version of the second half of the paper was delivered at a conference sponsored 

  by the Centre for Jewish-Christian Relations, Cambridge, England, and will be published with 

  somewhat fuller documentation by Cambridge University Press.
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