INSTRUCTIONS FROM AUTHOR TO LIBRARY FOR THESES AND PRIZE ESSAYS

AUTHOR Elliot Michael Strom

TITLE "Theology in Crisis: Jewish Theodicy at the Time of the

. iilii“

TYPE OF THESIS: Ph.D. [ ] D.H.L. [ ] Rabbinic [xx]
Master's [ ] Prize Essay [ ]
1. May circulate [./] ) Not necessary
) for Ph.D.
2. 1Is restricted [ ] for ___ years. ) thesis

Note: The Library shall respect restrictions placed on theses
or prize essays for a period of no more than ten years.

I understand that the Library may make a photocopy of my thesis
for security purposes.

3. The Library may sell photocopies of my thesis. _/

yes no
Hasd, o . %.\.a.}p g\’o—"

Date s Signature of Author

Library Microfilmed 7/[’ / _,7 7

Record Date / ’ '

7 - \ '
~ Ll G s € <
Signature of Library Staff Membef




THEOLOGY IN CRISIS:
Jewish Theodicy at the Time of the Crusades

Elliot Michael Strom

Thesis submitted in partial fulfilment
of the requirements for Ordination

Hebrew Union College-~~Jewish Institute of Religion
Cincinmati, Ohio
1977

Referee, Prof, Michael A, Meyer



I would like to express my sincerest thanks to Elinor
Grumet, who greatly assisted me in my translations from
the Hebrew; to my friemd, Mark Shapiro, whose interest
and encouragement helped me throughout; to my wife,
Susan, for her invaluable aid in the editing of the
manuscript; and to my advisor and teacher, Michael

Meyer, whose insight, erudition and precision of thought
inspired me to explore the limits of my own capabilities,



For my parents who, by their example, taught me love,
For Susan, whom I love with all my heart,
And for Adam, the living testimony of our love,



1,
2.
3.
4,

5e

TABLE OF CONTENTS

INTRODUCTION
PREVENTIVE MEASURES
ANGER

DESPAIR

ACCEPTANCE OF DEATH

i, Introduction
ii, Trial
iii, Guilt

iv, Summary
CONCLUSIONS AND QUALIFICATIONS
NOTES
BIBLIOGRAPHY

page
page
page
page

page
page
page
page

page
page
page

b 4
13
27
36

Yy
56

75
78
84
100



DIGEST

The cruel events of the medieval period--the Crusader
persecutions and the pogroms associated with the blood libel
and well-poisoning charges--presented the Jews of the Rhine-
land with a sharp challenge to their faith and thus to their
survival, For the survivors the challenge was inescapable--
to attempt to reconcile the traditional notion of a bemnevolent
deity, who had chosen the Jews as His people, with the reality
of enormous Jewish suffering and death,

The immediate response of many Rhineland Jews was to
attempt to forestall calamity, To this end, they appealed
to both the secular and Christian religious authorities for
aid and protection, Some also sought refuge in flight to
the Holy land, Finally, some even resorted to armed resist-
ance, although this option was generally less effective since
the Jews were inexperienced in warfare, outnumbered by their
enemies, and ambivalent in their attitude toward employing
violent means, even for self-defense,

Faced with death's inevitability, many responded with
rage and indignation. This anger was directed not only at
the Crusaders and the Church they represented, but also at
those Jews who chose to convert to Christianity and also at
God Himself,

Not infrequently, anger developed into enervating despair,
The more inconsolable among the Jews cited the mounting

violence and destruction as evidence that God had decided to



abandon His people to its fate, Especially demoralizing was
violence spilled out against the sacred Torah; to many Jews
its desecration was a clear representation of God's abandon-
ment of His people and the ephemeral nature of the covenant,
But neither anger nor despair could provide much solace
for these Jews nor provide them with purpose in life and the
will to survive, They therefore sought a unified, consistent
explanation for their suffering which could enable them to
continue the daily struggle to find meaning in abuse, degrad-
ation and even death. Most Jews did so through the notion of
dying al kiddush ha-Shem, "for the sanctification of the Name"

of God,

Martyrdom was increasingly viewed as the supreme means
for honcring and obeying the Eternal; it was the ultimate
ritual act, It was intended as well to achieve certain more
tangible results--saving Jews from forced conversion, display-
ing contempt for their Christian conquerors, and attaining
reward in the next world,

Not infrequently, the martyr viewed himself as being
tried or tested by God as he was forced to chase between the
immediate benefits of conversion and the ultimate rewards of
suffering the martyr's death, He also frequently viewed his
suffering as punishment inflicted by God as punishment for
sins,

Kiddush ha-Shem was, then, an explanation through which

defenceless Jews could testify to the truth of their faith,

prove their courage and affirm God's providence, Unable to



defend ihemselves, they chose to resist in the only way possible--
by taking their inevitable deaths into their own hands and

imbuing them with special significance. Dying al kiddush

ha-Shem allowed a hopeless people to maintain intact those

ideals and beliefs which bad always sustained them--that the
universe was orderly and rational, that Israel enjoyed a

special relationship with God, and that, petty and insignifi-

cant as their lives and deaths might have appeared, they par-
took of a larger meaning because they had had the privilege

to die for the unification of God's name,



INTRODUCTION

The problem of theodicy--of reconciling God and evil--
looms as the greatest of the theological issues of our own
day. The shoah ("holocaust")--the destruction of approxi-
mately six million Jews in Nazi-occupied Europe between the
vears 1933 and 1945--demands our attention even as it defies
our comprehension, It threatens the security of our faith in
the essential goodness of God and man and in the meaning and
purpose of the historical process, It is for this reason that
we are increasingly drawn to an examination of historical pre-
cedents, of earlier instances when widespread suffering and
death seemed to threaten Jewish survival, in the hope that
they might shed light on our own situation,

The cruel events of the medieval period--the Crusader
persecutions and the pogroms associated with the blood libels
and well-poisoning charges--presented the Jews of Central
Furope with a sharp challenge to their faith and thus to
their survival, Many once-flourishing Jewish communities
were decimated; others were obliterated entirely.1 But
those who survived the carnage faced a different kind of
crisis, an intellectual and theological crisis, For these
survivors the challenge was inescapable: to attempt to
reconcile the traditional notion of a God of justice and
mercy, of a benevolent Creator God who had selected the
Jews as His people, with the reality of enormous Jewish

suffering and death, This, surely, was no easy task,
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Whatever the particular response of the individual, it was in
each instance necessary to re-evaluate one's theological pos-

ition in confrontation with the manifest evil of the time,

The period of the Crusades was an era in which Jews, of
necessity, refined their response to persecution and suffer-
ing, Since the Bar Kochha rebellion of the years 132 to 135
C. E., the Jewish people had not experienced dislocation,
death and destruction on such a mammoth scale, Fueled by an
unquestioned and unquestioning religious loyalty, Christian
mobs descended repeatedly, with savage fury, upon the Jews
of BEurope-~threatening, torturing and slaughtering. Whatever
practical purposes may have been served by such harasswment of
Jews--purposes such as easy access to provisions needed for
the long journey, pnlunder, and satisfying the bloodlust of
the more desperate members of the Crusading armies--certainly
it was sincere religious fervor, combined with the Church's
traditional hostility toward the Jews, which sparked the
innumerable outbreaks of anti-Jewish violence, There was a
secure faith among the Crusaders that they were engaged in
the holy task of accomplishing God's purposes: rescuing
the shrines of the faith and defeating God's own enemies,
the Muslims, who held the Holy Land, In such an intense
and emotiorally-charged atmosphere, it is not surprising
that this 'holy' expedition against the infidels of the Fastl

gshould spawn an 'internal Crusade' against the infidels in
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their very midst, the Jews, At Rouen, before the inception
of the First Crusade, the following words were uttered: "We
have set out to march on a long road against the enemies of
God in the East, and behold before our eyes are the Jews,
His worst enemies., To ignore them is preposterous."2
The great popularity of the Crusades and the high degree
of antipathy toward the Jews within the broad ranks of Euro-
pean Christendom were unnistakable, Some early Crusaders
declared ihat all those who killed a Jew would have their

3 and a certain Count Ditmar even

sins forgiven them,
proclaimed that he would not begin his journey until he
had dispatched at least one Jew.k Another leader swore an
oath that he would avenge the blood of God upon the blood of
Israel wherever he found himself.5 While this same leader
was dissuaded from fulfilling the terms of the oath by warn-
ings from the Emperor and by healthy amounts of bribe-money
from the Jewish community of Cologne, his original holy
wrath and righteous fervor were indicative of the climate
of anti-Jewish feecling among Christians throughout the entire
Crusades period,

The rationalization for such anti-Jewish violence was,
thus, of a religious and not a racial nature, The Jew could
always escape the violence and guarantee his own safety

through conversion to Christianity., In no recorded case was

a Jew who accepted baptism injured in any way. Under such



circumstances, Jewish resistance to the Crusaders was partic-
ularly poignant, since they were victimized solely on account
of their chosen beliefs, Had they agreed to abandon these
beliefs and accept the faith of the invaders, their suffering
would surely have come to an end., Yet for them it was incon-
ceivable that they should abandon the beliefs which were so
integral to their lives--beliefs in the strength of their
God, in the covenant between God and His people, in the
accumulated wisdom and divinely ordained mode of life which
the people had acquired through the centuries, Nevertheless,
it is apparent thai this pattern of belief and practice was
severely buffeted by the unrelenting pressure of Crusader
violence and persecution,

Not surprisingly, the legacy of these bitter years is
a tragic literature of suffering and loss, In both poetry
and prose, the reader sees the outpouring of the hearts of
a people facing terrible suffering and death, The portrait
emerges of a religiously and theologically secure people,
imbued with faith in a good, ommnipotent Creator God, having
the very foundations of its faith shaken by death and
destruction of tremendous magnitude., Such radical evil
threatened to shatter the secure, traditional Jewish world-
view, leaving the victims not only defenceless against the
blows of the invaders, but also unable to continue to make

sense of their world. However, the Jewish capacity for



rationalizing suffering, for making it comprehensible and
bearable, proved as strong as their capacity for physically
withstanding it, These Jewish responses, refined in the fur-
nace of suffering in the Crusades period, continued and further
developed the pattern of theological response which had

allowed the people to survive similar threats to their sur-
vival, beginning with the loss of their territorial sovereignty
and central shrine more than a millenium earlier, It was

not sufficient to withstand the physical suffering itself;

the people could not have survived without a theological

world-view which made the suffering comprehensible,

Previous studies of this period have concentirated on
historical recreation of the events of the time or on analy-
sis of its literature qua literature. None, however, has
examined the notion that the suffering associated with the
period of the Crusades was the crucible in which the Jewish
survival mechanism was developed and refined. None has
focused upon the literature as a means of articulating the
pattern of theological response formulated at this time and
place, a pattern of response which strengthened the Jewish
people and provided them with a rationale for continued
survival,

A few prominent examples will suffice, Simon Bernfeld,

in his Sefer ha—Dema.ot,6 restricts his investigat.on of the

persecutions of the Jews during the Crusades almost to purely
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historical terms, 1In his extensive general introduction and
in his introduction to the chapter on the Crusades, Bernfeld
concentrates almost entirely on the details of the massacres
and on the perpetrators, not on the reaction of the victims,
Nowhere is there a systematic analysis of the nature of the
theological response of the victims, What little analysis
there is seems limited to a discussion of the concept of

yesurim shel ahava ("afflictions of love“),7 a significant

response to be sure but clearly only one among several,
Further, because of his 'tragic view' of Jewish history (an
approach which emphasizes the continuity of Jewish suffering
throughout the centuries) Bernfeld glosses over some specifics
of time and place and thus comes to see the sufferings of the
Crusades period, like those of many other periods of Jewish
history, as "inevitable."a Finally Bernfeld, with this
volume, appears to be engapged in the writing of apologetics,
This significantly limits the value of this work, For example,
he refers to the victims of the massacres as heroes and claims
that they, unlike their attackers, never acted out of hate for
their enemy. Clearly this was not always the case, as the
many and varied curses directed against Christians and
Christendom in the chronicles and poetry attest, Bernfeld
seems also to overlook such typical Jewish responses as
despair and anger against God, It seems reasonable, then,

to say that Bernfeld is more concerned with enlightening

the Furopean Christian community and ameliorating its
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attitude toward its Jews than with a systematic, dispassionate
study of the persecutions associated with the Crusades and
the Jewish responses to these persecutions.

Abraham Habermann's Sefer Gezerot Ashkenaz ve-Tzorzat’
seems to suffer from similar limitations., Yitzhak Baer, in
his introduction to this marvellous collection, addresses
himself only to the literature itself and not to the totality
of religious response, He duly notes certain important
motifs in the literature, such as the chosenness of Israel
and Israel's ultimate vindicetion at the end of days, He
also notes the cenirality of the kiddush ha-Shem theme in

the literature. However, Baer's introduction is all too
brief, Its concern is more with providing historical back-
ground than with a comprehensive examination of Jewish tkeo-
logical response., Habermann himself pens only a very brief
introduction to his own work, an introduction of a purely
literary and historical nature., In this introduction,
Habermann concerns Limself with such questians as: From
whence came the chronicles and piyyutim? How did they
manage to survive? How reliable are they as historical doc~-
uments? Although each chronicle and each section of poetry
is iatroduced by a short explanatory paragraph, these are
prinarily directed toward establishing the identity of their
authors and determining the date of their writing. Never
does Habermann attempt to provide important ideational

background to the material, Never does he undertake to
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to examine the totality of the Jewish theological response,
Finally, Leopold Zunz, in his The Sufferings of the Jews

During the Middle Agea,io appears to direct himself more spec~

ifically to the problem of theodicy. However, this slim
volume is little more than a pamphlet, which suffers from
being too brief and superficial, Zunz does touch on such

important themes as the notion of kiddush ha-Shem, the concep-

tion of vesurim shel ahava, the fact of Jewish resistance,

the Jewish call for God to take vengeance upon the Christians,
and the concern of the victims for attaining the olam ha-ba,
Zunz does give a few examples for each theme but fails to
place them within the context of a comprehensive theology and
draws few conclusions from this literary material, His pur-
pose, it would seem from the volume's introduction which
addresses itself to the persecution of the Jews of Russia in
the author's day, is to irspire these Jews with hope and
confidence that they would be able to withstand their own
sufferings as the medieval Jewish martyrs had done, This
volume is intended, then, as inspirational literature and

not as objective, dispassionate scholarly analysis,

Thus, there is still a need for a study that will examine
the available literature in an effori to discern the theolog-
ical responses contained therein--what they were, how they
were conditioned by historical events, to what exient the
authors were conscious of the specific theological nature of

their responses and, most of all, how these responses blended
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and combined to form a coherent theological world-view
capable of providing meaning and purpose for a threatened

and persecuted people.

Clearly the literature itself is not primarily--nor does
it purport to be-~theological in nature. Theological response
is always implicit and not explicit in the piyyut literature.
And although the chroniclers did take the first few tentative
steps toward theological reflection, they did not attempt
to weave these unconnected reflections into a consistent
framework., Rather their work represents the attempt on the
part of Jewish writers and historians to 'bear vitnesa'ii
to the terrible suffering of their people and the almost
unbalievable heroism of the victims ir the face of torture
and death, It represents the outpouring of the hearts of
a people that has tasted almost more than it can bear from
the bitter cup of pain and suffering., It gives voice to the
cry of a suffering people to the God they believed had chosen
them to be His own treasure among the naticns, The reactions
of the victims, as expressed by these Jewish chroniclers and
poets, are immediate, spontaneous and bitter; they are
reactions which arise out of profound agony and grief,
generally unrefined by ratiomal or intellectual considerations.
The responses vary: anger, guilt, outrage, impassioned pleas,
even a questioning of God's justice., Specific to a particu-

lar time and tradition, they are nevertheless characteristic
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of all human beings facing iragedy, suffering and death,
It is because coping with the problem of suffering and
death is a human dilemma and not specifically a Jewish one
that I have been guided in my categories of investigation
by Elisabeth Kubler-Ross's excellent volume, On Death and
2!125-12
as guilt, hope and despair.i3 It is not surprising that the

These categories include such basic human responses

Jewish responses to the pogroms associated with the Crusades
should be approached through categories employed in the
discussion of death and dying, The individual Jew who
wrote in response to the destruction of his own or a neigh-
boring Jewish community was responding both as a mourner and
as one, who like the terminal patient, faces the seeming in-
evitability of his own demise, and seeks to make it meaning-
ful and comprehensible, Thus the use of Ms, Kibler-Ross's cat-
egories is a helpful rnotion for analyzing the spontaneous,
emotional response of the Hebrew poets and chroniclers.lq
But such purely emotional responses could not fully
satisfy the threatened European Jew at the time of the Crusades,
as it cannot fully satisfy the terminal patient of teday. For
both, it was and is necessary to translate the emotional
response into a larger framework of rational, theological
discourse., This resultant comprehensive response to
suffering provides a grounding for the emotional response,
enabling it to become a tool in coping with a potentially
unbearable situation, For the Jews of Europe in medieval

times, with their traditional, unquestioned faith in a
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benevolent and omnipotent God, it was particularly crucial
that raw emotion he reforrulated into a usable theological
doctrine which could make the recurrent suffering more comp-
rehensible and allow the individual to go on living in spite
of unremitting horror and loss,

Such a reformulation of the immediate emotional human
response into a comprehensive, theological framework is not,
however, explicit in the literature under examination, In
order to make the implicit more readily apparent in the
piyyut literature, in order to integrate the unconnected
reflections of the chroniclers, it is necessary to convert
the spontaneous emotional response into patterns suggested by
traditional Jewish theology., For each of the immediate human
responses evinced by the Jewish poets and chroniclers may
also be understood as a rendering of one of the traditional
Jewish approaches to the dilemma of theodicy.15
In this thesis it will be necessary to focus on two

tvpes of primary sources, The first--medieval Hebrew

poetry or 'pivyutim'--is represented by the Sefer Gezerot

Ashkenaz ve-Tzorfat, This volume, published in 1945, consists

of piyyutinm--some as early as the tenth century and others as
late as the thirteenth centurv--composed in response to
violent attacks on the Jews of the poet's own community,
It also includes prose accounts detailing the historical
events of this same period, all collected and edited by

Abraham Habermann, The second type of source material is
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historical chronicles, written in prose, This is represented

by the Hebrew Crusades Chronicles, a collection of five sep~-

arate chronicles of the persecutions associated with the First
and Second Crusades, There is extant a highly unreliable
translation of the first three of these chronicles, a doctoral

thesis by Irving Dwork entitled Jews and Crusader's in Europe:

A Transletion of the Three Hebrew Chronicles of the First

Crusade, The author has used this translation only as a
guide; all translatioms in this thesis are Lis own, Also
certain source materials have been taken from Simon Bernfeld's
historical record of the sufferings of the Jewish people

through the ages, the Sefer ha-Demaot,

This thesis, then, will examine the emotional response
of the Jews of the Rhineland to the evil of their own day, and
will then seek to place this response in a framework of
Jewish theology. Thus it may be possible better to discern
how this tragic episode helped forge the Jewish survival
mechanism which sustained the Jewish people through the
centuries of suffering and persecution which followed, This
particular historical instance of "Jewish theology in crisis"
may both assume intrinsic meaning and also serve as a means
for approaching the most significant religious dilemma of

our own time,



1, PREVENTIVE MEASURES

Word of the approaching Crusader armies reached the Jews
of the Rhineland before the armies themselves, Hearing of
the violence and atrocities, the Jews dedicated their efforts
to forestalling the Crusaders from reaching their towns and
villages, This they attempted to accomplish through appeals
to the authorities, both religious and secular, and through
appeals to the final judge, God Himself,

Since the Crusades had been initiatea by the Church for
her own ends, the first avenue of approach for the threatened
Jews was often the religious authorities, However it was not
always clear who could control the anti-Jewish violence, The
official Church attitude toward the Jews was one of neglect
at best, or harassment and intimidation at worst, but never
one of wanton violence., The upper echelons of the Church
hierarchy advocated making the Jews' lives miserable so that
they would come of their own accord to see the folly of their
wvays and convert to Christianity., The Jews were not, however,
to be baptized against their will, since in this there was no
testimony to the truth of the Christian faith, For this
reason, the Jews often believed thai they could successfully
appeal to Chur~h leaders to save them from Crusader violence,
torture, and even death,

While there is no record of Jews approaching Pope
Urban II at the onset of the First Crusade, there is no reason

to suppose that they would have feared to appeal even to the
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Pope himself, At other times, there is clear indication that
they did so, In 1007, Rabbi Jacob bar Yekutiel travelled
from Radom to Rome in order to petition the Pope to intervene
on the side of the threatened Jews of Europe., According to
this story, the Pope became so convinced of the necessity of
his intervention that he actually issued an edict to all
Christians, forbidding them to harm their Jewish neighborn.1
The records also indicate that a number of French Jews
successfully petitioned Pope Gregory for his aid and protec~-
tion in the year 1239.2

However, the Popes were distant figures indeed, so the
Jews sought protection from those more directly involved in
the Crusades themselves, The chronicles contain the account
of the Jewish appeal to Bernmard of Clairvaux, one 9f thc most
significant of Crusades leaders and a Church figure of some
importance, Bernard issed a statement to his followers that
"anyone who injures a Jew is as one who injures Jesus hinaelt."3
But even such a commanding figure as Bernard was not in a
position to control the actions of the vast mass of Crusaders
under his ostensible control, although Jews suffered much less
in this Second Crusade,

In desperation, the Jews of the Rhineland turmed to local
bishops, the individuals with whom they were used to dealing,
asking them for sanctuary and protection, In the year 1096,
the Jews of Speyer appealed to the local bishop, Johannsen,

who hid them in his palace and later helped them when they



4 against the attacking Cru-

"defended themselves vigorously"
saders, In Worms, in that same year, the local bishop shel-
tered the elite elements of the Jewish community for a time,
In Cologne, the hishop arranged for the Jews to escape to
nearby towns where they were bidden in the homes of the local
inhabitanta.5

But not all apneals to bishops were equally efficacious,
In Tf@ves, the Jewish community appealed to Bishop Egilbert
who refused to assist them in any way, Faced with this re-~
fusal, the Jews felt that they had no choice but to convert
en masse and then return to Judaism after the immediate threat
had passed, This was clearly not an isolated incident, UVorse
still was the situation of the Jews of Mainz who were victim-
ized by a certain archbishop Ruthard, Despite promises of
aid and protection, this archbishop actually delivered the
Jews into the hands of the Crusaders, whereupon they were
all immediately masaacred.6

Appeals to Church authorities were, then, not always
successful, Certainly many Church officials were not in
sympathy with the Jews and with the Jewish desire to survive
as an entity apart from Christianity, Most important, they
were not always able, even should they have desired to
restrain the powerful forces and violent instincts which

they had indirectly set in motion, to control the Crusaders

under their ostensible control.
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The Jewish communities of the Rhineland also appealed to
the local secular anthorities for protection, Although such
appeals may have been galling, it was frequently one of the
only viable alternatives to certain destruction, There are
many documented cases of secular leaders providing assistance
and protection to Jews under attack, In one such instance,
Emperor Conrad guaranteed the sccurity of the Jews of his
realm, even providing cities of refuge during the violence
of the Second Crusade, He also urged all the area's princes
and prelates to protect their Jews against the violence of
the mob, However, the Jews paid heavily for this protection
and they were safe only as long as they remained within their
appoimted sanctuary. Furthermore, attempts to hide from the
Crusader armies rarely met with sucress, Secure hiding places,
despite the guarantees of the local authorities, were difficult
to obtain, Moreover, the authorities were generally badly
outnumbered by the attacking Crusaders and they risked
alienating their own subjects by appearing to 'lack zeal'
in the persecution of the 'enemies of Christ,' More
important, the local townspeople, upon whom the Jews would
depend under such circumstances, often proved to be unreliable
protectors, Not infrequently they betrayed these hidden Jews,
revealing their sanctuary to the marauding Crusaders, In
Worms, where half of the Jews sought refuge in the homes of
their Christian neighbors, the townspeople, erstwhile pro-

tectors of the Jews, actually turned upon them and killed them
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themselves, And even in those cases where Christians sought
to protect their Jewish friends, their efforts were often
discovered and punished by the Crusaders, Such was the case
in the city of Cologne, Thus, escaping through hiding, even
with the assurances of the secular authorities, proved to be
a less than viable option for Rhineland Jews during the
Crusades,

There were even cases in which the secular authorities,
like the Church authorities, conspired against the Jews of
their realms with the assistance of the local townspeople.,
In the Sefer Hasidim we read:

It was once decreed against the Jews that they must for-

sake the God of their fathers and adopt the aliemn faith,

The Jews determined to flee from their places, Many of

them had acquaiantances among the princes and these pre~

tended to be their friends and dissmaded them, saying:

"Come to us, We will protect you from yvour enemies,"

But when the Jews came to them they killed them, (7)
Although the local secular authorities stood to gain most
from the protection of the Jews-=~financial benefit derived
from special Jewish taxes and from the economic stimulation
of Jewish trade~-their aid was not always forthcoming, nor

was it always effective,

But, as Zinberg notes, "the Jews did not turn to the
secular power alone in their need, Men of strong faith and
profound religious sentiment, they also appealed in their
time of trouble to the highest tribunal, the most powerful
authoritiy, the master of the universe, and God of their
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fathers, FPFrom the constant and omnipotent helper; they
begged aid."8 Often their prayers to God possessed a sad and
plaintive quality, Wrote one paytan: "Why will You hide Your
face and forever be angry with us? God remember and see that
we are all Your_people."9
But more often their prayers were simple demands for jus-~
tice, God was understood as having promised His protection
to His people in return for continmed loyalty to Him, Since
the Jews.had remained loyal through the generations, they
demanded God's promised redemption, In this spirit, they re-~
minded God of His special relationship with His people, of
His many efforts on behalf of His people in the past, and of
the need for saving miracles in the present, According to
the anonymous chronicler of Mainz:
And they cried to God and said: "You are God, the God
of Israel, Yet You are wiping out Israel's remnant,
Where are all Your miracles that ouxr fathers told us
of, saying, 'Surely, God, it was You who took us out
- of Bgypt.! Now you are driving us into the hands of

the nations, so that we may be destroyed," (10)

A paytan appeals to God:
God, we ourselves heard our fathers tell us
That You performed deeds in earlier times on our hehalf,
For every single generation You worked wonders for us.
You have done remarkable things; you are God, Your
miracles and Your concern have bheen for us, (11)
There was, then, complete convietion that God could act
in history, that one's prayers, if offered with enough true
conviection, counld cause God to redirect the course of human
history. Thus, for example, the Jews of Regensburg prayed

for salvation, and viewed the arrival of the auwthorities,
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armed and on horseback, as proof that God had indeed accepted
their prayers.12

Jews also appealed toc God to aid the Muslims in their
struggle against the Christian invader; they even viewed the
victories of the Muslims as the result of God's intervention on
behalf of the Jews, Thus, with each new Muslim victory, Jews
throughout Europe offered up prayers of thanksgiving to God
for their 'redemption,' couching their prayers in the lang-
uage of thanks for miraculous divine intervention,

There is even indication that Jews appealed to angels,
begging that they intercede with God on behalf of the Jewish
people, Zinberg quotes the following prayer:

Compassionate angels, ye servants of the Most High,

beseech God with heartfelt words, Perhaps He will have

mercy on the unfortunate people, Perhaps He will have
compassion on the last remmnants of Joseph's children
who are everywhere sold for a farthing, made a mockery
and a scorn, Yet they offer their prayers and cry to

God, their helper, Perhaps He will have compassion

on those who languish in chains, who starve in solitude

and misery, who are the object of awe of all the peoples

and are mocked and spat upon by all of them,,..Perhaps

He will have compassion on those whose sufferings are

numberless and measureless, who in dens of lions and

lairs of snakes still do not forget the holy word, God's
eternal script, Perhaps He will have compassion on those
who silently endure all sufferings and shame; they are
silent and hope~~for His help and mercy., Perhaps He

will have compassion, listen to the cries, break the

chains, free from slavery, heal the wounds, and quickly
send the day of redemption, (13)

Tne dominant wisdom of the day, then, was that God could
indeed come to the aid of His people, altering the course of
historical events for Israel's benefit, Prayer, fasting, and
repentance were seen as the proper way of achieving these ends,

However, there was also a clear understanding that God's
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decree, once decided upon, was inalterable, Thus, there
was a certain quality of fatalism in these appeals since the
worshippers were never certain whether God had already made

His final decision, whether further appeals would be useless,

For those Jews who wished to remain alive and not die a
martyr's death, there were still other alternatives in the
face of Crusader attack, For some, there was the option of
fleeing Europe altogether and travelling to the Holy Land,
Although this phenomenon was relatively insignificant in the
eleventh and twelfth centuries, mounting Christian hostility
and recurrent violence became so unbearable for some, that
there was a dramatic increase in the incidence of Jewish
emigration to Palestine in the thirteenth century. As reports
multiplied of terrible destruction of Jewish communities, many
Jews began to see these events as the prophesied '"birthpangs
of the Messiah,' the mass death and awesome destruction that
would immediately precede the advent of the Redeemer, The
notion that the end of history was approaching became wide-
spread in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries; some Jews
began to prepare for their redemption by 'going up' to the
Holy Land, According to Prawer: "With the exception of the
sixteenth century (following the expulsion of the Jews from
Spain) and in our times, Jewish immigration into the Holy
Land never reached such dimensions as during the thirteenth

century, Contemporary documents convey the impression that
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all the long-repressed yvearning of the nation for the Holy
Land-~kept alive by persecution, faith and daily prayer=--
suddenly found an outlet in a movement of return.“iﬁ
Ispecially prominent among the emigrants were rabbis,
Christian animosity toward Jews in general was, of course,
particularly pointed with regard to Jewish religious leaders,
In the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, the rabbis were
singled out as victims of Crusader violence; the most famous
of these was Nabbenu Tam who was nearly murdered in the year
1147, So it was that a large number of rabbis left Europe
for lalestine, [specially noteworthy was the mass emigration

in 1211 of some 300 rabbis from Provence to Palestine, recorded

in the Shevet Yehudah.15 While the exact nature of this

expedition is unclear, there can be little doubt that their
desire to flee to the Holy Land testifies to the tenuous
nature of Jewish existence in Lurope at the time of the
Crusades, Later in the thirteenth century, the famous Rabbi
Meir of Rothenburg likewise came to find life under constant
threat of violence intolerable, He fled with his entire
fanily to live in the Holy l.and,

There were, then, many instances of Jews==both rabbis
and lay persons, individuals and groups--fleeing violence
and travelling to Palestine, Certainly the numbers of those
choosing this alternative was never great in absolute terms,
However, the fact that some did actually undertake the

difficult voyage only to face further uncertainty in Palestine



indicates the desperation of certain members of the Jewish
communities of Europe in the face of the constant threat of

anti-Jewish vielence,

There was still another option available to such Jews--
the alternative of armed resistance, Before and during the
First Crusade, the Jews of the Rhineland still maintained the
right to bear arms, and many availed themselves of this
opportunity, However, there was a good deal of ambivalence
in the Jewish attitude toward the use of violence even for
the sake of self-defense, Jews increasingly held it a
cardinal point that violence was to be avoided wherever this
was possible, The time-honored Jewish response to overt
physical threats was an sttempt to mollify the enemy and an
imploring of God's aid, Such was a very practical apprecach
for a powerless minority, surrounded on all sides by violent
enemies, But according to Michael Brown: "The rabbis were
not pacifists, They did not feel that anyone had a right
to look upon evil in the world and remain silent, It was
not a virtue to die for one's ideals if there were a way
to live to propogate them, And in order to live, ene was
fully entitled, indeed commanded, to protect himself, even

16 The normative position

if that meant engaging in violence,"
was to seek to pacify one's enemies, bat "if & man comes to
kill you, rise early and kill him tirat."17 In other words,
"one must do what one must do in order to stay alive but

no more."18
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Sometimes passivity became intolerable and the impetus

toward violence overwhelming, One paytan exhorted his co~
religionists:

We are abused, spat upon and treated like mixe

in the streets; '
We are speechless.in the cormer, like witnesses
- teaken in a lie;

We listen to provocation and answer nought. (19)
And on occasion, Jews did indeed respond with armed resistance.
The chronicler relates the story of two young girls from
Cologne who stabbed their guard to death in order to emcape
forced conversion. We are also told of a certain Rabbi
Kalonymos and his attempt to kill the local bishop. Accord-
ing to the account, he took a knife and sought to kill him in
his private chambers, But before he reached the bishop, the

20 .
A certain Rabbi Shneur

rabbi was discovered and killed,
was reported to have killed an attacking Crusader but was
himself killed in the effort.21 In Carenton, France, in the
year 1147, according to Graetz, there was a "determined battle"
petween Jews and Christians in which the Jews, who had barri-

caded themselves in a house, were all massacred.zz

There is
also the incident in which one Simha ha-Cohen stabbed the
nephew of the bhishop within the precincts of the Church, as
they dragged him to be immersed in the baptismal waters,
Simha's end was a bloody one=--he was hacked to pieces by the
bishop's men, There is also the case of the compunity of

Mainz, which responded to the Crusaders with armed resistance

under the leadership of Rabbi Kalonymes bar Meshullem,




According to the Chronicle of Solomon bar Simeon:

Every single man of Israel took up his weapons in the

bishop's inner courtyard, and /all/ advanced to the

gate to engage the infidels a the townspeople, They

fought hand-to-hand in the gateway. The sinners

slaughtered /Them/, the enemy captured them and captured
the gate, The hand of God was heavy on His people, All
the Gentiles mobbed the Jews in the courtyard to
annihilate them there, Our people lost heart when

they saw the hand of the evil Edomite beating them, (23)

Perhaps the most dramatic example of Jewish armed resis-
tance occurred in one city whose identity is uncertain, Here
"from among the Jews living in the city /came/...five hundred
young swordsmen, men of war who would not turn away from the
enemy, They came safely into the city and dealt the Crusaders
and the townspeople a mighty blow, Of the Jews only six were
killed,n2"

Generally, however, armed resistance was not very success-
ful in sustaining Jewish life, Jews--inexperienced in the
art of self-defemnse, ambivalent in their feelings toward
employing violent means, hppelessly outnumbered by their
enemies--rarely succeeded in saving their own lives in this
way. Their isolated acts of violent resistance were less a
means for self-preservation than a kind of final statement

and an emotional outpouring.

Another avenue for the Jews cf the Rhineland was that
into which the Crusaders hoped to force their victims==the
option of conversion to Christiarity. Naturally, the Jews
of the Rhineland were highly reluctant to accept this alterna-
tive, Conversion belied their every prayer, their every



belief, their entire way of life, According to Graetz, they
considered eleventh~century Christianity a "terrible form of
paganism, The worship of relics and pictures; the conduct
of the head of the Church, who absolved nations from a sacred
oath; and incted them to regicide; the immoral, dissipated
life of the priesthood; the horrible practices of the
Crusaders--all these things reminded them much more of the
practices of idolators than of the followers of a holy God."25
Jews were further restrained from converting to Christ-
ianity by their awareness of the terrible hostility of other
Jews against those who 'apostatized.' Such was the animosity
that Rashi found it necessary to plead for greater sympathy
toward those who converted and then sought to return to their

6

ancestral taith.2 He specifically spoke out against the

popular notion that Jews should never marry those who had
converted to save their lives and then returned to Judaiam.27
Finally; Jews feared that their conversion would bring pun-
ishment upon them in the world-to-come, Conversion was
understood by most Jews as being one of the practical
measures taken in this world to increase one's comfort and
security, for which one would be severely punished in the
hereafter,

In spite of this, there are a number of cases where Jews,
individually and even as communities, converted to the domin-

ant faith, In the Sefer Hasidim there appears the story of a

community which decided to save itself by converting en masse

25



to Christianity with the intenvion of returning to Judaisnm
once the immediate danger had passed,-C The community of
Tréves responded in similar fashion,>?
Historical sources indicate a rise in the nunmber of
Jewish converts to Christianity at this time, Naturally,
there are relatively few recorded instances of conversion in
the medieval Jewish sources since the purpose of such writings
was to bolster the sagging spirits of a suffering Jewry, to
inspire Jewish readers to remain steadfast in their faith,
and not to lead Jews astray into easy avenues of escape for
which they would surely pay in the world-to-come, However,
the relatively slight increase in converts at this time

testifies to the fortitude and courage of the threatened

Jews of the Nhineland,



2, ANGER

Unable to forestall or resist Crusader violence, the
Jews of the Rhineland were forced to accept the inevitability
of their bitter fate, Thousands were killed, violated or
mutilated, Unsuccessful in averting disaster, they were
now forced to face impending catastrophe or if they survived,
to seek to comprehend it,

Not surprisingly, many responded with rage and indig-
nation, Feeling impotent in the face of violence, their
ever-increasing anger became a powerful and explosive force,
According to Kibler-Ross, the anger of one who knows his sit-
uation to be hopeless is often "displaced in all directions
and projected onto the environment at times almost at rnndon."1
So it was with the Jewish survivors of the Crusades, There
was no single clear target for their terrible rage; instead
there was a multiplicity of targets and a diffusion of anger
into several different directions,

Jewish anger was first directed at those Jews who chose
to onvert to Christianity rather than suffer martyrdom for
their ancestral faith, That those who did convert were
compelled by brutal torture and terrifying threats meant
nothing=-~-they were still "apostates"2 according to most Jews,

Venom was also directed at the perpetrators of the
violence~~the Crusaders and the Church they represented,
israel Abrahams claims that the Jews always responded to the
christian world in kind--with love to love and with hatred to
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hostility and contenpt.3 With the inception of the Crusades,
whatever had been positive in the Jewish orientation toward
their Christian neighbors turved sour., The Jewish masses,

he claims, were especially offended by what they understood
as Christian race pride, exuded by the Crusaders., They began
to interpret the term 'idolators' in the ritual law as apply-
ing to all Christians although the great Jewish authorities
of the day unanimously decreed against this tendency,

Finally, according to Abrahams, those laws which forebade Jews
to eat Christian food and drink Christian wine may also have
given these Jews an illusion of moral superiority, Wwhatever
the reasons, Jews and Christians, at the time of the Crusades,
descended into a vicious circle of mutual contempt,

While many Christians found easy expression of their
anti-Jewish feelings in the excesses of Crusader violence,
Jews were virtually impotent in expressing their hostility
toward Christians, Outnumbered and inexperienced in warfare,
Jews could expect little redress from armed resistance,

Since violent behavior was impossible, the only avenue for
emotional release, for consolation and for vindication, was
violent language, Whenever Jewish writers and poets describe
the Crusaders, the Church, and religious symbols and ritual
objects of the Christian faith, they do so in the most
pejorative of terms., For chronicler Solomon bar Simeon, the
cross is an "impure sign," the Crusaders are "locusts" and

A

Jesus is the "hanged bastard."  Later in the same chronicle,
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the Pope is called “Satan"5 and the fervent wish is expressed
that the bones of Crusader Godfrey of Bouillon be crnshed.6
The Jewish writers and poets naturally reserved their greatest
contempt and anger for the most sacred element of the Christ-
ian faith, the person of Jesus himself, Particularly venom-
ous is the language of one chronicler who refers to Jesus as
"the hanged one, the crucified ome, the despised, abominable,
detestable branch, bastard son of an impure and lecherous
union."7 Such language was, of course, never meant for
Christian ears, It was not meari to challenge the enemy;
rather it was intended to relieve the embittered Jews of the
Rhineland of the pressure of their tremendous anger and rage.
This was the harsh language of those who had suffered much
together, who shared the same contempt for the enemy, who
knew the same impotent rage, While such language achieved

no tangible consequences whatever, it acted as a substitute
for violent acts, allowing the release of much pent-up

hostility,

Since the Jews of the Rhineland felt entirely powerless
to alter their situation, and since they were reduced to
flinging oaths at their powerful enemy, it was only natural
thei they should turn to their all-powerful God and demand
that He take immediate action on their bhehelf, It was God's
responsibility, they believed, to avenge their massive,
tragic losses, The literature therefore is rife with demands
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that God take immediate and violent revenge upon the Christ-
ians, God is appealed to as the "God of vengennce"8 and the
"avenger of the children of Israel.“9 War imagery and term-
inology employved by the Bible in describing "holy wars"
abound, "Blast them with a mighty blast of the trumpet,”
exhorts one paytan, and take revenge upon the enemy so that

11 L jolent death

not one soul remain alive.lo Images of fire,
and utter destruction of the ememy appear with frequency.
One particularly angry passage exhorts God: "Spill our Your
wrath on the nations that do not acknowledge You, and over
the empires who do not invoke Your name! Spill our Your
rage on them and let Your anger seize them and demand [zr
theg? the blood of Your servants which has been shed upon

the barren clitts!"12

The rage of many sufferers, then,
knew no bounds, Their rage was such that it could be cooled
only by liberal doses of revenge, and so they hegan to
imagine that revenge was sure to follow,

Such expectations of revenge served several important
purposes, They provided a much-need emoiional release to
an znraged people and helped to satisfy their instinctual
desire for retribution, But these expectations also ful-
filled several important functions in bolstering a foundering
Jewish world-view., First. they showed faith that justice did
indeed govern the universe, that the wicked would be punished

and the righteous rewarded. They evinced a desire thau God

set matters right, proving to the nations that He did rule
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over all creation, that He was indeed the "righteous judge."
Understood thus, God's vengeance upon the enemy was as much
for His own sake as for the sake of his suffering people,

God was therefore exhorted to take action not simply for
the relief of His tortured people but also for "the sake of
His name," that is, for the sake of His reputation among the
nations of the world, "Give honor to Your /own/ name--not
for us, God, not for us," wrote paytan Eliezer bar Hathan.13
Through vengeance, all nations would come to see God as the
final arbiter of justice imn the universe, requiting each
individual in kind for the actions of his life, Punishment
and vengeance were to be exacting but scrupulously fair., By
setting matters aright in this way, God would assuage the
Jewish sense of outrage and vindicate their faith that God,
and not the Crusaders, was ultimately in control.

Second, God's vengeance was required to fulfil His
promises to His people., According to Jewish tradition, God
had long ago promised His protecticn to the Jewish people as
long as they remained loyal to Him and steadfast in their
performance of His commandments, Since the Jews had main-
tained their half of the agreement, it was incumbent upon
God to uphold His, Thus, one paytan writes: "You swore
to exact blood vengeance,,.,Fulfil this oath and we will give

thanks to You."ih

The evil Christians were to be properly
punished and the Jews were to receive their just reward--

in this world and in the next-~so that they could continue
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to value God's promises, Thus, according to another paytan:
"Show Your fulfilment of their wishes and desires--let the
righteous rejoice for he has seen /Your/ vengeance ,"17

Not surprisingly, such notions of reward and pvnishment
began to be expressed in terms of the final reward and punish-
ment of the end of days, Despairing of the likelihood of
seeing their enemies punished in the immediate future, the
suffering Rhineland Jews developed the notion that the end
was near, at which time every person would be requited with
good or evil according tc the mature of his deeds, Then,
they felt, God would finally take full and proper revenge
upon the Crusaders and reward His suffering servants with
"robes of glory" and "crowns" upon their heads.l6 They
would be ushered into the Gardem of Eden where they would
feast upon the delicious flesh of the Leviathan, At the same
time, the evil ones would come to comprehend the justice and
majesty of the one true God, to see the error of their ways
and forsake them for righteous behavior, Chronicler Solomon
bar Simeon expresses this notion as follows:

And then they will realize and understand in their

hearts that they have dashed our bodies to the ground

for nothing, killed our pious ones for false things,

spilled the blood of righteous women for a stinking

corpse and the blood of babies and infants for the
words of a misleader, (17)

L

This was the ultimate aim of their demand for vengeance--—
their own final redemption, the realization by the enemy of
the falseness of his way, and the vindication of the God of

Israel, Their more immediate purpose, however, was to
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assuage their implacable anger, They had suffered enough; now

it was to be the enemy's turn,

Despite the occasional, isolated instance in which God
was understood as having wreaked vengeance upon the uicked,ia
it became increasingly evident to the Jews of the Rhineland
that God was not consistently punishing the wicked and reward-
ing the righteous, They continued to witness the wicked
Christians despoiling and destroying God's "treasure among
the nations" with apparent impunity, The desperate gquestion
of one paytan mirrors well the anxiety and incredulity of a
whole people: "The wicked exalts over the overburdened
people, Dn You not see what they are doing?“ig

The poets and chroniclers unceasingly protested the
innocence of their people, One paytan angrily demands:
"Remember these,,.Search for wrongdoing and there is none,
[Search for] sin and You will not find /It7."2° As well,
the deliberate pathos with which the poets and chroniclers
described the gruesome deaths of the Jewish victims appears
itself as a kind of challenge to God's justice and therefore
to God Himself, Where was God when these innocents were
slanghtered, they demanded to know, Did He close His eyes
so that He would not have to see? Burning with indignation
they appeal to the earth not to cover up the blood of the
victims as though God did indeed need reminding of the

guffering and sacrifices of the Jewish people.zl
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The iine between incredulity and anger, even outright
rebellion, became biurred as complaint mounted into challenge,
"Who is like You among the blind?" taunts onme paytan.’® And
according to the chronicler, one Jew about to suffer martyr-
dom exclaims: "I beseech You, Lord God, why have You aban-
doned Your people Israel to be scorned and despised, to be
shamed and killed by the hand of the nations who are impure
as the pig, who devour us, the nation You chose from all the
nations to be Your treasure peoplo?...“23 Another writer,
particularly bitter and aardonic; castigates God by contrast-
ing the piety of the victims and the exceptional viciomsness
of their deaths, Counterposing their fervent, heartfelt
prayers, their utter faith in the justice and mercy of God,
with vivid descriptions of their torment, he calls into
question the very utility of prayer and the ability or the

will of God to act,2?

Intricately detailed descriptions of
the deaths of martyrs~-of how loved ones died in each other's
arms in vast pools of blood--can also be read as bitter
challenges hurled in the face of the God who stood by as
these tragic events occurred,

Such challenges~-whether implicit or explicit--represent
an extreme form of anger at God for the injustice and the
suffering of His universe, Outraged, they railed against
God for His continued inactivity and for His excessive

tolerance for human evil, However, such challenges, Ly their

very nature, implied an acceptance of God's kingship over all
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and His potential for intervention in human affairs, Assum-
ing His power and His goodness, they demanded prompt action,
More radical even than these verbal challenges were those
few cases where Jews actually altered established religious
practice, diminishing their obedience to Jewish law and prac-
tice, Chronicler Eliezer bar Nathan cites an instance where
some Jews ceased attending synagogue during the period of
mourning known as aninut in direct contravention of established
community cnatom.25 This passage is indeed brief and ambiguous,
However, it is certainly possible, in light of all we have
said; that those who altered their religious practice in this
manner did so in rebellion against what they perceived as
the injustices of God's universe,
Whatever the specific form and content of Jewish anger,
it is clear that the Jews of the Rhineland felt and expressed
tremendous rage against 'weak-willed' Jewish converts,
against the Christian perpetrators of violence, and even
against God Himself, who had inexplicably allowed all of the

death and destruction both to occur and to gc¢ unpunished,



DESPAIR

Not infrequently, anger developed into enervating des-
pair as the feeling of having been abandoned by God intensi-
fied, As has already been suggested, the Jews of the Rhine-
land believed that it was possible to influence God's decisions
through prayer and the faithful practice of mitzvot, But they
also held that God's decree, once made, was irrevocable, From
thia; it was only a short step to the notion that God decided
the course of human evenis without any reference whatsoever
to the needs and prayers of His people, The more desperate,
the more inconsolable among the Jews cited the countless
instances of violence, suffering and death as proof that God
had reached His final decision and that He had decided to
abandon His people to its fate, Increasingly, the Rhineland
Jews became convinced that their fate and the fate of their
communities were sealed, and that there was nothing anyone
could do to alter that fate, Of one threatened community
the anonymous Mainz chronicler writes: "For they saw that
God had issued the decree; there was no place to flee,
neither forward nor hehind."1 No prayer, no cry, no
challenge could alter God's merciless design, such fatalists
complaired, Ruled by so harsh a fate, they could only feel
impotent, abused and dwarfed by forces much larger than
themselves, They ceased to hope for saving miracles and,
in despair, resigned themselves to continued suffering and
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to death itself,

Such a despairing, fatalistic attitude posed some par-
ticularly prickly theological problems, Where was God in all
this? Why was He allowing His people to suffer so? Surely
He would not choose to repay them with suffering and death
for their continued loyalty to Him and His mitzvot! How then
to explain His role in the terrible, unremitting suffering?
The most frequenily invoked rationale for God's silence was
that He had either consciously turned away from seeing or
that His vision had been o™scured and He was therefore un-
aware of the catastrophe experienced by His people, Israel,
With reference to the attacking Crusaders ome paytan
piteously inquires of God: "Can you not see what they are

2

doing?"™ Another poet complains:

You hid Your face from the sound of /Israel's/ crying
You turned away completely from [ﬁbr offering and
/[Bex] lamentation, (3)
In terminology highly reminiscent of Buber's "eclipse of

4 chronicler Solomon bar Simeon suggests that a barrier--

God"
tangible and real--has been inexplicably erected between God
and His people: "But the decree had been issued and it
became like a barrier of iron between us and our heavenly
Father."s Most despair-inducing of all was the notion that
God had abandoned Israel to the devices of the enemy and then
averted His gaze so that He would not have to witness the
barbarism that was to ensue, A God who had thas withdrawn

His protection was seen to be either irrelevant or threatening,
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There could be no hope in such a God who had chosen either to
be as impotent as His suffering servantis or as malevolent as
the vilest Crusader mob, Such a vision could not but lead
to a bitter and immobilizing despair.

While some Rhineland Jews proved resilient enough to

withstand this despair, others were less successful and suc-
cumbed to 1t; even if only momentarily, Recurrent instances
of torture; rapine and death increasingly bolstered their
sense of having been abandoned by God. The basic day~-to-day
security which had made life predictable, orderly and meaning-
ful had been eroded away and all seemed hopeless, These des-
perate Jews had suffered blow after blow, They had seen
their community life destroyed, their synagogues burmed, and
their sacred Torahs trampled in the mud, They had had their
children torn from their sides and sawv them forced, at the
point of a sword, to accept the hated ways of the enemy,
They had witnessed grisly mass-suicides and the terrible
murder of child by parent, sister by brother, and wife by
husband, They had witnessed unspeakable barbarism that
undermined everything--every institution, every authority,
every particle of faith-~that they had once held sacred, Most
destructive of all, they had had to endure the silence of
their God--the God who had sworn to be their Rock and their
Refuge-=-in times of most extreme urgency.

For more than a few, the suffering, the terror, the

abuse and God's inexplicable silence became too much to bear,
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In bitterness and agony, they cried out, seeking only an out-
pouring of their pent-up grief and despair, Unburdening their
aoula; they uttered that most immediate of prayers--the cry of
the wounded, Life is unliveable, they despaired, "We are
abused, spat upon and treated like mire in the strceta...“s
cried one Jewish poet, Complained another: "The days have
fled, and my eyes have not seen any good since the day the
enemy came to the gate of my fortreaa.'7

What made the suffering particularly unbearable was its
interminable nature, It extended back over the generations,
new episodes of violence blemding continuously into the old,
One paytan phrased it thus:

It is the fifth month /Av/; let no joy emter it,

For it added grief upon grief, mourning and sorrow

And lamenting for the dead,,., (8)
To many suffering Jews, it seemed one endless night of horror;
there was no respite from the violence, For nany, life had
lost its joy and its meaning and the only conceivable response
was tears of despair, In the words of one poet:

My heart is terrified at the sound of those who cry

because of the many troubles

Which follow quickly one after the other,

The vast number of decrees for all on£7 sins,

Shall I ever listen again to the voices of singers? (9)
A most poignant expression of this feeling of abandonment and
bitter despair is the long litany of anguish penned by one
particularly desperate paytan:

I am pelted with stones, I am tripped up by him who

crucifies me,
I am set afire, I am beheaded by him whe vilifies me,
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slain, ..

strangled, I am suffocated by my enemy.
beaten, I am whipped upon my back,

put to death, I am thrown to the lion,

devastated,,.

hanged, I am disgraced, I am exiled,..

slaughtered, I am destroyed... (10)

Pl b b b b ]
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Especially demoralizing was the particular violence meted
out against the sacred scrolls of the Torah, The sources
attest to the special delight taken by rampaging Christians
in tearing apart; burning and trampling into the mud this

symbol of Jewish trnth.11

Pathetic, detailed descriptions

of the desecration of the sci'olls indicate the extreme despair
experienced by these Jews at the loss of their Torahs,

Solomon bar Simeon described one such instance in the follow-
ing manner: "And they /The Crusaders/ took the Torah and
they trampled it in the mud and they tore it up and burmed it,
Thus they devoured Israel with a full mouth."12 Just as an
ensign taken in battile demoralizes an army, so the loss of
the Torah scrolls came to be regarded as indicating the
impotence of the people who so treasured it, The Torah, in
fact, came increasingly to be viewed as a living entity, its
fate conjoined with that of the people, Israel, When the
people prospered, their Torah received its due honor, When
the people suffered, the Torah suffered as well, Thus, the
loss of the Torah scrolls was an occasion for mourning as

much as the death of an individual Jew, Crying out as the

holy books were consigned to the flames, one poet exclaimed:



"I shall ery out bitterly inm tears and sighs for the holy
texts which were not saved from the conrlagration.“13 The
sources even indicate that some Jewish communities, so shaken
by the loss of their beloved Torah, submitted to all the
ritual laws incumbent upon one who mourns a deceased family
member, They are freguently pictured wearing sackcloth,
covered in dust and ashes, composing eulogies over their
shattering lmm..“I

Occasionally the degree of despair evinced over the
desecration or loss of Torah scrolls appears somewhat exag-
gerated, The excessive grief seems more fitting for the loss
of a parent, sibling or spouse, In this context, it is
arguable that the Torah scrolls functioned for the survivors
as a kind of surrogate for rurdered family and friends, Since
their loved ones had died for the sanctification of God's
name; it was not considered seemly to mourn overmuch for them,
There were, however, no similar restrictions with regard to
mourning for Toral scrolls, Perhaps, then, much of the
instinctual rage and despair experienced at the death of
friend or spouse or sibling was projected into the more
acceptable extreme mourning over lost Torahs, While this
is only conjecture, the excessive horror and agony expressed
in the sources at the loss of a Torah testify to its plausi-
bility,

Be that as it may, it is difficult for the modern reader

to comprehend the depth of Jewish despair at the desecration
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of this central religious symbol, For the medieval Jews of
the Rhineland, the Torah was more than a collection of
accumulated wisdom; it was the symbol of Jewish truth and

of God's special relationship with His people, Thus its loss
meant more than the destruction of pieces of parchment, To
many Jews its desecration was a concrete representation of
God's abandonment of His people, and of the ephemeral nature
of the covenant,

So the despairing Jew mourned--for the victims, for the
Torah, and not least of all for himself since he saw in the
deaths of those near to him his own approaching demise,
Images of death and references to Jewish mourning customs
occupy a prominent place in the sources, Over the victims
of one outrage, a poet cried out: "Over these I will mourn
in bitterness of heart, wailing and moaning."'? Another
mourned: "Send and call for the women mourners and let them
come."16 There is frequent reference to donning sackcloth,
to covering oneself with dust and ashes, and to mourning the
loss of a loved one.17 One particularly desperate poet even
expressed a desire to descend into the grave with the victims

3 Such extreme grief was not purgative;

of the latest decree,
it was only an expression of their bottomless despair at their

apparent abandonment by God,

The Jews of the Nhipneland had indeed suffered every out-
rage-~the deaths of family and friends, forced conveirsion to

what they considered to be "idolatrous worship" and even



desacration of the sacred symbol of the truth of their faith,
Not surprisingly, the Jewish response was often inconsolable
bitterness of heart, a wringing of tears from the daily
fabric of death and destruction, Theirs was truly despair--
naked and undeniable, For many Jews of the Rhineland, life
under constant threat of Crusader violence had descended into
a never-ending cycle of anxiety, terror and pain, Finally,
if only for an instant, their wills broke. Forgetting about
God's promises to His people, about vengeance, about their
demands for a just universe, they instead sought catharsis,
an outpouring of bitter grief, a baring of raw, desperate
emotion, Sensing abandonment by God, surmising that their
awful fate had already been decreed, they gave up their
anger and sank back into black and bitter despair,
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4, ACCEPTANCE OF DEATH

s 1 ;ntroduction

O0f ultimate concern for the Jews of the Rhineland was
their survival, both physical and spiritual, They therefore
sought a unified, consistent explanation which could enable
them to continue the daily struggle in the face of abuse,
degradation and even death, This was not always easy. Fre-
quently the most immediate response was rage and rebellion,
Some Jews, worn down by recnrrent violence and destiruction,
sank into despair, But neither anger nor despair could
provide much solace for the suffering Jew nor provide him
with a purpose or meaning which could enable him to continue
to live, Cl=arly, anger and despair had their limitations,
Anger, with its implicit assumption that God could take action
for the relief of His people should He so choose, implied a
capricious God who needed incessant badgering to attend to
the urgent needs of His people, And despair, with its assump-~-
tion that God would no longer respond to Jewish prayers,
implied a disinterested or even antagonistic Deity. That
God could be evil or disinterested or limited in power was
unthinkable for most Jews since it was only by their continued
faith in a kind, loving and powerful God that they could find
a rationale and a means to survive as a people, To find
meaning in suffering and death without denying the power or
the goodness of God became the principal Jewish task of the

day,
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Mest Jews therefore resolved to die al kiddush ha-Shem,

"for the sanctification of the Name" of God, They turned
necessity into a virtue, proclaiming with their deaths God's
power and oneness, their love for God and their submission to
His will, Under such circumstances, death was not something
to be endured as much as embraced, The martyrs of Mainz,
for example, expressed their joy in dying thus: "Ours is noil
to question the nature of the Holy Ome, blessed be He and
blessed be His Name, who gave us the Torah and commanded
that we die and be killed for the unification of His holy
Name, Happy are we if we do His will! Happy is everyone who
is slain and slaughtered and who dies for the unification of
His Nane."1

For the Jews of the Rhineland, suffering of an almos%
unprecedented nature had become a terrible fact of life,
They had witnessed the most vicious, the most gruesome of
scenes and were at a loss to explain why they had occurred,
Their suffering, they fervently believed, had to have a
meaning--a meaning comprehensible to the sufferers and con-
sistent with their conception of God's nature, They there-
fore interpreted their suffering as an attempt by God to
test their fortitude or as punishment for unspecified, but
nonetheless real wrongdoing, In this way, their pain and
travail took on new meaning; through suffering they could

prove their merit and also atome for their sins, Suffering

therefore became a positive act to be frlly experienced and
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even welcomed for its efficacy.

It was not far from such an acceptance to the belief
that the highest act to which the pious Jew could aspire was
dying for the sanctification of God's name, Clearly, the
ultimate imdication of nne's loyalty to God was a willingness
to die in submission to what was felt to be God's will, If
suffering was a positive act, how much the more so was a
willingness to part with life itself, Martyrdom, therefore,
became the supreme religious act for the Jews of the Rhimeland,
Through dying a martyr's death, the Jew demonstrated his sub-
mission to God, proclaimed the truth of his faith to a
skeptical Christian world, proved his courage and his love
for God, escaped an intolerable existence, and expiated his
sins, without sacrificing the interrelated system of belief
and practice which gave his life meaning and purpose,

Kiddush ha-Shem refers, themn, to all instances in which

Jews submitted to death with the conviction that this fate
was desired by God and was done for His sake, It includes
not only those instances in which Jews actually took their
own lives, but also those cases where husbands slaughtered
wives, parents sacrificed children and grooms killed their
own brides, as well as those instances in which Jews willingly
stretiched forth their necks to be slaughtered by their enemies,
It was an attempt to accept that which seemed an inevitable

evil and turn it into a good., According te Brown: "As a

i



scattered minority.,.without the means or the know-how to
engage in armed struggle with any chance of success, Jews,
when threatened, frequently could do nothing except elect

to die well."2 Kiddush ha-Shem was the Jewish way of "dying

well," a religious response which preserved them from
despair, futility and fatalism, and maintained in them a
sense of purpose.

The chronicles and piyyutim are a veritable treasure-
trove of examples of Jews who died for the sanctification of
the Name, 1In Speyer, Rabbenu Samuel bar Yehiel, a wizened,
old man, cut his son's throat at the approach of the enemy;
he concluded by successfully entreating his servant to run
him through with his own sword.3 . Samuel bar R. Gedaliah,
a comrade of the young victim, hearing of how his friend had
assented to such a death, resolved to do likewise, He sum=-
moned the sexton of the synagogue who obliged him by dis-
patching him with his sword.q There is also the horrifying
tale of one Mar Shemaryah of Worms who succeeded in taking
the lives of his wife and children before the Crusaders could
force them to convert, Unfortunately, the Crusaders inter-
vened before Shemaryah could slay himself, and they then set
about to convert him to the Christian faith., They buried
bhim alive, dug him up and offered him the choice between
conversion and returning to the grave, In a remarkable act

of courage, Mar Shemaryah chose to die al kiddush ha-Shen,

returning willingly to the grave. Solomon bar Simeon also
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relates the tale of a certain R. Isaac the Levite who was
baptized while unconscious, In an attempt to redeem himself
from his shame and to proclaim his loyalty to his ancesiral
faith, R, Isaac threw himself to his death in the raging
waters of the Rhine River in an act of submission to the
will of God.s

Page after page of such deaths--each one more pathetic
and terrible than the preceding one--appear throughout the
sources, Account follows gruesome account until the reader
is almost numbed by the unenaing parade of suffering and
death, Perhaps the most disturbing and the most pathetic
of all is the graphic description of the martyrdom of the
Mainz community.

And they stretched forth their necks for slaughtering
and gave up their pure souls to their heavenly Father,
So too the righteous and pious women, each one stretched
forth her neck to her sister to be offered up for the
unification of the Nauwe, So a man did to his own son
and brothers; so a brother did to his sister; so a
woman did to her son and daughter; so a man did to
his neighbor and friend; so a bridegroom did to his
bride; so an engaged man did to his intended., This
one sacrifices and is himself sacrificed, and another
sacrifices and is himself sacrificed until blood
mingles with blood, the blood of the men running to-
gether with that of their wives, the blood of fathers
together with that of their children, the blood of
brothers with that of their sisters, the blood of
teachers with that of their students, the blood of
bridegrooms with that of their brides, the blood of
cantors with that of their scribes, the blood of
babies and infants with that of their mothers., And
so theyv were slain and sacrificed for the unification
of the glorious and awesome Name, (6)

That martyrdom became the rule is particularly remark-
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able in light of the Jewish attitude toward the taking of
one's own life, According to traditional Judaism, suicide,
like murder and idolatry, was a capital offence to be pun-
ished in the world-to-cone.7 According to historian Ben
Sasson: "To kill oneself was never suggested in any place
under any circumatancea."8 However, in cases involving
murder, idolatry or sexual immorality, the principle was:

yayhareg velo ya-avor, "he should allow himself to be killed

ratlier than trnnsgress.“g Since these Jews of the Rhineland
viewed Christianity as i1dolatry, the conviction developed
that it was more meritorious to take one's own life than to
be converted to this 'idolatrous' faith,

Kiddush ha-Shem was thus understood as the fulfilling

of a ritual command. In contrast to suicide which was seen
as implying a wanton disregard for God and His sacred gift
of life, martyrdom was viewed as the supreme means of
honoring and obeying the Eternal, So strong was thir con-
viction that some Jews even believed that their lives had
been granted them solely in order that they might sacrifice
them to God through martyrdom.io In contrast to suicide,

kiddush ha-Shem was seen as representing confidence in the

purposiveness of God's universe and human life--a confidence
almost incredible in the context of the terrible violence
and destruction of their daily lives,

In addition to expressing confidence in God and His

universe, kiddush ha-Shem was also intended to achieve
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certain more tangible results, First, it was intended to
save defenceless Jewish women and children from falling into
the hands of the Crusaders, Perhaps the greatest fear of

the Jewish males of the Rhineland was that their children
would be seized and baptized, their wives taken by the hated
enemy, Indicative of this concern are the words of Judah

bar Abraham, who took the life of his son's wife-to-be
rather than risk her sinking into the impurity of marriage

to a Gertile, "My daughter," he says, "since I did not merit
to see you married to my so., Abraham, I will not marry you
to another, to a Gentile," Killing her in the sight of all,
he proclaims: "Let all see that this is my daughter's

bridal canopy which I make this day."11

Kiddush ha-Shem was also intended to save these Jews

from the sin of conversion to what they regarded as a fornm
of paganism, "May the All-Merciful," they prayved, "save us
from the men of evil, from destruction, from pagan worship,
from the impurity of the nations and their ahominntions."12
Faced with the alternatives of conversion and death they said:
"It is better for us to die here for His great Name and walk
with the righteous in the Garden of Eden and that these un-
circumcized ones do not get hold of us and foul us, against
our wills, with their filthy water." > Dying for the sanc-
tification of the Name was, then, a means of escaping the

ultimate averah through the performance of the ultimaie

mitzvah,
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Kiddush ha-Shem was also the means for physically

defeated Jews to show their contempt and disdain for the
faith of their Christian conquerors. The extent of this
contempt was clearly indicated by those instances where Jews
continued to taunt their captors and deprecate Christian
faith, knowing full well that this would result in even
more fearsome tortures prior to their deaths., 1In this way,
they hoped to create a powerful impression of awe and respect
in their enemies, Martyrdom, then, was the final opportunity
for the doomed Jew to proclaim in the only way possible the
truth and wisdom of his faith,

Perhaps the most astonishing of reasons for dying al

kiddush ha-Shem was the imputed Jewish resolve to save even

their bitterest enemies from the ultimate sin of murder.
"It was the humane man's horiror of bestiality," argues
Lowenthal, "the fine resolve to keep a fellow-creature from
the degradation of murder by taking the crime and blood
unon one's own hands" that manifested itself in the concept

14 That such

of dying for the sanctification of the Name,
a concern intruded itself into the Jewish consciousness at
a time when Jews were daily victimized by Christian violence
is a tribute to the moral fibre of these Jewish martyrs,
Martyrdom was alsc intended to provide zekhut, or
"merit," for other Jews--be they contemporary Jews in other

comnmunities of even fnture generations of Jews, Svlomon bar

Simeon, for example, requests that the willing deaths of
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the martyrs obviate the need for further sacrifices: "And
let their merit and the merit of the others slain.,.stand

15 1n

for us as an advocate before the most high God."
another place, he argues: "And let the blood of His pious
ones stand for merit and for atonement for the generations
after us, for our children's children forever..."16 Many

of the chroniclers and poets, then, evinced a concern that

the victims atone, through their deaths, for the sins of the
larger commuaity, Should this not be possible, they sought

to have this zekhut deferred to future generations of Jewish
sufferers.

Clearly, bowever, the primary motivating factor, the
single pgreatest practical result to be gained from this
acceptance of one's death was the expectation of reward in
the next world. Assured that their deaths would be rewarded
in the world-to-come by eniry into the Garden of [Eden and
companionship with Rabbi Akiba and the other martyrs of
Jewish history, many Rhineland Jews were moved to embrace
martyrdom, "We shall offer ourselves as a sacrifice to the
Eternal," one group of martyrs states, "as a whole offering...
so that we shall enter upon that other world which is all day,
in Fden, where one sees as through a clear glass, where we
shall behold His glory and majesty face-to-face., He will
give to each of us a golden crown for the head, set with

precious stones and pearls. There we will sit amidst the

pillars of the world; we shall feast in the company of the
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righteous in the Garden of Eden, in the company of Rabbi
Akiba and his companions, And we shall sit on a golden throne
in the shade of the tree of 1113...“17 There is also the
instance of the proselyte, concerned for his fate in the next

world should he consent to die al kiddush ha-Shem, His rabbi

assures him: "You shall dwell in the company of the other
righteous proselytes and be with our father Abraham...“ia
Such promises constituted strong incentive for individ-
uals who found their earthly lives so harsh and difficult.
Death, under such circumstances, was actually an occasion for
great joy and celebration, According to one martyr: "Happy
are we if we do His will, Happy is everyone who is slain,
slaughtered and killed for the unity of His Name, He has
been chosen for the world-to-come and shall dwell in the
company of the righteous, with Rabbi Akiba and his companicns,
the pillars of the universe, who let themselves oe slain for
the Name of God, Not only this, but he exchanges the world
of darkness for the world of light, the world of suffering
for the world of happiness, the ephemeral world for the
2ternal world.“19
Death, as the portal to eternal reward, was to be desired,
not feared, One father asked his children as the enemy
approached: "At this hour, Gehinnom and Gan Eden are opén...
Through which do you desire to enter now?" Receiving their

assurances that they fervently desired Gan Eden, he bade them

stretch forth their necks for slaughtering., The chronicler
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concludes: "May their souls be in Gan Eden in the light of

20

life," 0f another group of would-be martyrs one poet ex-

claimed: "In happiness and joy they enter into the palace
of the King."21
Viewing death in this way--as the means for gaining the
reward of Gan Eden--many martyrs did not go to their deaths
in resignation to ineluctable fate but rather saw their
deaths as a unique opportunity graciously provided them by a

loving God. Far from being a sad and desperate option, death

al kiddush ha-Shem was seen as a consummation of Israel's

love for her God., So it was that some Jews actually went
singing and dancing to their deaths. In praise of the martyrs
of Nordhausen, George Kohut writes: "These truly pious and
righteous people encountered death with the greatest forti-
tude; they even begged that their musicians and singers be
allowed to lead them on tc death, as to a merry dance.“22
Similarly, in one piyyut, a "joyous song of praise went forth
from [?hﬁ? lips" of another Jewish martyr.23 And finally,
brothers who had the honor of being slaughtered together
were eulogized with the biblical verse: "Behold how good
and how pleasant it is for brethrenm to dwell together."zh
Death for the sanctification of the Name came to be
onderstood as the ultimate expression of the love of the
martyr for his Godj it is for this reason thati marriage and

wedding imagery abounds in the sources, For example, one

Abraham ha-Ger is desecribed as going to his death "like a
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groom to his bride."25 According to one poet, Jews who went
forth to the slaughter attended "joyvous nnptiala."26 These

same martyrs died proclaiming: "To Him our troth is pledged."27
Another scene of martyrdom, ostensibly a sad and tragic
occasion, is similarly described: "And they decided to lead
them into the charnal house, Together they rejoiced as at

the welcoming of the bride to the canopy."28 In this context,
it is not surprising that the strong love imagery is often
phrased in language borrowed from the Song of Songs., Just

as the new bridegroom would praise his beloved as he entered
the marriage canopy, so the martyr praised his God as he

entered into the mystical love union of martyrdom, Thus one
martyr exclaimed: "Behold how lovely is my beloved, behold

how lovely," in conscious evocation of the poetry of the Song

of Songs as he went to his death.29

Dying al kiddush ha-Shem was, then, the highest religious

act to which the suffering Jew could aspire. For him, it was
the greatest of the mitzvot, the ultimate expression of his

love for his Creator., It is because of this that these
iwhineland Jews did not go to thelr deaths in despair or even

in resignation, as we today might suppose, Instead, they went--
most of them--joyously, celebrating the glorious moment of

complete self-fulfilment and union with God.



ii, Trial

In order to turn inevitable, tragic loss into positive
indication of God's love, a certain measure of explanation
and rationalization was required. One such explanation,
frequently invoked, was the notion that God was testing the
Jewish people, tryving their strength and fortitude through
physical pain and mental anguish, If Jews suffered, if they
were defeated by hated enemies, if they were dying on an
almost unprecedented scale, all of this had a simple explana-
tion: God was trying the mettle of His people, Solomon bar
Simeon expressed this conviction in the following terms:
"How the mighty pillar, the noble staff, the holy community
has been broken! It is the will of the Eternal to test
whether those who fear Him can bear the yoke..."30 God
brought suffering and death to the Jews of the Rhineland in
order to determine the extent of their loyalty and
perseverance,

The awesome choice between conversion and certain physi-
cal torment, culminating in death, was God's trial for
Rhineland Jewry. Just as once He had tested His servant
Job, God now tested this generation in order to determine
whether it would remain true to Him or symbolically "curse"
Him like Job by converting to an 'idolatrous' faith, Every
threaiened Jew was therefore on trial--either he kept his
faith in God through terrible torment or he bought release

from sufferinz by betraving his dearest principles and beliefs,
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It is important to distinguish this conception from the
notion (which follows) that God was punishing Israel for her
sins, According to this conception, God was not punishing
His people through physical anguish; rather, He was allowing
Israel a singular opportunity to prove her merit, It was
simply in order that she might prove herself and gain the
promised reward that God caused her to endure such a trial.
"God came to try this generation,” wrote Solomon bar Simeon,
"to make their steadfast love known to all, even the hosts of
heaven.""31 Accordingly, this generation of martyrs could
feel honored by the terrible exigencies of their lives: "And
this generation has been chosen by Him to become His, for it
possesses the force and the strength to stand in His temple,
to fulfil His word and to sanctify His great Name in liis

vorld."32

Their anguish, they felt, was surely an indication
of God's special regard for their strength and courage, for
God, they believed, tried only the strong and not the weak,
only the beloved and not the despised, only the faithful and
not the weak-willed,

If suffering was God's test of Israel's strength and
lovalty to her Creator, it was necessary to prove her merit
by being strong and resolute, even to the point of death,

If endurance through suffering was the proof of one's mettle,
clearly the willingness to accept even one's own death was

the ultimate passing of God's test. If suffering had been

engineered by God with the sole intention of providing Israel
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with an opportunity to prove herself, then opportunities for
martyrdom were the preatest of God's gifts, Thus, faithful
to the words of Rlashi, in his commentary on Deuteronomy 6:4,
thev resolved to show their love for God with all their souls,
even if He should take their stmls.:"3

Though perceived in such terms, perseverance through
trial was no easy matter for the Jews of the Rhineland. Buf-
feted by wave after wave of marauding Crusaders, many Jews
began to long for peace and security at almost any price,
Increasingly, they saw in conversion a tantalizing escape from
their torments, And because of the Christian conviction that
converting non-believers was superior to murdering them,
conversion to Christianity was an ever-present option for
the suffering Jews of the Rhineland., Ordinarily, the alterna~
tive of conversion would have prcved attractive only to an
insignificant number of Jews, However, the period of the
Crusades was no 'ordinary' time for LEuropean Jewry., For sone
Jews, the continuing fear of violent death lent a new urgency
to the option of conversion, For some, unremitting suffering
made loyalty to one's ancestral faith appear an indefensible
luxury. At the point of a sword, some were capable of deny-
ing their allegiance to the Jewish God and the Jewish faith
simply in order to save their own lives and the lives of
those dear to them,

But those who did choose this alternative became the

objects of Jewish scorn and derisioun, for they had obviously
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"failed God's test," They had been given, it was felt, a
unique opportunity to prove their merit and gain God's reward,
but they had proven themselves weak-willed and cowardly., They
had been offered, it was believed, a chance to rise above the
degradation of their earthly lives and achieve some deeper
meaning, but they had shown themselves unworthy of God's
confidence, God was understood to have given them a critical
choice of alternatives--personal integrity at the cost of
pain and death, or self-denial and relief from momentary
pain--and they had been guilty o. making the inferior choice,
the short-sighted decision., In thus failing the test, they
had abandoned their reward in the world-to-come and had also
undermined the confidence of their neighbors in the efficacy
of martvrdon,

So it was that the chroniclers and paytanim made frequent
reference to the martyrs of Jewish history--those individuals
who had shown their willingness to sacrifice comfort im this
world for reward in the next, who had proven themselves capa-
ble of withstanding physical torments for the sake of spirit-
ual reward, In an attempt to inspire their readers with the
strength to resist the enticement of conversion, these
writers cited those instances where Jews had proven themselves
willing to die for the sanctification of the Name of God.
Specifically, reference was made to Rabbi Akiba who had
remained loval to his God and his faith, enduring the mosti

fearsome of Roman tortures to expire with the words of the
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Shema on his lips,

Similarly, the poets and historians cited as models the
three young men who were thrown into Nebuchadnezzar's furnace--
Hananiah, Mishael and Azariah, Although, according to the
account in the biblical Book of Daniel, their faith in God
saved them from fiery death, they clearly stood prepared to
die in order to remain true to their most cherished beliefs,

Of one group of martyrs, it is therefore said: "Like Rabbi
Akiba and his comrades, they successfully passed the trial,
like Hananiah, Mishael and Azariah..."34 Comparison with
such heroes of the faith was great praise for the Jewish
martyrs of a later day.

More than any other individual, Abraham, father of the
Jewish people, was invoked as a model for emulation; tradition
understood the patriarch as the one who proved himself through
ten trials, Comparisons with Abraham, the paradigmatic Jewish
sufferer, were therefore inevitable, Thus, of the martyred
Mar Shemaryah, it is said: "He endured through his trial
like Abraham our Father."35

Significantly, Abraham showed his mettle in his greatest
trial not by his willingness to die himself but by his readi-
ness to take the life of his beloved son, Isaac, in obedience
tc God's command., Reference to Abraham's binding of Isaac
spoke with special force to those Jews who had to bear the
tragic loss of their own children, According to Spiegcl:

"With grief, but no less with pride, the chroniclers were
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conscious of the uniqueness of their generation, which more
than all previous generations since the days of Adam had to
endure what is required in order to sanctify His Great Name
in the world," It is therefore not surprising that "the
pattern of the original Akedah never ceased to hover before
the mind's eye..."36 as a source of comparison for their

own brave trials, It is true, as Spiegel points out, that
"the victims themselves constantly set before their own eyes
the example of the Patriarchs' behavior on Mount Moriah, and
vearned to act their own parts in the image and likeness of
the earlier dramatis personae“37 but i1 is also true that
they employed comparisons between their trials and the tenth
trial of Abraham specifically in order to proclaim their own
special merit, even their own supposed superiority to the
patriarchs,

For several reasons they imagined that their own sacri-
fices might even be superior to those of Abraham and Isaac.
First, both the victims and the sacrificers showed a special
concern for the ritual purity of the act of sacrifice, It
was not sufficient merely to slaughter; the slaughtering had
to be performed according to the strict rules of purity which
had once governed the offering of sacrifices in the ancient
teuple, Thus, R. Eliezer bhar Nathan testifies:

The mother binds her son lest by flailing he render

/the offering/ unfit,

The father makes a tlessing /before/ slaughtering the
sacrifice, (38)
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Second, while Abraham stood prepared to sacrifice but
one of his children, albeit his "beloved son," the Rhineland
Jews were called upon tc dispatch their entire families at
one terrible stroke. And whereas Isaac had remained silent
throughout the ordeal, many of the young victims of the Rhine-
land screamed and cried, doubtless rendering an already
trying task infinitely more heart-wrenching for loving
parents.39
Further, many medieval Jewish writers claimed that
their trial was more difficult than the original akedah since
theirs involved large numbers of victims while Abrahanm's
involved but one, Writes Solomon bar Simeon in this regard:
"And Zion's precious sons, the people of Mainz, were put
through ten trials like Abraham our father...They too
offered up their sons, exactly as Abraham offered up his
son, Isaac,..Were there ever 1,100 victims in one day, every
one of them like the binding of Isaac, son of Abraham?"'C
In the same vein we read: "On the merit of the akedah at
Moriah we once could lean.,.Now one /akedah/ follows another

1 Because the nuwmbers of

until they cannot be counted."
those sacrificed were much larger, they felt that their
trial was harsher than was Abraham's,

Finally, they felt that their trial was more difficult
in qualitative terms, for they had been required to complete

the act of slaying while Abraham had had his hand restrained,

Fer the Jews of the Rhineland, no angel intervened to save
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these delenceless victims, Abraham, these Jews claimed,

had only to show intention in order to pass God's awesome
test, whereas they had been called upon to complete the
blood=-curdling act, Vaunting themselves at Abraham's expense,
they cried out: "Yours was a trial; mine was an accomplished

j.’act‘.."‘“2

If the medieval Jews of the Rhineland felt themselves
superior to Abraham as executioners, they also felt themselves
superior to Isaac as victim, As willing victius, they consid-
ered themselves unsurpassed, Victims of all ages and of both
sexes submitted equally to the sword as to a joyful duty--no
one was spared, "Men, women and children, bridegrooms and
brides, old men and old women, for the sanctification of tha
singular Name, killed themselves, offered their throats to
be cut, their heads to be severed," reads one acc:ouni;."3

More important than this was the awareness of the wvictims
and their willingness to endure their fate in order to prove
themselves to their God, Of one group of young victims
(called ne'ekadim, "the bound ones," in conscious evocation
of Isaac) Eliezer bar Nathan wrote:

uick! Hurry to do our Creator's will...

Efsaac'ET father tied him who was offered on Mount Moriah,

In order that he should not kick and disqualify the

slauzhter,

But we without being tied are slain for His love. (44)
Plaving on Isaac's biblical utterance--"Here is the fire and

here is the wood but where is the lamb for the hurnt ottering“qs
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one selfi-aware young victim exclained: "Here is the fire and
here is the wood and I am the lamb for the burnt on’ering!"46
Another child, the son of R, Samuel bar Yehiel, actually

responded "Amen" to his father's sacrificial benediction.47
Both as victims and executioners, the Jews of the Rhineland
felt themselves to be especially worthy, perhaps even superior
to the original patriarchs, Althougzh they did occasionally

48 their usual

express a desire to be delivered from Lhis fate
response was acceptance of the inevitability--even the
benefit--of their trial and deferral of reward until the
world-to-cone,

Like Abraham, these Jews of the Rhineland passed God's
fearsome test, proving their loyalty and courage through the
successful completion of their demanding trial; like Isaac,
they did not resist their fate, But superior to both of
them, they showed an almost joyful delight in dying for the
sanctification of the Name of God. The recurrent use of
akedah imagery was intended to remind God of the unique
merit of this generation of suffering Jews, of how they had
been willing and even happy to die and to kill their loved
nnes for the sanctification of His Name. Comparisons with
the original patriarchs reveal a fierce pride in their having

endured a trial they felt to be even more demanding than the

akedah, the paradigmatic biblical trial,
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iii, Guilt

A second major explanation for Jewish suffering and death
was employed: all suffering could be regarded as punishment
for Israel's sins, Just as their biblical ancestors had done,
the Jews of the Rhineland had rebelled against the word of God
and were now reaping the bitter harvest of the sinful seeds
they had sown., God was not acting out of spite but rather in
an effort to set the balance right, The Rhineland Jews were
thus able to reaffirm their faith in those ideas which had
proven themselves essential to Jewish survival--that God was
just and good, that His was the power to punish and reward,
that Jewish suffering was a manifestation of God's love and
concern for His wayward people, The notion that God was with
them both in triumph and in desolation allowed them to find
meaning and purpose in a life which might otherwise have
proven intolerable, God was still conceived of as being
loving and just, He was still intimately involved in the
fate of the Jewish people, Jewish suffering was not, as the
Church had claimed, a sign that God had abandoned them,
Rather Ged's people had sinned and was now receiving its
due punishment from a just but compassionate God. Im this
wav, the Jews of the Rhineland counld maintain intact the
entire pattern of belief and practice which had always infused
their lives with meaning and purpose,

This attitude was clearly articulated by Solomon bar

Simeon, Witnessing the destruction of many Jewish communities,

sl



he wrote: "No prophet nor seer, no sage nor scholar can
comprehend the reason why the sins of the many communities
were judged so weighiy and why the holy congregations had to
pay with their lives as if they had shed blood, Yet He is a
just judge; ours must have been the wrongdoing.“qg One poet
said of the Jews of his own day: "The generation is guilty.“so
Another, overwhelmed by the suffering, exclaimed: "Our sins...
must grievous he!"s1 Reasoning inductively, these poets and
chroniclers found it necessary to posit terrible wrongdoing
as the sole conceivable cause for their suffering. If the
Jewish people was unable to resist the attacks of her enemies,
this could only be because God was punishing her for her sins,
The anonymous chronicler of Mainz insisted that Jewish efforts
at resistance did not avail since Jewish sinning had cavuvsed
all of the burghers in the city to attack them along with
the Crusaders.52 If Jews could not be given proper burial,
this indicated some deficiency on the part of the Jewich
people, not on the part of God Himself, Chronicler Ephraim
bar Jacob claimed that it was "on account of their sins that
they were not given proper burial, but rather /remained/
on the spot where they were burned, at the foot of the
mountain.“s3

In language reminiscent of the Yom Kippur liturgy,
the Jews of the Rhineland composed a literature of confession
and self-castigation, "Woe unte us for we have sinned,...Woe

unto us for we have been cast out and become a conflagration,"
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wrote one poet.sh They were guilty and therefore deserving
of punishment, One particularly poignant piyyut reads:
Our complaints are not directed at you, O God,
For it is we oursclves who have done evil,
Woe unto us for we have sinned,
Therefore we have expired and perished,
And before the children of iniquity we have fallen,,.
What, then, shall we say and how shall we justify
ourselves
Since God has found out our iniquity? (55)
Confessing their sirfulness, the much-buffeted Rhineland Jews
asked God that the deaths of the victims act as atonement for
the sins of the survivors. Thus, after witnessing the deaths
of many defenceless Jews, one poet wrote:
Let remission and atonement be inscribed for Yeshurun
in /Your/ book,
This day is Yom Kippur to make atonement /Tor us/.
Let their merit stand for their people,
Let it turn away /Your/ anger,
For the priest and all the people, let the congregation
make atonement, (56)
Curiously, there is scant indication of the exact
nature of the sins for which they were suffering punishment,
How do we explain this lack of specification in matters of
such great import? It is conceivable that there was hesita-
tion to examine and question too deeply the ways of God.
Perhaps, the writers imagined, Jews might begin to compare
the specific sins and the resultant punishments and find God's
justice wanting. The writers themselves may also have been
uncertain of the truth of their conception--that Israel's
suffering was merely justifiable punishmeni for sins--and
mav have been unwilling to dwell on potentially unconvincing
explanations,
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While the specific nature of the wrongdoing may have
been uncertain, its existence was axiomatic, Embittered by
the seemingly endless rounds of violence, rapine and desiruc-
tion, they were inclined to accept their own guilt since they
desperately sought to maintain three beliefs which had enabled
them to survive adversity and defeat--that God was just, that
events were subject to His control and that He did indeed love
His people, Israel.

This, however, left several perplexing theological prob-
lems to be faced, First, it was readily apparent that not all
of the victims of Crusader outrage were guilty of serious
wrongdoing, Certainly, no infant could be guilty of so
heinous a crime as to be punished by being impaled on a
Crusader sword, Certainly no nmental deficient ought to be
held responsible for deeds over which he had little or no
control. And why, they wondered, should the pious suffer
along with the evildoers? Second, even among apparent sinners,
it was clear that all victims had not sinned equally, There
was no careful accounting apparent, according to which those
who had sinned in minor matters suffered only moderate dis-
comfort and those who had engaged in real iniquity suffered
torture and death, Such a meting out of justice wherein
the "punishment fit the criuwe" was obviously not in effect.

To cope with these troubling questions, the Jews of the
Rhineland developed che notion of shared communal guilt,

God, they believed, regarded His people as a totality,
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holding each individual accountable for the deeds and actions
of the whole, Every person was responsible not only for his
own conduct but also for the conduct of the entire comrunity,
So it was that no single person--neither the saintly elder nor
the mental incompetent nor the innocent baby--could expect
personal salvation while God vented His anger upon the entire
community, This notion of shared guilt was expressed by one
paytan who wrote: "Precious dear ones were taken on account
of my sins," the "my" referring either to himself or to the
total community.57 Clearer still is the comment of [Ephraim
bar Jacob who mourned over the death of a particularly
saintly man: "And the people cried greatly over the dear
soul which was lost and cut off from the land of the living
on account of the sin of my people."58 And even when the
community was known for its special righteousness, a kind

of reverse zekhut avot ("merit of the fathers") was invoked

to explain the suffering, Even when the community felt that
they had acted in a meritorious fashion, they could not always
be so sure of the guality of their ancestors, Just as they
expected to receive the benefit of their ancestors' right-
eousness, so they had also to expect that they would suffer
for their ancestors' sins, All of these mental and ideclog-
ical gymnastics were mecessary in order to retain unsullied
the image of a perfectly just God, unerring in His distribu-
tion of reward and punishment, acting always Lo preserve

Jjustice in the universe,
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Equally important, the notion that Jewish suffering was
punishment for sins enabled the Jews of the ithineland to deny
the seemingly evident power of the Crusaders and to proclaim
that God was ultimately in control of events. It enabled
them to claim, despite appearances to the contrary, that the
Crusaders were proving neither their own strength nor their
special relationship with God by their destruction of the
Jewish communities of the Rhineland. Rather, they claimed,
the Crusaders were simply unwitting instruments of God's
will, Zchoing the style of the biblical prophets, the poets
and chroniclers declared that God was employing the military
might of an enemy nation to punish wicked Israel for her
sinful ways. Reference was made to previous periods in
Israel's history when God had seen fit to humble His people
for their sins, Solomon bar Simeon compared the destruction
of the European Jewish communities to the destruction of the
shrine at Shiloh, "And God did as He had spoken," the
chronicler writes,"for we had sinned against Him, He des-
trcyed the shrine of Shiloh...and trampled it underfoot."59
One paytan invoked the precedent of the destruction of the
first and second temples as a means toward comprehending the
suffering and destruction of his own day. "Nebuchadnezzar
swallowed us, deroured us and confounded us, Titus, Vespasian,
Hadrian and Trajan uprooted us.“60 Just as God had directed
the destruction of the temples, so now He controlled the
events of the poet's own day. According to this vision, the

Crusaders were only a convenient tool employed by God for His
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own ends, They were a scourging rod, important not in and of
themselves but only as a means foxr repaying Israel--the

central character in the drama-~for her iniquity.

Finally, the notion that Israel's suffering was punishe

ment for sins confirmed the Jewish belief that God atill

loved His "treasure among the nations." God's relationship
with the Jewish people was understood as being like that of
a stern but loving parent to his children, generously rewarding

obedience but severely punishing deviations from the parental

standard. Like the parent who claims in punishing his
children that it hurts him more than them, God was pictured
as suffering along with His children, God punished Israel
not in anger but in sorrow, aware that such harsh measures
were necessary for the moral improvement of the people., This

conception came to be known as yesure ahavah, as "afflictions

of love." According to this view, suffering was seen as

ossessing purgative value, ag being a kind of refining
p J Lo} ?

process in which the evil dross was purged away and only the
pure elements were retained. suffering was, then, the
erucible from which Israel would emerge clean and pure.

Through suffering, guilt was expiated, the sinner cleansed

and made ready for his reward in the world-to-come, Wrote
!

one Rgxtan:
A race that has been tested
And tried through fire and water

Ts surely prized by Fhee
And purified from sin, (61
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Suffering, then, was a loving means to an end, purging
the victim of his iniquity, preparing him for entry into his
eternal reward. Finally, suitfering was also an opportunity
for Israel to prove her loyalty to God's law and God's justice.
Thus, the mutual love of God and Israel--a love manifested by
God in purifying His people through torments, and by Israel
in her willingness to remain loyal to God through the ordeal--
was actunally cemented by the suffering the Rhineland Jews
were forced to endure., Suffering was an opporfunity, an
expression of love, Perhaps more than any other single
concept, this notion of yesure ahavah made possible Jewish
acceptance of their bitter fate,

This acceptance found its ultimate expression in the

doctrine of kiddush ha-Shem, as discussed above, If suffer-

ing had a purgative effect, surely the extremity of death
would prove the most cleansing of all, In order to be
absolutely certain that they were cleansed of their sins
and fully worthy of receiving their reward in Gan Eden, the
Jews of the Rhineland resolved to submit voluntarily to

death al kiddush ha-Shem,

Such a2 concern for atonement and purification through
voluntary submissiun to death was frequently articulated in
symbolism borrowed from the ancient temple cultus and from
the practice of ritual slaughter, In one piyyut the victims
are described as being 'unblemished one year-old lambs," and

thus ritually f£it for slaughter.®® Human sacrifices are
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63 and meal offerings.64 of

called voluntary burnt offerings
one group of sacrifices the poet says: WALl of them offered
a fire, a pleasing smell to the Lord."65 And apother piyyut,
with particularly dramatic effect, concludes each stgnza with
the ominous phrase: "This is the teaching of the burnt
offering, the burnt offering which is on the altar.“66
Children and their mothers are described as shelamim,
or "peace offerings." Thus we read:
They‘prepared the sons and their mothers for the altar,
They offered up the offerings, their flesh and skin,

For the sake of His great Name, they gave up their(%iyes.
7

Self~extinction was understood as the purest act, There was
therefore a desire that God indicate that complete atonement
had been granted by sending fire down from heaven to devour
those sacrifices utterly. As with the offerings of Cain and
Abel, and again with those of Elijah and the priests of Baal,
the total holocaust of the sacrifice indicated heavenly
acceptance of the offering, Thus, the stanza of the above-~-
mentioned piyyut concludes with the assurance that the sac-
rifices of these pitiful mothers and children had been
accepted., According to the paytan: "the fire went forth
from God and devoufed [The sacrifice§7."68
Alongside this conception the notion also developed that
Just as the community was perceived as having erred communally,
so God would redeem the entire community for the willing
sacrifice of some few of its members, In one moving in-

cident, Mar Isaac the Righbeous sacrificed his children in
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the expectation that this would be rewarded by the redemption
of the entire community. "And he, Mar Isaac the Righteous,
took his two children--his son and his daughter--and led
them through the courtyard at the midnight hour. And he
brought them to the synagogue before the holy ark and he
slaughtered them there for the sanctification of the great
Name of the high and exalted God who has coummanded us not
to apostatize and to cling to His holy Torah with all our
hearts and with all our souls, And he spread some of their
blood on the posts of the holy ark in order that it should
serve as a reminder before the unique and eternal King,
before the throne of His glory. And this blood," concludes
the chronicler, "shall be my atonement for all of my sins,"
where "my" again is most likely a reference to the cntire
community.69 Here, then, is a striking evocation of the
imagery of the temple cultus. The synagogue, as substitute
for the temple, is the scene of the sacrifice, The ark
replaces the ancient altar, In clear parallel of levitical
practice, blood is spread in a ritually-determined fashion,
Finally, the human victim replaces the animal as the means
through which atonement is achieved, With the temple long
destreyed and the possibility of atomement through animal
sacrifice confined to the past, "the latter generations
applied the law in practice to themselves and offered up
the sacrifice of their own souls."7o

Like the animals that graced the table of the pious Jew,
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the human sacrifices who graced God's holy altar had to be
pure and unblemished, Throughout the sources (and most par-
ticularly in the piyyutim) there is evinced an abiding concerm
that all the requirements of ritual slaughter be carefully
and punctiliously met, Care was taken to check the knife
for notches and nicks, lest it be rendered pagum, or "ritually
unfit.” The poets and chroniclers took pains to point out
the special purity of those to be sacrificed, Wrote one
paytan: "Pure, without blemish, were these desolate ones."71
Much concern was also voiced that the victims not struggle
at the moment of death lest they sustain a blemish from the
knife and the sacrifice go for nought, The paytan paints a
stark tableau of the mother who "binds the son lest by
flailing he render /The offering/ unfit."’>  Not infrequently
special mention is made of the benediction recited at the
sacrifice of a human victim--a prayer intended to sanctify
the life of the victim to God.73

Such evocation of shehitab ("ritual slaughter") imagery
could not be more conscious and intentional, Here was a
device employed by the medieval Jewish writers in order to
show their loyalty to God, their love of Him even through
suffering and death, and their special purity, Above all,
this conscious use of shehitak symbolism and terminology
was intended to win God's sympathy and understanding so
that He might take pity on His people and grant them

pardon for their sins,
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iv, Summary

For a people who treasured life as a gift from God,
acceptance of death and resignation to it were clearly a
last resort, Every avenue of escape was attempted until
finally a reckoning with the inevitable became necessary.

Kiddush ha-Shem, the notion of dying for the sanctification

of God's Name, whether it was perceived as the ultimate
form of atonement or the greatest triumph through God's
trial, became the principal vehicle for this reckoning,

First and foremost, kiddush ha-Shem was a potent way for

defenceless Jews to testifv to the truth of their religion
in the face of an insurmountable foe, Through it, these
ravaged Jews showed their contempt for the faith of their
Christian conquerors, Martyrdom was the last opportunity
for the doomed Jew to prove his courage and affirm God's pro-
vidence, The Jew of the Rhineland literally perceived his
death as a way of fighting God's battle, for through his
death he denied the proclaimed 'truth' of the wvictorious
eneny and refuted his assertion that God was now acting on
behalf of this new "Israel of the spirit." According to

one medieval Jewish writer: %All of us wanted to die in

tha battle for the unification of His Name, except not all
of us merited this, But each one who died,..is like one who

died in,..battle."’?! Kiddush ha-Shem was a kind of weapon

for the weaponless, Unable to defend themselves from

attacks, the Jews chose to resist in the only way available
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to them~-by imbuing their deaths with their own special sig-
nificance, and by removing their deaths from the hands of
their hated enemy and placing them in the hands of God.

Dying in this manner was therefore very much an active
and not at all a passive act, The sources attest to the
fact that the Jews of the Rhineland did mnot go thoughtlessly,
unreflectively, resignedly to their deaths "like sheep to
the slaughter."75 Had they simply been killed and not
invested their deaths with deeper meaning, had they allowed

themselves to be killed and not articulated an entire phil-

osophy of martyrdom through which their deaths were seen as

part of a comprehensive and comprehensible universe, perhaps
then they could be described as passive.76 Instead, these
desperate Jews succeeded in the ultimate act of creativity,
literally comnstructing a fabric of meaning and value out of

a moral vaccuum., Thus, they met their deaths not as passive

vietims but as conscious, aware and active participants.

Finally, and most important, kiddush ha-Shem allowed a

hopeless, suffering people to maintain intact those ideas

and beliefs which they had always held dear--that the universe
was orderly, rational and comprehensible, that God rewarded
the righteous and punished the wicked (if not in this world
then in the next), that Israel enjoyed a special relation-

ship with God, that God ruled His universe with Justice

and mercy, and that, petty and insignificant as their lives
|
and deaths might seem, they partook of a larger meaning
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through their association with the Eternal God of the universe.

This act of dving al kiddush ha-Shem--the supreme gesture of

a powerless hHut pious Jewish community--was unique and imag-
inative as well as absolutely necessary. Through it, the
Jews of the Rhineland managed to salvage some kind of meaning
from lives of utter desperation, Turning sad necessitiy into
positive action, his chosen act gave the Jew hope--hope that
his people could resist the hated Christians and their
despised religion, hope that through his death love and
compassion could be renewed, hope that he could emerge from
his ordeal purified and puvrged, worthy of entrance into his
eternal reward in Gan Fden, Il is no exaggeration to claim

that it was this idea of kiddush ha-Shem which enabled the

desperate Jews of the Rhinelana to continue to find meaning

in lives which should otherwise have proven intolerable,



CONCLUSIONS AND QUALIFICATIONS

Although almost universally literate and with a modicum
of education in matters of Jewish law and lore, the Jews of
the Rhineland were clearly not philosophers, Their response
to suffering and the death of loved ones was, therefore,
immediate and volatile, not rational and dispassionate, They
did not stop to carefuliy weigh theological alternatives
before responding to their torment, Instead they reacted
with the immediacy of a wounded animal--with anger and despair,

It was not long, however, hefore they began to sense the
dangers implicit in such responses, By their very nature,
their rage and despair were wild and uncontrollable. Taken
to the extreme, these violent emotions could undermine
everything in which these Jews helieved--that God was good,
ithat He was loving and powerful, that the universe was pur-
posive and that their lives and deaths possessed a Lranscen-
dent meaning,

In order to maintain these basic assumptions intact, the
Jews of the Nhineland resorted to the time-honored Jewish
explanations for suffering, Ffither, it was assuwmed, they
were being tried and tested by God, or they were atoning,
through their suffering, for their many sins., Such ancient
conceptions, uttered first by the biblical prophets, were
reflective, rational and comprehensible, Their purpose
was to answer and resolve the gnawing doubt whether the

universe was indeed orderly and just, whether there was any
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purpose at all in the martyvr's death.

To this end, the chroniclers and paytanim wove explan-
atory formulae into all their accounts of martyrdom, In
this way, they could contend that their tragic losses did
indeed possess a greater meaning and that they were all
part of God's plan for the world. While their suffering
and their deaths could not be stopped, they remained free
to interpret these as they chose, This they did through the

notion of dying al kiddush he-Shem, Out of fear that their

-pnger and despair would lead inexorably to a paralyzing
sense of the absurdity of the universe, they came to find
solace in the idea that they died "for the sanctification
of the Name.," Thus, their suffering became a mitzvah and
martyrdom became the ultimate religious act for the

troubled Jews of the Rhineland,

Until now we have been describing what has seemed to
be a straightforward, predictable pattern of religious res-
ponse to Crusader outrage--emotional outbursts calmed and
channeled into acceptable theological rationalizations,
While this is certainly true, there are two important
gualifications to the pattern,

First, it seems clear that the paytanim participated
in this pattern to a lesser degree than did the chroniclers.
Although moved by the same desire to discover meaning in the

deaths of the victims, the paytanim showed a greater readiness
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to vent their full grief, anger, outrage and rebellion.
There is, in the piyyutim, less effort to resolve these
volatile emotions into the joyful acceptance of kiddush
ha-Shem., Perhaps this is attributable to the elite nature
of the paytan's audience--an audience more intellectual than
the Jewish norm, and thus more willing to grapple with reli-
gious doubts and challenges to traditional Jewish thought.
It is equally conceivable that this tendency is due to the
greater immediacy and emotionality of poetry as opposed to
prose, As a rule, poetry is less concerned with articulat-
ing a formal philosophy than with expressing sirongly-felt
emotion, Whatever the reason, the piyyutim represent less
of an attempt to resolve anger, oulrage and despair,

Second, the explanations--wherever they appear in the
piyyutim or chronicles--were only partially effective in
salving the wounds of the Rhineland Jews. ELven after all
the explanations, all the invocations of prophetic rationale,
ihe anger and despair continued to fester beneath the surface.
Despite the attempts to dissolve them, they were never--
indeed could never be--totally washed away. There can be
no deubting the word »>f the medieval Jewish writers that
many Jews did express joy at the prospect of certain death,
as though going forth to meet their beloved beneath the
wedding canopy., OUthers simply acquiesced in their deaihs,
resolving to go guietly in the confidence that they died

for the sanctification of the Name, The careful reader,
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however, cannot help but note the underlying tension between
bitterness and acceptance, between outrage and resignation,
between rebellion and joy. He cannot help but note, beneath
the ostensible delight in the martyr's death, an unmistakable
residue of unresolved anger and despair,

All of this is apparent from a close examination of the
sources--both language and style, The paytanim and chroni-
clers employed only the most graphic, violent, heart-rending
language in describing the deaths of the martyrs, switching
to the dispassionate detachment of thLe philosopher only when
appending the necessary explanation, In sheer volume, too,
the recounting of the deaths themselves consistently out-
weighed the theological resolution, Thus, by the time he is
warned to resolve his rage and dismay into the acceptance of

kiddush ha-Shem, the intricate descriptions of senseless

slaughter have already produced in him emotions too strong
to be silenced, Some examples from the sources will prove
this contention,

Chronicler Solomon bar Simeon, for example, writes:
God "became angered and drew His sword against them [The
Jewg? so that only a few remained as a beacon on the mountain
top, and as an ensign upon the hill, He gave His strength
into captivity and trod them underfoot., See, 0 Eternal,
and behold to whom You have done this, Is not Israel a
people robbed and despised, a plaything of fate?" This is

strong language indeed, The author is obviously furious and



anguished, He cannot comprehend the necessity for such
suffering and destruction., He gropes for--indeed demands--
a divine response, Finally, in his desperation, he asserts:
"It was the will of the Eternal to test whether those who
fear him can bear the yoke..."1

In another passage we read: "When we heard these words
we fell upon our faces and cried: 'You, 0 Eternal! Are You
going to make an end of the remmnant of Israel?' They went
and told their adventure to their brothers,.,.recognized that
it was the will of God, wept loudly and submitted themselves
to the divine decree, saying: 'You are righteous, 0 Lord,
and Your judgments are upright.'“2 First despair, then
resolution, but always the criginal emotion overpowers the
imposed 'solution,'

Finally, we read: "Three successive days they fasted...
They raised a loud and bittier cry, but their Father did not
answer them, He was cut off from their prayers, hidden by
a cloud through which no prayer could penetrate, He rejected
the tents /of Israel/ and turned them away from His face."
Yet the passage concludes: "For it was His decree from
'In the day when I visit,' And this generation has been
chosen by Him tu become His for it possesses the force and
strength to stand in His temple, to fulfil His word and to
sanctify His great Name in His world.“3 Even after the
assertion that their suffering is rational, explicable and

comprehensible, the "loud and bitter cry" continues to ring



in the ears of the sensitive reader,

This, then, appears to be the hidden truth of the med-
evial sources, Despite the seemingly satisfactory nature
of the idea of dying for the sanctification of the Name,
the rage, the rebellion and despair of a tormented Jewry
were very real, Not fleeting reactions, dispelled in an
instant by the invocation of the traditional religious
formulae, the doubts, fears and powerful emotions lingered
on, only partially concealed by the fervent language extolling
martyrdom,

Making a virtue out of stark necessity, the notion of

dying al kiddush ha-Shem provided a tenuous grip on meaning,

rationality, order and hope, Through it, the victims managed
to clutch by teeth and nails at those beliefs which had sus-
tained the Jewish people through centuries of suffering and
martyrdom, in the desperate hope that these same beliefs
could help the present generation of victims to withstand

the onslaught of undermining doubts and fears,

Kiddush ha-Shem--the joyful acceptance of the martyr's

death-~-was formulated as much because it was absolutely
necessary as because it was truly and fervently believed,
After all else hed failed, it was the sole remaining means
for asserting all of those things which gave this tortured
people hope-~that God was good, that He cared deeply for His
people, that the wicked were punished and the righteous
rewarded, and that there was finally a transcendent meaning

10 their dealiis as well as their lives,
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