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Note on Usage

In  the  pages  that  follow,  all  translations  are  my  own  unless  otherwise
indicated. I have anglicized the names of people and places, unless the forms
in other languages are well known. I have retained original spellings in Latin
and Romance vernacular quotations. I have transliterated Hebrew in
accordance with the standards of the AJS Review.



Conversion, Circumcision, and Ritual Murder in
Medieval Europe



 

Introduction

In Norwich, England, during the 1230s, Jews were charged with seizing and
circumcising  a  five-year-old  Christian  boy  because  they  “wanted  to  make
him a Jew.” The present book examines this unusual accusation, both in the
context of this particular case and also as a window onto contemporaneous
Christian  concerns  about  Christian  apostasy  to  Judaism.  In  the  process,  it
investigates the elusive backstory of a tragic show trial, and it analyzes the
relationship between Christian constructions of apostasy to Judaism and the
realities  of  conversion  and  return  to  Judaism  across  western  Christendom
during the high and late Middle Ages.

I  use  the  term  “conversion”—which  scholars  have  applied  to  a  wide
array of phenomena, Including an inner spiritual transformation—to denote a
public  change  of  religious  affiliation  undertaken  in  accordance  with  the
institutional norms of the religious community being joined.1 It is in this sense
that  many  of  the  sources  consulted  here  use  the  term—conversio  in  Latin,
literally,  a  “turning  around,”  and  gerut  in  Hebrew,  literally,  a  “coming  to
reside.”  I  use  the  term  “apostasy”  to  denote  the  repudiation  of  a  religious
faith and community as understood by the apostate himself or herself as well
as by the community that he or she left behind. It is in this sense that many of
the sources consulted here use the term—apostasia in Latin, from the Greek
apostasis,  meaning  “defection,”  and  terms  related  to  shemad  in  Hebrew,
meaning “destruction.”2

At the same time as this book engages “conversion” and “apostasy” as
analytical categories, it interrogates and historicizes these and related
constructs,  which  scholars  often  reify  and  take  for  granted.  It  shows,  for
instance, that labels such as “convert” and “apostate”—and even “Christian”
and “Jew”—could be subjective. For example, according to Christian canon
law,  an  individual  who  was  baptized  and  who  subsequently  repudiated



Christianity and underwent a formal process of conversion to Judaism was a
Christian apostate (apostata),  albeit  still  a  Christian.  According  to  Jewish
law, however, this same individual was a convert to Judaism (ger) and thus a
Jew. According to dominant interpretations of canon law, an individual who
was  born  of  a  Jewish  mother  but  who  subsequently  was  baptized  was  a
convert to Christianity (conversus) and thus a Christian. According to
dominant  interpretations  of  Jewish  law,  however,  he  or  she  was  a  Jewish
apostate  (meshummad)  and  still  a  Jew.  If  this  same  individual—who  had
converted  from  Judaism  to  Christianity—later  repudiated  Christianity  and
sought to resume life as a Jew, he or she was a Christian apostate and still a
Christian, according to canon law. According to Jewish law, however, he or
she  was  a  “repentant  Jew”  (ba’al  [m.]/ba’alat  [f.]  teshuvah).  Beyond  the
legal realm, popular perceptions of individuals who sought to change their
religious affiliation further muddled the meanings of “Christian” and “Jew.”

This  book  demonstrates  that  even  circumcision—a  bodily  marker  of
religious identity that typically is assumed to be clear and permanent—could
exist in the eye of the beholder. A formal reexamination, years later, of the
body  of  the  boy  whom  Norwich  Jews  allegedly  circumcised  produced
ambiguous  results.  According  to  the  examination  report,  the  boy  did  not
appear fully circumcised; his circumcision would not have met Jewish legal
standards.  Yet,  the  Christians  who  adjudicated  the  “Norwich  circumcision
case,” as it came to be known, ruled that the boy was indeed circumcised.
Moreover,  demonstrating  that  medieval  Christian  views  of  circumcision  as
the  sign  par  excellence  of  Jewishness  were  not  constant,  these  Christians
insisted  that,  In  spite  of  his  circumcision,  this  boy  was  still  a  Christian.
Navigating unstable constructs through the analysis of a wide array of Jewish
and Christian sources, this book seeks to recover the complexity of medieval
Jewish-Christian conversion.

The Norwich Circumcision Case

The beginnings of the Norwich circumcision case are unclear. The affair first
surfaces in a royal writ from 1231 that declares that a Jew named Senioret
ben  Josce  was  banished  for  “circumcising  Edward,  the  son  of  Master
Benedict.”  The  same  document  specifies  that  King  Henry  III  seized  and



granted to Master Benedict a messuage (a dwelling with adjacent lands and
buildings)  that  had  belonged  to  Senioret.3  No  records  regarding  the  case
survive from the period between 1231 and 1234. During these years,
hearings likely were held in the archidiaconal and coroners’ courts as well
as before the king’s itinerant justices.4

In 1234, Master Benedict, who was a Christian physician, came before
the royal court at Norwich. So state the Curia Regis Rolls of King Henry III,
which  preserve  a  summary  of  legal  proceedings  pertaining  to  the  case  that
unfolded  in  1234  and  1235.5  Before  the  assembled  justices,  the  prior  of
Norwich,  Dominicans,  Franciscans,  and  other  clerics  and  laymen,  Master
Benedict accused a Jew named Jacob of having snatched and circumcised his
son Edward four years earlier, when Edward was five. Jacob circumcised
Edward, Master Benedict explained, because Jacob “wanted to make
[Edward]  a  Jew.”6  Master  Benedict  implicated  twelve  additional  Jews  as
accessories  to  this  crime.  At  least  five  of  these  other  Jews—Senioret  ben
Josce (who was outlawed in 1231, as noted above), Meir ben Senioret, Isaac
ben Solomon, Diaia (Elazar) le Cat, and Mosse ben Abraham—were leading
local moneylenders.7 The likeness of one of these moneylenders, Mosse ben
Abraham—who  was  known  also  as  Mosse  Mokke  and  Mosse  cum  naso
(“Moses with the nose”)—is sketched atop an Exchequer receipt roll from
the year 1233, In an intricate and rather mysterious drawing that includes the
earliest extant depictions of non-biblical, historical Jews (Figure 1).8

Figure 1. Exchequer receipt roll, Hilary and Easter terms, 1233. London, TNA, E401/1565 Ml.

Edward,  now  nine  years  old,  also  took  the  stand  in  1234.  He  told  the
crowd of  onlookers  that,  In  Jacob’s home four years earlier,  one  Jew held
him and covered his eyes, while another Jew “circumcised him with a small



knife.”  Edward  added  that,  Immediately  after  circumcising  him,  the  Jews
gave him a new name. To choose this name, they placed “the bit that they cut
off  of  his  member,”  that  is,  his  foreskin,  In  a  bowl  of  sand  and  took  turns
searching  for  it  with  small  straws.  The  Jews  renamed  Edward  “Jurnepin”
after the Jew who uncovered his foreskin.9

Circumcision and the bestowal of a new name were both integral parts of
the Jewish ritual sequence that brought boys and men into the Jewish fold.
Additional  testimonies  given  at  Norwich  in  1234,  as  well  as  before  the
itinerant justices at Catteshall, stated explicitly that Norwich Jews had sought
to  make  Edward  one  of  their  own.  A  Christian  woman  named  Matilda  de
Bernham, who allegedly rescued Edward after he “escaped from the hands of
the Jews,” said that she found Edward “weeping and wailing and saying that
he  was  a  Jew.”  The  coroners  of  the  city  and  county  of  Norwich  and  the
former constable Richard of Fresingfeld testified that, after Matilda brought
Edward to her home, Jews repeatedly tried to take Edward back “with great
force,” declaring that “Jurnepin” was “their Jew.” The constable recounted
how  some  Jews  even  lodged  a  formal  complaint  with  him  that  “Christians
wanted to take away their Jew.” In addition, according to the coroners and
the constable, the Jews forbade Matilda “to give [the boy] swine’s flesh to
eat because, they said, he was a Jew.”10

Following the 1234 hearings at Norwich and Catteshall, hearings were
held at Westminster before King Henry III, the archbishop of Canterbury, and
the majority of the bishops, earls, and barons of England. Meanwhile, other
developments  were  under  way.  In  1235  and  1238,  Christians  in  Norwich
beat  Jews  and  set  fire  to  Jewish  homes  in  outbursts  of  violence  that  the
circumcision case undoubtedly contributed to fueling.11 In addition, Norwich
Jews made several attempts to extricate themselves from their predicament.
For  instance,  they  gave  the  king  one  mark  of  gold  (£6  13s.  4d.)  to  have
Edward’s body reexamined to reevaluate whether or not Edward had been
circumcised.12 This examination, whose intriguing outcome shall be analyzed
in Chapter 5, did not, however, change the course of the proceedings. From
the  Tower  of  London,  the  Jews  who  had  been  accused  of  “circumcising  a
certain Christian boy” promised to pay the king one hundred marks to have
respite of judgment.13 This, too, had no effect. Nor did the Jews’ promise the
following year (1236–37) to pay two hundred pounds to have a trial
“according to the Assize of the Jews of England”—that is, before a mixed



jury of Christians and Jews—and fifty marks to be let out on bail.14 Nor did a
payment in 1240 of twenty pounds again to be tried before a mixed jury of
Christians and Jews.15 Ultimately, the case was turned over to ecclesiastical
officials. According to the chronicler at St. Albans Abbey in Hertfordshire,
Matthew  Paris  (1200–1259),  this  was  done  at  the  command  of  William  of
Raleigh, who became bishop of Norwich in 1239.16

As a result of this investigation, at least three Jews—three of the leading
moneylenders whom Master Benedict accused in court, Isaac ben Solomon,
“Theor”  (probably  Diaia  le  Cat),  and  Mosse  ben  Abraham—were  hanged,
and  their  property  reverted  to  the  Crown. 17  At  least  ten  Jews  became
fugitives,  one  of  whom  went  to  live  in  France. 18  For  his  part,  Master
Benedict was granted more property. In addition to receiving the messuage of
Senioret ben Josce in 1231, In 1240, he received the house of “Theor, Jew of
Norwich,  [who  was]  hanged  for  the  circumcision  of  a  certain  Christian
boy.”19

Beyond Calumny

In some regards, the Norwich circumcision case was not unusual. It was one
of  many  instances  in  which  thirteenth-century  Christians  imprisoned  and
executed Jews on charges of having harmed Christians. Starting in the twelfth
century, amid social, political, religious, and economic changes, Christians
increasingly  marginalized  and  demonized  the  Jewish  minority  that  lived  in
their midst. To be sure, Christians and Jews continued to interact in multiple
registers; cooperation, collaboration, and friendship between individual
Christians and Jews endured. Mistrust and hostility were on the rise,
however,  and  Jews  were  increasingly  vulnerable.  The  last  decades  of  the
thirteenth  century  witnessed  the  first  expulsions  of  Jews  from  European
polities. In 1290, the Jews were expelled from England.20

The  Norwich  circumcision  case  specifically  exemplifies  the  thirteenth-
century trend of prosecuting Jews on charges of having preyed on a Christian
boy.  During  the  1230s  and  1240s,  two  narratives  developed  about  the
Norwich  circumcision  case,  both  of  which  portrayed  Norwich  Jews  as
kidnapping and circumcising Edward. The first of these narratives, which is
preserved in the summary of the legal proceedings mentioned above,



characterized the Jews’ aim as converting Edward to Judaism. The second
narrative, by contrast, transformed the case into an attempted ritual murder—
that is, the torturing to death of a Christian (usually a young boy) out of spite
for  all  things  Christian.  According  to  the  chroniclers  at  the  abbey  of  St.
Albans,  Norwich  Jews  circumcised  Edward  in  anticipation  of  crucifying
him.

In the nineteenth century, the historian and philosemitic Jewish convert to
Christianity Moses Margoliouth declared that the Norwich circumcision case
was “a venomous calumny invented by Christians in order to possess
themselves of their Jewish neighbors’ wealth.” 21 Most subsequent observers
have  shared  this  assessment.22  I  concur  that  anti-Jewish  sentiments  shaped
Master Benedict’s accusation as well as the Christian response. The fact that
the legal proceedings targeted and despoiled leading Jewish moneylenders is
one  of  several  considerations  that  strongly  suggest  that  the  affair  was  a
travesty of justice that smeared Jews as cruel and depraved while personally
benefiting Master  Benedict.  This  book  probes  the  many  ways  in  which  the
Norwich circumcision case participated in contemporary anti-Jewish
discourse.

This  book  maintains  also,  however,  that  Master  Benedict’s  claim  that
Norwich  Jews  sought  to  turn  his  son  into  a  Jew  can  teach  us  more.  In
medieval  Europe,  Christians  forcibly  converted  Jews—including  countless
Jewish  children—to  Christianity,  and  not  the  other  way  around.  Even  the
charge that Jews sought to convert a Christian child to Judaism was
unprecedented. As such, this particular aspect of Master Benedict’s
allegation  invites  scrutiny,  both  for  what  it  might  reveal  about  Christian
constructions of Jews and also as a possible clue to actual Jewish practices.

Master  Benedict’s  accusation  that  Jews  sought  to  convert  his  son  to
Judaism draws attention to three aspects of thirteenth-century Jewish-
Christian  relations  that  have  largely  eluded  systematic  scholarly  analysis.
First,  it  points  to  the  thirteenth-century  revival  of  Christian  concerns  about
formal Christian apostasy to Judaism and about Jews as agents of Christian
apostasy to Judaism. These concerns first emerged in late antiquity, but they
receded thereafter, as Christianity rose to political, cultural, and
demographic dominance. Starting in the thirteenth century, however, popes,
kings,  Inquisitors,  and  Christian  chroniclers  and  preachers  began  to  write
with horror about individuals who had been born into Christian families who



did not vaguely “Judaize” but, Instead, brazenly repudiated Christianity and
joined the Jews. These Christians expressed alarm, too, about alleged Jewish
efforts to lure Christians over to Judaism. These developments are especially
intriguing  as  they  arose  at  a  time  when  Jews  were  increasingly  reviled.
Master Benedict’s accusation and its Christian reception, I argue, constitute
early evidence of this trend.

Second, Master Benedict’s accusation raises questions about actual cases
of  movement  out  of  Christianity  and  into  Judaism  during  the  high  and  late
Middle  Ages.  Here  again,  the  results  are  surprising  and  significant.  In
thirteenth-and  fourteenth-century  Christendom,  some  Jews  converted  their
slaves  to  Judaism.  In  addition,  against  dominant  power  dynamics,  a  small
number of people who were not slaves and who had been born into Christian
families—including learned clergy—risked their lives to convert to Judaism.
Jews risked their lives to facilitate these conversions and also to re-Judaize
repentant  Jewish  apostates.  Some  Jews  even  pressured  unrepentant  Jewish
apostates  to  return  to  Judaism.  In  short,  Christian  concerns  about  Christian
apostasy to Judaism and about Jews as agents of Christian apostasy were not
divorced from all reality. Movement between Judaism and Christianity was
in  fact  bidirectional,  even  if  asymmetrically  so.  Moreover,  the  interplay
between  fact  and  fantasy  was  complex.  Depicting  Jews  as  the  spiritual
corruptors of Christians served a specific Christian hermeneutic function. At
the same time, it was suggestive of certain social facts.

Third,  by  focusing  on  the  experiences  of  a  child,  Master  Benedict’s
accusation invites examination of the relationship between movement across
religious  boundaries,  on  the  one  hand,  and  family  dynamics,  on  the  other.
This aspect of  the present investigation  illuminates the fluidity  of religious
conversion and the ways in which individual instances of movement into, out
of, and back to Judaism sometimes intertwined. The conversion or apostasy
of one adult could trigger the conversion, apostasy, or return to Judaism of
his or her spouse and children. Christians and Jews contested the religious
identities  of  all  of  these  religious  travelers,  but  disagreements  over  the
religious identities of children proved particularly explosive.

At the same time, then, as the Norwich circumcision case stands as one of
many examples of Christian abuse of Jews in thirteenth-century Christendom,
the accusation at its heart leads deep into less familiar aspects of Christian
constructions of Jews and actual Jewish practices. These contexts, moreover,



strongly suggest that, while the legal proceedings were indeed a travesty of
justice, they may well have been sparked by an actual occurrence.

Toward a More Inclusive Framework for the Study of Medieval
Conversion

Delving into social, cultural, and intellectual history on the basis of sources
in  Latin,  Hebrew,  and  Romance  vernaculars,  this  study  bridges  multiple
historiographies.  First  and  foremost,  it  intervenes  in  the  historiography  of
medieval Jewish-Christian conversion. Traditionally, this historiography has
been  divided  in  two,  the  larger  part  focusing  on  Jewish  conversion  to
Christianity,  which  was  exponentially  more  common  than  its  reverse,  the
smaller part on Christian conversion to Judaism.

This  book  brings  the  latter,  less  common,  and  less  studied  direction  of
medieval Jewish-Christian conversion to the fore. In so doing, it builds on
the work of scholars who have examined discrete aspects of the phenomena
that it draws together. Short segments of two  tomes  published in  1925 and
1953, respectively, consider the relationship between actual thirteenth-
century Christian conversions to Judaism, on the one hand, and
contemporaneous  Christian  attitudes  toward  Jews,  on  the  other.23  The  next
decades  produced  a  small  number  of  studies  on  Jewish  attitudes  toward
conversion to Judaism during the high Middle Ages,24 as well as a flurry of
scholarship on Christian conversion to Judaism during the eleventh century,
some  of  it  informed  by  discoveries  in  the  cache  of  Jewish  manuscript
fragments known as the Cairo Geniza. 25 Two essays published in 1897 and
1968, respectively, and a 1977 master’s thesis  offer broader overviews of
medieval Christian conversion to Judaism.26 In recent years, Ephraim
Kanarfogel and Avraham (Rami) Reiner have produced sophisticated
analyses of learned Jewish attitudes toward conversion and return to Judaism
in twelfth- and thirteenth-century Europe.27

Breaking new ground, this book investigates the social realities of
Christian  conversion  to  Judaism  as  well  as  Jewish  and  Christian  attitudes
toward conversion to Judaism on the basis of an unprecedented diversity of
Jewish and Christian sources. These include secular and ecclesiastical court
records; rabbinic responsa (questions and answers pertaining to Jewish law



that were addressed to and answered by prominent rabbis); Christian
exempla (moral anecdotes); Jewish folktales; royal and papal
correspondence;  legal,  biblical,  and  talmudic  commentaries;  Jewish  and
Christian chronicles; Jewish liturgical poems; polemical texts; and
documents from the Cairo Geniza. Drawing on this variegated source base,
the present study shows how significant Christian conversion to Judaism was
both for Jewish communities and also for Christian perceptions of Jews. In
addition, it sheds light on the extent of Christian knowledge about trends and
practices in Christian conversion to Judaism, and it provides insight into the
backgrounds,  motivations,  and  fates  of  Christian  converts  to  Judaism.  By
paying close attention to women’s experiences as converts to Judaism and as
facilitators  of  conversion  to  Judaism,  this  book  elucidates  aspects  of  the
interplay between gender and religious conversion. It breaks with much prior
scholarship  on  medieval  conversion  to  Judaism  by  distinguishing  carefully
between evidence of Jewish proselytizing (defined as a determined effort to
turn non-Jews into Jews) and evidence of conversion to Judaism. It operates
on the assumption that the latter was not evidence of the former.

While this book’s primary historiographical impact pertains to the history
of  Christian  conversion  to  Judaism,  it  intervenes  in  the  historiography  of
Jewish  conversion  to  Christianity,  as  well.  During  much  of  the  twentieth
century, medievalists who studied Jewish conversion to Christianity focused
on thirteenth-century ecclesiastical leaders’ “spasm of aggressive
conversionism,”  which  envisioned  bringing  all  peoples  to  Christianity.28

They also elucidated the careers and analyzed the Latin writings of a number
of  Jewish  men  who  embraced  baptism  and  became  zealous  anti-Jewish
polemicists.29  These  historians  portrayed  medieval  Jewish  conversion  to
Christianity as a phenomenon that was primarily male and that was
significant especially in the contexts of religious and intellectual history.

In recent decades, approaches to the study of medieval Jewish
conversion  to  Christianity  have  become  more  expansive.  Scholars  now
recognize  that  many  medieval  Jews  who  converted  to  Christianity  were
neither intellectuals nor victims of Christian violence. Instead, they included
marginalized  Jews  and  others  who  sought  first  and  foremost  to  escape
personal predicaments.30 Scholars increasingly recognize, as well, that many
medieval Jewish converts to Christianity were women and that the
motivations and  fates of female converts typically differed  in certain ways



from  those  of  their  male  counterparts.31  Tracing  the  experiences  of  this
motley  crew,  historians  have  shown  that  most  converts  fared  poorly  after
baptism and that many sought to return to Judaism. In the process, they have
illuminated  new  aspects  of  the  hopes,  fears,  and  practices  of  the  Christian
communities  that  converts  sought  to  join  and  of  the  Jewish  ones  that  they
abandoned.32 The present study builds on these recent developments,
approaching Jewish conversion to Christianity as a venture that all kinds of
Jews undertook. Considering the ways in which Jewish conversion to
Christianity  affected  children,  it  expands  understandings  of  the  impact  of
Jewish conversion to Christianity on Jewish communities. Applying the lens
of  gender,  it  elucidates  women’s  experiences  as  converts  to  Christianity,
returnees to Judaism, and facilitators of the re-Judaization of Jewish
apostates.  It  also  probes  Jewish  and  Christian  perceptions  of  the  roles  of
women in the determination of lineage and as conveyers of religious identity.

Most important, this book charts a new course in the study of medieval
Jewish-Christian conversion by jointly considering the histories of
conversion to and from Judaism—two subjects whose historiographies have
passed until now like ships in the night.33 Doing so produces new insights. It
reveals, for instance, that, although conversions from Christianity to Judaism
were rare, conversions in both directions occurred during the same decades
in the same regions. In addition, just as conversions from Judaism to
Christianity occurred under a wide range of conditions—such that some are
considered more “voluntary” or “coerced” than others—so, too, did
conversions from Christianity to Judaism. As noted above, during the
centuries in question, at the same time as some high-ranking Christians risked
their  lives  to  convert  to  Judaism,  some  Jews  converted  their  slaves  to
Judaism. Moreover, just as a wide array of Jews pressured Jewish apostates
to  Christianity  to  return  to  Judaism,  a  wide  array  of  Christians  pressured
Christian  apostates  to  Judaism  to  return  to  Christianity.  Similarly,  just  as
Jewish  authorities  assigned  acts  of  penance  to  repentant  Jewish  apostates,
Christian authorities assigned acts of penance to repentant Christian
apostates. Analyzing the social histories of conversion to and from Judaism
in tandem reveals additional parallels between the experiences of converts in
both directions. Converts in both directions—learned male converts in
particular—were  celebrated  by  religious  leaders  in  the  communities  they
joined  as  testaments  to  the  truth  and  superiority  of  their  new  faiths.  Some



male  converts  in  both  directions  engaged  in  polemics  against  their  former
faiths and thus came to “man” the front lines of Jewish-Christian rivalry.

Recognizing these parallels makes it possible to analyze the differences
between  the  experiences  of  converts  to  and  from  Judaism  with  greater
sensitivity and precision. To be sure, there were ways in which conversion
to  Judaism  did  not  resemble  conversion  to  Christianity  because  Jewish
minority  status  mattered.  For  instance,  conversion  to  Judaism  could  not
function as an escape valve to the same extent as conversion to Christianity.
Whereas  the  Christian  majority’s  social,  legal,  and  political  dominance
promised  to  grant  Jewish  converts  to  Christianity  legal  protection,  Jews’
subordinate status was such that conversion to Judaism promised
persecution.  In  addition,  Jewish  converts  to  Christianity  gained  access  to
unique means of harming their former coreligionists as they could denounce
them to Christian authorities; Christian converts to Judaism gained no such
advantages. Nor did the facilitation of conversion in the two directions have
the  same  implications.  Supporting  converts  to  Christianity  garnered  public
praise. Supporting converts to Judaism courted disaster.

Analyzing the social histories of conversion to and from Judaism together
reveals also that individual conversions in both directions could be linked. In
some  instances,  one  cannot  tell  the  story  of  a  conversion  in  one  direction
without  referring  to  a  conversion  in  the  other.  For  example,  on  several
occasions,  Christian  conversions  to  Judaism  led  Christian  authorities  to
harshly punish Jews. To extricate themselves from these punishments, some
Jews  converted  to  Christianity.  In  a  further  twist,  some  of  these  Jewish
converts to Christianity subsequently returned to Judaism. Individual Jewish
converts  to  Christianity  directly  affected  the  lives  of  individual  Christian
converts to Judaism also when they denounced the latter to Christian
authorities. Finally, Christian conversions to Judaism sometimes occurred in
tandem with the return to Judaism of Jewish apostates. These scenarios could
arise  when  a  Jew  converted  to  Christianity,  married  a  Christian,  and  then
decided to return to Judaism. At this point, his or her Christian spouse might
decide to convert to Judaism, and the couple’s children might join the Jewish
fold, as well.

In  sum,  studying  conversion  to  and  from  Judaism  together  produces  a
much  fuller  picture  of  the  nature  of  interreligious  movement  in  thirteenth-
century Christendom. It lays bare parallels in the experiences of converts in



both directions that pertained to basic human needs and tendencies. It shows
that  Jewish  and  Christian  attitudes  toward  converts  and  apostates  often
mirrored each other. It highlights distinctive trends that pertained to Jewish
minority status. And it uncovers an intricate fabric of personal connections
and relationships. Indeed, it reveals that individuals who traversed religious
boundaries  had  personal  and  cultural  ties  not  only  to  the  community  they
sought to abandon, the community they sought to join, and other individuals
who  journeyed  religiously  in  the  same  direction.  They  also  had  much  in
common  with  a  broader  set  of  individuals  who  shared  the  liminal  space
between Jewish and Christian communities, a group whose members
journeyed in both directions between Judaism and Christianity.

In  bridging  the  fields  of  Christian  conversion  to  Judaism  and  Jewish
conversion  to  Christianity,  this  book  deepens  understandings  of  thirteenth-
century ecclesiastical attitudes toward converts and religious conversion. It
suggests  that  the  thirteenth-century  surge  in  Christian  efforts  to  convert
“infidels” to Christianity fanned Christian unease about the changeability of
religious affiliation. Popes and inquisitors increasingly pondered conversion
to  and  from  Judaism  in  tandem,  both  as  theoretical  inverses  and  also,
notionally at least, as equally possible. This book demonstrates, In addition,
that  popes  and  inquisitors  intimately  associated  conversion  and  return  to
Judaism as two forms of Christian apostasy to Judaism and thus as
essentially the same sin. Elucidating connections between Christian attitudes
toward  Christian  apostasy  to  Judaism  and  thirteenth-century  anti-Judaism,
this book establishes that the Christian charge that Jews were sinister agents
of Christian apostasy belonged to the same constellation of anti-Jewish libels
as the charges of ritual murder and host desecration (the accusation that Jews
physically abused consecrated eucharistic wafers). The central role of
circumcision in male conversion to Judaism, moreover, rendered conversion
to  Judaism  a  form  of  Jewish  attack  that  Christians  construed  as  wounding
Christians both spiritually and physically.

In  its  interpretation  of  thirteenth-century  Christian  accusations  against
Jews—and of the Norwich circumcision case, In  particular—as  combining
“fact” and “fantasy,” the present investigation adopts an approach to
medieval anti-Jewish libels that scholars including Israel Yuval pioneered.
This approach stresses that even “utterly wild, Imaginary fabrications [had]
an  actual,  authentic  context.”34  This  book  develops  this  line  of  thought  on



multiple levels. It does so across its overarching examination of the Norwich
circumcision case and Christian concerns about Christian apostasy to
Judaism,  as  well  as  with  regard  to  a  host  of  discrete  issues.  The  latter
include Christian claims about the tactics that Jews employed to re-Judaize
Jewish  apostates  and  Christian  contentions  that  conversion  and  return  to
Judaism often were related in practice. All of these preoccupations, I argue,
reflected the entanglement of ideology, on the one hand, and perceptions of
Jewish practice, on the other. Significantly, Jewish converts to Christianity
played key roles in mediating—and often intentionally distorting—Christian
perceptions of Jewish practice.

Chronology, Geography, and Sources

This book ranges widely chronologically and geographically in an effort to
better understand the significance of the accusation that Norwich Jews seized
and circumcised a five-year-old Christian boy because they “wanted to make
him  a  Jew.”  Local  sources  are  sparse  and  fragmentary.  An  aggregation  of
sources from an array of roughly contemporaneous, Interconnected contexts,
however, reveals patterns in Jewish and Christian attitudes and practices that
transcended local specificity.

Rooted  in  the  thirteenth  century,  the  present  study  dips  back  into  the
twelfth century in order to trace the history of thirteenth-century social and
cultural  developments—including  tendencies  in  conversion  and  return  to
Judaism, Christian attitudes toward Jews, and Jewish attitudes toward
converts and apostates. It reaches forward into the fourteenth century in order
to follow enduring trends—including tendencies in conversion and return to
Judaism  and  expressions  of  Christian  concern  about  Christian  apostasy  to
Judaism and about Jews as agents of apostasy. It stops in the late fourteenth
century,  as  expulsions  of  Jews  from  much  of  northwestern  Europe  and  the
Iberian  massacres  and  forced  conversions  of  1391  significantly  shifted  the
social and cultural landscape of Jewish-Christian conversion.35

Geographically,  this  book  straddles  northern  Europe  (the  British  Isles
and  the  regions  that  today  comprise  northern  France  and  Germany)  and
Christian  Mediterranean  Europe  (Castile,  the  Crown  of  Aragon,  and  the
regions that today comprise southern France and much of Italy)—realms that



traditionally have been studied separately. 36 In so doing, this study does not
intend to minimize the demographic, cultural, economic, and political
differences between these areas, suggest that Jewish and Christian attitudes
and practices were homogeneous throughout, or discount the importance of
local analyses. Certainly, every locale presented unique conditions. Ephraim
Kanarfogel has delineated contrasts, for instance, between Jewish  attitudes
toward Christian converts to Judaism in German lands, on the one hand, and
neighboring northern France, on the other.37 Every document that is analyzed
in  this  book—starting  with  the  legal  records  pertaining  to  the  Norwich
circumcision  case—arose  in  a  specific  context  without  careful  attention  to
which it cannot fully be understood. Applying a wide geographic lens to the
study of medieval Jewish-Christian conversion, however, reveals key
patterns  regarding,  for  instance,  the  backgrounds  and  fates  of  Christian
converts  to  Judaism  and  the  attitudes  of  Jewish  and  Christian  intellectual
elites toward Christians who converted to Judaism. For the purposes of the
present investigation, these broad patterns are most interesting.

One challenge in analyzing geographically diverse sources is that
different kinds of texts survive from different regions. Relatively few legal
and  religious  Jewish  writings  survive  from  medieval  England,  the  Italian
peninsula, and Castile, for example, whereas many more survive from
German  lands,  northern  and  southern  France,  and  the  Crown  of  Aragon.
Documentary sources, which often provide the most straightforward record
of medieval experience, survive from the Crown of Aragon, southern France,
and  England—and  to  a  lesser  degree  from  northern  France,  German  lands,
and  the  Italian  peninsula—but  not  from  Castile.  Archives  in  Catalonia,
southern France, and Italy preserve invaluable records of inquisitorial
proceedings involving Jews, converts, and returnees to Judaism. Such
documents  are  lacking,  however,  for  England,  where  the  papal  inquisition
(the institutional antecedent to the notorious Spanish Inquisition) never took
root. German Jewish communities produced especially valuable texts for the
study of attitudes and practices relating to Jewish conversion. These include
the anthology of twelfth- and thirteenth-century polemic known as the Sefer
Niẓẓaḥon  Yashan  (Old  Book  of  Victory);  the  sui  generis  early  thirteenth-
century Hebrew compilation of ethical teachings and pietistic practices that
was  written  mainly  by  Rabbi  Judah  ben  Samuel  of  Regensburg  (Judah he-



Ḥasid, d. 1217), Sefer  Ḥasidim (Book of the Pious); the Nuremberg
Memorbuch  (Nuremberg  Book  of  Remembrance),  which  was  created  in
1296 to commemorate local martyrs and record bequests that Jews made for
the  sakes  of  their  souls;  a  thirteenth-century  circumciser’s  manual  titled
Kelalei  ha-Milah  (Rules  of  Circumcision);  and  thirteenth-  and  fourteenth-
century compilations of Jewish folktales. Aware that any attempt to construct
a narrative on the basis of such a variegated source base will leave
significant gaps and open questions, I strive to read these documents together
as carefully and coherently as possible.

Additional  challenges  relate  to  sources’  genres.  Some  texts  that  I  cite
repeatedly, Including Sefer Ḥasidim, pose special interpretative challenges
as scholars debate the extent to which the anecdotes and moral teachings that
they preserve reflected broad trends as opposed to the views of a discrete
group.38 Others, such as the Sefer Niẓẓaḥon Yashan and the treatises against
“the enemies of the church” of the mid-thirteenth-century Bavarian inquisitor
known as “the Passau Anonymous,”  have  distinctly polemical  agendas.
Comments  in  biblical  and  talmudic  commentaries,  rabbinic  responsa,  and
legal  compendiums  often  are  more  prescriptive  than  descriptive,  and  they
shed  more  light  on  the  ideals  of  learned  men  and  on  individual  scholars’
views  on  precise  points  of  law  than  on  lived  experience.  Papal  bulls
(decrees to which a special leaden seal—a bulla—was appended for
authentication) and other documents produced in chanceries (administrative
offices) often reproduce generic passages from formularies (compendiums of
model documents), obscuring the details of the specific matter at hand.

These  considerations  notwithstanding,  all  of  the  texts  on  which  I  draw
have the potential to illuminate Jewish or Christian attitudes, If not practices.
Whenever  possible,  I  seek  to  assess  how  widely  representative  particular
details might be by reading texts against contemporaneous Jewish and
Christian  sources.  In  addition,  I  am  sensitive  to  the  fact  that  many  of  the
documents  I  analyze  may  be  read  on  more  than  one  level.  For  instance,  I
interpret  the  court  records  pertaining  to  the  Norwich  circumcision  case  as
accurately, albeit incompletely, documenting who was arrested, who
testified, and who was convicted. I read these court records also as
reflecting the anti-Jewish prejudices of the Christians who testified in court,
the scribes and clerks who recorded the proceedings, and the authorities who



adjudicated the case. At the same time, I comb these records cautiously for
possible clues to actual Jewish practices. Similarly, I treat records pertaining
to  proceedings  of  the  papal  inquisition  as  providing  evidence  of  Christian
anxiety  about  Christian  apostasy  to  Judaism  and  about  Jews  as  agents  of
Christian  apostasy.  I  read  these  records  also  as  reflecting  inquisitorial
assumptions  about  Jews,  Inquisitors’  understandings  of  their  own  mission,
and  inquisitors’  professional  goals.  Insofar  as  inquisitorial  records  often
include  Jewish  testimonies,  however,  and  insofar  as  the  content  of  these
testimonies sometimes aligns with evidence from a variety of Jewish
sources, I draw on these records also in seeking to understand daily life.

Chapter Outline

In search of a fuller and deeper appreciation of the landscape of movement
between Judaism and Christianity in medieval Christendom, this book
applies  a  sequence  of  lenses  to  the  Norwich  circumcision  case  and  the
thirteenth-century resurgence of Christian concerns about Christian apostasy
to  Judaism.  Chapters  1  and  2  examine  the  accusation  at  the  heart  of  the
Norwich  circumcision  case—namely,  that  Jews  seized  and  circumcised  a
Christian five-year-old because they “wanted to make him a Jew”—through
the  lens  of  contemporaneous  developments  in  Christian  culture.  Chapter  1
presents this accusation as early evidence of a revival of Christian concerns
about  Christian  apostasy  to  Judaism  and  about  Jews  as  agents  of  Christian
apostasy. I demonstrate that broad ecclesiastical anxieties about the
instability of religious identity contributed to the resurgence of these
preoccupations. Contemporaneous churchmen grappled with the realities of
Christian heresy and apostasy to Islam; they were distressed about Christian
deviance generally. Their hopes and misgivings about Jewish conversion to
Christianity  focused  their  attention  further  on  the  changeability  of  religious
affiliation. I show that the high-ranking laymen and clergy who adjudicated
the Norwich circumcision case belonged to the learned circles that debated
these  issues  during  the  first  half  of  the  thirteenth  century.  Their  prolonged
public investigation of the circumcision affair reflected and heightened
Christian sensitivity to Christian apostasy to Judaism.



Chapter 2 demonstrates that the revival of concerns about Jews as agents
of Christian apostasy to Judaism participated also in the evolution of
Christian anti-Judaism. Through close analyses of the summary of the legal
proceedings in the Norwich circumcision case and the chronicle accounts of
the case from the abbey of St. Albans, I argue that the accusation that Jews
lured  unsuspecting  Christians  over  to  Judaism  was  of  a  kind  with  better-
known  anti-Jewish  libels,  such  as  the  charges  of  ritual  murder  and  host
desecration.  It  was  cast  in  the  same  narrative  framework  as  these  other
libels.  Moreover,  on  account  of  the  central  role  of  circumcision  in  male
conversion  to  Judaism,  it  resembled  them  in  portraying  Jews  as  causing
bodily harm. Chapter 2 also explores links between accusations of
circumcision and accusations of ritual crucifixion in the context of
contemporaneous developments in Christian thought and devotional
practices. I show that, for thirteenth-century Christians, circumcision evoked
a physical characteristic of Christ’s body as well as the first stage of Christ’s
passion. Performed on Christians as a rite of Jewish initiation, circumcision
therefore also connoted Christ’s sufferings at the hands of Jews.

Chapters 3 and 4 examine how the Christian concerns about apostasy to
Judaism that Master Benedict’s accusation reflected did—and did not—align
with  actual  Jewish  attitudes  and  practices.  Chapter  3  surveys  the  social
history of Christian conversion to Judaism. It reveals that, during the
thirteenth  and  fourteenth  centuries,  a  small  number  of  individuals  who  had
been born into Christian families risked their lives by converting to Judaism.
These  converts  included  men  and  women  from  a  range  of  backgrounds,
Including learned clergy. I suggest that these conversions distressed
ecclesiastical authorities as they attested to the enduring potency of Judaism
and as they bore the potential to sow doubts in additional Christians about
the superiority of Christianity to Judaism. I argue further that some Christians
interpreted the Jewish facilitation of these conversions as evidence of Jewish
enthusiasm for Christian conversion to Judaism. I demonstrate, however, that,
contrary to Christian characterizations of Jews as zealous proselytizers, Jews
did  not  seek  to  attract  Christians  to  Judaism.  In  fact,  many  Jews  were
ambivalent  about  accepting  converts,  not  least  on  account  of  the  dangers
involved.

Chapter  4  presents  an  overview  of  “return  to  Judaism”  in  medieval
Europe—a  phenomenon  that  relates  to  a  possible  context  that  could  have



sparked Master Benedict’s accusation. Chapter 4 discusses the backgrounds
and  motivations—and  the  divergent  Jewish  and  Christian  perceptions—of
Jewish converts to Christianity who sought to return to Judaism. Examining
how Jews went about re-Judaizing repentant Jewish apostates, it stresses that
some Jews actually pressured Jewish apostates to return to the Jewish fold. I
argue that the phenomenon of return to Judaism further nourished and shaped
Christian  anxieties  about  Christian  apostasy  to  Judaism  and  about  Jews  as
agents of Christian apostasy. I contend also, both here and in Chapter 5, that
the extent to which conversion and return to Judaism merged in the minds of
some Christian authorities as two kinds of Christian apostasy to Judaism may
help to explain the terms in which Christians cast the Norwich circumcision
case and other possibly similar affairs. Chapters 3 and 4 also establish the
bidirectionality  of  Jewish-Christian  conversion  in  high  and  late  medieval
Christendom. Noting parallels and personal links between the various kinds
of  movement  between  Judaism  and  Christianity,  they  illustrate  the  value  of
adopting a broad view of the history of religious conversion.

Chapter 5 proposes a solution to the mystery surrounding the events that
spurred Master Benedict’s accusation. Reexamining the summary of the legal
proceedings in light of medieval Jewish attitudes and practices pertaining to
Jewish children who either had been, or were in danger of being, baptized, I
posit that, to Jews, these events constituted an internal Jewish affair. In the
eyes of the church, however, they amounted to a vicious Jewish attack on a
particularly vulnerable member of the Christian flock. Fundamentally
irreconcilable, these Jewish and Christian understandings of the same events
illustrate  the  chasm  that  could  separate  Christians  and  Jews  in  the  same
world  in  which  some  Christians  and  Jews—who  journeyed  back  and  forth
between Judaism and Christianity—knew each other far more intimately than
hitherto has been imagined.

Written  for  a  broad  audience  that  includes  medievalists,  Europeanists,
students of Jewish history, students of religion interested in conversion, and
students  of  Christianity  as  well  as  Judaism,  this  book  explores  questions
about the nature of religious identity that pertain to the medieval world and
beyond. It probes the mutability of religious affiliation, constructions of the
identities  of  individuals  who  journey  from  one  religion  to  another,  and
understandings of the significance of bodily markers of religious identity—
all  issues that are arguably as  relevant and contentious today  as they  were



eight  hundred  years  ago.  In  grappling  with  these  themes,  the  following
chapters contend also with the complex interplay between malicious
accusations against a group that bear the strong imprint of ideology, on the
one hand, and that group’s actual behavior, on the other. It is my hope that, by
examining  these  matters  in one particular historical  context, this study will
contribute to advancing their understanding more broadly.



 

Chapter 1

Christian Vulnerabilities

The twelfth and thirteenth centuries witnessed a foreboding shift in Christian
attitudes toward Jews. After long casting Jews as enemies of the historical
Christ  yet  as  docile  denizens  of  contemporary  Christendom,  a  growing
number of Christians at all levels of society began to view Jews as
imminently menacing Christian welfare.1 A multiplicity of factors contributed
to this intensification of the traditional Christian sense of Jewish enmity. The
Crusades heightened Christian anxieties about perceived existential foes. A
rising  sense  of  Christendom  and  individual  nations  as  unified  Christian
bodies made Jews appear to be contaminating foreign elements. Augmented
Christian piety across the socioeconomic spectrum spread awareness of the
Gospels’ portrayals of Jews as the killers of Christ.2

This  turbulent  context  spawned  anti-Jewish  allegations  that  portrayed
present-day Jews as intent on harming the body of Christ, understood both as
the Christian faithful and also as the Eucharist (the bread consecrated during
Mass that Christians believed literally to have become the body of Christ).
The charge of ritual murder—that is, the charge that Jews tortured and killed
Christians (usually young boys) out of contempt for all things Christian—was
documented as early as the mid-twelfth century in Norwich, England, where
the case that frames this book unfolded. Writing during the third quarter of the
twelfth  century,  the  Benedictine  monk  Thomas  of  Monmouth  described  in
gory  detail  how  Norwich  Jews  allegedly  murdered  a  Christian  boy  named
William in 1144. By the 1230s, the charge of ritual murder was a stock anti-



Jewish  calumny  across  western  Europe.3  Imputations  that  Jews  poisoned
Christians—whether  in  the  context  of  tending  to  medical  patients  or  by
contaminating  the  water  supply—surfaced  during  the  twelfth  and  thirteenth
centuries and assumed devastating proportions during the fourteenth century.4

The  charge  of  host  desecration—the  notion  that  Jews  physically  abused
consecrated  eucharistic  wafers—began  to  circulate  in  German  lands  and
northern  France  during  the  second  half  of  the  thirteenth  century  and  soon
proliferated.5 The Christian conviction that Jews sought to oppress Christians
financially  became  especially  pronounced  in  late  twelfth-  and  thirteenth-
century England where, on the eve of the Third Crusade, Christians attacked
Jews in several cities. 6 In 1190, Norwich Christians robbed and killed Jews
at  night  and  torched  Jewish  homes  and  synagogues.7  In  1200,  Norwich
Christians desecrated the local Jewish cemetery.8

When, then, as the Curia Regis Rolls of King Henry III state, in 1234, a
Christian  physician  named  Master  Benedict  came  before  the  royal  court  at
Norwich  and  declared  to  the  assembled  justices,  the  prior  of  Norwich,
Dominicans,  Franciscans,  and  other  clerics  and  laymen  that,  four  years
earlier,  local  Jews  “wickedly  and  feloniously”  seized  and  circumcised  his
young son Edward because they “wanted to make him a Jew,” his claims fell
on  receptive  ears.  In  fact,  Master  Benedict  leveled  this  charge  during  a
decade in England that was characterized by especially intense anti-Jewish
animus. During the 1230s, Jews were heavily taxed, extorted, and leaned on
for  loans. Consequently, they  were  increasingly  resented as creditors.9 The
Norwich circumcision case compounded the ill will of Norwich Christians
—who  probably  numbered  about  eight  thousand  at  the  time—toward  the
approximately  two  hundred  Jews  who  lived  in  their  midst.  This  ill  will
drove Norwich Christians to loot and set fire to Jewish homes and physically
assault Jews in 1235 and 1238.10

This book seeks to understand Master Benedict’s accusation—as it was
recorded by Christian scribes and clerks—both in the context of
contemporaneous  Christian  fears  and  fantasies  and  also  as  a  window  onto
actual  Jewish  practices.  Chapter  2 explores how the charge of forced
circumcision  participated  in  the  anti-Jewish  discourse  of  the  period.  The
present  chapter  considers  Master  Benedict’s  assertion  that  Norwich  Jews
“wanted  to  make  [his  son]  a  Jew.”  I  argue  that  this  intriguing  contention
constitutes early evidence of a facet of thirteenth-century Christian



constructions of Jews that has not yet received systematic scholarly attention
—namely, the view that Jews were intent on drawing Christians to Judaism.
Indeed, the Norwich circumcision case attests to the revival of long dormant
Christian  concerns  about  Christian  apostasy  to  Judaism  and  about  Jews  as
agents of Christian apostasy.

During  the  early  Middle  Ages,  Christian  authors  sometimes  accused
Christians  vaguely  of  “Judaizing,”  referring  to  associating  with  Jews  or
adopting ideologies or practices that were deemed “Jewish,” such as
sustained  attention  to  the  literal  sense  of  Bible.11  Occasionally  in  the  late
eleventh century and increasingly by the late twelfth, they accused Jews of
sowing  doubts  in  Christians  about  Christianity.  By  contrast,  thirteenth-  and
fourteenth-century popes, kings, bishops, inquisitors, lawmakers, preachers,
and chroniclers in England, northern and southern France, German lands, the
Italian peninsula, Aragon, Catalonia, and Castile contended that born
Christians (i.e., Christians who had been born into Christian families) were
repudiating  Christianity  and  joining  the  Jewish  community,  often  at  the
instigation of Jews. As the following pages show, these Christians described
Christian apostasy to Judaism as starting with a “turning away” from
Christianity.  They  claimed  that  Christian  apostates  to  Judaism  “denied  the
truth  of  the  Catholic  faith,”  “apostatized,”  and  “strayed  from  the  faith  of
Christ.”

In  some  cases,  Christian  authors  blamed  lust  or  the  devil  for  these
deviations  from  the  Christian  fold.  In  others,  they  blamed  Jews.  At  times,
they blamed Jews in relatively neutral terms, stating, for example, that Jews
“made” Christians Jews, or that Jews “turned” or “led” Christians over to
Judaism. Often, however, Christian authors stressed that Jews acted against
Christians’ will and with evil intent. They referred to Jews as “compelling
Christians to apostatize” and as “dragging,” “wickedly attracting,” and
“seducing”  Christians  into  error.  Jews  allegedly  did  so  “maliciously”  and
“secretly,”  “through  devilish  trickery”  and  “the  promotion  of  a  lie.”  Jews’
“cunning methods” were said to include sophistry and bribery. Jews
purportedly threatened “unsuspecting” Christians of all kinds—lay and
religious.  Often,  they  targeted  the  most  vulnerable:  women,  children,  and
“simple” folk.

Crucially,  almost  without  exception,  thirteenth-  and  fourteenth-century
Christian  authors  mentioned  only  one  element  of  actual  Jewish  conversion



procedure—namely,  circumcision.  Circumcision  may  have  been  the  only
actual Jewish conversion rite of which some Christians were aware.
Christians  were  familiar  with  it  from  the  Bible,  where  circumcision  is  the
only  ritual  associated  with  becoming  a  Jew.12  They  knew  of  it  also  from
contemporary Jewish practice, as circumcision constituted verifiable
evidence  that  steps  had  been  taken  toward  joining  the  Jewish  fold.  Thus,
according to the chronicler at the abbey of St. Albans, Matthew Paris (1200–
1259),  Christians  examined  the  body  of  a  former  deacon  who  allegedly
converted to Judaism and was condemned at the 1222 Council of Oxford to
see  if  he  had  been  circumcised.13  Similarly,  the  testimonies  given  in  the
course of the judicial proceedings relating to the Norwich circumcision case
repeatedly  emphasized  that  Edward’s  circumcised  penis  had  been  seen:
Master Benedict declared that he had shown Edward’s body to the justices of
Norwich shortly after his son’s alleged circumcision and that “it was clear”
that  Edward  had  been  circumcised.  The  official  of  the  archdeacon,  the
coroners of Norfolk and Norwich, and a large group of priests affirmed that
they, too, had seen Edward’s recently circumcised member. 14 References to
circumcision in Christian discussions of conversion to Judaism did not relate
only  to  the  physical  realities  of  circumcision.  “Circumcision”  could  be
understood more loosely, as well, as metonymy for conversion to Judaism.
To “become circumcised” was shorthand for “converting to Judaism,” even
when speaking about the experiences of women. For instance, in his
discussion of Christians “who den[ied] faith in Christ and turn[ed] away to
the  faithlessness  of  Jews,”  the  mid-thirteenth-century  Bavarian  Dominican
inquisitor  known  as  “the  Passau  Anonymous”  listed  clerics,  merchants,
craftsmen, and women who “circumcised themselves.”15 Insofar as Christians
portrayed circumcision as the sum total of Jewish conversion procedure, they
deprecated conversion to Judaism. Circumcision involved a minor
anatomical operation; it was “of the flesh.” Baptism, by contrast, effected a
spiritual transformation.16

Finally,  in  addition  to  specifying  that  Christian  apostates  to  Judaism
abandoned Christianity, often at the behest of Jews, and that male apostates
were circumcised, thirteenth- and fourteenth-century Christian authors noted
that apostates assumed a new identity or adhered to a new tradition. Some
stated that Christians had been “made into Jews.” Some described apostasy
to Judaism as the decision to “take on” living in accordance with Jewish law



and custom. Most often, Christian authors described converts as reorienting
themselves spatially—as “turning toward,” “being carried over to,” or
“flying over to” a destination variously referred to as “Judaism,” “the Jewish
sect,” “the rite of the Jews,” “the Jewish law,” “Jewish unbelief,” “the error
of unbelief,” “the damnable rite,” or “the execrable rite.”

This chapter begins to investigate the thirteenth-century revival of
Christian  anxieties  about  apostasy  to  Judaism  and  about  Jews  as  agents  of
Christian  apostasy.  It  demonstrates  that  these  developments  participated  in
broad  ecclesiastical  worries  that  did  not  pertain  only  to  Jews.  Thirteenth-
century  popes,  bishops,  and  inquisitors  were  distressed  about  Christian
deviance generally. They associated Christian apostasy to Judaism
conceptually with apostasy to Islam and with falling into Christian heresy. In
addition, they associated alleged Jewish efforts to draw Christians to
Judaism with the alleged efforts of Muslims and Christian heretics to draw
Christians  to  Islam  and  Christian  heresy,  respectively.  This  chapter  shows
also that Christian concerns about Christian apostasy to Judaism and about
alleged  Jewish  efforts  to  draw  Christians  to  Judaism  were  related  to  the
hopes and misgivings of some ecclesiastical leaders about Jewish
conversion to Christianity.  Insofar as this was the case, Christian concerns
about Jewish apostasy were manifestations of widespread unease about the
changeability of religious affiliation.

The  pages  that  follow  first  trace  the  early  history  of  concerns  about
apostasy to Judaism and about Jews as agents of apostasy. They then
document  the  reemergence  of  these  concerns  during  the  first  half  of  the
thirteenth  century  and  show  how  these  budding  thirteenth-century  anxieties
were  part  and  parcel  of  broader  ecclesiastical  preoccupations  about  the
instability of Christian identity in particular and religious identity in general.
The  second  half  of  this  chapter  focuses  on  the  period  1250–1350,  when
expressions of Christian concern about apostasy to Judaism and about Jews
as agents of apostasy multiplied. Documenting this proliferation through the
analysis of secular law codes, the canons of church councils, royal decrees,
papal and episcopal correspondence, inquisitorial writings, and moral
exempla, i delve more deeply into the ties between these specific Christian
anxieties  and  broader  Christian  preoccupations.  This  chapter’s  conclusion
considers what the records of the Norwich circumcision case reveal about
the  mechanisms  whereby  a  single  accusation  that  Jews  sought  to  convert  a



Christian  to  Judaism  could  circulate  widely,  further  propagating  Christian
anti-Jewish prejudices across all levels of society.

A Tradition of Concern About Conversion to Judaism

Concern on the part of non-Jews about conversion to Judaism predated the
Christianization  of  the  Roman  Empire.  These  earlier  worries  arose  in  a
cultural  context  very  different  from  that  of  high  and  late  medieval  Europe.
The  Roman  Empire  was  religiously  pluralistic,  especially  before  the  mid-
fourth century. Several emperors and jurists of the second and third centuries
CE  nonetheless  objected  to  conversion  to  Judaism,  in  particular  on  the
grounds that it drew individuals away from participating in civic and
imperial  rituals.17  In  the  meantime,  conversion  to  Judaism  coalesced  as  a
Jewish  legal  process  whose  key  components  were  the  acceptance  of  the
commandments of the Torah, circumcision, and ritual immersion for men; and
the acceptance of the commandments and ritual immersion for women.18 The
requirement of circumcision for men rendered conversion to Judaism
uniquely repugnant to Roman sensibilities. Like many Greeks, many Romans
regarded circumcision as a particularly unseemly type of bodily mutilation.19

During  the  second  century  CE,  Romans  began  to  enact  laws  against
conversion to Judaism. The spirit of this legislation was rooted in an ethos
specific  to  the  Roman  Empire.  This  legislation  sometimes  was  adopted  in
later  contexts,  however,  such  that  it  bore  an  important  legacy.  Emperor
Antoninus Pius (138–62 CE) decreed that Jews who circumcised non-Jews
would  suffer  the  same  punishment  as  castrators—namely,  the  death  penalty
and confiscation of property.20 According to the Historia Augusta, Emperor
Septimius  Severus  (193–211  CE)  forbade  his  subjects  from  “becoming
Jews” under threat of heavy penalties. 21 At the end of the third century, the
jurist  Julius  Paulus  declared  in  his  Sententiae  that  “Roman  citizens  who
suffer[ed] that they themselves or their slaves be circumcised in accordance
with the Jewish rite [we]re [to be] exiled perpetually to an island and their
property [was to be] confiscated; the doctors [who performed the
circumcisions  were  to]  suffer  capital  punishment.”  This  text  survived  in
Emperor Justinian’s  Digest (530–33), whose rediscovery at  the  turn of the
twelfth century prompted a revival of the study of Roman law.22



Over  the  course  of  the  fourth  and  fifth  centuries,  as  Christians  grew  in
influence within the empire, Roman attitudes toward non-Christians hardened
and formal  conversion to  Judaism assumed new significance.  Christian
Roman emperors perpetuated earlier prohibitions against joining the Jewish
fold. They also advocated for more deliberate boundaries between
Christians and Jews, and they threatened severe penalties for Jews who tried
to prevent members of their community from converting to Christianity, for
non-Jews  who  sought  to  join  the  Jewish  community,  and  for  Jews  who
welcomed proselytes.23 The church fathers (influential Christian theologians
of the first centuries of the Common Era) defined Christians and Christianity
in opposition to Jews and Judaism, such that Christian apostasy to Judaism
involved  defecting  to  a rival  community.  Moreover,  it involved joining  the
ranks of the archvillains in Christian history, a people whom the Gospels cast
as  having  not  only  rejected  Christ  but  also  caused  his  death.  In  addition,
Christian apostasy to Judaism represented a reversal of the course of
Christian  salvation  history,  the  putative  progressive  unfolding  of  time  on
which Christian supersessionism was predicated.24 As the sign par
excellence of Jewish-Christian difference, circumcision constituted an
especially marked affront to Christianity. St. Paul had deemed circumcision
as  observed  by  contemporary  Jews  to  be  spiritually  void;  he  extolled  a
spiritual alternative, “circumcision of the heart.”25

During the first millennium, Christian authorities were especially critical
of the Jewish practice of circumcising male slaves upon acquisition, which
was  rooted  in  biblical  law  (Gen.  17:12–13).  Upon  emancipation,  these
slaves became full converts to Judaism.26 In an attempt to end this practice, in
335,  Emperor  Constantine  declared  that  slaves  whom  Jews  circumcised
would  automatically  become  freemen.  In  339,  he  threatened  Jews  who
circumcised  slaves  with  the  death  penalty.27  Merovingian  church  councils
condemned the conversion of slaves to Judaism, as did Visigothic
legislation.28 A sixth-century legend about the bishop of Paris St. Germanus
(d. 576) depicted Germanus as having heroically intervened to prevent Jews
from converting a young slave to Judaism. According to this tale, which was
recorded by the poet and bishop Venantius Fortunatus (d. ca. 600), Germanus
miraculously broke the bonds of a boy whom Jews were leading about the
countryside in chains “for being unwilling to subject himself to the Jewish



laws.”29  Over  the  course  of  the  ensuing  millennium,  popes  and  church
councils repeatedly forbade Jews to convert their slaves to Judaism.30

The  issue  of  slave  conversion  aside,  Christian  expressions  of  concern
about Christian apostasy to Judaism—and about Jews as agents of apostasy
—dwindled over time. Exceptionally, in ninth-century southern Gaul, bishops
Agobard and Amulo of Lyon decried alleged Christian attraction to Judaism
and alleged Jewish efforts to convince Christians that Judaism was superior
to  Christianity.31  Into  the  twelfth  century,  however,  Christian  anti-Jewish
writings sought primarily to expose Judaism’s theological errors and
expound on the ways in which Jewish scriptures supported Christian
doctrine.32 Through the end of the twelfth century, the notion that Christians
who were not slaves might formally convert to Judaism seems to have been
far from churchmen’s minds.

The Thirteenth-Century Resurgence of Christian Concern

The turn of the thirteenth century witnessed two interrelated developments.
First, Christian authors increasingly depicted Jews as spiritually corrupting
Christians.33 They described Jews as distancing the Christian servants who
lived  in  Jewish  homes  from  faith  in  Christ.34  They  also  portrayed  Jews  as
publicly mocking Christian doctrine. In 1205, for instance, Pope Innocent III
informed  King  Philip  Augustus  of  France  that  he  had  heard  that  Jews  in
France were openly proclaiming that Christians believed in a peasant who
had  been  hanged  by  the  Jewish  people  and  that  Jews  ran  around  town  on
Good Friday, laughing at Christians for adoring the Crucified One. Jews did
these things, the pope explained, expressly in order to turn Christians away
from “the duty of [Christian] worship.”35 Between 1227 and 1230, the first of
thirteen articles proposed for discussion at a provincial synod of the
archdiocese of Tours likewise contended that Jews were brazenly ridiculing
Christianity. It stated that Jews, “the enemies of the Christian faith,” should
be expelled from small towns and villages because they were asserting that it
was impossible for a virgin to conceive, for a closed womb to give birth,
and for the true body of the Lord to look like bread.36 During the third quarter
of  the  thirteenth  century,  the  influential  Franciscan  preacher  Berthold  of
Regensburg  (d.  1272)  cautioned  his  audiences  that  Jews  engaged  “simple”



Christians  in  informal  religious  disputations  in  order  to  erode  their  faith.
“You are so unlearned,” he explained, “whereas [the Jews] are well-trained
in  Scripture.  [The  Jew]  has  thought  out  well  for  a  long  time  how  he  will
converse with you, in order that you might thereby become ever weaker in
your faith.”37  In  1289,  King  Charles  II  of  Naples—who  was  also  Count  of
Provence and Forcalquier, Prince of Achaea, and Count of Anjou and Maine
—justified  his  expulsion  of  the  Jews  from  Anjou  and  Maine  by  way  of
reference to a litany of alleged Jewish misdeeds. The first item on this list
was the charge that Jews “deceitfully turned many people of both sexes who
[we]re  considered  adherents  of  the  Christian  faith  away  from  the  path  of
truth.”38

Second, early in the thirteenth century, Christian expressions of concern
about formal Christian apostasy to Judaism reemerged. One example surfaces
in the critique of contemporary monastic life, the Speculum ecclesiae
(Mirror of the Church, 1216), of the widely traveled Cambro-Norman
archdeacon Gerald of Wales. Gerald reported that two Cistercian monks had
“cast  away  their  garments,  abandoned  their  household,”  and  apostatized  to
Judaism.  The  first  monk,  Gerald  wrote,  “had  himself  circumcised  in  the
Jewish rite” and “damnably joined himself to the most despicable enemies of
the  cross  of  Christ.”  The  second  monk,  whom  Gerald  specified  was  from
Garendon Abbey in Leicestershire, allegedly “flew off with swift and
wicked wings to Judaism, the domicile of damnation.” According to Gerald,
when the Oxford archdeacon Walter Map (d. ca. 1210) heard about these two
apostates,  Map  exclaimed  that  he  had  never  before  heard  of  men  of  any
profession  or  rank  apostatizing  to  Judaism.39  This  remark  underscores  the
novelty  in  Map’s  milieu  of  the  notion  of  Christian  apostasy  to  Judaism.
Gerald  was  a  notoriously  imaginative  reporter,  and  the  veracity  of  his
account may reasonably be questioned. His primary interest in this passage
was to criticize the Cistercian monastic order.40 Thus, he intimated that these
two monks were lustful and self-indulgent. He claimed that they converted to
Judaism “instigated by the spirit of fornication” and because “they could no
longer  bear  the  harshness  and  rigor  of  [their]  order.”41  Regardless  of  the
accuracy of Gerald’s claims, Gerald’s decision to illustrate alleged
Cistercian degeneracy by contending that two Cistercians abandoned
Christianity  for  Judaism  is  significant.  It  shows  that  some  early  thirteenth-
century Christian intellectuals were beginning to contemplate the



phenomenon  of  Christian  apostasy  to  Judaism  and  that  they  regarded  it  as
reprehensible in the extreme.

Roughly contemporaneous chronicles related another alleged instance of
Christian  apostasy  to  Judaism  in  the  British  Isles—that  of  the  deacon  who
was degraded and sentenced at the 1222 Council of Oxford. In this case, too,
Christian authors contended that lust drove apostasy. Purportedly, this deacon
“was  circumcised  for  the  love  of  a  Jewish  woman.” 42  Early  thirteenth-
century accounts alluded merely in passing to this Jewish love interest. In the
1250s, however, Matthew Paris cast this woman as a formidable temptress,
thereby  placing  the  blame  for  this  deacon’s  apostasy  squarely  on  a  Jew.
According to Paris, this Jewish woman declared to the lovelorn deacon, who
“ardently  pined”  for  her  “embrace”:  “‘I  will  do  what  you  ask  …  if  you
apostatize, have yourself  circumcised,  and faithfully adhere  to Judaism.’”43

Specifying  that  this  Jewish  woman  demanded  that  the  deacon  “faithfully
adhere to Judaism,” Paris implied that this affair involved a formal
conversion—or  at  least  an  attempted  formal  conversion—to  Judaism,  as
opposed to a circumcision that was undertaken independent of a communal
Jewish framework. It is not known whether Jewish authorities in fact
sanctioned  and  supervised  this  deacon’s  alleged  conversion.  No  Jews  are
known  to  have  been  punished  in  relation  to  this  case.  It  is  well  attested,
however,  that  the  Oxford  Council  turned  this  deacon  over  to  the  sheriff’s
officers  for  execution.  According  to  several  chronicles,  the  deacon  was
burned;  according  to  Paris’s  Chronica  majora  (Great  Chronicle),  he  was
hanged; according to Paris’s Historia Anglorum (History of the English), he
was beheaded. Whatever its means, this execution constituted the first known
case of the death penalty being exacted for religious deviance in England.44

During  the  1230s—the  decade  during  which  the  Norwich  circumcision
case unfolded—for the first time in centuries, claims about people who were
not slaves, who had been born into Christian families, and who apostatized
to  Judaism  began  to  surface  in  papal  and  episcopal  correspondence.  On
March 5, 1233, for instance, in the bull Sufficere debuerat (which is referred
to,  like  all  papal  bulls,  by  the  initial  words  of  the  official  Latin  text),
addressed to archbishops, bishops, and other prelates in German lands, Pope
Gregory IX reported “with sorrow and shame” that he had heard about three
sets of circumstances under which Christians were apostatizing to Judaism.
First,  Jews  owned  Christian  slaves  whom  they  circumcised  and  forced  to



“Judaize.” Second, Gregory continued, “some people, who were Christians
not  in  deed  but  only  in  name,  were  going  over  to  the  Jews  willingly  and,
pursuing their rite, they allowed themselves to be circumcised and publicly
declared themselves to be Jews.” Third, Jews who—in contravention of the
Third Council of Toledo (589) and the Fourth Lateran Council (1215)—had
been granted “secular dignities and public offices” were “venting their anger
against Christians” and “making some [Christians] keep their [Jewish]
rite.”45 In short, according to Gregory, some Christians were apostatizing to
Judaism of their own accord. In addition, in contexts in which Jews wielded
power over Christians, Jews were causing Christians to convert to Judaism.

Three months later, on May 18, 1233, Gregory called on the archbishop
of Compostela to compel King Ferdinand III of Leon and Castile to address a
roster  of  Jewish  offenses  that,  he  said,  “it  would  [have]  be[en]  not  only
improper but inhuman for the faithful of Christ to tolerate.” In terms nearly
identical to those that he had employed in his March bull to German prelates,
Gregory claimed that he had heard that, among other things, Jews in Spain
who had been granted “secular dignities and public offices” were “venting
their  anger  against  Christians”  and  “making  some  [Christians]  keep  their
[Jewish] rite.” 46 In the same year, in his tractate against the Albigensians, the
Leonese bishop Lucas of Tuy—who must have been familiar with Gregory’s
missive to the archbishop of nearby Compostela—accused Jews of bribing
Christian officials to join their ranks. He claimed that “the malignant Jews”
not only blasphemed against Christianity but also “led [Christian] magistrates
to their own [Jewish] worship by means of gold.”47

During the middle decades of the thirteenth century, three major Castilian
law  codes  addressed  Christian  apostasy  to  Judaism  and  alleged  Jewish
efforts to draw Christians to Judaism. The first, the Fuero juzgo (Forum of
the Judges), was a Castilian translation and adaptation of the Latin Visigothic
Forum judicum (Forum of the Judges), which King Ferdinand III—to whom
Pope  Gregory  IX  had  written—assigned  to  Toledo,  Córdoba,  Seville,  and
other towns in Andalusia and Murcia as their municipal charter. The Fuero
juzgo stipulated that “a  Christian of either sex,  and  especially one born of
Christian  parents,  who  practiced  circumcision  or  any  other  Jewish  rite
should be put to an ignominious death … and all of his property should be
confiscated  for  the  benefit  of  the  royal  treasury.”48  In  addition,  the  Fuero
juzgo stated that men who circumcised Christians or Jews were to have their



penises amputated and their possessions confiscated. Women who performed
circumcisions  or  brought  their  sons  to  be  circumcised  were  to  have  their
noses  cut  off,  suffer  a  financial  penalty,  and  be  exiled  for  the  rest  of  their
lives. Anyone who “carried Christian men or women away from the faith of
Christ and turned them toward Jewish disbelief and error” was to receive the
same penalties as a circumciser. 49 These provisions contravened established
norms  of  Christian  toleration  of  Jews  and  Judaism  in  thirteenth-century
Castile,  and  there  is  no  evidence  that  they  were  enforced.  However,  the
translation  and  dissemination  of  these  laws  during  the  thirteenth  century
suggest at least heightened Christian awareness that Jews had the potential to
draw Christians to Judaism and circumcise them.50

Two  other  Castilian  law  codes  may  have  reflected  contemporaneous
concerns  about  Christian  apostasy  to  Judaism,  although  they  often  echoed
Roman  and  Visigothic  material.  Redacted  between  1256  and  1265  and
promulgated in 1348, the Siete partidas (Seven Divisions) of King Alfonso
X  (d.  1284)  included  a  section  on  Jews  that  thrice  addressed  Christian
apostasy  to  Judaism.  Law  10  of  this  section  focused  on  slave  conversion.
Law 2 threatened the death penalty and confiscation of goods for Jews who
preached to or converted a Christian to Judaism “by praising the law of the
Jews  and  deprecating  the  law  of  the  Christians.”51  Law  7  stipulated  that
Christian apostates to Judaism were to be put to death and their possessions
were to be confiscated. 52 Redacted between 1252 and 1255 by the circle of
Alfonso  X  as  a  template  for  municipal  law  codes,  the  Fuero  real  (Royal
Forum) addressed Christian apostasy to Judaism in the second of its seven
laws on Jews. The Fuero real forbade “any Jew to induce any Christian to
turn  away  from  his  law  [i.e.,  Christianity]  or  circumcise  him”  on  pain  of
death and confiscation  of goods.53 In 1255 and 1256, Alfonso assigned the
Fuero  real  to  the  towns  of  Sahagún,  Aguilar  de  Campoo,  Palencia,  and
Burgos.54

In  sum,  during  the  second  and  third  decades  of  the  thirteenth  century,
chroniclers,  popes,  kings,  jurists,  and  others  in  the  British  Isles,  German
lands, Leon, and Castile began to express concern about Christian apostasy
to  Judaism.  They  penned  accounts  of  alleged  cases  of  apostasy,  voiced
outrage at rumors that Christians were going over to Judaism, and publicized
penalties for apostates to Judaism and their Jewish abettors. In so doing, they
depicted Christian apostasy to Judaism sometimes as voluntary and



sometimes as the result of sinister Jewish machinations. They contended that
Jewish men and women drew Christians to Judaism by taking advantage of
Christian lust and greed, abusing the power that they sometimes wielded over
Christians, and employing rhetorical skill.

The Instability of Christian Identity

Burgeoning thirteenth-century concerns about apostasy to Judaism were
inextricably tied to broader ecclesiastical preoccupations with the instability
of Christian identity. During the thirteenth century, ecclesiastical alarm about
Christian  deviance  reached  new  heights.  Determined  to  root  out  Christian
groups that turned their backs on the church hierarchy and its teachings, Pope
Innocent  III  launched  the  Albigensian  Crusade  (1209–29),  which  applied
military  force  to  the  problem  of  heresy  in  the  south  of  France.  During  the
1230s,  Pope  Gregory  IX  appointed  the  first  inquisitors—Franciscan  and
Dominican  friars  whom  the  pope  tasked  with  using  Roman  inquisitorial
procedure to identify and eliminate Christian heretics.55

Meanwhile,  Christian  self-confidence  was  rattled  by  conversions  of
European Christians to Islam. Some of these transpired in Christian lands that
were  home  to  Muslim  communities,  such  as  parts  of  Spain,  Hungary,  and
Sicily. Others took place among Christians who traveled, resided, or waged
war in Muslim realms, including in the Near East, North Africa, and Central
Asia.56 Some of the same Christian authors who addressed Christian heresy
and Christian apostasy to Judaism wrote about Christian apostasy to Islam.
For instance, as shall be discussed further below, Pope Gregory IX reported
having heard that Muslims in Hungary were buying Christian slaves, forcing
them to apostatize, and forbidding them to baptize their children.57 In
addition, in 1235, in collaboration with his confessor the canonist Raymond
Penyafort (1175–1275), Gregory responded to questions pertaining to
Christian  apostasy  to  Islam  that  had  been  sent  to  him  by  the  Franciscan
minister and the Dominican prior residing in Tunis. 58 For his part, Matthew
Paris lamented in his Chronica majora that, during the Muslim siege of the
French during the Seventh Crusade battle of Fariskur (1250), some Christian
deserters “apostatized and adhered to [the Muslims’] filthiness” and that “the



faith of many [Christians] began to waver. [Christians] said to one another …
‘Is the law of Mohammad better than that of Christ?’”59

In the context of widespread consternation about the instability of
Christian  identity,  Judaism  was  one  of  several  dangerous  destinations  to
which Christians were feared to stray. Twelfth- and thirteenth-century
churchmen routinely categorized Jews together with Muslims and Christian
heretics  as  unbelievers,  and  they  often  conceived  of  Christian  apostasy  to
Judaism together with Christian apostasy to Islam and falling into Christian
heresy.60  In  fact,  in  relatively  rapid  succession,  several  popes  applied  the
same stock phrases to describe apostasy to Judaism and Islam. For example,
when, as noted above, in April 1233, Gregory IX reported having heard that
“some people [in German lands], who were Christians not in deed but only
in name, were going over to the Jews willingly and, pursuing their rite, they
allowed themselves to be circumcised and publicly declared themselves to
be Jews,” he drew on language that Pope Honorius III had used with regard
to  apostasy  to  Islam  (although,  strikingly,  Honorius  had  not  referred  to
circumcision).61 In 1225, in a missive addressed to the archbishop of
Kalocsa in Hungary, Honorius had reported having heard that “some
Christian  peasants  [in  Hungary]  were  going  over  to  the  Saracens  willingly
and, pursuing their rite, they publicly declared themselves to be Saracens.”62

In letters that he dispatched on March 3, 1231, and August 12, 1233, to the
archbishop  of  Esztergom  and  to  King  Andrew  II  of  Hungary,  respectively,
Gregory reapplied some of this language to apostasy to Islam. He wrote of
“many  Christians  who  went  over  to  the  Saracens  willingly,  adopting  their
rite.”63 The deployment of identical phrases to describe apostasy to Judaism
and apostasy to Islam is a reminder that these documents reveal more about
practices  of  document  production  in  the  papal  chancery  than  about  lived
experience. Scribes typically drew phrases and passages from formularies,
instead  of  composing  missives  from  scratch.  The  deployment  of  identical
phrases  shows  also,  however,  that  churchmen  deemed  the  phenomena  of
apostasy  to  Judaism  and  apostasy  to  Islam  to  be  similar  in  essence  and
morally equivalent.

Illustrating  further  that  influential  Christians  conceived  of  apostasy  to
Judaism as fundamentally similar to apostasy to Islam and falling into heresy,
in its section on Muslims, the Siete partidas prescribed the same
consequences  for  “a  Christian  man  or  woman  …  who  bec[ame]  a  Jew,



Muslim, or heretic.” Regardless of the faith for which a Christian departed, if
he or she remarried, his or her former spouse was to receive all of his or her
property.64  Similarly,  in  law  7  of  its  section  on  Jews,  the  Siete  partidas
prescribed  the  same  punishments  for  apostates  to  Judaism  and  Christian
heretics: “Where a Christian is so unfortunate as to become a Jew,” it stated,
“we order that he shall be put to death just as if he had become a heretic, and
we  decree  that  his  property  shall  be  disposed  of  in  the  same  way  that  we
stated should be done with that of heretics.” 65 Promulgated by King James I
of Aragon in 1240 and again, in expanded form, in 1261 (revised in 1271),
the law code known as the Furs de Valencia (Forum of Valencia) prescribed
the  same  penalty  for  apostates  to  Judaism  and  Islam.  It  decreed  that  a
Christian who “chose the Jewish or Muslim law and, on account of this, was
circumcised, was to be burned.”66

In the context of broader ecclesiastical preoccupations, Jews were one of
several groups whom leading thirteenth-century churchmen conceptualized as
seeking to spiritually corrupt Christians. Gregory IX, for instance, articulated
concerns, not only about Jews leading Christians over to Judaism, but also
about Christian heretics and Muslims bringing faithful Christians into heresy
and  Islam,  respectively.  On  April  19,  1233—six  weeks  after  he  wrote  to
German prelates about Christians who were voluntarily becoming and
publicly declaring themselves to be Jews, and one month before he wrote to
the archbishop of Compostela about Jews in public office who were causing
Christians  to  become  Jews—Gregory  promulgated  the  bull  Gaudemus  in
which  he  first  appointed  papal  inquisitors  to  eradicate  Christian  heresy.  In
this bull, Gregory reported having heard that “the wicked ministers of Satan
[i.e., Christian heretics] were sowing the evil seed for the harvest of [their]
master … wickedly infecting an unbridled multitude … spreading venom …
and bringing many people to Tartarus.”67 In his 1231 letter to the archbishop
of Esztergom and in his 1233 letter to the king of Hungary, Gregory warned
that Muslims in their domains were “wickedly attracting [Christians] to the
error of disbelief.” 68 In 1236, in a letter to Emperor Frederick II, Gregory IX
wrote that Muslims in the Sicilian kingdom were “driving the flocks of the
faithful away from the Lord’s sheepfold.”69

Further  demonstrating  that  early  thirteenth-century  churchmen  thought
about Jews together with Muslims and Christian heretics as spiritual
corruptors,  ecclesiastical  leaders  described  all  three  groups  as  operating



similarly in their alleged efforts to draw faithful Christians into their
respective  beliefs  and  practices.  Echoing  the  New  Testament,  twelfth-  and
thirteenth-century Christian legislation and exempla routinely portrayed
Christian  heretics  as  “wolves  in  sheep’s  clothing”—that  is,  as  men  and
women who masked false doctrine with good works and sophistry in order
“more  freely  to  invade  the  [Christian]  flock.”70  Lucas  of  Tuy  reported  that
some  heretics  chose  to  assume  the  appearance  of  Jews—even  becoming
circumcised—in order to “more freely sow heresies.” 71 The theme of false
appearances figured in ecclesiastical writings about Jews, as well. In 1239,
for instance, in a letter to the bishop of Córdoba, Gregory IX reported that he
had learned from clerics in Córdoba and Baeza that Jews were pretending to
be Christians in order to deceive Christians even more. These Jews
allegedly abducted Christian children and sold them to Muslims. 72 Gregory
IX cast Muslims, too, as assuming false appearances. In his 1231 letter to the
archbishop  of  Esztergom  and  in  his  1233  letter  to  the  king  of  Hungary,
Gregory accused Muslims of “falsely pretending to be Christians” “in order
covertly  to  shoot  the  innocent.”  In  this  instance,  the  Christians  on  whom
infidels  allegedly  preyed  were  women.  “While  seeming  to  be  Christians,”
Gregory  explained,  “[Muslim  men]  marr[ied]  Christian  women  whom  they
later force[d] to apostatize.” 73 The article that was proposed between 1227
and 1230 for discussion at the provincial synod of Tours also cast Jews as
preying on Christian women. It claimed that Jews took advantage of Christian
women  who  came  to  them  from  near  and  far  for  loans  and  frequently
impregnated them and led them to Judaize.74

Thirteenth-century churchmen conceived of Jews, Muslims, and Christian
heretics  not  only  as  assuming  false  appearances  in  their  efforts  to  mislead
Christians  spiritually  but  also  as targeting particularly  vulnerable members
of Christian society. As noted above, they conceived of Muslims and Jews as
targeting  Christian  women,  and  Gregory  IX  depicted  Jews  as  kidnapping
Christian  children  whom  they  sold  to  Muslims.  The  Norwich  circumcision
case reveals that some early thirteenth-century Christians believed that Jews
tried to convert young Christian children to Judaism. In 1304, the Dominican
preacher Giordano da Pisa, who preached daily in the vernacular to crowds
of  middle-class  townsmen  in  and  around  Florence,  echoed  this  conviction.
He reported that Jews abducted poor Christian boys, promised them money,
and circumcised them.75



Most frequently, the particularly vulnerable Christians whom churchmen
claimed that Muslims, Jews, and Christian heretics sought to mislead were
“simple” Christians—that is, Christians who lacked the necessary knowledge
and capacity for sophisticated rational thought and therefore depended on the
religious guidance of the learned. The article that was proposed for
discussion  at  the  provincial  synod  of  Tours  contended  that  Jews  were
deceiving  “simple”  Christians  and  leading  them  into  error.76  In  his  1233
missive  to  German  prelates,  Pope  Gregory  IX  warned  that  Jews  were
causing “simple” Christians “to slide into the snare of [Jewish] error under
the  pretext  of  disputation.”77  Over  the  course  of  the  thirteenth  century,  the
Franciscan  scholastic  theologian  Alexander  of  Hales  (ca.  1183–1245)  and
other  prominent  churchmen  repeated  words  of  Pope  Alexander  III:  “Our
mores and those of the Jews do not agree in anything. Hence [Jews] might be
able easily to make simple souls incline toward their [Jewish] superstition
and faithlessness through their continuous contact and assiduous
familiarity.”78 In 1267, in the bull Dampnabili perfidia judaeorum,
addressed to the archbishop and bishops in Poitiers, Toulouse, and Provence,
Pope  Clement  IV  lamented  having  heard  that  Jews  were  trying  to  “attract
simple  Christians  of  both  sexes  to  their  damnable  rite.”79  Popes  used  this
same trope in missives about Muslims and Christian heretics. For example,
in his 1199 bull Vergentis in senium, addressed to the clergy and people of
Viterbo, Pope Innocent III described Christian heretics as having “deceived
many  simple  people  and  seduced  certain  astute  ones,  while  cloaked  in  the
appearance of religion.”80 Gregory IX echoed these words and sentiments in
his letter of March 3, 1231, to the archbishop of Esztergom and again in his
letter of August 12, 1233, to the king of Hungary. In both, he lamented having
heard from the archbishop and others that Muslims “deceived many simple
people among the Christians and seduced some of the astute, while cloaked
in  the  appearance  of  piety.”81  On  April  19,  1233,  in  the  bull  Gaudemus,
Gregory reported having heard from the Dominican friar known as Brother
Robert  that  Christian  heretics  who  “had  the  appearance  of  piety”  were
“deceiving  the  astute  and  seducing  the  simple.”82  Like  the  use  of  related
phrases to describe apostasy to Judaism and apostasy to Islam, these
portrayals  of  Jews,  Muslims,  and  Christian  heretics  as  operating  similarly
arose  in  the  first  instance  from  scribal  practices  that  involved  copying



formulas.  At  the  same  time,  they  reflected  and  spread  the  view  that  all  of
these “unbelievers” were intent on misleading the Christian faithful.

This  wider  context  is  key  to  understanding  the  resurgence  of  Christian
expressions of concern about Christian apostasy to Judaism and about Jews
as agents of Christian apostasy. The Christian men who recorded and
adjudicated purported cases of Christian apostasy to Judaism belonged to the
ecclesiastical circles that voiced broader anxieties about Christian deviance
and infidels’ and heretics’ alleged schemes. Gerald of Wales, for instance,
who  wrote  about  the  two  alleged  Cistercian  apostates,  met  with  Pope
Innocent  III  in  1198  and  spent  much  of  the  period  between  1199  and  1203
living  in  Rome.  Twelve  of  the  bishops  who  attended  the  1222  Oxford
Council,  which  condemned  the  apostate  deacon,  participated  in  the  Fourth
Lateran Council, which met in Rome in 1215.83 The third canon of Lateran IV
summarized all pontifical legislation to date pertaining to heretics and
delineated  procedures  against  heretics  and  their  accomplices.  The  sixty-
eighth  canon  of  Lateran  IV  promoted  separating  Christians  from  Jews  and
Muslims.  At  the  1222  Oxford  Council,  English  bishops  republished  the
Lateran decrees. Many of these same bishops were present when the
Norwich  circumcision  case  came  before  King  Henry  III  at  Westminster  in
1235. Moreover, Gregory IX personally appointed the archbishop of
Canterbury, Edmund Rich, who attended the hearings pertaining to the
Norwich  case  at  Westminster  in  1235  and  traveled  to  Rome  in  1238.84

Contacts  with  the  Roman  curia  undoubtedly  further  sensitized  Gerald  of
Wales and English bishops to the problem of Christian deviance, invigorating
these  men’s  sense  of  duty  to  monitor  and  protect  the  Christian  flock  and
prosecute its corruptors.

The Instability of Religious Identity

The resurgence of Christian expressions of concern about apostasy to
Judaism  related  not  only  to  preoccupations  with  Christian  deviance  and
infidels’ and heretics’ alleged schemes. It related also to contemporaneous
Christian  ambitions  to  convert  non-Christians  to  Christianity.85  The  early
thirteenth  century  saw  the  establishment  of  the  influential  Franciscan  and
Dominican orders, some of whose leaders stressed the importance of



external  mission.86  “The  ministry  of  our  order,”  declared  the  Dominican
master-general Humbert of Romans in a 1255 encyclical, “should … bring
the name of the lord Jesus Christ to the unbelieving Jews, the Saracens … the
idolatrous pagans, to all the barbarians and the peoples of the world, so that
we  might  be  its  witnesses  and  the  salvation  of  all  to  the  very  ends  of  the
earth.”87 Thirteenth-century popes took up the conversionary banner, too. In
February 1233, Gregory IX addressed the bull Celestis altitudo consilii to
Muslim  leaders  worldwide,  calling  for  their  conversion.88  In  1235,  in  the
bull  Cum  hora  undecima,  which  was  reissued  by  Innocent  IV  in  1245  as
well  as  repeatedly  thereafter,  Gregory  instructed  Christian  missionaries  to
“preach  the  gospel  to  all  men  so  that  the  process  of  salvation  might  be
completed.”89  Christian  kings  also  promoted  conversion  to  Christianity.  In
1232—three  years  before  the  Norwich  circumcision  case  came  before  his
court—Henry  III  established  a  home  for  Jewish  converts  to  Christianity  in
London, the Domus Conversorum.90 In 1243, King James I of the Crown of
Aragon promulgated legislation aimed at improving the lives of Muslim and
Jewish converts to Christianity. During the ensuing decades, secular leaders
in  Castile,  England,  France,  and  German  lands  followed  suit,  focusing  on
Jewish  converts  in  the  latter  three  cases.  Monarchs  and  their  Christian
subjects across western Europe volunteered to serve as godparents to
Christian neophytes.91

Thirteenth-century  Christian  conversionary  efforts  generated  Christian
unease  and  disappointment.  Attempts  to  convert  North  African  Muslims  to
Christianity proved prohibitively difficult; friars turned to providing pastoral
care  to  local  Christians  instead.  Muslims  who  converted  to  Christianity  in
Iberia—whether  in  isolation  or  in  droves,  as  in  the  aftermath  of  the  anti-
Islamic  riots  in  Valencia  in  1276–77—often  returned  to  Islam.92  The  new
mandate  to  convert  Jews,  moreover,  constituted  a  radical  departure  from
centuries of tradition. The church had always welcomed individual Jewish
conversions to Christianity, but Jewish conversion en masse had long been
expected to occur only at the End of Days, in keeping with biblical
prophecies and  Romans  11:25,  which stated that some Jews would remain
“hardened”  until  all  the  nations  came  to  Christ. 93  Moreover,  thirteenth-
century conversionary efforts produced few Jewish conversions to
Christianity. The Jewish conversions to Christianity that did occur tended to
be  motivated  by  mundane  considerations.  Archival  evidence  from  across



medieval Christendom supports the claim of the tosafist (northern European
talmudic  commentator)  Isaac  ben  Samuel  of  Dampierre  (Ri,  d.  1189)  that
many of the Jews who decided to go over to Christianity did so on account of
poverty.94  Addressing  the  shortcomings  of  actual  conversions,  canon  70  of
Lateran  IV  railed  against  Jewish  converts  to  Christianity  who  “did  not
wholly cast off the old person … [but, instead,] kept remnants of their former
rite.”95 In addition, as Chapter 4 considers, Jewish conversions to
Christianity  were  often  short-lived;  many  Jewish  converts  to  Christianity
returned to Judaism.96

Christian misgivings about Muslim and Jewish conversion to Christianity
may further have stimulated Christian concerns about Christian apostasy. It is
conceivable that the latter in part constituted a psychological projection of
Christian  unease  and  disappointment  about  the  former.  Troubled  by  the
reversal of traditional attitudes toward converting Jews, the general failure
of  Christian  conversionary  efforts,  and  the  tenuous  and  mundane  nature  of
many actual conversions to Christianity, some Christians could have focused,
instead, on imagining that Jews were inappropriately pressuring Christians to
convert to Judaism and that some Christians were shamefully going over to
Judaism.97 Such theories, however, cannot be proven.

It is more likely that Christian conversionary aspirations intertwined with
anxieties about Christian apostasy insofar as apostasy was the logical
inverse of conversion. There is subtle evidence that, early in the thirteenth
century,  some  Christians  were  beginning  to  think  about  movement  from
Judaism to Christianity in tandem with movement from Christianity to
Judaism.  For  instance,  in  a  letter  that  he  sent  to  the  archbishop  of  Sens  in
1213, Pope Innocent III told of an individual who had abandoned Judaism for
Christianity who informed on an individual who had distanced herself from
Christianity  on  account  of  Jewish  influence.  Innocent  related  that  a  recent
Jewish convert to Christianity told him that, on account of Jewish seductions,
a  Christian  woman—presumably  a  servant—who  lived  in  the  home  of  this
convert’s Jewish father became “enveloped in the shadow of Jewish error.”98

Referring  to  two  liminal  figures—the  Christian  neophyte  and  the  lapsed
Christian—in the  same vignette,  the  pope  implicitly  acknowledged  that
movement was possible in two directions between Judaism and Christianity.
Religious allegiances were fundamentally unstable.



During the second quarter of the thirteenth century, churchmen who wrote
about  conditions  in  North  Africa,  where  Christians  lived  amid  Muslims,
similarly  described  movement  to  and  from  Islam  in  the  same  missives.  In
June 1225, for instance, Pope Honorius III called upon Dominican friars in
Morocco  to  convert  Muslims  to  Christianity  and  reconcile  Christians  who
had  apostatized  to  Islam.99  Some  time  between  1245  and  1250,  Raymond
Penyafort wrote to the Dominican master general, listing the achievements of
Spanish Dominicans in Muslim lands. In this missive, Raymond referred both
to  “many  Saracens”  who  had  been  “converted  to  the  [Catholic]  faith”  and
also to Christian apostates to Islam and “many Christians who were … on the
verge of apostatizing [to Islam], whether because of great poverty or because
of  the  Saracens’  seduction.”100  All  of  these  missives  acknowledged  the
bidirectionality of religious conversion.

Some  mid-  thirteenth-century  texts  juxtaposed  conversion  to  and  from
Judaism  both  in  terms  of  the  direction  of  movement  and  also  in  terms  of
moral valence. The preamble to the section on Jews in the Siete partidas, for
instance,  linked  conversion  to  and  from  Judaism  by  referring  to  Christian
apostasy to Judaism directly after it referred to Jewish conversion to
Christianity. In addition, it made clear that converts to Christianity were to be
protected,  whereas  apostates  to  Judaism  were  to  be  punished.  It  promised
that the code’s section on Jews would address both “how Jews who
bec[ame]  Christians  should  not  be  oppressed;  in  what  ways  a  Jew  who
bec[ame] a Christian [wa]s better off than Jews who d[id] not; what penalty
those who harm[ed] or dishonor[ed] a Jew for becoming a Christian
deserve[d]”; and “what penalty Christians who bec[ame] Jews should
receive.”101

An undated bull of Pope Clement IV (1265–68) contrasted conversion to
and  from  Judaism  in  an  additional  way.  After  affirming  that  conversion  to
Judaism  involved  movement  away  from  the  truth,  whereas  conversion  to
Christianity involved movement toward the truth, it contended that
conversions to Judaism necessarily were obtained through unseemly
methods,  whereas  conversions  to  Christianity  by  no  means  needed  to  be.
Clement  warned  that  Jewish  conversions  to  Christianity  could  be  obtained
through  illicit  means—and  thus  could  resemble  Christian  conversions  to
Judaism—if they  were  effected  by  force.  “Just  as  [Jews]  are  forbidden  to
have the audacity to seduce unsuspecting Christians away from the truth of



the Christian faith into the error of Jewish unbelief,” Clement wrote, “so, too,
[Jews]  are  not  to  be  forced  to  [join]  the  [Christian]  faith  against  their
will.” 102

The  era’s  preoccupation  with  Christian  apostasy  to  Judaism  and  with
Jews  as  agents  of  apostasy  to  Judaism,  then,  was  tied  in  multiple  ways  to
broader concerns about the instability of religious identity. It formed part of a
Christian  sense  that  non-Christians  and  deviant  Christians  were  intent  on
leading Christians astray. It also reflected Christian recognition that religious
conversion was a two-way street. Thus, lay and ecclesiastical leaders wrote
about converts to and from Christianity in the same missives, they discussed
conversion  to  and  from  Christianity  sequentially  in  law  codes,  and  they
compared and contrasted conversion to and from Christianity in theoretical
terms. Christian fears about Christian apostasy were inseparable from
Christian hopes for conversion to Christianity; inherent in the possibility of
movement in one direction was the possibility of movement in the other.103

The Consolidation of a Discourse: The Late Thirteenth and Early
Fourteenth Centuries

During the second half of the thirteenth century and into the fourteenth, popes,
kings,  inquisitors,  bishops,  jurists,  polemicists,  chroniclers,  and  preachers
across  western  Europe  continued  to  express  consternation  about  Christian
apostasy to Judaism and Jews as agents of Christian apostasy. At least two
provincial councils addressed alleged Jewish efforts to draw Christians to
Judaism. The Council of Vienna (1267) recommended a number of measures
“to restrain Jewish insolence.” Suggesting that local Christians were
concerned that Jews were pressuring Christians to convert to Judaism, these
measures included forbidding Jews to “lure Christians over to Judaism” or
“recklessly circumcise them.”104 The only  canon  of the Council of  Bourges
(1276) regarding Jews called for Jews to live separately from Christians on
the grounds that Jews’ “unbelief fraudulently deceived many simple
Christians  and  maliciously  drew  [Christians]  into  [Jews’]  own  error.”105

Fourteenth-century German legal works addressed alleged Jewish efforts to
draw  Christians  to  Judaism,  as  well.  Written  around  1325,  the  gloss  of
Johann  von  Buch  to  the  East  Saxon  common  law  collection  known  as  the



Sachsenspiegel  (Saxon  Mirror,  ca.  1220),  which  rarely  mentions  Jews,
stated: “No Jew shall convert a Christian to his faith; if he does it costs him
his  life.”106  In  the  late  fourteenth  century,  the  legal  compendium  arranged
alphabetically  by  theme  known  as  the  Regulae  juris  “ad  decus”  forbade
Jews to convert Christians to Judaism.107

Figure 2. Detail from the Decretals of Gregory IX with gloss of Bernard of Parma (“Smithfield
Decretals”), ca. 1300–1340. London, British Library, Royal MS 10 E IV, fol. 164v. London, TNA,
E401/1565 M1.

Other  sources  depicted  Jews  as  intent  on  turning  Christians  away  from
Christianity,  even  if  not  specifically  to  Judaism.  Pictorial  representations
from Castile, German lands, France, and England of the widespread Marian
miracle  story  known  as  the  Theophilus  legend—a  tale  in  which  a  Jew
facilitates  a pact  between  the  devil  and  a demoted  archdeacon named
Theophilus—portrayed  this  Jewish  intermediary  as  physically  pushing  or
pulling Theophilus toward the devil, who demanded that Theophilus “deny
Christ  and  his  mother”  (Figure  2).108  Accusations  that  reverberated  across
southern  France  in  1321  to  the  effect  that  lepers  had  poisoned  wells  also
gave voice to the fear that Jews were intent on spiritually corrupting
Christians.  According  to  multiple  French  chronicles,  Jews  persuaded  the
lepers  to  poison  wells,  and  first  they  made  these  lepers  “renounce  the
Catholic faith.”109



During the later decades of the thirteenth century and the first decades of
the  fourteenth,  Christian  concerns  about  Christian  apostasy  and  its  alleged
encouragement by Jews remained part and parcel of broader concerns about
the instability of Christian identity. Alarm about apostasy to Islam and about
Muslims as agents of Christian apostasy ran especially high in Mediterranean
Europe. In the 1260s, in two crusade sermons, Cardinal Odo of Châteauroux
accused  Muslims  in  Lucera  in  southern  Italy  of  “seizing  many  Christians,
especially women and children, infecting them with the error of the law of
Mohammad, and blinding them spiritually.”110 The collection of hymns known
as the Cantigas de Santa María (Canticles of Holy Mary) of King Alfonso X
of  Castile  depicted  a  Muslim  woman  in  Tangiers  as  warning  two  female
Christian prisoners that, unless they “became Muslims and renounced
Christianity,”  “she  would  put  them  both  in  chains  and  submit  them  to  such
great tortures that no sound piece of skin nor nerves nor veins would remain
in their bodies; in addition, she would have them beheaded.” According to
this text, one of the Christian women “said in fear that she would willingly
[convert  to  Islam].”111  In  his  novel  Blanquerna  (1283),  the  Catalonian
polymath  Ramon  Llull  (1232–1316)  lamented  that  Christians  living  under
Muslim rule had “no more belief in the Holy Catholic Faith, but renounce[d]
it and t[ook] the faith of those among them they live[d] in opposition to the
will  of  God.”112  Compiled  in  the  late  thirteenth  century  by  the  Castilian
Dominican Pedro Marín (1232–93), a collection of miracles allegedly
performed by St. Dominic of Silos (1000–1073) prominently featured stories
about the liberation of Christian captives who were on the brink of
apostatizing to Islam at the hands of their Muslim captors. 113 In 1290, Pope
Nicholas IV appointed a new bishop of Morocco for the sake of, among other
things, “reconciling [Christian] apostates” to  the  church.114 The 1321 well-
poisoning accusations in southern France also reflected the fear that Muslims
sought to turn Christians away from their faith. According to the deposition of
the head of the leper colony in Pamiers, Guillaume Agasse, who appeared
before Bishop Jacques Fournier (later Pope Benedict XII) and his deputies,
Muslim rulers who allegedly supported the plot to poison Christians
demanded that lepers “deny the faith of Christ and his Law” and that they spit
and  trample  on  “the  cross  of  Christ  and  his  body.”  These  Muslim  rulers
purportedly warned, moreover, that any lepers who refused to abjure
Christianity would be decapitated.115 Attributed to the widely traveled



Spanish theologian and bishop Pedro Pascual (d. 1299), a work known as the
Biblia  pequeña  portrayed  Jews  as  collaborating  with  Muslims  in  leading
Christians  astray.  It  contended  that  Jews  visited  imprisoned  Christians  in
Muslim  Granada  and  persuaded  them  to  believe  in  “the  false  sect  of  the
Muslims.”116

Links between Christian anxieties about apostasy to Judaism, on the one
hand,  and  falling  into  Christian  heresy,  on  the  other,  are  apparent  in  the
subsuming,  starting  during  the  third  quarter  of  the  thirteenth  century,  of
matters pertaining to apostasy to Judaism under the jurisdiction of the papal
inquisition, which was established in the 1230s, as noted above, to eradicate
Christian  heresy.  In  1267,  in  the  bull  Turbato  corde,  Pope  Clement  IV
reported having heard, “with a troubled heart,” that Christians, “abandoning
the truth of the Catholic faith, had damnably gone over to the Jewish rite.”
Clement authorized and urged  Dominican and Franciscan  inquisitors to
proceed  against  Christian  apostates  to  Judaism.  In  addition,  he  instructed
them to do so in the same way “as [they proceeded] against heretics.” The
same personnel were now to monitor both arenas of Christian defection from
the  fold—falling  into  Christian  heresy  and  apostasy  to  Judaism—using  the
same  procedure.  Clement  also  instructed  inquisitors  to  impose  “a  fitting
punishment” upon Jews found guilty of having “induced Christians of either
sex to join [the Jews’] execrable rite.”117

Several secular rulers explicitly recognized inquisitors’ jurisdiction over
matters  concerning  apostasy  to  Judaism,  and  they  sought  to  promote  the
inquisitorial prosecution of Christian apostates to Judaism and their Jewish
abettors. In 1276, King Charles I of Sicily, Naples, and Albania—who was
also Count of Provence, Forcalquier, Anjou, and Maine—ordered the
seneschal  and  other  officials  of  Provence  to  extend  full  support  to  the
Dominican Bertrand de Rocca, whom Charles described as inquisitor
“against  heretics  and  against  those  reprobate  Christians  who  turn  from
Christianity  to  Judaism,  their  patrons,  receivers,  and  defenders,  as  well  as
against  the  Jews  who  induce  Christians  [to  accept]  Judaism.”118  In  1284,
King  Philip  III  of  France  ordered  his  officials  in  Champagne  and  Brie  to
assist  Guillaume  d’Auxerre,  whom  he  characterized  as  “inquisitor  of  the
heretics and unbelieving Jews in the kingdom of France.”119

Crucially,  as  Chapter  3  shows,  during  the  latter  half  of  the  thirteenth
century as well as during the fourteenth century, inquisitors in German lands,



France, northeastern Spain, and the Italian peninsula prosecuted born
Christians  who  apostatized  to  Judaism  as  well  as  the  Jews  suspected  of
having  aided  them.  A  variety  of  inquisitorial  writings  provide  insight  into
inquisitors’  engagement  in  the  campaign  against  Jewish  “unbelief.”  The
compilation of short treatises against “the enemies of the church” attributed
to  the  Passau  Anonymous  gave  full  expression  to  the  view  that  alleged
Jewish efforts to draw Christians to Judaism formed part of a broader effort
on  the  part  of  unbelievers  to  mislead  the  Christian  faithful.  One  recension
announced: “The Catholic faith is assaulted by Jews, heretics, [and] pagans
[i.e.,  Muslims.]  [These  groups]  arouse  and  seduce  to  their  sects  all  whom
they  are  able—men  and  women,  laymen,  clerics,  and  regular  clergy.”  In
addition to reflecting and refracting the sense that Jews were one of several
groups that indiscriminately assailed faithful Christians, the Passau
Anonymous  claimed  that  Jews,  Muslims,  and  heretics  employed  the  same
methods—rhetorical persuasion, bribery, and blasphemy—to do so. All three
groups  allegedly  “gloried  in  their  [respective]  law[s]  and  extolled  [them]
with authorities and explanations, and they enticed their believers [also] by
means  of  temporal  promises  and  by  blaspheming  [against]  the  Catholic
faith.”120

Thirteenth-  and  fourteenth-century  inquisitorial  manuals  prescribed  the
same consequences for “Judaizing” and sliding into heresy. For instance, an
anonymous thirteenth-century Bohemian handbook advised that “the house or
synagogue  in  which  someone  was  re-Judaized  or  hereticized”  should  be
destroyed.121  In  addition,  inquisitorial  manuals  devoted  chapters  to  Jews
alongside chapters on Christian heretics. The inquisitor of Toulouse, Bernard
Gui  (1262–1331),  who  was  among  the  judges  who  condemned  the  leper
Guillaume  Agasse  in  1322,  opened  the  chapter  on  Jews  in  his  widely
disseminated  Practica  inquisitionis  heretice  pravitatis (Practice of the
Inquisition  of  Heretical  Depravity,  ca.  1324)  by  thundering:  “The  faithless
Jews try whenever and wherever they can secretly to mislead Christians and
drag them into Jewish unbelief.”122 As Chapter 5 considers, Gui’s manual and
at  least  four  other  thirteenth-  and  fourteenth-century  inquisitorial  guides
directed  inquisitors  to  interrogate  Jews  specifically  about  the  manner  in
which they circumcised Christians.123

During  the  last  decades  of  the  thirteenth  century,  at  the  same  time  as
inquisitors increasingly prosecuted apostates to Judaism and their purported



Jewish abettors, lay and ecclesiastical leaders persisted in promoting
conversion  to  Christianity.  Dominicans  established  schools  where  friars
were to study Arabic and Hebrew, partly in order to aid in their missionary
efforts.124 Around 1270, the Catalan Dominican Raymond Martini penned the
massive Pugio fidei adversus mauros et iudaeos (Dagger of Faith Against
Muslims  and  Jews)  as  a  handbook  for  Christian  missionaries.  In  England,
France, and Catalonia, kings commanded Jews to attend conversionary
sermons.125  As  in  earlier  years,  however,  Christian  conversionary  efforts
proved disappointing. Muslims converted to Christianity in lands that came
under  Christian  rule,  but  few  were  baptized  in  Muslim  realms.  In  1274,
Humbert of Romans lamented that the very few Muslims who had ever been
baptized were captives and that these converts seldom became good
Christians.126  Jewish  conversions,  too,  continued  to  fall  short  of  Christian
ideals.127

Christian sources from the last decades of the thirteenth century and the
first decades of the fourteenth reveal a number of ways in which Christian
concerns  about  Christian  apostasy  to  Judaism  continued  to  participate  in  a
broader  preoccupation  with  the  changeability  of  religious  affiliation.  For
instance,  Christian  authors  in  various  parts  of  Europe  contemplated  the
possibility that an agent of conversion to a particular faith could become an
apostate from that same faith. Recognizing that Jewish-Christian encounters
—and religious debates in particular—could lead to crossings of the
boundary between Judaism and Christianity in two directions, the anonymous
redactor of the Mallorca Disputation (1286) noted that it was agreed at the
outset  of  this  debate—likely  in  jest,  but  suggestively  nonetheless—that  the
loser  would  convert  to  the  religion  of  the  winner.  If  the  Jew  were  to  be
defeated, he “would be made a Christian and be baptized”; if the Christian
were to be defeated, he would “be made a Jew and be circumcised.”128

This  was  not  a  new  trope.  According  to  the  Gesta  regum  Anglorum
(Deeds of the English Kings) of English historian William of Malmesbury (d.
ca. 1143), in the late eleventh century, the second Norman king of England,
William  Rufus,  swore  that  if  London  Jews  won  a  debate  against  Christian
bishops,  “he  would  go  over  to  their  sect.”129  Thirteenth-century  authors,
however, seem particularly frequently to have pondered the
interchangeability of the roles of missionizer and missionized. In his
collection of saints’ lives known as the Golden Legend, the Italian chronicler



and archbishop Jacobus de Voragine (ca. 1230–98) included an anecdote in
which Pope Sylvester I (d. 335) offered to consider converting to Judaism
during a disputation in which he and his clerks debated against a group of
learned Jews. According to this account, when one of the Jews suggested that
the  contest  turn  from  words  to  deeds,  Sylvester  declared  that,  if  the  Jews
could revive a dead bull, he would believe that they operated by the power
of God and not by the power of the devil. For their part, the Jews agreed that,
if Sylvester could raise the bull in the name of Jesus, they would believe in
Christ.130 Some contemporaneous Christian authors evoked the
interchangeability of religious identities similarly in relation to Islam.
According to Ramon Llull’s autobiographical Vita coaetanea (A
Contemporary Life), in the 1290s, Llull assured Muslims in Tunis—likely in
order to draw them into debate—that, if they could convince him of the truth
and superiority of Islam, he would convert to Islam.131

The  fourteenth-century  Old  French  version  of  the  (now  lost)  eleventh-
century Latin Historia Normannorum (History of the Normans) portrayed a
Christian  missionary  as  actually  becoming  drawn  to  Judaism.  It  recounted
how “Jews’ rhetoric”—“the venomous sweetness of their words”—
temporarily “destroyed the devotion to the  [Christian]  faith” of a Christian
youth who had set out “to dissuade the Jews from their evil belief and faith.”
According to this text, “the Jews counseled this Christian [youth] to leave the
Son and believe only in the Father,” and “the devil bound [the youth] to the
Jews’ words.” 132

The notion that encounters between Christians and infidels could result in
conversion either to or from Christianity is evident also in the simultaneous
circulation of narratives that were closely related, except that one culminated
in  Jewish  conversion  to  Christianity  and  the  other  culminated  in  Christian
apostasy  to  Judaism.  Two  types  of  references  to  a  host  desecration  charge
that  was  leveled  in  Paris  in  1290  illustrate  this  phenomenon.133  Latin  and
French  homiletic  and  chronicle  accounts  of  this  host  desecration  charge
portrayed  it  as  having  led  to  conversions  from  Judaism  to  Christianity.
According  to  the  anonymous  De  miraculo  hostiae  (On  the  Miracle  of  the
Host, ca. 1299), for example, when the Jewish host desecrator threw the host
into a cauldron of boiling water, the water became bloody and the host was
transformed into a crucifix that hovered above the cauldron. Upon witnessing
this miracle, the Jewish culprit’s wife and children converted to Christianity.



In addition, “many other Jews, moved by so patent a miracle, converted to
the [Christian] faith, as well, and embraced the sacrament of baptism.”134 By
contrast, in the same year (1299), in a plea to the justices of his kingdom to
cooperate  with  inquisitors  in  punishing  a  spectrum  of  purported  Jewish
offenses,  King  Philip  IV,  “the  Fair,”  of  France  referred  to  Jewish  host
desecration  not  by  way  of  celebrating  how  associated  miracles  could  lead
Jews to convert to Christianity but, instead, by way of warning that Jewish
offenses of this nature could lead Christians to apostatize to Judaism. “[By]
daring wickedly to handle the most holy body of Christ [i.e., to desecrate the
host]  and  to  blaspheme  other  sacraments  of  [the  Christian]  faith,”  Philip
cautioned,  Jews  were  “seducing  many  simple  Christians  and  circumcising
those  whom  they  had  seduced.”135  Here,  Philip  IV  took  Christian  concerns
about  the  impact  on  Christians  of  alleged  Jewish  anti-Christian  blasphemy
and sacrilege to a new level. Previously, Christian authorities had contended
that  Jewish  expressions  of  scorn  for  Christianity  could  sow  or  deepen
Christian doubts about Christianity. Philip warned, however, that they could
drive Christians to abandon Christianity and join the Jews.

Another  set  of  late  thirteenth-century  narratives  that  attests  to  Christian
recognition that the border between Judaism and Christianity could be
crossed in either direction described dream visions of the afterlife. The first
type of narrative in this set appeared in the Cantigas de Santa María and the
Speculum  historiale  (Mirror  of  History)  of  the  French  scholar  Vincent  of
Beauvais  (d.  ca.  1264),  as  well  as  elsewhere.  Here,  the  Virgin  Mary
appeared  to  a  London  Jew  named  Jacob,  first  in  a  dream,  then  in  person.
Mary  showed  Jacob  a  valley  filled  with  dragons  and  devils  that  were
torturing the souls of Jews. Then, she showed him Christ in glory, surrounded
by singing angels and a great host of saints. Moved by these visions, Jacob
went to a monastery where the abbot baptized him.136 A contrasting narrative
is  preserved  in  an  anonymous  work  on  dreams,  Expositio  sompniorum
(Interpretation of Dreams), in a Paris manuscript from the second half of the
thirteenth century. Drawing on a tale from the Collationes patrum in scetica
eremo  (Conferences  of  the  Desert  Fathers)  of  John  Cassian  (d.  435),137  It
tells  of  a  monk  who,  after  hearing  about  the  great  deeds  of  Moses  and
beginning to prefer Moses to Christ, received a dream from the devil. In this
dream, this monk saw Moses with a chorus of angels dressed in white and



Christ with a chorus of men dressed in black. On account of this vision, this
“wretched” monk “strayed from the faith of Christ and was made a Jew.”138

Together  with  texts  that  explored  the  notion  that  the  same  individual
could serve as an agent of conversion to his or her own faith or apostatize to
another faith, these two sets of narratives—the set about the consequences of
Jewish  host  desecration  and  the  set  about  dream  visions  of  the  afterlife—
indicate  that,  during  the  latter  half  of  the  thirteenth  century  and  into  the
fourteenth,  Christians  were  pondering  conversion  to  and  from  Judaism  in
similar terms and sometimes in tandem. These narratives also underscore the
stark opposition in Christians’ eyes between these two directions of
conversion. Conversion to Christianity was the product of divine grace and
revelation, of eucharistic miracles and apparitions of the Virgin Mary. It was
the  ultimate  desideratum,  the  happiest  of  conceivable  endings.  Apostasy  to
Judaism,  by  contrast,  was  the  result  of  anti-Christian  crimes  and  demonic
deception,  of  Jewish  blasphemy  and  sacrilege  and  dreams  from  the  devil.
The  worst  of  nightmares  come  true,  apostasy  to  Judaism  was  the  portal  to
perdition.

* * *

The thirteenth-century revitalization of Christian concerns about apostasy to
Judaism is key to understanding Master Benedict’s contention that Norwich
Jews  seized  and  circumcised  his  son  because  they  “wanted  to  make  him  a
Jew.” Indeed, Master Benedict’s accusation stands as early evidence of this
revival. Voiced and validated in a milieu with close ties to the papal curia,
the  links  of  this  specific  charge  to  broader  ecclesiastical  anxieties  are
unmistakable.  Leading  churchmen  who  traveled  in  the  same  circles  as  the
bishops who adjudicated the Norwich circumcision case conceived of
apostasy to Judaism as being of a piece with a broader set of deviations and
defections from the church. They treated movement into heresy and apostasy
to Islam and Judaism as parallel and morally equivalent phenomena, and they
conceptualized Christian heretics, Muslims, and Jews as agents of Christian
apostasy  who  operated  similarly  in  their  efforts  to  “seduce”  the  Christian
faithful. Moreover, some of these same men participated in thirteenth-century
Christian  conversionary  efforts  and  likely  were  uneasy  about  the  apparent
interchangeability of religious affiliation. Polemical works, literary exempla,



royal  pronouncements,  sermons,  and  chronicles  all  reveal  that  thirteenth-
century Christians pondered apostasy to Judaism as the troubling inverse of
Jewish conversion to Christianity. The charge that in Norwich in 1230 Jews
sought  to  convert  a  Christian  to  Judaism  thus  resonated  with  ecclesiastical
anxieties  about  Christian  deviance,  infidels’  and  heretics’  alleged  anti-
Christian designs, and the instability of religious identity.

In addition to drawing attention to the thirteenth-century revival of
Christian concerns about Christian apostasy to Judaism, the Norwich
circumcision  case  provides  insight  into  how  a  single  allegation  that  Jews
attempted  to  convert  a  Christian  to  Judaism  could  reinforce  and  further
disseminate Christian fears. The Christians who attended the various
hearings  in  the  Norwich  circumcision  case  constituted  a  cross-section  of
Christian society. As noted in the Introduction, they included King Henry III,
noblemen,  bishops,  Dominicans,  Franciscans,  and  municipal  officials,  as
well as thirty-six male residents of Norwich, the woman named Matilda de
Bernham who allegedly rescued Edward after his circumcision, and
undoubtedly  other  commoners,  as  well.  Surely,  each  of  these  onlookers
spread word of the affair within his or her personal and professional circles.
Moreover,  the  high-ranking  ecclesiastical  officials  traveled  internationally,
including to Rome, after the legal proceedings in the Norwich circumcision
case were under way, carrying news of the case with them. There is reason to
think also—although there is no hard evidence—that news of the case spread
to German lands. In 1236, Henry III sent two Jewish converts to Christianity
to  counsel  Emperor  Frederick  II  regarding  a  blood  libel  accusation—the
charge that Jews ritually murdered Christian children specifically in order to
collect  their  blood—that  had  been  leveled  in  Fulda.139  These  two  Jewish
converts  to  Christianity  from  England  who  were  close  to  Henry  must  have
been familiar with the Norwich circumcision case and likely mentioned it at
Frederick’s court. Jews in France, moreover, surely learned about the case,
as at least one of the Norwich Jews who became fugitives as a result of the
proceedings fled to France. 140 These contacts constituted additional vectors
for the propagation of the view that Jews were intent on turning Christians
into Jews.



 

Chapter 2

From Circumcision to Ritual Murder

In  addition  to  reflecting  Christian  fears  about  the  instability  of  religious
identity and the machinations of infidels and heretics, the resurgent
conviction that Jews were intent on drawing Christians to Judaism bore the
imprint of trends specific to anti-Judaism. 1 Twelfth- and thirteenth- century
Christian intellectuals often grouped Jews together with Muslims and
Christian heretics as “unbelievers.” They did not, however, lose sight of the
uniqueness of the relationship between Christians and Jews. Unlike Christian
heretics, who emerged from within the Christian flock, and unlike Muslims,
who  were  absent  from  much  of  Christendom  and  whom  Christians  viewed
often  as  a  political  and  military  threat,  Jews  were  the  deniers  and  alleged
killers  of  Christ  who  lived  as  outsiders  in  Christians’  very  midst.  This
distinctive profile is key to understanding the anti-Jewish libels that
proliferated during the twelfth, thirteenth, and fourteenth centuries: the
charges  that  Jews  ritually  murdered  Christians  in  order  to  parody  Jews’
alleged historical killing of Christ, poisoned Christians by prescribing toxic
medicaments and contaminating the water supply, abused consecrated
eucharistic wafers that Christians deemed to be the actual body of Christ, and
preyed upon Christians financially through the practice of usury.

This chapter argues that the allegation that Jews were determined to turn
Christians into Jews belonged to the same constellation of anti-Jewish libels
as  these  better-known  accusations.  Christian  authors  characterized  all  of
these alleged crimes as expressions of Jewish spite for all things Christian.



For instance, when discussing the alleged ritual murder of young Richard of
Pontoise (1179), the French chronicler Rigord de Saint-Denis (d. ca. 1209)
asserted that Parisian Jews murdered a Christian every year “as an insult to
the Christian religion.”2 Writing about the alleged ritual murder of eight-year-
old  Hugh  of  Lincoln  (1255),  Matthew  Paris  recounted  how  the  Jews  of
Lincoln had invited Jews from across England to participate in this
“sacrifice”  “as  an  insult  and  an  affront  to  Jesus  Christ.”3  Christian authors
used similar language to describe purported Jewish proselytizing. In 1290, In
the bull Attendite fratres, addressed to prelates in Aix, Arles, and Embrun,
for  example,  Pope  Nicholas  IV  declared  that  Jews,  “the  corruptors  of  [the
Christian] faith,” promoted Christian apostasy “as an insult to the Christian
faith.”4

The participation of the charge of Jewish proselytizing in contemporary
anti-Jewish discourse is apparent also insofar as medieval people grouped
this charge together with other anti-Jewish allegations. In 1205, for example,
In a missive addressed to the king of France, Pope Innocent III reported that
“news had reached him” about many Jewish offenses. These included turning
Christians away from “the duty of [Christian] worship,” as noted in Chapter
1,  as  well  as  appropriating  ecclesiastical  goods  and  Christian  possessions
through “the evil practice of usury” and seizing opportunities to kill Christian
guests.5  The  second  law  of  the  section  on  Jews  of  the  Siete  partidas
discussed  Jewish  proselytizing  alongside  ritual  murder  as  a  Jewish  crime
against Christians that merited the death penalty.6 The nineteenth canon of the
1267  Council  of  Vienna  prohibited  Jews  from  “luring  Christians  over  to
Judaism or recklessly circumcising Christians for any reason,” in addition to
forbidding Jews from tending to sick Christians and charging excessive rates
of interest. It also directed Jews to close their windows when a consecrated
eucharistic wafer was carried through the street in a procession. 7 In 1304 in
Florence, the Dominican preacher Giordano da Pisa accused Jews of
engaging in an offensive against Christ that involved abducting and
circumcising Christian boys as well as committing host desecration and ritual
murder.8 As noted in Chapter 1, well-poisoning charges in southern France in
1321 encompassed allegations that Jews not only bribed lepers to
contaminate  the  water  supply  but  also  required  lepers  to  “renounce  the
Catholic faith.”9



Further indicating that the charge of Jewish proselytizing was of a piece
with  other  medieval  anti-Jewish  accusations,  early  modern  refutations  of
medieval calumnies debunked the charge that Jews sought to draw Christians
to  Judaism  alongside  some  of  these  others.  In  his  apologetic  work  Las
Excelensias  de  los  Hebreos  (The  Excellences  of  the  Hebrews,  1679),  for
example,  the  converso  polemicist  Isaac  Cardoso  refuted  ten  accusations
against Jews. These included the allegation that Jews “persuaded the nations
to [come to] Judaism” as well as the charge of ritual murder.10

The present chapter explores how two thirteenth-century accounts of the
Norwich circumcision case further illuminate the embeddedness of the
charge  of  Jewish  proselytizing  in  contemporaneous  anti-Jewish  discourse.
The first account—the extant summary of the legal proceedings that unfolded
in 1234 and 1235—portrayed Edward’s alleged circumcision as part of an
effort  to  “make  him  a  Jew.”  The  second,  crafted  by  the  chroniclers  at  St.
Albans Abbey in Hertfordshire, Roger Wendover and Matthew Paris,
portrayed  Edward’s  alleged  circumcision,  Instead,  as  part  of  an  attempted
ritual murder. The pages that follow first analyze the thematic and structural
features of the first account. I show that these illustrate how the charge that
Jews were intent on drawing Christians  to Judaism could fit  into the  same
narrative framework as contemporaneous tales about other alleged
expressions  of  Jewish  iniquity.  I  demonstrate  also  that  the  first  account
presents circumcision as a quintessentially Jewish form of violence,
revealing yet another link between the allegation that Jews were determined
to  turn  Christians  into  Jews  and  the  better-known  anti-Jewish  libels  of  the
period:  Nearly  all  of  these  accusations  portrayed  Jews  as  threatening  the
bodily integrity of Christ or his flock.

The second half of this chapter turns to the “ritual murder version” of the
Norwich circumcision case as recorded in the chronicles from St. Albans. I
argue that this second account of the case, which also underscores Christian
perceptions of circumcision as a cruel form of maiming, additionally
highlights the ways Christians associated circumcision with the body of the
historical  Christ.  To  thirteenth-century  Christians,  circumcision  evoked  a
physical characteristic of Christ’s body as well as the first stage of Christ’s
passion. Practiced on Christians as a rite of Jewish initiation, circumcision
not only physically wounded Christians, it also recalled the first time Jews
shed Christ’s blood. In closing, I suggest that the near simultaneous



development of the “conversion” and “ritual murder” versions of the
Norwich circumcision case—and the substitution of ritual murder for
conversion  in  the  latter—point  to  the  fundamental  similarity  of  the  anti-
Jewish charges they promoted.

Circumcision as a Rite of Jewish Initiation

Preserved in the Curia Regis Rolls of King Henry III, the extant summary of
the legal proceedings in the Norwich circumcision case does not present a
linear  account  of  Norwich  Jews’  alleged  crime.11  Instead,  it  summarizes
multiple testimonies one after another. It opens with the testimony of Master
Benedict and then proceeds with that of nine-year-old Edward; the collective
testimony of a representative of the archdeacon, “a great group of priests,”
the  coroners  of  the  county  and  city  of  Norwich,  and  thirty-six  Norwich
parishioners;  the  testimony  of  a  woman  named  Matilda  de  Bernham,  who
allegedly  rescued  Edward  after  he  escaped  from  the  Jews;  that  of  the
constable of Norwich, Richard of Fresingfeld; and, finally, the joint
testimony of the bailiffs of Norwich, Simon of Berstrete and Nicholas Chese.
Two paragraphs at the end of these summarized testimonies explain that the
case  eventually  was  transferred  from  the  royal  court  to  an  ecclesiastical
court and that Norwich Jews made a last-ditch attempt to extricate
themselves from the proceedings by paying King Henry III to have Edward’s
body reexamined.

This document presents myriad interpretative challenges. As a
compilation of information from various sources and an abridgment of much
lengthier  records,  it  is  the  product  of  a  process  of  culling,  rewriting,  and
translation  into  Latin  in  the  course  of  which  a  great  deal  inevitably  was
distorted  and  omitted.  In  addition,  even  insofar  as  it  accurately  represents
certain  aspects  of  the  proceedings,  one  cannot  ascertain  to  what  extent  the
prosecution and witnesses misreported the experiences they described,
whether in order to advance personal agendas or to conform—consciously or
not—to widespread preconceptions. Edward’s testimony is particularly
unreliable.  As  a  nine-year-old  reminiscing  about  what  allegedly  happened
when  he  was  five,  Edward  easily  could  have  been  told  what  to  say  by  an
adult.



These considerations notwithstanding, the summary of the legal
proceedings  may  fruitfully  be  analyzed  as  reflecting  some  of  its  authors’
cultural  assumptions.  Indeed,  when  read  as  shaped  by  the  ways  in  which
contemporaneous  Christians  conceived  of  Jews,  this  document  illustrates
how  naturally  the  charge  that  Jews  were  intent  on  drawing  Christians  to
Judaism could fit into the narrative framework that characterized tales in the
large  corpus  of  Christian  anti-Jewish  writings  that  developed  during  the
twelfth  and  thirteenth  centuries.  Primarily  of  clerical  origin,  these  anti-
Jewish  yarns  appeared  in  preaching  manuals,  literary  exempla,  folktales,
miracle  collections,  chronicles,  and  royal,  papal,  and  episcopal  missives
across western Europe.12

The authors of the summary of the legal proceedings—that is, the
prosecution  and  witnesses  in  the  case,  the  scribes  who  recorded  their
statements,  and  the  clerks  who  finalized  the  extant  record—constructed  a
narrative about an alleged Jewish effort to turn a Christian into a Jew that so
thoroughly infused reportage with tropes familiar from anti-Jewish lore that
often it is impossible to distinguish between plausible fact, on the one hand,
and fantasy, on the other. The near total omission of Jewish voices from this
account leaves no doubt, however, that these authors carefully curated their
composition.  In  court,  the  Jewish  defendants  in  the  Norwich  circumcision
case  were  given  the  opportunity  to  speak.  In  fact,  the  summary  of  the
proceedings  notes  that  the  Jews  “defended  themselves  as  Jews  against  a
Christian [i.e., Master Benedict].” This document is silent, however,
regarding what the Jews said. Insofar as it was crafted to put forth a simple
and  satisfying  tale  in  which  righteous  Christians  triumphed  over  wicked
Jews, such information was irrelevant.

Numerous features of the Norwich circumcision case facilitated its
narration in this register. One was Edward’s youth at the time of his alleged
seizure  and  circumcision.  Young  Christian  boys  were  the  quintessential
victims  of  alleged  Jewish  machinations  in  contemporaneous  anti-Jewish
tales, especially stories of ritual murder.13 As recorded in the summary of the
legal proceedings, Master Benedict’s indictment of Norwich Jews
underscored Edward’s youthful innocence. Its opening lines stated that, when
Edward was kidnapped, he was five years old. Moreover, they specified that
Edward was “playing [in the street in the town] of Norwich.”14

Contemporaneous anti-Jewish tales likewise referred to Jews’ young victims



as being unsuspectingly at play when Jews snatched them. For instance, In his
account of the alleged ritual murder of Hugh of Lincoln, Matthew Paris cast
Hugh  as  last  having  been  seen,  prior  to  entering  a  Jewish  home,  “playing
with Jewish boys his age.” 15 The mid-fourteenth-century chronicle of Erfurt
depicted a seven-year-old girl named Margaretha, whom Jews were accused
of  having  killed  in  order  to  collect  her  blood,  as  having  frequently  played
with the daughter of a Christian woman who later sold her to Jews. 16 Master
Benedict’s  indictment  of  Norwich  Jews  also  emphasized  how  physically
small Edward was by describing how a Jew named Jacob “carried” Edward
into his home. The date given for Edward’s alleged kidnapping and
circumcision further evoked Edward’s helplessness. The opening sentence of
the summary of the Norwich legal proceedings noted that Edward was seized
on  the  eve  of  the  feast  of  St.  Giles  (August  31).  According  to  legend,  St.
Giles (d. ca. 710 near Nîmes) was a Christian hermit who was accidentally
shot  by  an  arrow  that  a  huntsman  intended  for  a  deer.  On  account  of  this
experience,  St.  Giles  became  the  patron  of  the  physically  disabled.  There
was considerable devotion to St. Giles in thirteenth-century Norwich, such
that the significance of the date of Edward’s alleged ordeal would have been
apparent to local Christians. 17  Likening  Edward  to  St.  Giles  reinforced  the
sense that Edward was an innocent victim of violence.

As a young boy, Edward played a role in the legal proceedings pertaining
to the Norwich circumcision case that matched the roles of children in some
contemporaneous anti-Jewish narratives: He served as an unassailable
witness  regarding  events  that  transpired  behind  closed  doors  in  Jewish
homes.18  In  court,  before  the  assembled  justices,  the  prior  of  Norwich,
Dominicans,  Franciscans,  and  other  clerics  and  laymen,  Edward  recounted
how,  In  Jacob’s  home,  “one  [Jew]  held  him  and  covered  his  eyes,  while
another circumcised him with a small knife.” Edward’s claim that the Jews
covered his eyes constitutes yet another instance in which possible fact and
fantasy seem to merge. On the one hand, this claim is plausible. On the other,
it  resonates  with  the  hoary  motif  of  Jewish  blindness  to  Christian  truth—a
common theme not only in Christian polemical literature but also in medieval
art that personified Judaism as the blindfolded woman Synagoga.19

The  centrality  of  circumcision  in  the  Norwich  case  would  have  been
especially appealing to contemporaneous Christian anti-Jewish sensibilities.
Christian theologians conceded that, prior to the advent of Christ,



circumcision served a number of positive functions.20 As practiced by
contemporary Jews, however, circumcision had diverse negative
connotations. Following St. Paul, theologians deemed contemporary
circumcision to be spiritually obsolete and illustrative of Jews’ stubbornness
in clinging to the Old Law and privileging the flesh over the spirit. 21 Anti-
Jewish polemicists deprecated circumcision as an inferior rite of initiation to
baptism as it discriminated on the basis of gender: Only boys were
circumcised,  whereas  both  boys  and  girls  were  baptized.22  In  the  twelfth
century, the Christian theologian Peter Abelard cast the Jew in his Dialogus
inter philosophum, Iudaeum, et Christianum (Dialogue Between a
Philosopher, a Jew, and a Christian) as asserting that gentiles found
circumcision “abhorrent” and that Christian women would never consent to
having  sex  with  Jewish  men,  “believing  that  the  truncating  of  this  member
[wa]s  the  height  of  foulness.”23  Two  thirteenth-century  Iberian  anti-Jewish
polemicists  balked  in  particular  at  the  practice  of meẓiẓah,  the  sucking  of
blood from the wound. Raymond Martini deemed meẓiẓah “utterly
abominable and loathsome” and a fitting punishment for Jewish mouths that
blasphemed against Christ.24 An anonymous source vulgarly likened meẓiẓah
to  sexual  intercourse,  Identifying  the  mouth  that  sucked  the  wound  with  a
“cunt.”25 In their commentaries on Genesis 34—in which the sons of Jacob
trick  the  Shehemites  into  being  circumcised  under  the  pretense  of  wanting
them to join the Jewish nation, but then murder the Shehemites while they are
weak and “still in pain” in order to exact revenge for the rape of their sister
Dinah—Christian  exegetes  criticized  the  sons  of  Jacob  as  typifying  Jews’
refusal to join with other peoples. In the context of this critique, circumcision
functioned as the lynchpin of a cruel Jewish ruse.26 Some medieval
Christians recoiled from circumcision on account of its bloodshed and pain.
In his sermon “On the Circumcision of the Lord,” in the course of discussing
why baptism was superior to circumcision, Peter Abelard remarked: “Who
does  not  dread  to  be  circumcised  by  sharp  stones  in  the  tender  part  of  the
body?”27 The theologian Gilbert of Poitiers (ca. 1076–1154) explained that
one  of  the  reasons  why  circumcision  was  abandoned  after  the  coming  of
Christ was that it was “great torture.”28

Produced  within  a  decade  of  the  Norwich  proceedings,  an  illuminated
initial in a Bible that was assembled in Canterbury for the Benedictine abbot



Robert de Bello presented a striking depiction of circumcision (Figure 3). 29

In the foreground of this image, a swarthy, hairy, beak-nosed, grimacing man,
dressed in a luxurious red robe, crouches before three tall, fair, naked boys
who stand in a cluster on the right.30 With his left hand, the brutish man draws
forth from below the penis of the boy who is closest to him. With his right
hand, he brings a small knife with a curved blade to the top of the tip of the
boy’s penis. The three boys gaze—two in wonder, the one who is about to be
circumcised with apprehension—at flowing blue water in the upper  left of
the panel, behind the back of the circumciser. The boys’ feet are planted in a
shiny,  undulating  reddish  brown  substance.  From  the  textual  context,  it  is
clear that this image depicts Joshua circumcising the Israelites who had been
born  in  the  wilderness  after  leaving  Egypt  (Josh.  5:2–9).  These  younger
Israelites  gaze  at  the  Jordan  River,  while  standing  on  the  dry  ground  at
Gilgal.31  The  polemical  overtones  of  this  illuminated  initial,  however,  are
unmistakable. This image may be read as juxtaposing circumcision to
baptism.  As  if  to  draw  the  viewer’s  attention  to  the  dichotomy  between
circumcision  and  baptism,  the  boy  who  is  about  to  be  circumcised  points
down with his left hand to his impending circumcision, and perhaps also to
what may be the blood of circumcision on the ground below. With his right
hand,  he  gestures  upward  toward  the  glistening  water.  This  image  may  be
understood also as depicting a malevolent Jew who is perversely
circumcising  defenseless  Christian  boys,  much  as  the  Norwich  Jew  named
Jacob was said to have done to Edward.32



Figure 3. Detail from the “Bible of Robert de Bello,” ca. 1240–53. London, British Library, Burney
3, fol. 90r.

During  the  twelfth  and  thirteenth  centuries,  a  number  of  developments
likely  heightened  the  Christian  sense  that  circumcision  constituted  reckless
abuse. For instance, reports emerged from the Holy Land according to which
Muslims  forcibly  circumcised  Christians  in  orgies  of  bloodletting.  In  his
account of the speech that Pope Urban II gave at Clermont in 1096 calling for
the  First  Crusade,  the  author  of  the  Historia  Hierosolymitana  (History  of
Jerusalem)  reported:  “The  [Muslims]  circumcise  the  Christians,  and  the
blood  of  circumcision  they  either  spread  upon  the  altars  or  pour  into  the
vases  of  the  baptismal  font.  When  they  wish  to  torture  people  by  a  base
death,  they  perforate  their  navels  and,  dragging  forth  the  extremity  of  the
intestines, bind it to a stake; then, with flogging, they lead the victim around
until,  the  viscera  having  gushed  forth,  the  victim  falls  prostrate  upon  the
ground.”33

Circumcision’s  associations  with  castration  undoubtedly  reinforced  the
Christian sense that circumcision was cruel.34 During the twelfth and
thirteenth  centuries,  castration  served  as  a  particularly  humiliating  form  of



retribution for sexual incontinence. Peter Abelard was castrated for his illicit
love affair with his pupil Heloise, for example. He explained in his Historia
calamitatum (History of Calamities) that Heloise’s uncle and kinsmen “cut
off those parts of [his] body with which [he] had done that which was the
cause of their sorrow.” Abelard, moreover, took his own revenge by having
two of the men who were responsible for his castration genitally mutilated
and  by  having  their  eyes  gouged  out.35  Thirteenth-century  French  fabliaux
(humorous narrative poems) described the castrations of lascivious priests. 36

The  Lincolnshire  Assize  Rolls  document  a  case  of  punitive  castration  that
transpired in England in 1202. In this instance, a Christian couple—Alan and
Emma—dragged a Christian man into their home and each cut off one of his
testicles. As they were subsequently acquitted in court, it seems likely that
the man whom they castrated had sexually assaulted one of their relatives. 37

In  the  same  year,  a  Christian  named  Robert  of  Sutton  accused  a  Jew  from
Bedford named Bonefand of having “wickedly had [Robert’s nephew
Richard] emasculated” and thereby caused him to die.38 It has been suggested
that Bonefand in fact circumcised Richard in the context of converting him to
Judaism.39  To  be  sure,  Christian  sources  sometimes  blurred  the  distinction
between circumcision and other types of genital mutilation. Given the
currency of punitive genital mutilation during this period in England,
however,  a  literal  reading  of  this  source  seems  warranted.  It  is  likely  that
Bonefand had Robert’s penis and testicles removed in order to take revenge
on him.40 This would explain why Bonefand paid the king one mark for a trial
before a jury, why the jury acquitted Bonefand, and why Robert was found
guilty  of  a  false  appeal.41  Matthew  Paris  related  yet  another  instance  of
punitive castration that transpired during the first half of the thirteenth century
in England. In this case, a knight of Norfolk named Godfrey de Millers, who
had  entered  the  house  of  a  certain  John  Brito  to  have  sex  with  John’s
daughter, was caught in a trap, hung upside down by his feet from the beams,
castrated, and then thrown out.42

Attesting  to  thirteenth-century  associations  between  circumcision  and
castration,  the  Passau  Anonymous  regaled  his  readers  with  a  bawdy  story
that included both procedures and derided the centrality of genital mutilation
to male conversion to Judaism. He told of “a certain monk” who
“circumcised himself” and married a lascivious Jewish woman with whom
he  was  infatuated.  “On  account  of  love  for  his  [Jewish]  wife,”  the  Passau



Anonymous  explained,  this  former  monk  long  withstood  pressure  from  his
brother, a Christian prelate, to return to Christianity. Out of spite, the prelate
eventually  decided  to  compound  his  brother’s  genital  injuries.  He  had  the
former monk castrated, thereby inflicting a mirror punishment for both
conversion  to  Judaism  and  sexual  misconduct.43  When,  on  account  of  this
castration, the Jewish wife was no longer able to have sex with the former
monk,  she  spurned  him.  At  this  point,  having  been  rejected  by  his  Jewish
wife, the circumcised and castrated former monk returned to Christianity and
the monastic life.44

Understood  as  a  form  of  physical  violence,  circumcision  was  akin  to
many of the other acts of which thirteenth-century Christians accused Jews.
Like murder, poisoning, and host desecration (understood as the desecration
of the body of Christ), circumcision injured Christian bodies. The summary
of the legal proceedings in the Norwich case foregrounded Edward’s
description of his alleged circumcision and repeatedly stressed the physical
harm  that  this  procedure  had  caused.  Punctuating  the  summary  at  regular
intervals, the official of the archdeacon, the coroners, and the constable of
Norwich all testified that, when they saw Edward shortly after his
circumcision, his “cut member” was “enlarged,” “very swollen,” and
“bloody.” When Matilda took the stand, she declared that Edward seemed so
sick when she and her daughter found him that they “thought he would soon
die.”45

The alleged violence in the Norwich circumcision case was compatible
with  contemporaneous  Christian  anti-Jewish  sensibilities  also  in  that  its
perpetrators  were  Jewish  men—the  typical  culpable  parties  in  anti-Jewish
tales about ritual murder, poisoning, host desecration, and financial
malfeasance. As noted above, Master Benedict singled out a certain “Jacob”
as the principal malefactor in Edward’s alleged kidnapping and
circumcision.  According  to  the  summary  of  Master  Benedict’s  testimony,
“Jacob,  a  Jewish  man,  seized  Edward,  carried  him  into  his  home,  and
circumcised him,” and he “kept [Edward] in his home for one day and [one]
night.” Master Benedict testified that, when he ultimately found his son, he
discovered him “in the hands of the aforesaid Jacob.” Stressing that Jacob
acted out of hatred for all things Christian, Master Benedict added that Jacob
“did [all of] this wickedly and feloniously, In contempt of the Crucified One
and  Christianity,  as  well  as  [in  contempt  of]  the  peace  of  the  lord  king.”



According to Master Benedict’s and Edward’s statements, moreover, Jacob
did not act alone. Master Benedict named twelve additional Jewish men as
accessories  to  the  alleged  crime,  at  least  five  of  whom,  as  noted  in  the
Introduction, were leading local money-lenders.46 As Miri Rubin has
observed, wealthy Jewish men, who were “in a position of economic power
and patriarchal authority and bound to other men by ties of sociability and
shared  ill  intent,”  figured  in  Christian  narratives  as  particularly  menacing
abusers.47  The  juxtaposition  of  a  posse  of  grown  men  to  a  small  child
moreover, evoked a sense of danger, heightening the pathos of the tale and
highlighting Edward’s vulnerability.

Even  the  instrument  with  which  the  summary  of  the  legal  proceedings
portrayed Norwich Jews as having circumcised Edward—“a small knife”—
echoed Christian claims elsewhere about the ways Jews wounded Christians
and  harmed  objects  that  Christians  held  sacred.48  To  be  sure,  small  knives
were  in  fact  used  in  circumcisions.  It  is  noteworthy,  however,  that  these
implements figured prominently in host desecration and ritual murder
narratives,  as  well.  According  to  a  manuscript  from  the  second  half  of  the
thirteenth century, for example, In 1183, Jews in Bristol used a small knife to
cut off the nose and upper lip of a boy named Adam, whom they subsequently
crucified in a latrine. 49 According to Matthew Paris, the Jews who tortured
Hugh  of  Lincoln  each  pierced  him  with  a  small  knife.50  According  to  the
chronicles of the abbey of Saint-Denis, when, In Paris in 1290, a Jew was
accused  of  host  desecration,  he  was  said  to  have  pierced  the  host  he  had
procured with a small knife. 51 A cult developed, moreover, not only around
this  eucharistic  wafer,  which  allegedly  miraculously  bled,  but  also  around
the “holy knife” with which it was stabbed.52

Crucial  to  the  compellingness  of  the  Norwich  circumcision  case  as  an
anti-Jewish  narrative  was  its  resolution  in  favor  of  Christians  and  the
Christian faith. According to the summary of the proceedings, this resolution
began when Edward escaped “from the hands of the Jews” shortly after his
circumcision,  and  Matilda  de  Bernham  discovered  him  sobbing  by  the
river.53 In this scene, Edward’s tears, the river, and Matilda’s kindness may
be  read  as  standard  tropes.  To  be  sure,  it  would  have  made  sense  for  a
traumatized  boy  to  be  crying  at  this  point,  and  it  is  entirely  plausible  that
Edward might have walked by the river Wensum. The symbolism of water as
representing purification and renewal, however, seems apt, as well. Water’s



cleansing and transformative properties figured frequently in
contemporaneous literature. For instance, In a story in the annals of Egmond
Abbey in the county of Holland, a Jewish father—the cruel adult male Jew of
Christian  lore—drowned  his  son  in  the  Danube  to  prevent  his  baptism.
Although this boy’s body had been weighted with lead, the river lifted it up
and  gently  washed  it  ashore,  shining.  In  the  meantime,  the  water  cured  the
blindness  of  a  female  onlooker,  evoking  how  this  boy’s  mystical  passage
from Judaism to Christianity entailed a restoration of sight.54 Similarly, both
Edward’s tears and the river that flowed by him may be read as representing
a salvific cleansing, perhaps even a rebaptism.55

For her part, Matilda de Bernham also played roles familiar from tales of
ritual murder and host desecration. First, like the pious Christian women in
such  narratives,  she  served  as  a  detector  of  Jewish  abuse.56  Second,  as  a
maternal  figure,  she  evoked  the  Virgin  Mary,  who  figured  prominently  in
contemporaneous anti-Jewish literature.57 The summary of the legal
proceedings  stressed  that  Matilda  was  a  mother.  She  discovered  Edward
together  with  her  daughter,  and  she  came  before  the  justices  at  Norwich
“with her daughter similarly under oath.” Furthermore, Matilda acted
maternally toward Edward. According to the summary, Matilda testified that
she  and  her  daughter  “kept  [Edward]  in  their  home  for  the  love  of  God
because  they  did  not  know  whose  son  he  was.”58  Matilda’s  solicitousness
toward Edward further accentuates the pathos of the account, highlighting the
absence of Edward’s own mother from the records of the proceedings—an
absence that is analyzed in Chapter 5.

Finally, the summary of the legal proceedings mirrored the narrative arc
of  contemporaneous  anti-Jewish  tales  by  stressing  that  Norwich  Christians
defeated the Jews. Although the document was composed in 1235, before the
case entered its final stages in ecclesiastical court, its closing words made
clear  that  the  Jews  had  begun  to  endure  their  deserved  punishment:  They
“remain[ed] in prison.”59

In short, the summary of the legal proceedings in the Norwich
circumcision case was inscribed with thematic and structural features
common to contemporaneous anti-Jewish literature.  Like myriad tales from
its cultural milieu, this record cast Jewish men as harming a Christian boy
out of contempt for Christianity and receiving their just deserts. Additional
familiar topoi included the innocent child victim who was initially at play,



the  child  as  truth-teller,  Jewish  blindness,  the  purifying  and  regenerative
power of water, and the intervention of a pious Christian woman who evoked
the Virgin Mary. Presenting a more or less stock narrative, the summary of
the  legal  proceedings  illustrates  how  the  charge  that  Jews  were  intent  on
drawing Christians to Judaism could assume the same form as
contemporaneous  tales  about  other  alleged  expressions  of  Jewish  iniquity.
Possibly,  the  legal  nature  of  the  summary  of  the  proceedings  bolstered  its
perceived credibility. This document’s conformity to and reiteration of
ingrained  anti-Jewish  myths,  however,  likely  also  made  it  convincing.  To
quote  Anthony  Bale,  “When  ‘fantasy’  proliferates  and  eclipses  ‘truth,’  the
fantasy is more real, more true, than reality.”60

Circumcision as Prelude to Crucifixion

The Norwich circumcision case was retold in five thirteenth-century
chronicles. The Chronicle of Bury St. Edmunds and the second continuation
of the Chronicle of Florence of Worcester both stated simply that, In 1240,
“at  Norwich,  four  Jews  were  drawn  by  horses  and  hanged  on  account  of
various crimes [but] especially because they circumcised a certain Christian
boy  according  to  the  rite  of  the  Jews.”61  Between  about  1236  and  1253,
Roger  Wendover  and  his  successor  at  St.  Albans  Abbey,  Matthew  Paris,
recorded a strikingly different account. 62 Preserved in the entry for the year
1235 in Wendover’s Flores historiarum (Flowers of History)—as well as in
the  entries  for  the  year  1235  in  Paris’s  Chronica  majora  and  Historia
Anglorum—the  short  version  of  this  account  stated  that  “seven  Jews,  who
had  circumcised  a  certain  boy  at  Norwich,  whom  they  had  secretly  stolen
away,  and  whom  they  had  hidden  from  the  sight  of  Christians  for  a  year,
wanting to crucify him at Easter, were brought before the king at
Westminster.”  The  Jews  confessed  their  crimes  and  were  found  guilty  and
imprisoned.63 The longer version, which is found in Paris’s entry for the year
1240  in  his  Chronica  majora,  Is  more  detailed.  It  mentions  that  the  Jews
renamed Edward. It claims that Edward’s father searched for him. It
describes  Edward’s  eventual  reunion  with  his  father,  and  it  explains  the
case’s  final  adjudication  by  ecclesiastical  authorities.  According  to  this
account:



Jews  circumcised  a  Christian  boy  in  Norwich.  Having  circumcised
him,  they  named  him  Jurnin.  They  kept  him,  however,  In  order  to
crucify him as an insult to Jesus Christ crucified. The father of the boy,
however,  from  whom  the  Jews  had  secretly  stolen  the  boy,  having
diligently  searched  for  his  son,  found  him  confined  in  the  Jews’
custody. With jubilant cries, he pointed to his son, whom he thought he
had  lost,  who  was  wickedly  confined  in  a  certain  Jewish  chamber.
When  so  great  a  crime  came  to  the  attention  of  Bishop  William  of
Raleigh, a prudent and circumspect man, and some other nobles, all the
Jews of that town were seized, lest, through the neglect of Christians,
so great an injury to Christ should go unpunished. And when [the Jews]
wanted to place themselves under the protection of royal authority, the
bishop said: “These matters regard the church. They are not to be dealt
with  by  the  royal  curia,  as  this  case  concerns  circumcision  and  the
wounding  of  the  faith.”  Four  of  the  Jews  were  found  guilty  of  the
aforesaid  crime.  First,  they  were  dragged  by  the  tails  of  horses,  and
then they were hanged by the gallows, where they exhaled the
wretched remains of life.64

Like the narrative that emerges from the summary of the legal
proceedings, Wendover’s and Paris’s short and long versions of the Norwich
circumcision  case—on  whose  commonalities  the  following  pages  focus—
had  all  the  elements  of  a  typical  anti-Jewish  tale.  They  cast  malevolent
Jewish  men  as  preying  on  a  helpless  Christian  child  and  being  punished.
Unlike  the  summary  of  the  legal  proceedings,  however,  these  chronicle
accounts did not present Norwich Jews as intent on bringing Edward into the
Jewish  community.  Instead,  they  claimed  that  Norwich  Jews  circumcised
Edward with the intention of crucifying him at Easter. In other words, they
recast Edward’s circumcision as a prelude to—or a first step in—an
attempted  ritual  murder.  This  interweaving  of  circumcision  and  crucifixion
into  a  single  anti-Jewish  story  was  unprecedented,  and  it  provides  fresh
insight  into  contemporaneous  Christian  views  of  circumcision  and  Jewish
proselytizing.

To modern sensibilities, the notion that Jews would circumcise a child
whom they intended to murder is puzzling. Why would Jews perform a rite
that they typically performed on their own infants to welcome them into the



Jewish community on Christian children whom they allegedly wanted to kill?
As  the  seventeenth-century  Portuguese  Jewish scholar Menasseh ben  Israel
pointed  out  in  his  refutation  of  Wendover  and  Paris’s  narrative  in  his
Vindiciae judaeorum (Vindication of the Jews), from a Jewish perspective,
circumcision  and  murder  were  antithetical.  Jewish  circumcision  was  “a
testimony of great love and affection,” he explained, “and [Jews presumably
would]  not  dare  make  a  sport  of  one  of  the  seals  of  their  covenant.”
Menasseh ben Israel concluded that the whole Norwich story was a “prank”
and  that  Norwich  Jews’  imputed  deeds  were  in  fact  worthy  of  Spanish
Catholics in the Americas “who first baptized the poor Indians, and
afterwards … inhumanely butchered them.”65

Wendover and Paris did not spell out how they conceived of the
relationship between circumcision and crucifixion.66 As noted above,
Wendover and Paris wrote simply that “Jews hid a certain boy from
Christian  view  for  a  year  and  circumcised  him,  wanting  to  crucify  him  at
Easter.”67 Paris’s additional, more detailed account stated merely that “Jews
circumcised a Christian boy. Having circumcised him, they called him Jurnin.
They kept him, however, to crucify him, as an insult to Jesus Christ
crucified.”68

It  is  possible  that  Wendover  and  Paris  did  not  envision  any  particular
logical connection between circumcision and crucifixion. Perhaps, In
portraying the Norwich circumcision case as an attempted ritual murder, they
conflated it with one of the earliest documented allegations of ritual murder
in  medieval  Europe,  which  arose  in  Norwich,  too,  a  century  prior—the
charge that, In 1144, Norwich Jews murdered a young Christian boy named
William.69 Such a conflation, however, seems unlikely. Paris demonstrated a
keen  interest  in  alleged  Jewish  crimes,  writing  in  detail  about  incidents  in
Berkhampstead in 1150, London in 1244, and Lincoln in 1255.70 Amid all of
Wendover’s and Paris’s writings, however, there is only one vague and brief
reference to William. In his continuation of Wendover’s Flores historiarum,
Paris noted succinctly that, In 1144, “a certain boy was crucified by the Jews
at Norwich.” 71  Moreover,  Paris  appears  to  have  composed  this  part  of  his
continuation of Wendover’s Flores historiarum after he and Wendover wrote
their accounts of the Norwich circumcision case. It is possible that Wendover
and  Paris  did  not  even  know  about  William  when  they  wrote  about  the
circumcision  case.72  This  would  not  be  surprising.  Although  William  of



Norwich is well known today—much better known than Edward—word of
William  did  not  circulate  widely  during  the  Middle  Ages.  Prior  to  the
fifteenth century, Thomas of Monmouth’s vita of William (which survives in
a single manuscript from the last quarter of the twelfth century) was virtually
unknown outside Norwich. Information about William that was independent
of Thomas’s vita spread slowly.73

Alternatively,  the  portrayal  of  the  Norwich  circumcision  case  as  an
attempted ritual murder may have been reflexive. By the 1230s, the charge of
ritual murder was well known across western Europe, and accusations that
Jews harmed Christian children in a variety of ways commonly evolved into
tales of crucifixion. For instance, whereas in 1232 the Hampshire Eyre Rolls
specified that Winchester Jews mutilated and strangled a one-year-old, 74 the
Annals  of  Winchester  later  stated  that  Winchester  Jews  “crucified”  this
boy.75 Indicating that crucifixion came to dominate some anti-Jewish
narratives  in  subsequent  centuries,  as  well,  some  later  authors  who  wrote
about  the  Norwich  circumcision  case—including  the  Roman  legal  scholar
Marquardus de Susannis (d. 1578), the English chronicler Raphael
Holinshed  (d.  1580),  and  the  French  essayist  Albert  Monniot  (d.  1938)—
omitted any reference to circumcision and mentioned only crucifixion.
Marquardus de Susannis even contended that Norwich Jews not only planned
to crucify Edward but actually accomplished the deed.76

It is also possible, especially in light of Christian views of circumcision
as cruel, that Wendover, Paris, and their readers imagined circumcision in the
context  of  a  ritual  murder  as  a  form  of  torture.  As  such,  circumcision  fit
particularly well in  a ritual murder narrative. Thirteenth-century Christians
depicted  Jews  as  subjecting  their  alleged  ritual  murder  victims  to  a  wide
array of torments, Including a variety of kinds of mutilation. As noted above,
according to a manuscript from the second half of the thirteenth century, In
1183 Jews in Bristol cut off the nose and upper lip of a boy named Adam
whom they subsequently crucified in a latrine. According to the History of
the  Monastery  of  St.  Peters  at  Gloucester, In 1168, Gloucester Jews
tortured a boy named Harold “with extreme cruelty”: “Placing him between
two fires, they severely burned his sides, his back and buttocks…. They put
molten wax in his eyes as well as his ears…. They also knocked out his front
teeth.”77  During  the  thirteenth  century,  moreover,  Christians  increasingly
claimed that Jews maimed or disemboweled their purported victims, often in



the  same  ways  that  were  used  in  judicial  punishments  and  reported  of  the
bodily sufferings of saints. It is striking that, In the very same decade as the
Norwich circumcision case, genital mutilation surfaced in an English ritual
murder accusation: According to the Hampshire Eyre Rolls, In 1232,
Winchester Jews gouged out the eyes and heart and “removed the testicles”
of the boy whom they strangled.78 In sum, contemporaneous Christian
perceptions of circumcision and trends in tales of ritual murder indicate that
it is possible that some Christians imagined circumcision in the context of a
ritual murder narrative as a characteristic form of Jewish abuse.

Wendover’s  and  Paris’s  interweaving  of  circumcision  and  crucifixion
also  invites  consideration  of  contemporaneous  developments  in  Christian
thought and devotional practices. As a prelude to crucifixion, circumcision
could have powerful Christian meaning. In medieval Christian theology, the
circumcision of Christ—which the Gospel of Luke portrays as the occasion
for Christ’s naming (2:21)—was understood as demonstrating that Christ was
fully  human  and  as  adumbrating,  and  even  initiating,  Christ’s  passion.79

During the thirteenth century, In the context of increasing theological
investment in Christ’s humanity and the flourishing of affective piety, Christ’s
circumcision assumed heightened devotional importance. Alleged fragments
of  the  foreskin  of  Christ  were  venerated  as  holy  relics, 80  and  Christ’s
circumcision began to figure in devotional meditation as the first of the seven
sorrows of Mary.81 The collection of saints’ lives and verse homilies known
as the South English Legendary (composed ca. 1270–85) presented the feast
of Christ’s circumcision (January 1) as its first festal narrative, emphasizing
that Christ was born into the Old Law even as he ushered in a new era in
salvation history.82 Around 1260, Jacobus de Voragine affirmed in the
Golden Legend that Christians celebrated the feast of Christ’s circumcision
because it marked, among other things, the first time Christ shed his blood for
humanity and, thus, the start of redemption.83 By the early fourteenth century,
In texts and images, the arma Christi (instruments of Christ’s passion) had
begun to include not only nails and pliers but also the knife used in Christ’s
circumcision.84

Christians often imagined that, when Jews committed ritual murder, they
sought closely to parody the passion of Christ. In addition to accusing Jews
of  crucifying  their  purported  victims,  they  envisioned  Jews  as  reenacting
other  aspects  of  Christ’s  passion.  The  Anglo-Saxon  Chronicle  noted,  for



instance,  In  regard  to  the  case  of  William  of  Norwich,  that  Jews  tortured
William  “with  all  the  tortures  with  which  our  Lord  was  tortured.”85 In his
Chronica  majora,  Matthew  Paris  described  the  precise  correspondence
between  the  tortures  that  Jews  allegedly  inflicted  on  Hugh  of  Lincoln  and
those endured by Christ. Paris wrote that Lincoln Jews appointed one Jew to
serve  as  a  judge,  “like  Pilate,”  and  that  the  Jews  scourged  Hugh  “till  the
blood  flowed,”  crowned  him  with  thorns,  mocked  him,  spat  upon  him,
Insulted him, and, finally, crucified him and pierced his heart with a spear.86

In the context of a parody of Christ’s passion, circumcision could have
served as a parody of Christ’s circumcision, understood as the first step in
Christ’s passion. This is, In fact, how, In the late fifteenth century, the alleged
circumcision of two-year-old Simon of Trent, whom Jews were accused of
murdering,  was  explained  in  the  Geschichte  des  zu  Trient  ermordeten
Christenkindes  (History  of  the  Murdered  Trent  Christ  Child,  printed  by
Albertus Duderstadt/Albrecht Kunne in 1475). In this work, the text
accompanying a woodcut depicting a Jew cutting  Simon’s  penis stated that
the Jew performed a “circumcision” in mockery of Christ’s “first
bloodshed.”87  In  the  thirteenth  century,  Wendover’s  and  Paris’s  accounts  of
the Norwich circumcision case, too, could have been understood as casting
circumcision  as  the  first  stage  in  a  reenactment  of  Christ’s  passion.  This
interpretation leaves questions unanswered, however. For instance, If, In the
narratives of Wendover and Paris, circumcision was a parody of the first step
in Christ’s passion, where were the other elements of the passion leading up
to  crucifixion?  And  why  did  Wendover,  Paris,  and  other  thirteenth-  and
fourteenth-century authors not cast Jews as circumcising other ritual murder
victims, as well?

It  is  possible  that  Matthew  Paris  did  imagine  that  Jews  circumcised  at
least one other purported ritual murder victim. In the nineteenth century, In
his edition of Paris’s Chronica majora, which is based on what may be the
only  autograph  manuscript  of  the  text,  the  historian  Henry  Richards  Luard
included the transcription of a now illegible note from the lower margin of
the folio on which Paris described the tortures that Jews allegedly inflicted
on  Hugh  of  Lincoln.  According  to  Luard,  the  note  read:  “the  Jews  …  to
circumcise … and to call the circumcised [child] ‘Jesus’” (Judaei
circumcidere et circumcisum Jesum vocare).88 It seems that Paris wished to
add that, at some point in the process of abusing Hugh, the Jews circumcised



him and started to call him “Jesus.” The notion that Jews circumcised Hugh
of Lincoln did not make it into the ballads that were later composed about
Hugh  or  into  Chaucer’s  “Prioress’s  Tale.”  There  may,  however,  be  some
evidence  of  awareness  of  Paris’s  note  across  the  ages.  In  the  nineteenth
century, the Scottish thinker Robert Chambers (d. 1871) wrote that Matthew
Paris “state[d] that the Jews of Lincoln circumcised and crucified a Christian
child  in  1250  [probably  meaning  1255]  at  whose  tomb  miracles  were
performed.”89

In explaining that the Jews circumcised Hugh and then started to address
him as “Jesus,” this note provides a clue to another way in which thirteenth-
century  Christians  could  have  understood  circumcision  as  functioning  as  a
prelude  to  ritual  murder.  The  act  of  circumcision  could  have  signaled  the
moment at which the victim started to become “like Christ,” while marking
him  with  a  physical  likeness  to  Christ.  One  scholar  has  offered  a  related
interpretation of the circumcision in the Norwich case: Abraham Gross has
suggested that Christians might have imagined that Norwich Jews, wanting to
“repeat the crucifixion of Jesus,” found it necessary first to “make [the boy]
Jewish  [by  circumcising  him].”90  Discussing  the  alleged  circumcision  of
Simon of Trent, David Areford similarly has suggested that Simon’s
“circumcision [wa]s a moment that both strip[ped] the boy of his Christianity
(by  physically  marking  him  as  a  Jew)  and  seal[ed]  his  identification  with
Jesus.”91 To my knowledge, the marginal note in the autograph manuscript of
Paris’s  Chronica  majora  that  explicitly  links  Jews  circumcising  Hugh  of
Lincoln to Jews starting to address Hugh as “Jesus” provides the first textual
corroboration for this understanding of circumcision.

This interpretation of the role of circumcision in an alleged ritual murder
resonates  with  two  key  thirteenth-century  developments.  First,  it  relates  to
practices pertaining to imitatio Christi (the imitation of Christ). These could
involve  ethical  behavior,  preaching,  poverty,  and  chastity,  and  they  could
also involve intense focus on Christ’s body, leading to mystical assimilation
into  Christ’s  corporeality  and  to  taking  on  Christ’s  bodily  sufferings  with
striking literalism—for instance, by receiving the stigmata (marks
corresponding  to  those  left  on  Christ’s  body  by  his  crucifixion).92  For  an
array of reasons, Including attitudes toward the Old Law and concerns about
Judaizing,  Christians  did  not  consider  it  appropriate  to  imitate  the  body  of
Christ by becoming circumcised.93 Nevertheless, Christians who were



accustomed  to  the  notion  of  imitating  the  body  of  Christ  could  well  have
imagined  that  Jews  would  have  engaged  in  this  unseemly  kind  of  likening.
Christians, In fact, at times expected the bodies of Jews’ alleged victims to
manifest  signs  of  Christ’s  passion.  For  instance,  In  recounting  the  alleged
discovery, In St. Benedict’s cemetery in London in 1244, of the corpse of a
boy on whose legs, arms, and torso Hebrew letters allegedly were inscribed,
Matthew Paris noted that “bruises and flog marks appeared on the body, as
did  signs  and  clear  vestiges  of  some  other  torments.”  Paris  noted  also,
however, distinguishing between what Christians actually saw and what they
expected to see but were unable to detect, that “the five wounds of Christ did
not appear on the hands and feet and side of the little body.”94

Second, viewing the circumcision of a purported ritual murder victim as
signaling  the  moment  at  which  he  began  to  become  “like  Christ,”  while
marking  him  with  a  physical  likeness  to  Christ,  resonates  with  thirteenth-
century views that purported ritual murder victims actually became Christ. 95

Earlier ritual murder narratives (as well as some contemporaneous and later
ones)  maintained—and  portrayed  Jews  as  maintaining—a  clear  distinction
between  the  bodies  of  Jews’  purported  contemporary  victims  and  that  of
Christ.96  Starting  in  the  thirteenth  century,  however,  some  ritual  murder
narratives began to suggest a more complex view. The manuscript that relates
the story of the crucifixion of Adam of Bristol, for example, at some points
portrays Jews as distinguishing between Adam and Christ; yet, at others, it
portrays  Jews  as  identifying  Adam  with  Christ.  A  distinction  between  the
bodies  of  Adam  and  Christ  is  apparent,  for  instance,  when  a  Jew  named
Samuel tells Adam: “You will suffer a more painful death because of Christ
your God.” But Samuel seems to identify Adam with Christ in his repeated
references  to  Adam  as  the  “God  of  the  Christians,”  and  when  he  boasts
(referring to previous ritual murders) that Adam was the fourth “God of the
Christians” whom he had crucified.97 In a culminating moment, the Christian
author even cast God as confirming that Adam was Christ. From on high, and
in Hebrew no less, he had God bellow: “I am the God of Abraham, Isaac,
and Jacob, whom for the fourth time you have crucified.”98

While it does seem that Paris envisioned circumcision as a Jewish means
of making Hugh of Lincoln more like Christ, there is no indication that this
was how Paris or Wendover conceived of the Norwich circumcision.
However, it is possible that Wendover and Paris and some of their readers



imagined that this circumcision served to make Edward more like Christ, an
interpretation  that  would  have  been  compatible  with  viewing  the  Norwich
circumcision  as  a  parody  of  the  circumcision  of  Christ.  More  generally,
Insofar as Wendover’s and Paris’s interweaving of circumcision with
crucifixion highlighted ways in which thirteenth-century Christians
associated circumcision with the body and passion of the historical Christ, it
suggests that Christian horror at circumcision in the context of conversion to
Judaism  may  have  derived  not  only  from  the  perception  that  circumcision
was  cruel  but  also  from  the  fact  that  circumcision  called  to  mind  the
sufferings that Jews had inflicted on Christ. During the thirteenth century, and
increasingly  during  the  fourteenth  and  fifteenth  centuries,  Christian  artists
sometimes cast Christ’s circumcision as a Jewish attack, grotesquely
caricaturing the Jewish circumciser and showing a reluctant child and fearful
parents.99 Insofar as this devotional context was part of Christians’ frame of
reference for circumcision, the Jewish act of circumcising Christian converts
to Judaism evoked alleged Jewish guilt in Christ’s passion.

Wendover’s and Paris’s claim that Jews circumcised a Christian boy in
anticipation of crucifying him had little contemporary influence, appearing in
only one other chronicle over the course of the next two centuries. 100 It was
not until the late fifteenth century that narratives that combined some kind of
genital  mutilation  with  ritual  murder  gained currency. In  1475,  the  medical
examination  of  the  corpse  of  Simon  of  Trent  was  said  to  have  revealed  a
wound  on  the  child’s  penis  that  the  examiners  attributed  to  a  “laceration
caused  by  a  thorn.”101In  his  influential  account  of  this  case,  one  of  the
physicians who inspected Simon’s corpse, Giovanni Mattia Tiberino,
claimed that a Jew named Moses had “cut the tip of the child’s penis” while
sitting  on  a  bench  outside  a  synagogue.102  The  iconography  of  Simon’s
suffering and death emphasized the wounding  of Simon’s genitals, as well.
The  third  of  twelve  woodcuts  in  the  Geschichte  des  zu Trient ermordeten
Christuskindes, which provided the iconographic prototypes for most
subsequent depictions of Simon, focused on Simon’s alleged circumcision.103

In this image, which evokes contemporaneous depictions of the circumcision
of Christ, the naked child lies in the lap of the Jew named Moses who sits in
a large chair and cups the child’s genitals, while other Jews stand around.
The  accompanying  text  states  that  Moses  performed  a  circumcision  with  a
knife.104  In  the  famous  woodcut  depicting  the  ritual  murder  of  Simon  that



accompanied the 1493 Nuremberg Weltchronik (World Chronicle) of
Hartmann Schedel, Jews hold a naked Simon upright with his arms
outstretched as if hanging from a cross, while they pierce his chest and arm
with long nails, and with a large knife drain blood from his penis that they
collect in a bowl. 105 In the late fifteenth century, moreover, some Christians
regarded circumcision as part and parcel of the modus operandi of purported
Jewish ritual murderers, and they retrojected circumcision onto earlier
alleged ritual murders. A fifteenth-century panel depicting the alleged ritual
crucifixion of William of Norwich in the rood screen at Holy Trinity, Loddon
(Norfolk), for instance, depicts William with wounded genitals on the model
of  the  woodcut  in  the  Nuremberg  Weltchronik.106 In 1476, when Christians
interrogated  Jews  from  Regensburg  about  a  ritual  murder  that  they  were
accused of having committed in 1467, they asked the Jews how they had “cut
off the foreskin on the[ir victim’s] penis” and “which Jews cut off the penis
[sic]  and  what  was  done  with  it.”107  In  sixteenth-century  German  lands,
Christians tried to frame Jews for infanticide by cutting off the foreskins of
dead boys.108

These late fifteenth-century trends likely contributed to the considerable
popularity of Wendover’s and Paris’s version of the Norwich circumcision
case in the early modern period. At least one of the sixteenth- and
seventeenth-century English authors who retold Wendover’s and Paris’s tale,
Robert Fabyan (d. ca. 1512), owned and read the Nuremberg Weltchronik,
with  its  iconic  representation  of  Simon  of  Trent.109  In  seventeenth-century
England, Wendover’s and Paris’s narrative appears to have reinvigorated the
belief that circumcision was a typical first step in Jewish ritual murder. The
English  jurist  John  Selden  (d.  1654)  prefaced  his  account  of  the  Norwich
circumcision  case  by  declaring  that  “every  year  towards  Easter  …  [Jews
would]  steal  a  young  boy,  circumcise  him,  and,  after  a  solemn  judgment,
making one of their own nation a Pilate … crucify him out of their devilish
malice  to  Christ  and  Christians.”110  Eighteenth-century  authors  who  wrote
about the Norwich circumcision case persisted in retrojecting circumcision
onto earlier ritual murder narratives. They claimed, for instance, that Jews
had  circumcised  the  alleged  ritual  murder  victims  William  of  Norwich,
Richard of Pontoise, and Hugh of Lincoln.111

The  eventual  currency  of  the  notion  that  Jews  circumcised  their  ritual
murder victims belies the obscurity of the concept’s thirteenth-century



origins. It will never be possible to ascertain exactly how Wendover, Paris,
and  their  thirteenth-century  readers  understood  the  pairing  of  circumcision
and crucifixion. Given circumcision’s contemporaneous connotations of
Jewish  cruelty  and  of  the  corporeality  and  salvific  sacrifices  of  Christ,
however,  it  is  clear  that  this  pairing  bore  unique  potential  to  reinforce  the
view that Jews were the archenemies of Christians and Christianity.

* * *

At the same time, then, as the revived Christian belief that Jews were intent
on turning Christians into Jews was part and parcel of broad ecclesiastical
anxieties about the instability of religious identity and infidels’ and heretics’
designs, it derived also from trends specific to the evolution of anti-Judaism.
Like the better-known charges of ritual murder, poisoning, host desecration,
and  financial  predation,  it  was  rooted  in  the  conviction  that  contemporary
Jews imminently menaced the integrity and security of the Christian faith and
flock.  The  two  surviving  versions  of  the  Norwich  circumcision  case—the
“conversion  to  Judaism”  version  preserved  in  the  summary  of  the  legal
proceedings and the “ritual murder” version penned by Wendover and Paris
—helped to cement a Christian belief that Jews were people who kidnapped
and mutilated Christian children. In addition, they provide further insight into
the embeddedness of the charge of Jewish proselytizing in contemporaneous
anti-Jewish trends.

The summary of the legal proceedings reveals how a narrative about the
alleged  seizure  and  circumcision  by  Jews  of  a  young  Christian  boy  could
shift  between  the  worlds  of  legal  action  and  tale.  It  demonstrates  that
thirteenth-century Christians could construct the same kinds of stories about
purported  Jewish  efforts  to  draw  Christians  to  Judaism  as  about  other
alleged Jewish anti-Christian crimes. Like many contemporaneous Christian
anti-Jewish  yarns,  the  summary  of  the  legal  proceedings  underscored  the
helplessness  of  a  young  Christian  boy  in  the  hands  of  adult  male  Jews.  It
depicted a pious Christian woman coming to the rescue, and it resolved with
the  triumph  of  Christianity  over  Judaism.  In  the  process,  it  plied  widely
diffused anti-Jewish themes, Illustrating how literary trends could frame the
interpretation of actual Jewish behavior. The summary of the legal
proceedings also showcased the Christian view of circumcision as a vicious



form of Jewish attack, such that conversion to Judaism—like ritual murder,
host desecration, and poisoning—involved injuring Christian bodies.
Chronicle accounts of the Norwich circumcision case from the abbey of St.
Albans,  which  cast  the  case  as  an  attempted  ritual  murder,  also  point  to
Christian horror at the physical violence of circumcision at the same time as
they highlight the resonances of circumcision with contemporaneous trends in
Christian  thought  and  devotional  practices.  Transposed  onto  a  Christian
body,  circumcision  was  not  only  one  more  way  in  which—starting  in  the
thirteenth century—Christians imagined Jews physically harming Christians.
It  was  also  a  practice  that  evoked  Jews’  alleged  culpability  in  Christ’s
passion.

The  roughly  simultaneous  development  of  the  summary  of  the  legal
proceedings in the Norwich circumcision case, on the one hand, and the St.
Albans chronicle accounts,  on  the other, further demonstrates  the  degree to
which the charge of Jewish proselytizing participated in contemporary anti-
Jewish  discourse.  It  suggests  that  some  Christians  perceived  ritual  murder
and  forced  conversion  to  Judaism  to  be  fundamentally  similar  as  alleged
Jewish crimes against Christians. Both the records of the judicial
proceedings pertaining to the Norwich circumcision case and Paris’s
Chronica majora  account  dwelled  on  the  anti-Christian  tenor  of  the  Jews’
imputed  actions.  As  noted  above,  according  to  the  summary  of  the  legal
proceedings,  Edward’s  father,  Master  Benedict,  declared  that  Jews  seized
and circumcised his son “in contempt of the Crucified One and
Christianity.”112  For  his  part,  Paris  noted  that  Bishop  William  of  Raleigh
understood the Jews’ crime to have constituted “a wounding of the
[Christian] faith.”113 Moreover, both alleged offenses reflected and
reinforced  Christian  stereotypes  of  contemporary  Jews  as  bloodthirsty  and
depraved, and both could specifically involve circumcision. Finally, both led
to a type of death. Ritual murders ended their victims’ earthly lives.
Conversions to Judaism doomed their subjects’ eternal souls.



 

Chapter 3

Christian Conversion to Judaism

The  Christian  concerns  about  apostasy  to  Judaism  that  Master  Benedict’s
accusation  reflected  involved  a  great  deal  of  fantasy.  They  drew  on  broad
assumptions about the ill intentions of non-Christians and on noxious
stereotypes of Jews in particular. However, the notion that Christians were
apostatizing  to  Judaism  with  Jewish  support  was  not  divorced  from  all
reality. During the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries in western Europe, In
spite  of  increasingly  difficult  conditions  of  Jewish  life,  a  handful  of  born
Christians actually went over to Judaism, with the help of Jews. The present
chapter  examines  these  conversions  as  they,  too,  stoked  Christian  alarm.  It
analyzes them also in order to illustrate the incongruity of Christian claims
that,  during  the  1230s,  Norwich  Jews  rapaciously  sought  to  turn  a  born
Christian  into  a  Jew.  Not  only  is  there  no  evidence  that  contemporaneous
Jews were intent on drawing born Christians to Judaism; it is clear that many
Jews had deep reservations about facilitating conversions.

As Christian conversions to Judaism were punishable by death in
medieval Christendom, they were clandestine and their numbers are difficult
to estimate. Some sources suggest that, In some times and places, they were
nonexistent.  For  instance,  a  circumciser’s  manual  from  thirteenth-century
Germany  titled  Kelalei  ha-Milah  (Rules  of  Circumcision)  noted:  “At  this
time, when [conversion to Judaism] is life-threatening, conversions are not
performed.”1  Extant  records,  however—including archival  documents in
Catalonia and England, rabbinic responsa, chronicles, talmudic



commentaries, Inquisitorial records, documents from the Cairo Geniza,
Jewish  liturgical  poetry,  and  tombstone  inscriptions—refer  to  about  forty
conversions  of  European  Christians  to  Judaism  that  transpired  during  the
thirteenth and fourteenth centuries (and to about forty additional conversions
of  European  Christians  to  Judaism  that  transpired  during  the  eleventh  and
twelfth centuries).2 As a point of comparison, well over one thousand Jewish
conversions to Christianity are mentioned in thirteenth-century records
alone.3 Still other sources suggest that there were more Christian conversions
to  Judaism  than  we  shall  ever  know.  The  Jewish  scholar  David  Kimḥi
(Radak, 1160–1235, born in Narbonne) indicated, for example, that he had
firsthand  knowledge  of  more  than  one  contemporary  conversion.  In  his
commentary  on  Psalms,  he  reported  that  he  had  “seen  French  converts  to
Judaism.”4 Intimating that converts to Judaism were a not uncommon
presence  in  some  Jewish  communities  in  Ashkenaz,  the  early  thirteenth-
century Hebrew compilation Sefer Ḥasidim (Book of the Pious), which was
written mainly by the German Pietist Judah ben Samuel of Regensburg (Judah
he-Ḥasid, d. 1217), warned Jews not to quarrel with Jewish apostates, lest
these apostates inform on the Jews and on the converts to Judaism who lived
in their midst.5 This remark is intriguing, not only as it refers to converts in
the plural, but also as it points to one way in which individuals who moved
from Judaism to Christianity could affect the lives of individuals who moved
from Christianity to Judaism—namely, by denouncing the latter to Christian
authorities.

A Christian source from the third quarter of the thirteenth century
showcases  such  denunciations  and  alludes  to  a  dubiously  large  number  of
Christian  converts  to  Judaism.  In  his  compilation  of  treatises  against  “the
enemies of the church,” the Passau Anonymous attributed his information on
Bavarian Christian apostates to Judaism to a Christian apostate to Judaism—
a  churchman  from  a  monastery  in  the  diocese  of  Passau  who  had  “been
circumcised”—whom  the  Passau  Anonymous  claimed  personally  to  have
“detained and called back to the [Christian] faith.” In the section of this work
on “those who apostatize[d] from the faith of the church,” the Passau
Anonymous  reported  that  this  informant  wrote  to  him  about  one  hundred
people  who  had  “circumcised  themselves”  (i.e.,  converted  to  Judaism).6

Undoubtedly an exaggeration, these one hundred “circumcisions” are



suspiciously reminiscent of the one hundred foreskins of slain Philistines that
the biblical Saul asked David to pay for his bride, Michal (1 Sam. 18:25).
The imputation of the existence of such a large number of Christian converts
to Judaism, however, Is suggestive. It hints at the existence of at least a few.

Chapters  1  and  2  of  this  book  demonstrated  that  thirteenth-  century
Christian  concerns  about  Christian  apostasy  to  Judaism  were  inextricably
tied to fears about the instability of religious identity, Infidels’ and heretics’
anti-Christian schemes, and a heightened sense of Jewish enmity. This
chapter  shows that social realities fueled Christian concerns, as well.
Revealing that a small number of European Christians actually converted to
Judaism  and  that  Jews  facilitated  these  conversions,  it  explores  the  wide-
ranging identities, uncertain motivations, and diverse fates of these converts
as well as the nature of Jewish involvement in their conversions. I argue that
these conversions worried Christian authorities. They seemingly attested to
the  weakness  of  Christians’  faith,  to  Jews’  conversionary  zeal,  and  to
Judaism’s continued allure, and they threatened to sow doubts about the truth
and superiority of Christianity in additional members of the Christian flock. I
show also, however, that, although Jews generally supported converts, Jews
were deeply ambivalent about taking on conversion candidates and made no
effort to attract born Christians to Judaism.

This chapter also probes the broader implications of the bidirectionality
of Jewish-Christian conversion in medieval Christendom. It considers how
the experiences of Christian converts to Judaism related to those of Jewish
converts  to  Christianity.  It  highlights  a  number  of  parallels  between  the
experiences  of  converts  in  the  two  directions,  and  it  points  to  instances  in
which individual converts in one direction affected the lives of converts who
journeyed  in  the  opposite  direction.  In  these  ways,  this  chapter  signals  the
importance of considering the histories of conversion to and from Judaism in
tandem, embracing a more holistic and integrative approach to the history of
movement between religions.

Extant sources about medieval conversion to Judaism are few and
fragmentary. Fashioning an overview of converts’ experiences and
contemporaneous  Jewish  attitudes  and  behaviors  thus  requires  mining  a
chronologically  and  geographically  wide-ranging  source  base  that  presents
the full spectrum of methodological challenges described in the Introduction.
In  the  pages  that  follow,  I  strive  to  bring  these  heterogeneous  texts  into



conversation  with  one  another  as  judiciously  as  possible,  with  attention
especially to questions of genre. I strive also to be sensitive to the specific
challenges of documentation about Christian converts to Judaism. Instances
of  Christian  conversion  to  Judaism  that  unfolded  smoothly  left  few  traces.
Christian authors typically recorded cases of Christian conversion to
Judaism when Christian authorities intercepted them, whereas Jewish authors
often wrote  about  converts  when they  posed  legal  problems. This  has
resulted in two sets of records that provide very different kinds of
information about converts to Judaism and very limited data overall.
Moreover, because Christian converts to Judaism were profoundly polarizing
figures, Jewish and Christian authors sometimes wrote about them in ways
that idealized or demonized them, respectively, such that it can be difficult to
separate layers of polemic from kernels of truth.

Converts’ Identities and Motivations

In medieval Europe, Christian converts to Judaism hailed from a wide range
of  social  strata.  At  least  through  the  eleventh  century,  some  converts  to
Judaism were former slaves of Jews.7 The scope of this phenomenon remains
unclear. Rooted in biblical law (Gen. 17:12–13), slave conversion to
Judaism was supposed to unfold in two stages. Upon acquisition by a Jewish
master, a male slave was to be circumcised and ritually immersed—a female
slave  was  to  be  ritually  immersed—thereby  assuming  the  status  in  Jewish
law  of  a  “Canaanite  slave.”  This  obligated  the  slave  to  observe  all  of  the
“negative  commandments”  of  the  Torah  (commandments  to  abstain  from
certain acts, e.g., to not steal) as well as “positive commandments” that were
not time-bound (e.g., to return lost items). Upon emancipation, a slave was
again immersed and given a writ of manumission. The status of a freed slave
who  had  been  (circumcised  and)  reimmersed  was  that  of  a  full-fledged
convert  to  Judaism.8  In  Iberia,  slaves  were  usually  of  Muslim  or  “pagan”
(e.g.,  Tartar)  origin,  but  some  were  Greek  Christians.9  In  northern  Europe,
slaves  were  usually  “pagans”  of  Slavic  origin.10  As  noted  in  Chapter  1,
leading churchmen were concerned that Jews were preventing their Muslim
and pagan slaves from converting to Christianity and converting their
Christian slaves to Judaism; they had legislated against slave conversion to



Judaism for centuries. 11  Suggesting  that,  during  the  thirteenth  century,  some
Jews in northern Europe may have owned Christian slaves whom they sought
to convert to Judaism, In 1233, Pope Gregory IX reported “with sorrow and
shame”  in  his  bull  Sufficere  debuerat,  addressed  to  archbishops,  bishops,
and other prelates in German lands, that he had heard that Jews in German
lands had Christian slaves whom they circumcised and forced to “Judaize.”12

The Christian belief that some Jews owned slaves whom they converted to
Judaism undoubtedly nourished the Christian sense, discussed in Chapter 1,
that Jews preyed especially on the most vulnerable members of society.

Jewish  and  Christian  sources  make  it  possible  to  learn  more  about  the
conversions  of  individuals  who  were  not  slaves.  Some  of  these  converts
likely  were  Christian  commoners.  The  Passau  Anonymous  contended  that,
according to his informant, craftsmen and merchants converted to Judaism.13

Jewish texts  and  artifacts  from  German  lands  document  the  conversions  to
Judaism  of  women.  The  Nuremberg  Memorbuch,  for  instance,  which  was
created in 1296 by Isaac ben Samuel of Meiningen to commemorate
deceased community members, lists a female convert to Judaism to whom it
refers  as  “Marat  [an  honorific  title]  Hatsiva  the  convert”  among  the  Jews
who  perished  in  Cologne  during  the  1096  massacres  of  the  First  Crusade.
This  text  specifies  that  Christians  killed  Hatsiva  together  with  her  Jewish
husband and two daughters.14 The Nuremburg Memorbuch lists two
thirteenth-century female converts to Judaism among individuals who
pledged  money  to  Jewish  communal  institutions  that  was  intended  to  atone
for donors’ sins and assure their entry to heaven: “Marat Guta the convert”
and “Marat Pesslin the daughter of our father Abraham.”15 Tombstones attest
to  the  existence  of  two  more  women  who  converted  to  Judaism  during  the
thirteenth century. A certain “Marat Esther [daughter of] our [father]
Abraham” died in 1241; her tombstone was found at Neuburg on the
Danube.16  The  tombstone  of  the  second  woman  was  found  in  the  Jewish
cemetery of Würzburg. Its inscription states that this convert “left her father”
(Ruth 2:11), came to “the Rock of Israel” (Isa. 30:29), and died in 1250. 17

The  anthology  of  twelfth-  and  thirteenth-century  German  Jewish  polemic
known as the Sefer Niẓẓaḥon Yashan  (Old  Book  of  Victory)  discussed  the
hardships  that  male  and  female  converts  to  Judaism  each  endured.18  The
Passau  Anonymous,  too,  suggested  that  women  converted  to  Judaism.  He



declared  that  Jews  “attract[ed]  and  seduce[d]”  both  “men  and  women”  to
their “sect.”19

Jewish  and  Christian  sources  document  the  conversions  of  women  to
Judaism also in southern Europe. The registers of Bishop Ponç de Gualba of
Barcelona  record,  for  instance,  that,  In  1316,  Ponç  de  Gualba  and  the
Dominican inquisitor Joan Llotger heard the confession of a woman named
Johana from the town of Stella in Navarre. Johana, who was “the daughter of
a Christian man and a Christian woman,” had “made herself a Jew” with the
help of Jewish men and women.20 Documents preserved in the Cairo Geniza
tell  of  additional  cases  in  which  European  women  converted  to  Judaism.
Two  letters  penned  by  a  Jewish  scribe,  likely  in  the  late  eleventh  century,
recount the travails of a Christian woman who “went forth from the house of
her father, from great wealth and a distant land, and came on behalf of the
Lord to take refuge under the wings of the Divine Presence [Ruth 2:11].” In
Narbonne,  she  married  a  certain  Rabbi  David.21  An  eleventh-  or  twelfth-
century copy of a court deposition preserved in the Cairo Geniza tells of two
sisters—one older, one younger, “who were, prior to that day,
uncircumcised”  (i.e.,  not  Jewish)—whom  a  group  of  Jewish  travelers  in
Christian Europe converted to Judaism, ritually immersing them.22 A
thirteenth-century  petition  from  the  Cairo  Geniza  records  the  plea  of  a
convert  from  Christian  Europe  named  Rachel,  whose  husband,  Joseph  of
Barcelona, abandoned her in Alexandria. “I am a convert and a foreigner!”
Rachel cried according to this document, which provides a rare echo of the
voice of a female convert.23

On the basis of available documentation, it is impossible to ascertain the
motivations  of  these  female  converts  to  Judaism.  Some  of  these  women
married  Jewish  men  after  their  conversions.  One  may  therefore  speculate
that, In some cases, relationships with these men predated and spurred their
conversions. In spite of rising tensions between Christians and Jews during
the  high  and  late  Middle  Ages,  Christians  and  Jews  often  lived  in  close
proximity,  and  they  interacted  in  contexts  that  could  have  fostered  such
relationships. Contemporaneous Christian exempla included stories of
romantic liaisons between Christians and Jews. These tales often plied stock
tropes about clerical incontinence and the allure of “foreign” women. Like
Jewish and Christian prohibitions against interfaith sex, however, these tales



likely reflected concerns about actual encounters that could lead to
conversion.24

Strikingly, Jewish and Christian sources also document the conversions
to  Judaism  of  learned  churchmen.  It  is  well  known  that  Christian  clergy
converted to Judaism earlier in the Middle Ages. In the Annales Bertiniani
(Annals of St. Bertin), Bishop Prudentius of Troyes (d. 861) recounted how a
certain  Bodo,  who  “converted  to  Judaism”  in  838,  taking  the  name  Elazar,
was  the  highly  educated  scion  of  a  German  tribe  and  the  royal  deacon  to
Emperor Louis the Pious.25 In his chronicle De diversitate temporum (On the
Heterogeneity of [These] Times), the Benedictine Alpert of Metz (d. 1024)
reported  that  a  certain  Wecelin,  who  “consented  to  the  error  of  the  Jews”
around the year 1005, had been a priest in the household of Duke Conrad of
Carinthia.26  In  his  vita of St. Fulcran (d. 1006), the fourteenth-century
inquisitor of Toulouse Bernard Gui recounted how a man who “apostatized
from Christian worship and faith and wickedly Judaized” around the turn of
the eleventh century had been a prelate.27 According to his memoirs
preserved  in  the  Cairo  Geniza,  the  convert  Johannes,  son  of  Dreux,  of
Oppido, who “entered the covenant of the God of Israel” in 1102, taking the
name  Obadiah,  had  been  a  monk.  A  letter  of  recommendation  that  the
prominent twelfth-century Aleppo rabbi Barukh ben Isaac wrote for Obadiah
specified that Obadiah was “an expert in the reading of [Christian] books”
and that he “returned to the Lord of Israel with all his heart, with all his soul,
and with all his strength [Deut. 6:5], and became a convert in a law court of
Israel  because  of  his  understanding  of  what  he  read  [in  the]  books  of
[Christian]  error.”28  After  his  conversion  to  Judaism,  Obadiah  became  an
expert  in  Hebrew  language  and  calligraphy  and  the  author  of  the  oldest
known signed Hebrew musical manuscript.29 Obadiah implied in his memoirs
that one of his inspirations in converting to Judaism was another churchman,
Andreas, archbishop of Bari, who “was stirred by God to the love of Moses’
Torah, left his country … and circumcised the flesh of his foreskin.”30

Jewish sources reveal the existence of several additional twelfth-century
converts to Judaism who were remarkably biblically literate, suggesting that
these  men,  too,  may  have  been  former  churchmen.  In  France,  one  such
convert  named  Yehosephia  composed  six  Hebrew  piyyutim,  or  liturgical
poems.31  Another  twelfth-century  Christian  convert  to  Judaism  produced
exegetical insights that drew on his knowledge of the Bible. According to the



Tosafot  (northern  European  commentaries)  to  Babylonian  Talmud  tractate
Kiddushin 70b–71a, “Abraham the convert” adduced the notion that righteous
men  remind  God  of  the  evil  of  sinners  (1  Kings  17:18)  to  elucidate  the
talmudic  dictum  “converts  are  difficult  for  Israel”  (Kiddushin  70b–71a;
Yevamot 47b, 109b; Niddah 13b). He proposed that converts were “difficult
for Israel” because  they  were  extremely knowledgeable  concerning  the
commandments and meticulous in their observance, and their good behavior
reminded the Holy One of the sins of Israel.32 In his comments on Exodus 8:3
and 8:14, which are preserved in the Sefer Niẓẓaḥon Yashan, “Abraham the
convert”  drew  on  his  knowledge  of  the  New  Testament  to  buttress  the
popular  medieval  Jewish  view  that  Jesus  was  a  magician.  To  support  his
assertion that Jesus discovered the secret name of God by means of magic
that he learned in Egypt, he cited “the Gospels,” according to which Jesus
lived in Egypt for two years (Matt. 2:14).33 Several Jewish sources may refer
to  a  learned  convert  to  Judaism  named  Isaac.  Doubt  as  to  whether  this
individual was in fact a convert stems from the possibility that the Hebrew
word  that  often  follows  “Isaac”  in  references  to  this  man  can  be  read  as
meaning either “the convert” (ha-ger) or that this man hailed from Hungary
(hagar).34 According to the Sefer Niẓẓaḥon Yashan, Isaac pointed out
inconsistencies  in  Christian  interpretations  of  Isaiah.35  According  to  the
Tosafot  to  Kiddushin  71a,  the  leading  tosafist  (northern  European  talmudic
commentator)  Jacob  ben  Meir  of  Ramerupt  (Rabbenu  Tam,  1100–1171)
replied to a query that Isaac posed regarding why the morning Shema prayer
was followed by only one blessing. 36 In the ethical treatise Sefer ha-Pardes
(Book  of  the  Garden),  the  tosafists  credited  Isaac  with  an  explanation  for
why the Sabbath preceding Passover is known as “the Great Sabbath.”37

Jewish and Christian authors documented the conversions to Judaism of
additional  churchmen  during  the  thirteenth  century.  As  noted  in  Chapter  1,
during the first quarter of the thirteenth century, Gerald of Wales wrote of two
Cistercians  who  allegedly  converted  to  Judaism.38  In  addition,  Christian
chroniclers in England recounted how the 1222 Council of Oxford degraded
and  sentenced  a  deacon  for  apostatizing  to  Judaism.39  In  the  1260s,  the
Passau Anonymous noted that two priests and a deacon from a monastery in
the  diocese  of  Passau  “were  circumcised  together”  and  that  a  canon  from
Strasbourg named Ulricus Sunnechalp “circumcised himself.”40 According to



the  Nuremberg  Memorbuch,  In  the  mid-thirteenth  century,  a  man  who  had
been “the head of all the barefoot ones”—perhaps a high-ranking Franciscan,
as some Franciscans went unshod—and who came to be known among Jews
as “Abraham son of our father Abraham of France” converted to Judaism. 41

Benedictine chroniclers and the Dominican scholar Robert Holcot (d. 1349)
wrote of a London Dominican named Robert of Reading—a “famous
preacher  who  was  very  learned  in  the  Hebrew  language”—who,  around
1275, “apostatized and flew over to Judaism, married a Jewish woman, and
had himself circumcised and called ‘Haggai.’”42 An eighteenth-century
register in Italian that summarizes Latin documents that are no longer extant
attests  to  the  conversion  to  Judaism  around  1284  in  Ferrara  of  a  Christian
cleric  named  Solomon  Pisano.43  The  Westphalian Dominican chronicler
Henry  of  Herford  (d.  ca.  1370)  and  a  Cistercian  chronicler  known  as
“Albert”  (d.  ca.  1454)  told  of  a  canon  from  the  diocese  of  Soest  named
Robert,  who,  some  time  prior  to  1299,  “relinquished  his  [Christian]  faith,
joined  the  Jews,  was  circumcised,”  and  “was  sullied”  for  many  years  by
“Judaizing.”  Henry  and  Albert  both  noted  that  Robert  was  a  renowned
scholar who, on the eve of his apostasy to Judaism, enjoyed great prestige.
Albert added that Robert was the author of an account of the life of the third-
century  martyr  St.  Patroclus,  “whose  sayings  were  glorious  to  sing  and
worthy of being carefully redacted.”44

Two fourteenth-century Christian chroniclers each told of the conversion
to Judaism of a fourteenth-century mendicant (i.e., Franciscan or Dominican)
lector—that is, a particularly learned friar tasked with lecturing daily to his
brethren on the Bible and Christian theology. According to the Swiss
Franciscan  John  of  Winterthur  (writing  between  1340  and  1348),  around
1327, a Franciscan lector “apostatized from the Franciscan order, deviating
to  the  Jews,”  with  whom  he  went  to  live  in  Alsace.45  According  to  the
Lübeck  Dominican  Hermann  Korner  (1365–1438)—who  claimed  to  have
derived his information from the no longer extant Chronica Saxonum, which
was composed at the Benedictine abbey of St. Blaise in Baden-Württemberg
—in  1364,  a  Dominican  lector  from  the  town  of  Magdeburg,  who  had
“renounced  the  title  of  Christian  and  his  holy  religion  …  took  on  the
perfidious [Jewish] rite and had himself circumcised.”46



The Significance of the Conversions of Churchmen

The conversions to Judaism of churchmen were more likely to be recorded
than those of lay men and women. Christian authors were usually churchmen
themselves, and they were predisposed to hone in on scandals involving their
colleagues  and  rivals.47  Some  Jewish  authors  viewed  the  conversions  of
Christian clergy as particularly satisfying vindications of Judaism. Insofar as
the  churchmen  who  converted  to  Judaism  were  learned,  they  could  be
presumed to have converted on account of a deep understanding and
appreciation  of their  new  creed. This possibility undoubtedly  unsettled
Christian observers. Indeed, Christian efforts to counter the perception that
churchmen were intellectually drawn to Judaism may have fueled some of the
dismissive  Christian  claims,  mentioned  in  Chapters 1  and  2,  that  Christian
clergy converted to Judaism because they were attracted to Jewish women. A
Christian desire to quash perceptions of contemporary Judaism as
intellectually compelling may have participated also in the Christian
contention, discussed in Chapter 1, that “simple” Christians were
particularly susceptible to going over to Judaism.

Jewish esteem for churchmen who converted to Judaism was reflected in
the attribution of the influential Jewish anti-Christian polemic Sefer Nestor
ha-Komer (Book of Nestor the Priest), to a (likely fictional) former priest.
The Hebrew version of this work, which originally was composed in Arabic,
explained that “Nestor” “detested the faith of the uncircumcised [i.e.,
Christians]  and  their  error  and  took  shelter  under  the  wings  of  the  Divine
Presence. God brightened his eyes, [Nestor] entered the Jewish faith, and he
circumcised  the  flesh  of  his  foreskin.”48  The  text  related  also  that,  as  a
convert from Christianity to Judaism, Nestor possessed special skills.
Because he “understood and knew all the [Christian] error and the darkness
in which he [previously] had been,” he had a unique ability “to explain to
[Jews] the erroneous faith of the uncircumcised” and offer “testimony about
God.”49 Additional medieval Jewish anti-Christian polemics—including the
twelfth-century Sefer ha-Brit (Book of the Covenant) of the biblical
commentator Joseph  Kimḥi,  who  settled  in  Narbonne,  the  twelfth-century
Milḥamot ha-Shem (Wars of the Lord) of the Spanish polemicist Jacob ben
Reuben, the thirteenth-century Vikuah la-Radak of uncertain authorship, the
mid-thirteenth-century Milḥemet  Miẓvah  (Commanded  War)  attributed  to



Meir  ben  Simeon  of  Narbonne,  and  the  Sefer Niẓẓaḥon  Yashan—cited  the
Hebrew  version  of  the  Sefer  Nestor,  reflecting  and  perpetuating  the  sense
that churchmen who converted to Judaism were uniquely knowledgeable and
that their conversions constituted valuable corroboration of the superiority of
Judaism to Christianity.50

Jewish pride in the conversions of churchmen could pertain also to social
status. Former clergy who had been high ranking carried particular prestige.
Attesting to their appeal to some Jews as converts, a Jewish legend of which
variants  abounded  in  the  traditions  of  the  German  Pietists  featured  the
conversion  to  Judaism  of  the  archbishop  of  Salzburg.  According  to  one
version of this tale, the archbishop of Salzburg initially attempted to murder
Judah he-Ḥasid.  Judah  prevented  him  from  doing  so  by  using  a  mystical
technique that involved invoking the Divine Names.51 Chastened and
impressed, the bishop began to favor Jews. Then, after some time, “he left
his  [Christian]  faith  and  converted  to  Judaism,  and  he  was  faithful  to  the
creed of Israel.”52

The  Jewish  predilection  for  learned  and  high-ranking  converts  from
Christianity  points  to  a  parallel  in  Jewish  and  Christian  attitudes  toward
converts  from  the  other  group’s  faith:  Among  Christians,  there  existed  a
predilection  for  learned  and  high-ranking  converts  from  Judaism.53  The
compilation made by the monks of St. Matthias Abbey in Trier known as the
Gesta  Treverorum  (Deeds  of  the  Treveri)  thus  celebrated  the  fact  that  a
twelfth-century  Jewish  convert  to  Christianity  known  as  Bruno,  whom  the
archbishop of Trier allegedly persuaded to convert to Christianity, was “very
learned  in  medicine,  as  well  as  in  Hebrew  and  Jewish  knowledge,  and
possessed  a  knightly  bearing.”54  Similarly,  In  his  vita  of  Thomas  Aquinas
(1225–74),  Bernard  Gui  extolled  the  great  theologian  for  converting  two
Jews who were wealthy as well as learned in “the mosaic law.” 55 Jews were
aware of the Christian desire for converts of this kind: A Jewish legend that
described  the  determination  of  the  archbishop  of  Mainz  to  convert  the
fictional  Rabbi  Amnon  to  Christianity  (a  case  memorialized  in  the  Jewish
high  holy  day  Unetanneh  Tokef  prayer)  described  Rabbi  Amnon  as  “rich,
learned, wise, [and] of distinguished family.” 56 This parallel in Jewish and
Christian attitudes indicates that Christians and Jews valued similar
characteristics  in  converts  to  their  respective  faiths.  Both  groups  viewed



learned  converts  as  powerful  testaments  to  the  validity  and  superiority  of
their respective faiths and took pride in having socially high-ranking
individuals join their folds.

The  scholarly  achievements—pre-  and  post-conversion  to  Judaism—of
the  churchmen  mentioned  above  suggest  that  intellectual  inclinations  may
have  led  some  churchmen  to  convert  to  Judaism.  Some  of  these  men—in
particular, the likes of Robert of Reading, who was said to have been “very
learned in the Hebrew language”—may have been drawn to Judaism in the
course  of  studying  Hebrew  and  Jewish  exegesis.  Starting  in  the  twelfth
century,  especially  in  France  and  England,  some  Christian  scholars  who
sought a deeper understanding of the Bible turned to rabbis for instruction.57

Some churchmen recognized that this enterprise could be spiritually perilous.
Thus,  In  the  mid-twelfth  century,  the  Benedictine  exegete  Ralph  of  Flaix
composed  a  voluminous  and  widely  recopied  commentary  on  the  book  of
Leviticus  intended  to  strengthen  Christian  clerics  against  the  appeal  of
Jewish interpretations of scripture. 58 In 1198, the Cistercian general chapter
sought  to  discipline  a  monk  from  the  abbey  of  Poblet  in  Catalonia  about
whom the chapter records state only that he was “being taught Hebrew texts
by  a  certain  Jew.”  This  monk,  who  may  have  begun  to  question  Christian
interpretations of scripture, was sent to the abbot of Clairvaux for
correction.59  In  the  fourteenth  century,  In  his  massive  biblical  commentary
known as the Postilla litteralis super totam bibliam (Literal Commentary on
the  Entire  Bible),  the  French  Franciscan  exegete  Nicholas  of  Lyra  (1270–
1349)  warned  of  the  dangers  inherent  in  according  Jewish  texts  intrinsic
value, and he chastised Christian scholars who “Judaized [in their exegesis]
more than Rashi [Solomon ben Isaac of Troyes, 1040–1105] himself.”60

Churchmen could have become drawn to Judaism also in the course of
informal Jewish-Christian debates. Jewish and Christian sources from
twelfth-and  thirteenth-century  German  lands,  northern  and  southern  France,
Gascony, northern Spain, and the Italian peninsula indicate that such
encounters were not uncommon and that Jews could be formidable
debaters.61 A passage in the Sefer Niẓẓaḥon Yashan—whose tone is
decidedly  combative—advised  Jewish  interlocutors  “not  to  allow  [their
Christian] antagonist to change the subject” and to “be strong-willed, asking
questions or giving responses that deal[t] with the specific issue at hand and



not permitting [their Christian] antagonist to extricate himself from that issue
until it ha[d] been resolved … [so that] the [Christian would be] thoroughly
embarrassed.”62 The Christian author of an anonymous twelfth-century
Tractatus  adversus  Judaeum  (Treatise  Against  a  Jew)  portrayed  Jews  as
engaging in the very tactics that the Sefer Niẓẓaḥon Yashan advised Jews to
stymie  in  their  Christian  opponents.  He  maintained  that  Jewish  disputants
“scattered off here and there through diverse places, and, when they thought
themselves captured, they leapt back from place to place like foxes leaping
amid  snares.  [In  those  places]  where  they  thought  themselves  to  be  more
strongly held, unless ambushes arrived first, they quickly slipped away.”63

Just as Christian leaders feared the consequences of studying with Jews,
they  were  concerned  about  the  impact  on  Christians  of  Jewish-Christian
disputations.  According  to  the  late  thirteenth-century  crusade  chronicle  of
Jean de Joinville (1224–1317), King Louis IX of France (1226–70) lamented
that Christian onlookers at Jewish-Christian disputations “went away
misbelievers  through  not  fully  understanding  the  Jews.”64  Thomas  Aquinas
warned  that  it  was  “hazardous  to  debate  about  the  [Christian]  faith  in  the
presence  of  simple  [Christians],”  and  he  advised  against  Jewish-Christian
disputations unless they were organized and managed by the church.65 In his
1253 “statute concerning the Jews,” King Henry III of England forbade Jews
to insult the Christian faith or “publicly dispute about it.” 66 A remark in the
commentary on the Psalms of David Kimḥi suggests that Christian fears about
the impact on Christians of Jewish-Christian disputations were not
unfounded. After showing, as Jews might have in the context of a debate with
Christians, that it was a mistake to interpret Psalm 3 christologically, Kimḥi
noted  that  he  had  seen  French  Christians  convert  to  Judaism  on  account  of
such realizations.67

Insofar  as  some  intellectually  inclined  Christian  converts  to  Judaism
continued to engage in learned pursuits after their conversions, their passion
for  learning  bridged  their  pre-  and  post-conversion  lives.  Significantly,
postconversion, a number of these converts engaged in anti-Christian
polemics.  The  Mozarab  scholar  Paul  Alvar  (d.  861)  preserved  in  his  own
correspondence  alleged  fragments  of  letters  that  the  Christian  convert  to
Judaism Bodo/Elazar sent to him. In these missives, Bodo/Elazar defended
Judaism  and  deprecated  Christianity.68  In  his  De  diversitate  temporum,



Alpert of Metz included a letter that he claimed that the Christian convert to
Judaism Wecelin had written to a certain Henry, a cleric of Emperor Henry II
(1002–24).  This  letter  was  a  polemical  tract  that  attacked  the  Christian
veneration  of  saints  as  well  as  Christian  beliefs  in  the  incarnation,  the
supplanting  of  the  Jews  by  Christians  as  God’s  chosen  people,  and  the
abrogation of Jewish law. 69 As noted above, the twelfth-century converts to
Judaism  “Abraham  the  convert”  and  “Isaac  and  convert”  contributed  to
Jewish  anti-Christian  polemics,  as  well.  Suggesting  that  some  thirteenth-
century Christians were aware of the efforts of some converts to Judaism to
discredit Christianity, the Passau Anonymous claimed to have heard from his
informant  that  converts  to  Judaism  “tossed  the  pearls  of  the  church  before
swine [Matt. 7:6], producing writings full of blasphemies against Christ and
against the sacraments of the church.”70

The engagement of some Christian converts to Judaism in anti-Christian
polemics points to an important parallel in the behavior of converts to and
from  Judaism.  Numerous  Jewish  converts  to  Christianity—including  Peter
Alfonsi, Guillaume de Bourges, Nicholas Donin, Pablo Christiani, Alfonso
de  Valladolid,  and  others  who  did  not  gain  fame—became  anti-Jewish
polemicists and preachers.71 Every convert who engaged in polemics against
his  former  faith  had  a  unique  story.  At  the  same  time,  many  responded  to
similar general conditions. Like the probably fictional Nestor, these
neophytes possessed valuable insider knowledge of their former faith. They
also had the capacity to deploy this knowledge in the service of their new
faith, whether as an expression of their zeal for their religion of choice, as a
way  to  retaliate  against  their  former  community,  as  a  way  to  ingratiate
themselves  with  their  new  coreligionists,  or  as  some  combination  of  the
above.

The engagement of some Christian converts to Judaism in anti-Christian
polemics points also to a link that could exist between individual converts to
and from Judaism. At least one Christian convert to Judaism is recorded as
having refuted the anti-Jewish arguments of a Jewish convert to Christianity:
According to the Sefer Niẓẓaḥon Yashan, when “Isaac the convert” pointed
to inconsistencies in Christian interpretations of Isaiah, he was countering the
claims of a Jewish convert to Christianity.72 In this instance, two converts—



one  from  Christianity  to  Judaism,  the  other  from  Judaism  to  Christianity—
dueled indirectly as warriors for their new faiths.

An entry in the Liber de rebus memorabilioribus (Book of Memorable
Things)  of  Henry  of  Herford  raises  an  additional  possibility  about  the
circumstances  under  which  some  churchmen  became  attracted  to  Judaism.
Henry reported that, some time prior to 1297, an Augustinian canon from the
town of Lemgo, who was called “the blessed,” “apostatized from the
[Christian]  faith  and—having  been  circumcised—joined  the  Jews.”  This
canon, Henry added, had been “a most wicked Patarene.”73 This statement is
puzzling: Patarene heretics lived in late twelfth-century northern Italy, and the
other heretics who were sometimes referred to loosely as “Patarenes” lived
earlier, too.74 A footnote in a nineteenth-century edition of Henry’s chronicle
corrects  “Patarene”  to  “Passagian,”  which  may  make  more  sense.75  The
Passagians,  who  may  have  been  known  also  as  “the  Circumcised,”  were
Christian heretics who may have observed biblical laws regarding
circumcision,  dietary  restrictions,  and  holy  days,  who  were  accused  of
teaching that Christ was subordinate to God the Father, and who rejected the
church  hierarchy.76  Possibly,  this  Augustinian  canon—and  perhaps  some
other Christians, as well—first distanced themselves from normative
Christian beliefs and practices and subsequently became drawn to Judaism.
Similar dynamics may have played out in the lives of some Jewish converts
to Christianity, such as Nicholas Donin of La Rochelle, who appears to have
turned away from normative Judaism long before he sought baptism.
According to his Jewish opponent at the Paris Disputation of 1240, Yeḥiel of
Paris,  Donin  “apostatized  with  regard  to  rabbinic  doctrine  fifteen  years
[prior to his baptism], believing only in the written text of the Bible without
any  oral  interpretation.”77  It  is  possible  also  that  some  Christians  became
drawn to Judaism via Christian heretical movements, such as Passagianism,
that adopted approximations of some Jewish practices.

Any  number  of  Christian  conversions  to  Judaism  was  too  great  in  the
eyes  of  church  authorities.  As  noted  in  Chapter  1,  Christian  apostasy  to
Judaism  constituted  a  total  repudiation  of  the  Christian  faith.  Moreover,  it
specifically entailed embracing the faith that Christianity understood itself as
having  superseded,  the  faith  that  embodied  the  darkness  and  error  against
which  Christianity  defined  its  light  and  truth.  It  also  involved  joining  the



archenemies  in  Christian  salvation  history—the  people  accused  of  having
killed the historical Christ and suspected of plotting daily to destroy
Christians  and  all  that  they  held  sacred.  Christian  conversions  to  Judaism
were alarming  also because they exposed the fragility of  Christian identity
and suggested that Judaism remained attractive a millennium after
Christianity first touted its defeat.

The conversions to Judaism of learned churchmen must have been
particularly disconcerting to Christian authorities. Unlike the conversions of
“simple” Christians—including slaves, women, and most commoners—these
could not be attributed to helplessness or ignorance. Instead, they suggested
that  some  Christians  who  possessed  considerable  knowledge  of  Christian
scriptures and theology found Judaism more compelling than Christianity—
so  much  so  that  they  were  willing  to  risk  death  for  the  sake  of  Judaism.
Insofar as some clergy were public figures, moreover, word of their apostasy
to Judaism spread rapidly and bore the potential to be socially and
religiously destabilizing. Thus, the Passau Anonymous remarked that it was
“widely  known”  that  two  local  priests,  a  deacon,  and  a  canon  had  “been
circumcised.”78 And, In  his vita  of  St.  Fulcran,  Bernard  Gui  noted  that  the
apostasy to Judaism of the prelate in southern France “elicited great outrage
among the population.”79 The conversions to Judaism of learned churchmen
suggested that no segment of Christian society was safe. As King Charles II
of  Naples  put  it  in  1289,  “the  Jews  seem[ed]  to  subvert  all  whom  they
c[ould].”80

The Fates of Converts to Judaism

The  conversions  to  Judaism  of  born  Christians  in  western  Christendom
during the high and late Middle Ages are especially remarkable on account
of the hardships that conversion entailed. The Sefer Niẓẓaḥon Yashan listed
circumcision among the challenges faced by men.81 Kelalei ha-Milah noted
that  “the  anguish  of  circumcision”  was  so  great  that  it  had  the  potential  to
deter prospective male converts from following through with their
conversions.82 As noted in Chapter 1, Christian observers were keenly aware
of the centrality of circumcision to the conversions of men. Almost without
exception,  circumcision  was  the  only  element  of  actual  Jewish  conversion



procedure  that  Christian  authors  mentioned;  Christian  authors  referred  to
“circumcision”  even  as  metonymy  for  “conversion  to  Judaism,”  including
when  denoting  the  conversions  of  women.  Christians  undoubtedly  were
struck by the determination of male converts to undergo this painful
procedure. Circumcision likely captivated Christians’ attention also on
account of its theological significance as the sign par excellence of
Jewishness.  As  such,  the  circumcision  of  Christian  converts  to  Judaism
constituted  an  exceptionally  powerful  repudiation  of  Christianity.  Thus,  the
thirteenth-century  Jewish  poet  Moses  ben  Jacob  portrayed  the  Christian
convert to Judaism “Abraham son of our father Abraham of Augsburg,” who
was  tortured  and  “burned  for  the  unity  of  God”  in  1264,  as  declaring
defiantly to his Christian persecutors: “Know that I have no foreskin! / [For]
I circumcised myself in order to be a Hebrew!”83 This proclamation
reminded  listeners  of  the  lengths  to  which Abraham had gone to  become  a
Jew  and  it  constituted  a  bold  statement  of  pride  in  Judaism  and  scorn  for
Christianity.

Even more formidable than circumcision—and more intimately familiar
to Christian authorities—was the prospect of Christian arrest and execution.
Over the course of the Middle Ages, a number of Christians who converted
to Judaism were put to death. According to Bernard Gui’s vita of St. Fulcran,
the  apostate  prelate  was  “burned  by  the  people.”84  According  to  a  letter
fragment preserved in the Cairo Geniza, Christians sought to burn the female
convert who married Rabbi David in Narbonne in the late eleventh century,
but  Jews  in  Najera  in  northern  Spain  ransomed  her  for  thirty-five  dinars.85

Matthew Paris specified that, at the 1222 Council of Oxford, as the former
deacon “did not wish to recover his senses in any way,” the archbishop of
Canterbury, Stephen Langton, defrocked him and turned him over to secular
officials  for  execution.86  The Nuremberg Memorbuch memorialized the
deaths  at  Christian  hands  of  several  converts  to  Judaism.  These  men  and
women  included “a  convert whose  name  was not known” and  “Marat
Hatsiva  the  convert,”  mentioned  above,  who  both  perished  in  Cologne  in
1096 during the massacres of the First Crusade. 87 They also included three
converts who were “burned for the unity of God” during the third quarter of
the  thirteenth  century:  “Abraham  son  of  our  father  Abraham  of  Augsburg,”
“Abraham son of our father Abraham of France,” who had been “the head of
all  the  barefoot  ones,”  and  a  certain  “Isaac  son  of  our  father  Abraham  of



Würzburg.”88  The  Nuremberg  Memorbuch  also  mentioned  a  convert  who
perished during the Rintfleisch massacres in 1298 “who converted [to
Judaism in Nuremberg] at the hour of God’s wrath.”89 In 1275, King Edward
I  turned  the  Christian  convert  to  Judaism  Robert/Haggai  over  to  Simon
Sudbury, the archbishop of Canterbury, for correction. According to Robert
Holcot’s commentary on Ecclesiastes, Robert/Haggai died in prison “in his
wickedness,” that is, unrepentant.90 Henry of Herford reported that, In Paris
in 1297, the former Augustinian canon from Lemgo who converted to
Judaism was “arrested, examined, and burned.”91

Fourteenth-century Christian chroniclers in German lands recounted two
cases in which Christian apostates committed suicide before Christians could
execute them. John of Winterthur reported that, when the former Franciscan
lector, mentioned above, apostatized to Judaism and went to live with Jews
in Alsace, his former Franciscan brothers tracked him down and carried him
away. According to John of Winterthur, these men tried with all their might,
“by means of arguments, explanations, and citations from sacred Scripture,”
to get this former lector to “abandon his [Jewish] errors.” When these efforts
failed, these friars decided to take him to Würzburg, where they believed that
“the skill of a certain religious guardian” would help him “recover from the
[Jewish] error.” Along the way, this group stopped at a guesthouse, where the
friars locked the former lector in a room while they went to eat. The former
lector seized this opportunity to die dramatically as a Jew. He called through
the window to the Christian passersby: “All of you who walk by and see me,
know that I am not a Christian but a Jew and that I die in [the Jews’] faith! As
a sign of this, I [now] stab myself before your eyes!” With these words, he
seized  a  knife  “that  carelessly  had  been  left  there”  and  fatally  wounded
himself.92

Hermann Korner reported that the former Dominican lector from
Magdeburg who apostatized to Judaism went to live with Jews in Sudenburg
but  was  located  there  by  his  former  Dominican  brothers  who  sent  four
“robust”  friars  to  retrieve  him.  These  men  seized  and  bound  the  former
Dominican lector, threw him in a cart, and hauled him away, “against the will
of  the  Jews.”  When  this  party  reached  the  middle  of  the  town  square,  the
sister of the former lector appeared, and the group came to a halt. Appealing
to her brother with emotion (as opposed to with logic and texts, as had the
Franciscan friars in the previous case), this woman “filled the air with most



pitiable weeping and wailing. She pleaded with and urged her brother to do
penance  for  his  sin  and  return,  contrite,  to  Christian  worship.”  The  former
lector,  however,  would  not  be  swayed.  According  to  Korner,  he  declared:
“Do not be saddened or troubled, good sister. Your brother will die today as
a  good  Jew.”  With  these  words,  “he  brandished  a  small  knife  that  he  had
been hiding in his cape. Thrusting it into his heart, he released his wretched
soul.”93

In  narrating  these  accounts,  John  of  Winterthur  and  Hermann  Korner
likely sought to shock Christian audiences with the exploits of protagonists
who spiraled from the grave sin of apostasy to the most extreme expression
—suicide—of the worst sin of all in Christian tradition, namely, despair.94 In
the second tale, the reaction of the sister of the former Dominican lector to
her  brother’s  death  likely  modeled  the  desired  effect.  Korner  wrote  that,
upon witnessing her brother’s death, “such a horrible way of living entered
th[is] sister that, as long as she lived, she carried with her the horrible image
of her dead brother.” Korner noted also that his source for this story was a
devout  woman  named  Katherine  Rupines  who  heard  it  from  the  apostate’s
sister  and  shared  it  “with  many  tears.”95  If  these  two  former  mendicant
lectors  actually  did  kill  themselves  (conflicting  chronicle  accounts  of  the
nature of the execution of the former deacon at Oxford caution us to remain
skeptical), their deaths might be interpreted as attesting to the persistence of
a Jewish ethos of “active martyrdom” (i.e., killing oneself for God) during
the fourteenth century—a period by which kiddush ha-Shem (sanctifying the
name of God through martyrdom) less frequently involved taking one’s own
life.96 The deaths of these two former mendicants—and Christian
representations of them—also might be understood as drawing on
contemporaneous Christian models of martyrdom, Including those
memorialized in narratives about fourteenth-century mendicant missionaries
in  Muslim  lands.97  At  the  same  time,  Winterthur’s  and  Korner’s  stories
evince the extreme stakes involved in Christian conversion to Judaism.

Violent death was not an inevitable consequence of conversion to
Judaism.  Some  converts  died  peacefully  as  Jews.  As  noted  above,  three
female  converts  to  Judaism  were  laid  to  rest  in  Jewish  cemeteries.  In
addition,  according  to  the  fifteenth-century  chronicle  of  the  French  jurist
Guillaume Bardin, a certain Perrot, who had “professed the Christian
religion from birth” and converted to Judaism a few years before 1278, was



buried by the Jews of Toulouse in their cemetery near the Château
Narbonnais  (a  castle  of  the  counts  of  Toulouse).  Perrot’s  case  did  not  end
well,  however.  When  the  representative  of  the  inquisitor  of  Toulouse,  the
Dominican Johannes de Frontlio, got wind of the affair, he had the consuls of
Toulouse undertake a criminal investigation. This resulted in the disinterment
and  public  burning  of  Perrot’s  corpse.98  Documents  from  the  Cairo  Geniza
reveal that some earlier European Christians who converted to Judaism fled
to  Muslim  North  Africa  to  escape  Christian  persecution.  One  such  convert
traveled  first  to  Damascus  and  then  to  Jerusalem,  whence  he  planned  to
continue on to Egypt.99 Another went from southern Italy to Aleppo, Baghdad,
Damascus, and Jerusalem, before arriving in Egypt.100 Andreas “fled from the
Christians  who  were  seeking  to  slay  him”  in  Bari  to  Constantinople,  and
from Constantinople to Egypt.101 The woman who was redeemed by Jews in
Najera appears to have traveled on to Egypt, as the letters about her were
found  in  the  Cairo  Geniza.  Like  this  woman,  some  other  converts  were
released by Christian officials in exchange for money. The responsa of the
tosafist  Meir  ben  Barukh  of  Rothenburg  (Maharam,  d.  1293)  discuss  two
such instances that transpired in thirteenth- century German lands. In the first,
a  Jewish  community  ransomed  a  convert  for  thirty  zekukim.  In  the  second,
Christians heavily fined a convert.102

In still other cases, Christian authorities succeeded in bringing Christians
who had converted to Judaism back to Christianity. The Passau Anonymous
claimed personally to have “detained and called [his informant] back to the
[Christian]  faith.”103  In  mid-thirteenth  century  Castile,  the  Siete  partidas
intimated  that  it  was  not  uncommon  for  Christian  apostates  to  return  to
Christianity. In fact, this law code defined an “apostate” as “a Christian who
became a Jew or a Muslim and who repented afterwards and returned to the
Christian faith.”104

Several  sources  grant  glimpses  of  the  procedure  whereby  repentant
Christian  apostates  were  reconciled  to  the  church.  The  Passau  Anonymous
specified  that  he  and  his  Dominican  brethren  had  sent  the  man  who  later
became  his  informant  to  Rome,  where  the  pope  reconciled  him  to  the
church.105 Only the pope and churchmen whom the pope authorized to act in
his stead had the authority to formally absolve the sin of Christian apostasy.
Thus, In Barcelona in 1316, Bishop Ponç de Gualba and the inquisitor Joan
Llotger  requested  permission  to  absolve  Johana,  who  had  been  “made  a



Jew.”  They  wrote  that  they  “anxiously  sought  that  [Johana]  be  canonically
reconciled  [to  the  church].”106  The  records  of  a  1255  church  council  in
Valencia clarified that individuals who had been baptized and confirmed and
who  subsequently  became  Muslims  or  Jews  but  who  afterward  wished  to
return to Christianity did not require rebaptism or reconfirmation. Contrition
and reconciliation administered by an authorized bishop sufficed.107

Thirteenth-century pontificals (books containing the rites to be performed by
bishops)—including the pontifical of William Durand, which was composed
between  1292  and  1295,  while  Durand  was  bishop  of  Mende  in  southern
France—preserve the liturgy for “reconciling schismatic or heretical
apostates.” Bishops were to lead the repentant sinner into a church and say to
him or her: “Enter the church of God from which you heedlessly wandered
and  realize  that  you  have  escaped  the  snares  of  death.  Abhor  idols  [and]
repudiate  every”—at  which  point  bishops  were  to  insert  either  “heretical,
pagan [i.e., Muslim], or Jewish”—“distortion or superstition.” 108 According
to the Siete partidas, apostates who returned to Christianity deserved some
kind  of  penalty.  “Although  [such  a  person  might]  repent,”  this  law  code
stated, “he [should] not remain without punishment for he … made a mockery
of the [Christian] laws.”109

The Christian desire to bring Christian apostates back to Christianity and
the actual returns to Christianity of some Christian apostates point to
additional parallels between Jewish and Christian approaches to and
experiences  of  religious  conversion.  As  Chapter  4  shows,  In  spite  of  the
great  risks  involved,  Jews  sought  to  bring  some  Jewish  apostates  back  to
Judaism.  Like  Christians,  Jews  sometimes  pressured  apostates  to  return  to
their former faith, they administered formal rituals of return, and they
assigned acts of penance to returnees. These structural parallels attest to the
great  significance of  apostasy  for  both  Christians  and  Jews,  In spite of  the
dramatic power imbalance between Christians and Jews and the great
disparity in scope between Christian apostasy to Judaism and Jewish
apostasy to Christianity.

Moreover, the fact that some Christian apostates returned to Christianity
and, as Chapter 4 shows, many Jewish apostates returned to Judaism
provides  insight  into  the  instability  of  religious  affiliation  in  high  and  late
medieval Europe. It was not merely the case that a small number of
Christians converted to Judaism and many more Jews converted to



Christianity. It was also the case that some converts’ religious peregrinations
continued after a conversion, sometimes leading back to their initial point of
departure.  Some  converts  continued  to  vacillate  even  after  they  formally
returned  to  their  faith  of  origin.  The  Passau  Anonymous  reported  that  his
informant—who  had  converted  from  Christianity  to  Judaism  and  whom  the
pope reconciled to the church in Rome—subsequently “returned to the vomit
of unbelief [i.e., Judaism]” (Prov. 26:11; 2 Pet. 2:22).110

The willingness of male converts to Judaism to endure circumcision, of
all  converts  to  risk  arrest  and  execution,  and  of  some  converts  to  resist
Christian  efforts  to  reconcile  them  to  the  church  and  to  actually  undergo
execution  suggests  that  many  converts  were  profoundly  committed  to  Jews
and  Judaism.  A  passage  in  the  Sefer Niẓẓaḥon  Yashan  noted  that  it  was
unthinkable that Christians would have been willing to suffer so greatly for
the sake of “taking refuge under the wings of the Divine Presence unless they
knew for certain that their faith [i.e., Christianity] [wa]s without foundation
and  that  it  [wa]s  all  a  lie,  vanity,  and  emptiness.”111  Undoubtedly,  some
Christian observers feared that this was true. Therefore, although Christian
conversions  to  Judaism  were  few  in  number,  their  import  should  not  be
underestimated. Every case—and especially cases involving learned
churchmen—had the potential to fuel Christian concerns about the vitality of
Judaism  and  stir  Christian  doubts  about  the  intrinsic  merits  and  success  of
Christianity.

Jews as Agents of Conversion to Judaism

Jewish participation in ushering born Christians into the Jewish fold
strengthened  the  erroneous  conviction  of  some  Christians  that  Jews  were
intent on turning Christians into Jews. According to classical and medieval
rabbinic  authorities,  Jewish  conversion  procedure—giyyur—was  a  highly
structured process that an official Jewish body supervised. A rabbinic court
made up of three men who were upstanding and unrelated to one another was
to oversee its main components—the acceptance of the commandments of the
Torah,  circumcision,  and  ritual  immersion  for  men;  the  acceptance  of  the
commandments and ritual immersion for women.112



Normative Jewish texts assigned Jewish women key roles in the
conversion rituals for female candidates. For instance, Jewish women were
to oversee the ritual immersions of women. The post-talmudic tractate Gerim
1:1 specified: “A man immerses a man; a woman immerses a woman.” The
thirteenth-century tosafist Moses ben Jacob of Coucy (1200–1260)
explained: “Women escort [the female candidate] into the water … and then
she immerses in front of [the men who tell her some of the commandments],
and [then the men] turn around and go out so that they do not see her when she
comes  out  of  the  water.”113  The  paragraph  on  the  laws  for  women  who
convert to Judaism in Kelalei ha-Milah specified that Jewish women placed
the  female  candidate  in  water  up  to  her  neck  while  two  scholars  or  two
eminent community members stood outside, as “it would not be decent [for
the men] to see [the female candidate] naked.” From outside, the men taught
the female candidate about some difficult and easy commandments as well as
about the world to come. Inside the bathhouse, the Jewish women taught her
about  the  laws  of  ritual  purity.114  When,  In  1316,  the  bishop  of  Barcelona
wrote about Johana’s conversion to Judaism, he mentioned that two Jewish
women from Castile named Huruceta and Vilida had been accused of
“providing  counsel,  help,  and  support  in  the  error  of  [Johana’s]  wicked
conduct.” Possibly, Huruceta and Vilida had assisted with Johana’s
immersion and instruction.115

In addition to overseeing conversion candidates’ acceptance of the
commandments, their circumcisions, and their immersions, Jews also
sheltered and fed conversion candidates, often for extended periods of time.
For  men,  a  considerable  interval  could  elapse  between  circumcision  and
immersion.  The  Babylonian  Talmud  specified  that  arrangements  were  not
made for a male candidate’s immersion until he had healed from his
circumcision, as “water might irritate the wound.” 116 The author of Kelalei
ha-Milah added that Jews helped the circumcised candidate to heal from his
circumcision just as Jews cared for a circumcised baby.117

Following the completion of the conversion process, Jews enabled
converts to become integrated into the Jewish community in numerous ways.
Jewish men and women married converts. In addition, some Jews engaged
with converts financially. According to the Sefer ha-Yashar (Book of
Righteousness)  of  Rabbenu  Tam,  for  instance,  a  convert  who  lived  in  the
home of the brother of the twelfth-century tosafist Moses of Pontoise



entrusted the large sum of thirty-seven pounds to his mentor with the
understanding  that  they  would  invest  it  together.118  Some  Jews  welcomed
converts’  engagement  in  the  religious  life  of  the  Jewish  community.  Some
scholars—including  the  tosafists  Isaac  ben  Samuel  of  Dampierre  and  Joel
ben  Isaac  ha-Levi  of  Bonn  (d.  ca.  1200)—approved  of  converts  leading
communal prayers.119 Rabbenu Tam actually encouraged a particular convert
to  lead  grace  after  meals.120  The  Nuremberg  Memorbuch  shows  that  some
converts participated in pious practices such as the making of the bequests.
As noted, “Marat Guta the convert” and “Marat Pesslin daughter of our father
Abraham”  both  made  charitable  bequests  “for  the  sakes  of  their  souls.”
Marat Guta designated 0.75 pounds for the upkeep of the communal cemetery.
This was a small donation; the average donation for women was 2.9 pounds.
Marat  Pesslin  made  a  remarkably  large  donation,  suggesting  that  she  was
well off. She designated 3 pounds for the care of the sick, 3 pounds for the
upkeep of the cemetery, 2 pounds for synagogue lighting, and 2 pounds for the
education  of  children.  Two  male  converts  made  modest  bequests  for  the
sakes of their souls. The average donation for men was 7.3 pounds. “Jacob
son of our father Abraham” designated 1 pound for the cemetery; “Isaac son
of our father Abraham” designated 1.5 pounds for the education of
children.121

In  addition,  Jews  provided  destitute  converts  with  material  support.
Female converts whose husbands died or abandoned them were especially
likely  to  rely  on  Jewish  charity.  Jewish  communities  in  northern  Spain
provided for the female convert who had married Rabbi David of Narbonne,
after  her  husband  was  killed  in  a  spate  of  anti-Jewish  violence.  Jewish
charity  also  sustained  the  thirteenth-century  convert  from  Christian  Europe
named Rachel, whose husband left her in Alexandria. In a letter to the judge
Elijah ben Zechariah that is preserved in the Cairo Geniza, Rachel explained
that, after she gave birth to two daughters, Joseph “went away and did not
leave  her  a  thing.”  Rachel  maintained  that  Joseph’s  mother  was  pressuring
him  to  take  a  second  wife.  “Who  is  this  Jew  who  thinks  it  is  permitted  to
leave  his  small  daughters?”  she  cried.  Rachel  assured  the  judge  that  the
Jewish  community  had  “made  every  effort”  to  help  her,  but  she  asked  in
desperation “until when [she] could remain a burden on the community.”122

During the eleventh and twelfth centuries, some of the foremost Jewish
scholars  developed  personal  relationships  with  particular  converts.  The



earliest known tosafist, Isaac ben Asher ha-Levi of Speyer (Riba, d. 1133),
housed a convert.123 Rabbenu Tam did, as well.124 According to the Sefer ha-
Yashar of Rabbenu Tam, the brother of Moses of Pontoise, who lodged and
went  into  business  with  a  convert,  taught  this  convert  Torah  and  Mishnah
“night and day.”125 The tosafist Eliezer ben Joel ha-Levi of Bonn reported in
the name of his father that a particular convert claimed that Jewish scholars
in Speyer lent him a Latin Bible to help him study Torah as he “did not know
the  holy  language”  (i.e.,  Hebrew).  This  convert  explained:  “The  sages  of
Speyer lent me books belonging to [Christian] priests to copy.”126

Significantly, Jews supported converts in all of these ways—supervising
their instruction, circumcisions, and immersions; sheltering and feeding them;
marrying them; engaging with them financially; welcoming them into Jewish
religious life; providing for them in times of need; and studying with them—
at  great  risk.  During  the  thirteenth  and  fourteenth  centuries,  bishops  and
inquisitors  prosecuted  individual  Jews  and  entire  Jewish  communities  in
England, northern and southern France, German lands, northern and southern
Italy,  Catalonia,  and  Aragon  on  charges  of  abetting  Christian  apostasy  to
Judaism.

On  several  occasions,  Christians  put  such  Jews  to  death.  According  to
the  chronicle  of  Guillaume  Bardin,  for  instance,  In  1278,  the  inquisitorial
representative Johannes de Frontlio initiated a criminal investigation against
the  Jews  of  Toulouse  and  a  certain  Rabbi  Isaac  Males  who  allegedly
personally “accepted the abjuration [of Christianity]” of the Christian
convert  to  Judaism  named  Perrot.  Johannes  de  Frontlio  condemned  Rabbi
Males  and  turned  him  over  to  the  city  consuls  who  had  him  burned  at  the
stake.127  Jews  may  have  been  put  to  death  on  account  of  their  involvement
with  converts  also  during  the  third  quarter  of  the  thirteenth  century  in
southern Germany. Directly prior to listing three converts to Judaism whom
Christians executed during this period—“Abraham son of our father
Abraham  of  Augsburg,”  “Abraham  son  of  our  father  Abraham  of  France,”
and “Isaac son of our father Abraham of Würzburg”—the Nuremberg
Memorbuch  listed  several  born  Jews  as  martyrs:  Moses  son  of  Simon;
Samson  son  of  Solomon;  Gershom  son  of  Yekutiel  “and  a  young  man  from
France”;  Isaac  son  of  Abraham,  “burned  for  the  sanctification  of  God”;
Rabbi  Isaac  son  of  Asher,  with  his  wife  Dolca,  “burned  for  the  unity  of
God”;  the young Isaac son of Joseph, who  “died in torture at the wheel in



expiation for the community of Würzburg”; and Ephraim son of Samuel the
Hazan, “who died as a martyr by fire.” 128 The grouping of these born Jews
together with three converts to Judaism in a single paragraph in the
Memorbuch raises the possibility that all of these deaths were interrelated.
Possibly, Christians executed these particular Jews because they had
facilitated the conversions of—or otherwise supported—the converts
together with whom they were listed.

In other cases, Christian authorities stopped short of executing Jews but
imposed harsh penalties. In 1284 in Lombardy, for example, the Dominican
inquisitor Florio da Vicenza demanded the confiscation of all of the
possessions  of  two  Jews  named  Leazaro  and  Isaac  da  Pesaro  for  having,
among  other  things,  “recently  led  to  Judaism  a  Christian  cleric  named
Solomon Pisano who was born of Christians [and for having] received and
Judaized [him] in synagogue.”129 During the second decade of the fourteenth
century, Inquisitors and bishops fined, confiscated the property of, and exiled
Jews  in  Catalonia  and  Mallorca  for  allegedly  “having  offered  aid  and
counsel to two German Christians who asserted that they wished to leave the
Catholic  faith  and  convert  to  the  Jewish  sect.”  It  is  possible  that  these
candidates were affiliated with the circles of Asher ben Yeḥiel (Rosh, ca.
1250–1328) and other students of Meir of Rothenburg, who moved from the
Rhineland  to  Toledo  around  this  time.  As  a  result  of  this  investigation,
Christians also turned a synagogue in Mallorca into a Christian chapel.130

This case points to another type of link that could exist between
individuals  who  converted  to  and  from  Judaism,  respectively.  As  noted
above, Jewish converts to Christianity sometimes denounced Christian
converts to Judaism to Christian authorities, and Christian converts to
Judaism sometimes responded to the polemical arguments of Jewish converts
to Christianity. The events surrounding the conversions to Judaism of these
two German Christians reveal that, In addition, conversions in one direction
between Judaism and Christianity could indirectly prompt conversions in the
other direction: In order to reduce the fines that they had incurred on charges
of facilitating the conversions of the two German Christians, three Jews from
Tarragona converted to Christianity.131

Finally, In some instances, Christian authorities exonerated Jews, likely
in exchange for money (just as some Christians allowed Christian converts to



Judaism  to  go  unpunished  in  exchange  for  payment).  In  1316,  for  instance,
Ponç  de  Gualba  exonerated  the  Jewish  men  and  women  who  had  been
accused  of  leading  Johana  to  convert  to  Judaism.  He  declared:  “We  were
able  to  find  nothing  against  the  previously  named  Jews  …  that  blackened
their status or reputation…. For that reason … we hold and inwardly deem
them to be innocent.”132

Some outcomes of Christian prosecutions of Jews on charges of abetting
Christian  apostasy  to  Judaism  are  unknown.  For  example,  it  is  not  known
what  ultimately  happened  in  a  case  referred  to  in  a  responsum  by  the
thirteenth-century  scholar Ḥayim  Eliezer  (the  son  of  Isaac  ben  Moses  of
Vienna  [ca.  1200–1270]  and  a  student  of  Meir  of  Rothenburg).  In  this
instance,  a  Jewish  community  was  placed  under  the  threat  of  physical
persecution on account of the actions of a certain Rabbi Isaac, who was said
to have “circumcised converts.”133

To  some  Christian  observers,  Jews’  willingness  to  risk  their  lives  by
facilitating conversions to Judaism and supporting converts likely
demonstrated  that  Jews  were  intent  on  converting  Christians  to  Judaism.
Perpetuating  this  view,  the  Passau  Anonymous  reported  that  Jews  lavished
converts with material comforts. He claimed that his informant told him that
Jews  cherished  converts  and  enriched  them.134  To  be  sure,  some  Jews
believed  that  it  was  a  divine  mandate  to  accept  exceptionally  driven  and
devout conversion candidates into the Jewish fold. This stance was a far cry,
however, from active proselytizing. There is no evidence that high and late
medieval  Jews  reached  out  to  born  Christians  and  sought  to  draw  them  to
Judaism.

Jewish Ambivalence

In fact, many Jews were reluctant to perform conversions. In conformity with
rabbinic  tradition,  medieval  Jewish  authorities  stressed  that  prospective
converts  whom  Jews  agreed  to  take  on  as  conversion  candidates  should  a
priori be deeply committed to converting to Judaism. 135 In addition, Jewish
authorities  perpetuated  the  rabbinic  prescription  to  discourage  prospective
conversion candidates. Kelalei ha-Milah instructed Jews to greet
prospective converts with a particularly severe slew of admonitions. First,



citing  the  major  eighth-  or  ninth-century  Babylonian  legal  code  Halakhot
Gedolot (Great [Compilation of] Laws), this practical guide instructed Jews
to  proceed  as  recommended  in  Yevamot  47a:  “[When]  a  [prospective]
convert comes to convert,” Kelalei ha-Milah taught, “one says to him: ‘Why
do you wish to convert and join a lowly nation like Israel? Do you not know
that Israel at this time is despised, sick and eroded in exile?’” Next, Kelalei
ha-Milah quoted the foreboding maxim, mentioned above, that appears four
times in the Babylonian Talmud: “Proselytes are as difficult for Israel as a
sore  on  the  skin.”136  Finally,  Incorporating  a  tradition  articulated  in  the
aggadic  midrash  on  Ruth,  Ruth  Rabbah  (redacted  during  or  after  the  sixth
century CE),137 Kelalei ha-Milah instructed that if, at this stage, the
prospective  convert  still  wished  to  convert,  Jews  were  to  turn  him  or  her
away three times.138

The copy of the court deposition preserved in the Cairo Geniza that tells
of  the  two  sisters  who  were  converted  to  Judaism  by  Jewish  travelers  in
Europe portrays the practice of discouraging prospective converts in action.
According to this document, the Jewish travelers sought to deter these two
sisters  from  converting  to  Judaism.  They  allegedly  told  them:  “Know,  our
sisters,  that  it  is  not  easy  to  be  with  us  in  the  community  of  Israel.  It  is
difficult. The yoke of heaven is upon us [i.e., we are bound by the
commandments],  and  we  are  despised  and  hated  and  tortured  by  all  the
nations. You are not able to bear all of these conditions. It would be better
for  you  that  you  be with your  brothers  and your  people.”139  This document
may reveal more about what its Jewish authors wanted their Jewish
audiences  in  Fustat  to  believe  about  the  conversions  they  described  than
about the actual conversions. Its authors likely depicted these conversions—
which  had  transpired  far  away,  In  Europe—in  idealized  terms  in  order  to
ensure  that  local  Jewish  authorities  would  deem  them  valid.  At  the  very
least,  however,  this  deposition  attests  to  the  endurance  of  the  ideal  of
discouraging conversions to Judaism.

Attesting further to an ethos of ambivalence toward conversion to
Judaism, medieval Jewish authors emphasized that opportunities for
conversion candidates to abandon the conversion process were woven into
the process of giyyur. Echoing a line in Yevamot 47b and a similar line in
Gerim 1:1, Kelalei ha-Milah matter-of-factly stated that prospective
converts who came to inquire about conversion were free to walk away. “If



[upon hearing Jews’ admonitions, the prospective convert] withdraws,” the
text declared, “let him withdraw.” In addition, Jews were to give male and
female  candidates  an  opportunity  to  abandon  the  conversion  process  after
notifying them about some of the commandments. Again following Yevamot
47b,  which  specified  that  the  purpose  of  informing  prospective  converts
about  some  of  the  commandments  was  to  give  them  the  opportunity  to
withdraw from the conversion process, Kelalei ha-Milah interjected: “if, at
this point, [the candidate] should [decide to] withdraw [from the conversion
process] … let him withdraw.” 140 In its paragraph on conversion procedure
for women, Kelalei ha-Milah repeated that it was acceptable at this point for
a female prospective convert to withdraw from the conversion process. 141 In
his  collection  of  responsa,  the  Even  ha-Ezer  (Stone  of  Help),  the  tosafist
Eliezer  ben  Nathan  of  Mainz  (Raban,  1090–1170)  treated  the  instructional
phase  of  the  conversion  process  as  an  opportunity  for  Jews  to  discourage
conversion. He explained that, when a prospective convert withdrew
because  of  the  strictness  of  the  Torah,  it  was  for  the  best.142  In  his Sefer
Miẓvot Gadol (Semag), Moses ben Jacob of Coucy contended that this initial
instruction  in  Jewish  law  was  in  fact  intended  to  dissuade  conversion
candidates from completing the conversion process. He added that it
provided prospective converts with fair warning about the duties that would
be incumbent upon them as Jews. The candidate was to be told about some of
the commandments, he explained, so that he or she should not later say: “Had
I known this, I would not have converted.”143

Jewish reluctance to accept converts derived not only from adherence to
rabbinic tradition. It was informed also by the great perils to personal and
communal security surveyed above. As noted, Kelalei  ha-Milah stated
plainly that present-day conversions were “life-threatening.”144 Sefer
Ḥasidim told of a prospective convert who “came to convert [to Judaism]
and who accepted all of the commandments … and asked to be circumcised”
but  who  was  not  yet  circumcised  because  “the  people  of  the  city  were
afraid.”145 In his collection of sermons, the Malmad ha-Talmidim (Teacher of
the Disciples/Goad to the Students), the thirteenth-century translator of
Averroes, Jacob ben Abba Mari Anatoli, who lived in Naples, warned that,
“in [his] day, conversions to Judaism brought danger.” Anatoli advised Jews



to tell prospective converts to follow the seven Noahide commandments until
they found a safe place to convert to Judaism.146

Medieval rabbinic authorities additionally expressed concerns about the
potential impact of accepting converts on standards of religious observance
and the purity of Jewish lineage. In the late eleventh century, In his
commentary on the Talmud, Rashi warned that converts were “difficult as a
sore”  because  they  retained  their  non-Jewish  ways  and  did  not  know  the
details of the commandments. As a result, Rashi explained, converts lowered
the standards of Jewish religious observance. (As noted above, In the twelfth
century,  “Abraham  the  convert”  interpreted  this  dictum  very  differently.)
Moreover,  Rashi  maintained,  converts’  religious  missteps  risked  bringing
divine punishment upon the entire Jewish community, as Jews were
considered  responsible  for  each  other’s  sins.147  In  twelfth-century  northern
France,  Isaac  ben  Samuel  of  Dampierre  warned  that  converts  were  “as
difficult as a sore” because they alienated the Shekhinah (Divine Presence)
from the Jewish community. Isaac ben Samuel of Dampierre explained that
the Shekhinah conferred itself only upon Jewish families “of pedigree,” and
converts were of lesser status.148

In  sum,  against  medieval  Christian  contentions  that  Jews  were  bent  on
turning Christians into Jews, extant evidence indicates that Jewish authorities
accepted converts cautiously, In keeping with rabbinic tradition and
concerned  about  communal  security  and  integrity.  Christian  suspicions  and
surveillance undoubtedly made Jews even less likely to accept converts than
they might have been otherwise, further widening the gap between the actual
nature of Jewish involvement in conversions to Judaism and Christian
construals of Jewish attitudes and behaviors.

* * *

Extant  sources  limit  what  can  be  known  about  Christian  conversion  to
Judaism in high and late medieval Europe. It is clear, however, that, during
the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, a small but diverse group of European
Christians converted to Judaism. These men and women included
emancipated  slaves  of  Jews  as  well  as  individuals  of  other  ranks.  Thus,
during the very centuries that witnessed an intensification of Christian anti-
Judaism, some Christians found either particular Jews or Judaism so deeply



attractive  that  they  risked  their  lives  to  become  one  with  them.  These
observations  indicate  that  Jewish-Christian  conversion  in  Christian  Europe
was  bidirectional,  even  if  asymmetrically  so.  They  demonstrate  also  that
individuals’ affective and intellectual inclinations sometimes propelled
personal choices, such as conversion to Judaism, that defied Christian social,
religious, and legal norms.

Knowledge  of  these  conversions  to  Judaism  deepens  understandings  of
contemporaneous Christian alarm about Christian apostasy to Judaism.
Christian  authorities  were  aware  that  some  born  Christians  apostatized  to
Judaism at great risk and that these apostates included respected leaders of
the  Christian  flock.  Relatives  and  former  associates  of  Christian  apostates
tried to bring some of these men and women back to Christianity, as did the
Christian officials before whom apostates appeared in judgment, with mixed
results.  Christians  witnessed  how  some  apostates  publicly  embraced  death
for the sake of Judaism. In short, although instances of Christian apostasy to
Judaism  were  rare,  their  implications  and  possible  repercussions  were
significant.  Illustrating  the  instability  of  Christian  identity  and  the  enduring
attractiveness of Jews and Judaism to some Christians, they fueled Christian
insecurities  and  threatened  to  alienate  additional  members  of  the  Christian
flock.

Christians were  aware  also  that Jewish men and women facilitated the
conversions of born Christians to Judaism and integrated these converts into
their  communities.  Predisposed  to  view  Jews  as  scheming  enemies,  many
Christians likely understood Jewish support for converts as confirmation that
Jews were intent on drawing born Christians to Judaism. In fact, however,
Jews were ambivalent about accepting converts. The link between Christian
concerns about Jews as agents of Christian apostasy, then, and actual Jewish
involvement  in  Christian  conversions  to  Judaism  was  quite  tenuous.  As
Chapters 4 and 5 show, however, and as the Norwich circumcision case may
demonstrate, the connection between Christian concerns about Jews as agents
of Christian apostasy and another phenomenon that Christians labeled
“Christian apostasy to Judaism” may have been stronger.

Considering the experiences of born Christians who converted to
Judaism and of the Jews who helped them sheds light on the
interconnectedness of conversions to and from Judaism in medieval
Christendom.  Chapter  1  revealed  connections  between  conversions  to  and



from Judaism in the minds of popes, Inquisitors, and other Christian authors
who  acknowledged the  existence  of  both  phenomena  and  pondered  the
theoretical  links  between  them.  This  chapter  has  pointed  to  connections
between conversions to and from Judaism in daily life. It has shown that the
experiences of Christian converts to Judaism sometimes paralleled those of
Jewish converts to Christianity: Learned and high-ranking male converts to
and from Judaism were particularly prized by the communities they joined as
testaments to the truth and superiority of their new faiths. A subset of male
converts  in  both  directions  participated  in  polemics  against  their  former
faiths  and  thus  came  to  “man”  the  front  lines  of  Jewish-Christian  rivalry.
Some converts in both directions were pressured by their former
coreligionists to return to their former communities; they underwent formal
rites of return and performed acts of penance. These parallels indicate that,
In spite of the implications of Jewish minority status, converts to and from
Judaism  could  have  much  in  common.  They  all  were  individuals  whose
present conditions were shaped by their outsider origins and for whom the
possibility of returning to those origins lingered. They all were individuals
also  whose  religious  status  was  especially  ideologically  significant  to  the
communities they joined and left behind.

In addition to delineating parallels between the experiences of converts
to  and  from  Judaism,  this  chapter  has  begun  to  show  that  the  stories  of
converts to and from Judaism often intertwined. Individuals who moved from
Judaism to Christianity denounced individuals who moved from Christianity
to  Judaism,  sometimes  leading  to  their  arrest.  The  polemical  attacks  of  a
Jewish convert to Christianity could elicit rebuttals from a Christian convert
to  Judaism.  Jews  could  convert  to  Christianity  to  mitigate  the  punishments
they incurred for supporting Christian converts to Judaism. Indeed, the story
of medieval conversion to Judaism cannot be told in isolation from the story
of medieval conversion to Christianity.



 

Chapter 4

Return to Judaism

Alongside the conversions to Judaism of a small number of born Christians,
another arena of lived experience fueled Christian concerns about apostasy
to  Judaism—namely,  the  return  to  Judaism  of  Jews  who  had  converted  to
Christianity.  The  latter  phenomenon  likely  was  more  vivid  in  Christians’
minds as it was far more common. I suggest that the determination of some
Jews  to  re-Judaize  particular  apostates—which  contrasted  starkly  with  the
absence of Jewish efforts to encourage born Christians to convert to Judaism
—may have informed Christian beliefs about Jewish proselytizing generally.
In  addition,  the  ways  that  conversion  and  return  to  Judaism  merged  in  the
minds of leading churchmen may help to explain the terms in which
Christians framed their concerns about apostasy to Judaism. These dynamics
are essential to grasping how fact and fantasy both shaped Christian
constructions of Jews as agents of Christian apostasy. Chapter 5 shows that
they  are  key  also  to  uncovering  a  possible  social  context  that  could  have
sparked Master Benedict’s accusation.

To  Jews,  conversion  and  return  to  Judaism  differed  fundamentally.  In
fact, no single Hebrew term encompassed both the conversion to Judaism of
a non-Jew (giyyur) and the return to Judaism of a Jewish apostate (ḥazarah
bi-teshuvah). 1 In eleventh-century northern France, Rashi famously insisted
that  Jewish  apostates  were  still  Jews  according  to  Jewish  law;  therefore,
they were obligated to repent and reembrace Judaism.2 In addition to
differing  in  the  eyes  of  Jewish  law,  conversion  and  reversion  differed  in



terms of their social implications. Born Christians who converted to Judaism
typically did not have deep preexisting ties to the Jewish community. Jewish
apostates,  by  contrast,  had  Jewish  roots  and  complex  personal  bonds  with
their  former  coreligionists.  To  Christian  authorities,  however,  conversion
and return to Judaism were fundamentally similar. According to canon law,
Jews who had been baptized were fully Christian, even in almost all cases in
which they were baptized under duress. It followed that returning to Judaism
constituted an act of Christian apostasy—a total repudiation of the Christian
faith—just like born Christian conversion to Judaism.

In order to elucidate the similarities and differences between conversion
and  return  to  Judaism  and  probe  the  ramifications  of  Christian  authorities’
association  of  these  two  phenomena,  this  chapter  surveys  the  dynamics  of
return  to  Judaism  in  medieval Europe.  It  focuses first on the identities and
motivations of Jewish converts to Christianity who returned to Judaism and
then  on  Jewish  involvement  in  re-Judaizing  Jewish  apostates.  Throughout,
this chapter assesses the extent of Christian knowledge of these dynamics and
the spectrum of Christian responses to them. In so doing, this chapter—like
other chapters in this book—navigates an uneven aggregation of Jewish and
Christian sources. It grapples additionally with interpreting the intriguing but
unreliable claims of Jewish converts to Christianity about Jewish re-
Judaization  efforts—claims  that  may  be  more  or  less  accurate  or  that  may
have been fabricated or embellished in order to harm Jews. On account of
these challenges, the pages that follow often raise more questions than they
answer.  At  the  same  time,  however,  they  further  illuminate  the  nature  of
movement  between  Judaism  and  Christianity  in  high  and  late  medieval
Christendom,  Illustrating  more  fully  its  bidirectionality  and  fluidity  and
revealing additional parallels and links between diverse religious
trajectories.

Regretting Conversion to Christianity

In  late  twelfth-,  thirteenth-,  and  fourteenth-century  Christendom,  well  over
one thousand Jews were baptized under a spectrum of circumstances, ranging
from brute force to variously motivated personal choice.3 Jewish and
Christian sources indicate that a significant number of these men and women



subsequently sought to rejoin the Jewish community and resume life as Jews.
Some  of  these  individuals  had  never  ceased  to  consider  themselves  Jews.
The Jewish crusade chronicle of Solomon bar Samson, which cast Rhineland
Jews in a pious light, claimed that hundreds of Jews who were baptized amid
the anti-Jewish violence of the First Crusade did their utmost to continue to
live as Jews. It maintained that these converts “examined meat according to
the regulations of the sages. They did not drink ‘wine of libation’ [i.e., wine
touched  by non-Jews].  They  rarely  went  to  church.  And when they did  go,
they went out of great duress and fear…. The non-Jews themselves knew that
[these  Jews]  had  not  converted  wholeheartedly,”  the  chronicle  states,  “but
only out of fear of the crusaders. They knew that [these Jews] did not believe
in [the Christians’] deity but that, Instead, they clung to the fear of the Lord
and held fast to the sublime God, creator of heaven and earth.”4 The Christian
chronicler  Roger  of  Hoveden  (d.  1201)  wrote  about  an  individual  Jewish
convert  to  Christianity  who  never  ceased  to  identify  as  a  Jew.  Roger  of
Hoveden related that, one day after a Jewish moneylender named Benedict
chose  baptism  over  death  during  the  anti-Jewish  riots  that  surrounded  the
coronation  of  King  Richard  I  in  1189,  Benedict  identified  himself  before
King Richard as “Benedict, your Jew from York.” Roger of Hoveden
reported that Benedict “returned to the Jewish depravity.”5 The records of an
inquisitorial trial that transpired in 1320 in Pamiers document similar
behavior on the part of a Jewish scholar named Baruch, who was baptized
amid  the  anti-Jewish  violence  of  the  Shepherds’  Crusade  (1320).  Baruch
declared before inquisitor Jacques Fournier that “he wished to live as a Jew
and  not  as  a  Christian,  as  he  did  not  consider  himself  to  be  a  Christian.”
Baruch explained that he had accepted baptism “only to survive the
moment.”6

Jewish  and  Christian  sources  indicate  that  other  Jewish  apostates  who
sought  to  return  to  Judaism  initially  desired  baptism  for  one  reason  or
another but became disillusioned by life as Jewish converts to Christianity,
which often involved poverty and other challenges. 7 The legal compendium
of Isaac ben Moses of Vienna (Riaz, ca. 1200–1270), known as the Sefer Or
Zaru’a (Light Is Sown [allusion to Ps. 97:11]), told, for instance, of a Jewish
handmaid in early thirteenth-century Hungary who ran away and converted to
Christianity when she was suspected of stealing. Subsequently, however, she
experienced a change of heart. After two years, she complained of abuse by



her  Christian  employer  and  she  sought  to  return  to  the  Jewish  community.8

The  record  of  an  inquisitorial  deposition  that  was  made  in  Toulon  around
1320 gave voice to the anguish of Jewish apostates of this kind. It quoted a
regretful  Jewish  apostate  as  having  confessed  before  the  tribunal  of  the
Franciscan  inquisitor  Bertrand  de  Cigoterio  that,  after  he  was  baptized,  he
“greatly suffered and lamented [his conversion to Christianity] and therefore
wished to return to Judaism.”9

Some repentant Jewish apostates returned to Judaism as inconspicuously
as  possible,  by  escaping  to  a  place  where  no  one  knew  them  and  there
resuming life as Jews. Thus, Isaac ben Samuel of Dampierre observed that
some apostates journeyed to “a different land [in order to] return [to
Judaism]” because they were “afraid of [being punished by] non-Jews.” 10 In
the late thirteenth-century, a repentant Jewish apostate wrote that it was well
known that destitute apostates went “to a place where they [we]re not known
and revert[ed there] to their origins.” 11 A responsum of the communal leader
of Barcelona Solomon ben Abraham ibn Aderet (Rashba, 1235–1310) tells
of  a  married  Jewish  woman  who  converted  to  Christianity  along  with  her
Jewish lover, was granted a divorce by her Jewish husband, and then moved
with her lover to Toledo, where this couple was known to “go out [in public]
as if they were Jews and husband and wife.”12

Christian authorities were aware that some Jewish converts to
Christianity returned to Judaism abroad. In a 1286 missive to the archbishop
of Canterbury and his suffragans, Pope Honorius IV complained that, among
those Jewish converts to Christianity who reverted to Judaism, some
wickedly  moved  to  another  town  where,  “unknown,  they  returned  to  their
unbelief.”13 In 1359, Pope Innocent VI wrote to the Franciscan inquisitor of
Provence  Bernard  Dupuy,  urging  him  to  apprehend  “some  Hebrews  who,
having abjured the error of Jewish blindness and been immersed in sacred
baptism, shortly thereafter returned to Jewish unbelief.” Innocent explained
that, “in order to avoid punishment, they fled [from the Comté Venaissin and
Provence] to other lands and kingdoms.” 14 In 1364, Pope Urban V wrote to
secular officials in southern France, exhorting them to assist the inquisitor of
Provence Hugo de Cardillon in detaining and punishing “quite a few people
of  both  sexes”  from  the  counties  of  Provence  and  Forcalquier  “who  came
from  Hebrew  blindness  to  the  light  of  the  Christian  faith  …  and  damnably
returned to that blindness.” Urban explained that these men and women had



“left those counties and flown to other lands” so that “justice would not be
able to be administered.”15

The  registers  of  Bishop  Ponç  de  Gualba  of  Barcelona  provide  further
evidence  that  Christian  authorities  were  aware  that  Jewish  converts  to
Christianity  returned  to  Judaism  abroad.  In  addition,  they  illustrate  how
conversions in one direction between Judaism and Christianity could unleash
a chain of passages between these two faiths. A safe conduct that Ponç de
Gualba  issued  in  1312  reveals  that  one  of  three  Tarragona  Jews  who
converted to Christianity to reduce their part of a communal penalty incurred
for sheltering two German converts to Judaism (as discussed in Chapter 3)
subsequently returned to Judaism. Benvenist Barzilay/Petrus fled with a son
named  Jucef  to  the  Barbary  Coast.  In  this  Muslim  environment,  where  he
could  revert  to  Judaism  with  impunity,  Benvenist  Barzilay/Petrus  resumed
life as a Jew. 16 Here, two Christian conversions to Judaism indirectly led to
three Jewish conversions to Christianity, at least one of which was reversed
when one Jewish apostate returned to Judaism.

Christian Responses to Renunciations of Christianity

The renunciation of Christianity by Jewish converts to Christianity alarmed
ecclesiastical  leaders.  According  to  church  teaching,  baptism  imprinted  a
permanent character on the soul. As such, it was irrevocable. The canon De
iudaeis  of  the  Fourth  Council  of  Toledo  (633),  which  the  twelfth-century
canon lawyer from Bologna known as Gratian incorporated into his
influential  collection  of  canon  law  known  as  the  Decretum,  specified  that
forced conversions—although undesirable—were binding. It declared: “It is
right that those who were forced … to become Christian be obliged to hold
the faith which they received, albeit by force or by necessity, lest the name of
the Lord be blasphemed and the faith which they have received considered
worthless.”17 In his summa on the Decretum (ca. 1188), the Italian canonist
Huguccio  of  Pisa  modified  this  view,  distinguishing  between  absolute  and
conditional  coercion.  He  argued  that  individuals  who  were  baptized  under
absolute coercion were not to be compelled to live as Christians. Huguccio’s
definition of “absolute coercion,” however, was extremely narrow. Baptizing
by absolute coercion involved pouring water over a physically constrained



person who never retroactively consented to baptism, not even tacitly—for
example, by receiving the Eucharist. Threatening a Jew with death or
physical  harm  did  not  constitute  “absolute  coercion.”18  Pope  Innocent  III
formally sanctioned this position in 1201 in the decretal Maiores, and nearly
all subsequent canonists adopted it, as well. 19 The result was an ethos that
deemed  essentially  all  baptisms  irreversible  and  essentially  all  baptized
Jews Christians. Illustrating this posture, In 1264, the inquisitorial tribunal in
Manosque,  Provence,  asked  a  woman  named  Regina/Raymbauda,  who  had
converted  from  Judaism  to  Christianity  but  who  subsequently  returned  to
Judaism, married a Jew, and bore and raised six children as Jews over the
course of fourteen years, to take a solemn oath, not on “the book of the Ten
Commandments,” but on the Gospels.20

On the principle that baptized Jews were Christians, the renunciation of
Christianity by a Jewish convert to Christianity constituted an act of Christian
apostasy. In the eyes of the church, the phenomenon of return to Judaism thus
significantly  increased  the  number  of  Christian  apostates  to  Judaism.  In
addition,  it  indicated  that  the  church  was  failing  to  retain  not  only  some
individuals  who  were  born  into  its  flock  but  also  some  of  the  Jewish
converts  whom  it  professed  so  dearly  to  covet,  as  discussed  in  Chapter 1.
The  phenomenon  of  return  to  Judaism  demonstrated  that  quite  a  few  of  the
church’s conversionary “victories” were, In fact, short-lived. For all of these
reasons,  the  renunciation  of  Christianity  by  Jewish  converts  to  Christianity
deepened Christian unease about the instability of Christian identity and the
merits  of  Christianity  versus  those  of  Judaism.  In  an  effort  to  prevent
instances in which Jewish converts to Christianity sought to return to Judaism
“like dogs to their vomit,” generations of popes urged bishops, abbots, and
other officials to provide for converts’ material well-being generously.21

The phenomenon of return to Judaism troubled ecclesiastical leaders all
the more insofar as it perdured in spite of the risks of arrest and execution.
To be sure, there is evidence from earlier in the Middle Ages that, In spite of
the  theological  gravity  of  the  offense  of  renouncing  Christianity,  not  all
Christian leaders were committed to stopping or punishing it. In fact, just as
some Christian laymen and clergy allowed Christian converts to Judaism to
live unmolested as Jews (usually in exchange for money, as noted in Chapter
3), some were willing to “sin against God” and even help to facilitate returns
to  Judaism.22  In  the  wake  of  the  massacres  and  forced  conversions  of  the



First  Crusade,  for  example,  Emperor  Henry  IV  permitted  forcibly  baptized
Jews to return to Judaism.23 This concession enraged the antipope Clement III
(ca. 1029–1100), who vigorously protested Henry’s decision to permit these
men and women to “apostatize and rot in the Jewish rite.” Clement deemed
the emperor’s decision “unheard of and utterly heinous.” 24 According to the
Sefer Zekhirah (Book of Remembrance) of Ephraim ben Jacob of Bonn (b.
1132), which recounts attacks on Jews in Germany, France, and England in
1147 during the Second Crusade, a priest who “took neither silver nor gold”
guided  Jews  who  had  been  forcibly  baptized  from  Germany  to  France  and
elsewhere  “so  that  they  might  return  to  their  Torah.”25  Roger  of  Hoveden
related that the archbishop of Canterbury and King Richard I acquiesced to
Benedict of York’s decision to return to Judaism, mentioned above. Instead
of declaring, as Roger stated that the archbishop should have, “we demand
that [Benedict/ William] be brought to a Christian trial as he has become a
Christian and now contradicts that fact,” the archbishop gruffly conceded: “If
he does not choose to be a Christian, let him be a man of the devil.”26

Other popes and kings, however, encouraged the prosecution of so-called
relapsi  (literally,  “backsliders”;  in  the  masculine  singular,  relapsus)  and
even initiated such proceedings themselves. In 1144 in Paris, King Louis VII
of France, for instance, reminded his subjects that “Jews who were reborn in
Christ through the grace of baptism and who presumed to fly back to their old
error” were to be punished with exile or capital or corporal punishment.27 At
the  First  Council  of  Lyon  (1245–47),  Pope  Innocent  IV  called  for  the
punishment, according to canon law, of “Jews who voluntarily received the
sacraments of the [Christian] faith and [then] fell back into the precipice of
their error.”28 King Henry III of England commenced proceedings against two
Jewish converts to Christianity who renounced Christianity. In 1245, pending
instructions  from  the  bishop  of  Lincoln  Robert  Grosseteste,  Henry  ordered
the capture and imprisonment of a “[Christian] apostate who had
[previously]  left  the  Jewish  rite,  been  baptized,  and  become  a  [Christian]
acolyte.”29 In 1247, Henry ordered the sheriff of Wiltshire to deliver to the
constable of the Tower of London a certain Solomon “who first was a Jew
and then was baptized and then again apostatized and returned to Judaism.”30

Ecclesiastical  efforts  to  prosecute  relapsi  intensified  during  the  third
quarter of the thirteenth century, when matters pertaining to Christian
apostasy  to  Judaism  came  under  the  jurisdiction  of  the  papal  inquisition.



Illustrating  how  closely  popes  and  inquisitors  associated  conversion  and
return to Judaism, papal and inquisitorial statements from this period
sometimes referred to conversion and return to Judaism as one and the same.
The bull Turbato corde, for instance, which Pope Clement IV issued in 1267,
referred  to  these  two  phenomena  without  distinguishing  between  them.  It
commissioned  inquisitors  to  join  in  prosecuting  “many  Christians,  who,
denying  the  truth  of  the  Catholic  faith,  [had]  damnably  gone  over  to  the
Jewish rite.” 31 Subsequent iterations of this bull (in 1274, 1288, and 1290)
specified that these “Christians” who “went over” to Judaism included both
Jewish  converts  to  Christianity  and  also  born  Christians—individuals  who
had “converted from the error of Jewish blindness to the light of the Christian
faith”  as  well  as  “many  Christians  who,  denying  the  truth  of  the  Catholic
faith,  wickedly  went  over  to  the  Jewish  rite.”32  This  clarification  suggests
that  Clement’s  original  wording—“Christians”—was  meant  to  denote  both
Jewish converts to Christianity and born Christians.

Manuals for inquisitors similarly initially elided conversion and return to
Judaism, and they similarly subsequently specified that they intended to refer
to both phenomena. An inquisitorial interrogation formula first attested
between 1250 and 1275 in northern France, for instance, Instructed
inquisitors to ask Jewish defendants whether they “knew any Christian who
Judaized.”33  When,  however,  In  the  1320s,  Bernard  Gui  incorporated  this
question  into  his  Practica  inquisitionis,  he  spelled  out  that  “Christian”  in
this  context  referred  to  both  born  Christians  and  also  Jewish  converts  to
Christianity. Gui instructed inquisitors to ask defendants whether they “knew
any  Christian  who  Judaized  or  who  had  been  Judaized  and  [whether  they
knew] any baptized person who was an apostate or had been re-Judaized.”34

During the late thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries, popes and
inquisitors referred to conversion and return to Judaism in the same breath on
other  occasions,  as  well.  In  1298,  In  the  bull  Contra  Christianos,  for
example, Pope Boniface VIII instructed inquisitors to proceed against
“Christians  who  went  over  or  returned  to  the  Jews”  as  against  heretics
(emphasis mine).35 Similarly, the abjuration formula that Bernard Gui
provided  for  Christian  apostates  to  Judaism  in  his  Practica  inquisitionis
included a promise to denounce to inquisitors both born Christians and also
Jewish converts to Christianity who apostatized to Judaism—“those apostate



Christians who had crossed over to the Jewish rite and those baptized Jews
who returned to the rite and vomit of Judaism.”36

During this period, Christian efforts to prosecute relapsi led to the same
range of consequences as Christian efforts to prosecute born Christians who
converted  to  Judaism.  Some  of  these  efforts  came  to  naught.  In  the  early
1280s,  for  example,  the  archbishop  of  Canterbury  John  Peckham  proved
unable to track down thirteen Jewish men and women who were suspected of
having  been  baptized  and  then,  “as  unbelieving  apostates,”  abandoned  the
Catholic  faith.  These  “false  Christians,”  as  Peckham  later  called  these
individuals,  took  refuge  among  Jews  in  London,  where  the  royal  writs  for
their arrest proved ineffective due to procedural technicalities.37

In  other  instances,  Inquisitors  caught  up  with  relapsi  only  after  their
deaths—as was sometimes the case with born Christians who had converted
to Judaism. Joseph Shatzmiller has argued that a letter by the noted Provençal
rabbi  Jacob  ben  Elijah  of  Venice  (formerly  of  Montpellier)  accused  Jacob
ben Elijah’s former student, the Jewish convert to Christianity Pablo
Christiani (formerly Saul of Montpellier) who served as the Christian
disputant at the Barcelona Disputation of 1263, of disinterring Jewish
converts  to  Christianity  who  had  returned  to  Judaism  and  been  buried  as
Jews. Shatzmiller contended that an elegy by the Italian poet Benjamin ben
Abraham (ca. 1215–95) referred to this practice, as well. Both of these texts
—Jacob ben Elijah’s letter and Benjamin ben Abraham’s elegy—referred to
Christians exhuming corpses from Jewish cemeteries, but they did not specify
whose  corpses  these  were.38  Additional  sources  leave  no  doubt  that  the
corpses  of  some  deceased  relapsi  were  disinterred  and  consigned  to  the
flames.  In  1312,  Bernard  Gui  condemned  the  corpse  of  a  “convert  from
Judaism” named Josse/Joan from the diocese of Auch in southwestern
France,  who  “had  returned  to  the  vomit  of  Judaism”  and  died  “damnably
persevering in [Jewish] unbelief,” to be exhumed and burned “as a sign of
perdition.”39 Suggesting the endurance decades later of this practice, In 1359,
In a letter to the Dominican inquisitor of Provence Bernardo de Podio, Pope
Innocent VI encouraged the disinterment of the corpses of relapsi—whom he
referred  to  as  “wicked  [Christian]  neophytes”—for  the  purposes  of  “doing
justice.”40

When Christian authorities succeeded in apprehending relapsi while they
were still alive—as when they apprehended born Christians who had



converted  to  Judaism—their  immediate  aim  was  supposed  to  be  to  elicit
repentance. Thus, for example, the register of Bernard Gui noted that
“numerous wise men frequently warned and exhorted” Josse/Joan to
renounce  “the  faithlessness  [of  the  Jews].”41  In  some  cases,  Inquisitors
managed to reconcile relapsi to the church. Reconciliation typically involved
the  imposition  of  a  penance  that  was  intended  to  expiate  sin  while  also
serving an instructional function for the rest of Christian society. 42 The first
continuation  (completed  ca.  1315)  of  the  chronicle  of  William  of  Nangis,
who  was  a  monk  at  the  Benedictine  abbey  of  Saint-Denis,  stated  that,  In
1307,  an  inquisitorial  tribunal  in  Paris  imposed  “a  salutary  penance”  on  a
Jewish  convert  to  Christianity  named  Molot  (Mutlotus)/Johannes,  who  had
publicly renounced Christianity.43  Similarly,  In  1320  in  Pamiers,  following
two months of theological discussions with Jacques Fournier, Baruch, who
had accepted baptism to avoid death at the hands of the Pastoureaux, formally
abjured “the Jewish perversion of the faith and the superstitions and
ceremonies  of  the  Jewish  Law,”  and  he  swore  “that  he  would  do  and
complete every penance, punishment, satisfaction, and burden which the Lord
Bishop or his successors, themselves or through someone else, would cause
to  be  enjoined  and  imposed  upon  him,  Johannes,  In  his  person  or  his
property.”44  In  1341  in  Aragon,  after  a  recently  baptized  Jewish  apostate
“repented for [having publicly renounced Christianity and reembraced
Judaism] and begged to be reconciled to the Catholic faith,” the Dominican
inquisitorial commissary Sancho de Torralba imposed on him the penance of
perpetual prison.45

When  Jewish  converts  to  Christianity  who  had  renounced  Christianity
refused  to  be  reconciled  to  the  church,  they—like  born  Christians  who
converted  to  Judaism  and  refused  to  be  reconciled  to  the  church—were
sentenced to death. An anonymous journal that described life in Paris in the
late  1260s  recounted  the  1268  execution  of  “an  accursed  Jew  who  was  a
Christian for more than twenty years” and then “Judaized.” “Having chosen
fire for himself rather than to return to Christianity,” the journal explained,
“this  man  was  led  into  the  square  where  hogs  were  sold  in  Paris.  There,
bound  fast,  he  was  totally  consumed  by  the  fire,  so  that  nothing  remained
unburned  either  of  his  body  or  of  his  limbs.”46  A  late  thirteenth-century
Jewish elegy described the execution in Metz in 1276 of a certain Samson
who  was  likely  a  relapsus.  This  poem  described  Samson  in  Hebrew  as



“forced,” a word that could signal that Samson was baptized under duress.
Samson was broken on the wheel and burned alive.47 Excerpts from the rolls
of  the  Paris  Chamber  of  Accounts  that  were  compiled  by  the  seventeenth-
century auditor Vyon d’Hérouval reveal that, In 1302, “a [Jewish] convert [to
Christianity] who returned to the bad faith [i.e., Judaism]” was burned and
brought  to  justice  in  Pontoise.  The  same  compilation  relates  that,  In  1323,
firewood  was  purchased  for  the  burning  of  “a  convert  [named]  Stephen.”
Presumably, Stephen had sought to return to Judaism.48

in short, during the same decades when, and in the same regions where,
some  born  Christians  risked  their  lives  by  formally  converting  to  Judaism,
many more Jewish converts to Christianity risked their lives by renouncing
Christianity and reidentifying as Jews. The phenomenon of return to Judaism
thus  significantly  increased  the  scope  of  “Christian  apostasy  to  Judaism,”
from an ecclesiastical perspective, and magnified its attendant ills.
Understanding  conversion  and  return  to  Judaism  as  two  forms  of  Christian
apostasy to Judaism, popes and inquisitors sometimes referred to these two
phenomena  as  one  and  the  same,  and  often  they  discussed  them  in  tandem.
Popes, Inquisitors, kings, and local Christian officials responded to
conversion  and  return  in  the  same  ways  with  the  same  range  of  outcomes,
which included burning perceived offenders at the stake.

Jewish Reluctance to Re-Judaize Jewish Apostates

Like Jewish attitudes toward converting born Christians to Judaism, Jewish
attitudes toward re-Judaizing repentant Jewish apostates were nuanced and
complex. Jewish sources from German lands—including several texts
associated with Jewish pietistic circles—provide insight into the dynamics
that could fuel reluctance to readmit repentant apostates to the Jewish fold.
This reluctance could stem in part from a general disdain for apostates. In the
eyes of some Jews, apostates of all kinds had betrayed the Jewish community
by abandoning Judaism for the false creed of Jews’ oppressors. Moreover,
apostates  had  been  ritually  defiled  through  baptism  and  life  among  non-
Jews.49  The  horror  with  which  many  medieval  Jews  regarded  apostasy  is
palpable in the ferocity with which some Jews imagined preventing
apostasy.50 Two tales from a ma’aseh book (collection of legends) depicted



Jews  physically  restraining  young  men  until  their  desire  to  apostatize  to
Christianity passed. In the first, Judah he-Ḥasid advised a Jewish father to
imprison a son whom he predicted would desire to apostatize (literally, “go
out to a bad culture”). When the parents and siblings of the young man went
to “persuade him with words” not to apostatize, the young man cried for a
priest  to  baptize  (literally,  “defile”)  him.51  In  the  second  tale,  Judah he-
Ḥasid had his students physically intercept a young man who wanted to “go
out to a bad culture” and “deny the Creator.” 52 A Jewish legal compendium
attributed  to  Meir  of  Rothenburg  included  the  story  of  a  young  London
scholar  named  Yom  Tov  who  dealt  with  his  own  temptation  to  convert  to
Christianity—a demon tormented him by showing him the shape of a cross
and pressuring him “to worship idols”—by hanging himself with his belt.53

Jews were reluctant to readmit some Jewish apostates to the Jewish fold
specifically because of these apostates’ deeds prior to their baptisms. Some
apostates had been persona non grata within the Jewish community. They had
been banned from a Jewish community for violating communal norms or had
incurred  Christian  punishment  for  a  crime.54 Sefer  Ḥasidim  referred  to  an
apostate who apparently had long sought to convince other Jews to apostatize
to Christianity. “When he was a Jew, he would throw non-kosher meat into
the  pot,”  the  narrator  explained,  adding:  “It  is  better  [now]  to  leave  him
among the non-Jews. That way, he won’t cause other [Jews] to stray and he
won’t cause Jews to sin.”55

The  behavior  of  some  Jewish  apostates  after  baptism  further  fanned
Jewish mistrust. As noted in Chapter 3, some Jewish apostates tried to gain
Christians’ confidence and, possibly, retaliate against Jewish foes by
harming their former coreligionists. Thus, just as some Christian converts to
Judaism engaged in anti-Christian polemics, some Jewish converts to
Christianity engaged in anti-Jewish polemics. In fact, some became Christian
preachers  who  subjected  their  former  coreligionists  to  royally  endorsed
conversionary sermons.56 In addition, like some repentant Christian converts
to Judaism, some Jewish converts to Christianity denounced Jews to
Christian  authorities  on  charges  of  anti-Christian  crimes.57  A  passage  in
Sefer  Ḥasidim  warned  Jews  not  to  help  a  particular  apostate  return  to
Judaism on the grounds that he “would immediately tell the non-Jews that the
Jews advised him on this matter and this would pose a danger [to the Jewish



community].”58  (Below,  I  discuss  two  instances  in  which  Jewish  apostates
actually denounced Jews to Christians on charges of having pressured them
to return to Judaism.)

Late twelfth-, thirteenth-, and fourteenth-century Christian records attest
to  Jewish  spite  for  some  Jewish  apostates,  as  well.  Kings  in  thirteenth-
century  Aragon  and  Castile  found  it  necessary  to  forbid  Jews  to  insult
apostates.59  The  Siete  partidas  warned  that  Jews  who  could  be  shown  to
have  stoned,  wounded,  or  killed  a  Jewish  convert  to  Christianity,  or  a
prospective one, would burn at the stake. 60 Some Christian sources referred
to  specific  instances  of  alleged  Jewish  violence  against  Jewish  apostates.
According  to  the  Historia  rerum  Anglicarum  (History  of  England)  of  the
Augustinian  canon  William  of  Newburgh  (1136–98),  In  February  1190,  In
King’s Lynn near Norwich, Jews seized and attacked “a certain person [who
had  been]  converted  from  [the  Jewish]  superstition  to  the  Christian  faith.”
According to William, these Jews “thirsted for [this Jewish apostate’s] blood
as [they considered him to be] a deserter and a renegade.” They “assailed the
man”  with  weapons.  And,  when  he  took  refuge  in  a  nearby  church,  they
“smashed  open  its  doors  and  dragged  the  fugitive  out  for  punishment.”
William  went  on  to  explain  that  Christians  saved  the  life  of  this  Jewish
apostate and that they attacked and killed many Jews and looted and burned
Jewish homes, which were “destroyed by avenging flames.”61 The Plea Rolls
of  the  Exchequer  of  the  Jews  recount  how,  one  century  later,  Oxford  Jews
assaulted a Jewish apostate named William, who may have been collecting
Jewish  taxes.62  In  1363,  Christian  authorities  in  Catalonia  prosecuted  the
Jews of Puigcerdà for the murder of a Jewish convert to Christianity named
Nicolau de Gràcia, who had become a Christian preacher. 63 Around the turn
of the fifteenth century, the northern French Chronique du religieux de Saint-
Denys  (Chronicle  of  the  Monk  of  Saint-Denis)  noted  that,  In  1393,  the
provost of Paris Jean de Folleville accused four Jews of having “secretly by
night  abducted  one  of  their  own  who  had  converted  to  Christianity  and
cruelly put him to death, out of hatred for the Crucified One and the Christian
faith.”  This  convert,  the  chronicle  added,  “had  repeatedly  complained  of
violent acts that the accused [Jews] had perpetrated against him.” 64 Records
of  the  Parlement  of  Paris  indicate  that  the  convert  in  question  was  Denis
Machaut,  whom  Jews  allegedly  previously  had  paid  to  stop  harming  their
community.65



Jews  were  reluctant  to  readmit  apostates,  not  only  on  account  of  the
behavior  of  some  apostates  before  and  after  their  baptisms,  but  also  on
account of fear of Christian punishment. This fear is apparent in efforts that
Jews  in  late  thirteenth-century  Provence  made  to  preemptively  convince
inquisitors that they had taken no part in recent transactions involving Jewish
apostates. According to two documents from the Manosque court register, In
1288, seven Jews presented themselves before the local bailiff and
Franciscans to disavow any connection with a burial that had taken place the
night before in the local Jewish cemetery. These Jews explained that a Jew
from the town of Talard, eighty kilometers to the north, had hired Christians
to bury “a Jewish woman” whom they suspected “came from the Jewish faith
to the Christian faith and afterwards went back to the Jewish [faith].” In the
same  year,  a  Jew  named  Bonus  Nomen  (Shem  Tov)  came  before  a  civil
tribunal in Manosque to try to prove that he had not known that a Jew from
Marseille named Jacob de Alamania, whom he had hosted, had “come from
Judaism to Christianity and afterwards [returned to Judaism].”66

Jewish fears of Christian reprisals were well founded. Lay and
ecclesiastical officials prosecuted Jews whom they suspected of re-Judaizing
Jewish  apostates  just  as  they  prosecuted  Jews  whom  they  suspected  of
converting  born  Christians  to  Judaism,  with  the  same  range  of  outcomes.
During the fourteenth century, Christian authorities condemned several Jews
to  death  on  charges  of  having  re-Judaized  Jewish  apostates.  In  or  before
1323, for instance, a Jew from Catalonia named Isaac Necim was
condemned to death for having allegedly sheltered “someone who had been
made  Christian [but]  renounced  the  Catholic  faith.” Isaac fled  and  his
property  was  slated  for  burning.67  In  1342  in  Barcelona,  the  Dominican
inquisitor  Bernat  de  Puigcercós  sentenced  a  Jewish  husband  and  wife  to
perpetual  prison  and  turned  a  Jew  named  Jucef  Quatorze  over  to  secular
officials  for  burning,  as  a  repeat  offender,  on  charges  of  having  “induced
some Christians who previously were Jews to yield to Jewish unbelief.” 68 In
1395, the provost of Paris sentenced to death the Jews who were accused of
paying  Denis  Machaut  to  return  to  Judaism.  Later,  however,  the  provost
reduced  this  sentence.  Instead  of  being  executed,  these  Jews  were  to  be
paraded  naked  in  a  cart  and  beaten  until  they  bled  on  four  successive
Sundays. After two Sundays of this treatment, Jews paid 18,000 gold francs
(!) to end this ordeal. The money was used to rebuild the bridge known as the



Petit  Pont,  at  one  end  of  which  a  cross  was  erected  with  an  inscription
describing these circumstances.69

In  a  number  of  cases,  Christian  prosecution  resulted  in  other  harsh
penalties. Sefer Ḥasidim recounted how, on one occasion, after an apostate
told  Christians  that  Jews  had  advised  him  regarding  returning  to  Judaism,
“[Christians] almost killed Jews, [and the Jews had to] pay a large sum of
money.”70 In 1284, the inquisitor Florio da Vicenza condemned a Jew named
Bonaluce, who had “caused a certain [Christian] neophyte to apostatize,” to
wear a badge on his clothes that would publicize his disgrace. In addition,
Florio confiscated all of Bonaluce’s possessions, two-thirds of which went
to the office of the inquisition and one-third of which went to the municipality
of Ferrara.71 In 1290, In Apulia, Inquisitor Bartolomeo de Aquila fined a Jew
from Naples named Ribamelis for, “together with some other Jews,” leading
a convert to Christianity named Paulo back to Judaism. 72 Around 1313, the
archbishop  of  Tarragona  Guillem  de  Rocabertí  and  the  inquisitor  Joan
Llotger  imposed  heavy  fines  on  the  Jewish  community  of  Montblanc  in
Catalonia for supporting a repentant Jewish apostate named Joan Ferrand.73

In at least one case, a bishop exonerated a Jew who had been accused of
re-Judaizing  a  Jewish  apostate:  In  1315,  Ponç  de  Gualba—who  in  1316
cleared the Jews who were charged with converting Johana to Judaism, as
discussed  in  Chapter  3,  and  who  also  dealt  with  the  case  of  Benvenist
Barzilay/Petrus—acquitted  a  Jew  from  Barcelona  named  Chaim  Quiç  who
had been accused of advising his nephew, a Jewish apostate named Bonafos,
to  return  to  Judaism.  “We  were  not  able  to  find  anything  against  Chaim,”
Ponç de Gualba declared. “Therefore, we consider him entirely innocent of
the aforesaid charges.”74

The  outcomes  of  some  prosecutions  of  Jews  who  were  accused  of
seeking to re-Judaize repentant Jewish apostates are unknown. These
additional proceedings are worth noting, nevertheless, as further evidence of
Christian efforts to stymie re-Judaization efforts. It is not known, for instance,
what  happened  after  Jews  from  the  environs  of  Barcelona  informed  King
Peter  III  of  Aragon  in  1284  that  the  vicar  and  bailiff  of  Barcelona  were
allowing  Dominicans  and  others  to  undertake  proceedings  against  them  on
charges of having “supported some Jews who had been made Christians or
welcomed  them  into  their  homes  and  given  them  other  help.”75  Nor  is  it



known  what  became  of  Salves  Barbe,  whom  the  inquisitor  Bertrand  de
Cigoterio investigated in 1320 in Toulon, on charges of having “managed the
apostasy” to Judaism of a Jewish convert to Christianity named Johannes. 76

Nor is it known what ensued after Pope Urban V wrote to secular authorities
in southern France in 1364, exhorting them to assist the inquisitor of
Provence Hugo de Cardillon in detaining and punishing “quite a few” relapsi
“of both sexes” as well as their alleged Jewish “seducers.”77

Re-Judaizing Jewish Apostates

In  spite  of  these  dangerous  conditions,  there  existed  among  some  Jews  a
sense of duty to bring apostates back into the Jewish fold. As noted above,
Rashi famously taught that apostates were still Jews according to Jewish law
and therefore obligated to repent. He interpreted the talmudic dictum “Israel,
even though [it] has sinned, remains Israel” (Sanhedrin 44a) to mean: “Even
though a Jew has apostatized, he remains a Jew.”78 Writing around the turn of
the eleventh century, Rabbenu Gershom issued a takkanah (communal
ordinance)  that,  following  the  Mishnah  (Bava  Mezi’a  4:9),  forbade  the
reviling of repentant apostates because of their former sins.79 In a responsum
regarding a young Jewish man who was at risk for apostasy, the Iberian legal
scholar Yom Tov ben Abraham Ishbili (Ritva, 1250–1330) declared that it
was  “a  great  mitzvah  to  save  a  Jewish  soul  from  the  desecration  of  idol
worship  and  bring  it  back  in  repentance.”80  A  medieval  Jewish  folktale
advocated  reconciling  even  the  most  noxious  Jewish  apostates,  as  long  as
they  had some  redeeming quality. In this story, a divine  sign—specifically,
the miraculous blooming of a wooden staff—convinced Judah he-Ḥasid to
help  rehabilitate  a  repentant  apostate  who  “had  caused  the  death  of  many
Jews by his wicked conduct which he pursued for many years” but who once
spoke out against the blood libel. Judah he-Ḥasid told the man: “If this is so
[i.e., that you once condemned the blood libel], I guarantee that you will have
a place in Paradise if you wholeheartedly return [to Judaism].”81

In  the  spirit  of  encouraging  repentant  Jewish  apostates  to  return  to
Judaism, some Jews urged repentant apostates to flee and return to Judaism
abroad.  According  to  a  passage  in Sefer  Ḥasidim,  for  instance,  a  local
scholar once recommended that a particular apostate who professed



repentance slip away by “fooling the non-Jews and saying that he wanted to
go  on  a  pilgrimage”  and  thus  leave  “the  place  where  people  knew  him.”
Making explicit that this strategy would be to the advantage of local Jews, as
they would not be implicated in this re-Judaization, the narrator explained:
“Thus, there [would] be no [Christian] complaints against the Jews.”82

Some Jewish parents became personally invested in bringing their
(presumably  more  or  less  grown)  apostate  children  back  into  the  Jewish
community.  The  English  chronicler  Eadmer  of  Canterbury  (ca.  1060—ca.
1126)  wrote  that  a  Jewish  father  once  paid  King  William  II  of  England
(1087–1100)  sixty  silver  marks  to  command  his  baptized  son  to  return  to
Judaism.83 Sefer  Ḥasidim  told  of  a  Jewish  mother  and  father  who  were
“very busy” trying to get “their son who apostatized and went among the non-
Jews and behaved like a non-Jew” out of Christian society and bring him to
their home. These parents vowed to donate money to charity in the hope of
gaining  God’s  favor  and  thereby  procuring  their  son’s  return.84  Documents
from an inquisitorial register in Manosque relate an instance in which Jewish
parents remunerated Christians for returning their daughter. They reveal that,
around  1283,  a  Jewish  mother  and  father  (Rosa  and  Abraham  de  Grassa)
were accused of having paid to retrieve their baptized daughter, Belia/Agnes,
from  a  beguinage  (a  group  home  for  lay  religious  Christian  women)  in
Lausanne, where she  had lived for more than five years. In  addition,  Rosa
and  Abraham  were  said  to  have  “made”  Belia/Agnes  “believe  in  their
[Jewish] law and belief.” 85

Additional  sources  point  to  the  involvement  of  apostates’  siblings  in
orchestrating  their  returns  to  Judaism.  According  to  the  continuation  of  the
chronicle  of William  of  Nangis,  for instance, In  1307,  a Jewish convert  to
Christianity  named  Samuel/Proteus  (whose  namesakes  included  the  early
Christian martyr St. Protasius as well as, appropriately, an ancient Greek sea
god  known  for  his  ability  to  transmutate)  told  an  inquisitorial  tribunal  in
Paris that his brother Moses (Moussetus) instigated his return to Judaism. 86

The registers of King James II of Aragon relate that, In 1311, James informed
his officials that seven relatives, Including the brother Cecri of an apostate
from Zaragoza named Salomon Abenbeli, were accused of “making
[Salomon] renounce [Christianity].”87



To  the  extent  that  apostates’  relatives  sought  to  draw  their  estranged
relations back into the Jewish fold, they may have been motivated by concern
for the well-being of their kin or a desire to lessen their family’s stigma. The
disgrace of apostasy could affect a family even after an apostate repudiated
Christianity. In late thirteenth- or early fourteenth-century Germany, a query
addressed to Yedidyah ben Samuel of Nuremberg noted that “the world …
did  not  marry  [repentant]  apostates  or  their  relatives,  [even]  more  so  than
other sinners.”88 At least in some times and places, however, Jews did marry
repentant  apostates.  In  fact,  the  parents  of  Belia/Agnes  were  charged  with
having forced “their beguine daughter” to marry a Jewish man named
Amideus, who “impregnated her and caused her to abandon belief in the faith
of the Christians.”89 In addition, as noted above, during the third quarter of
the thirteenth century in Manosque, Regina/Raymbauda converted from
Judaism to Christianity, returned to Judaism, and married a Jewish man.90

Several  Christian  sources  portray  Jews  who  may  or  may  not  have  had
familial ties to particular apostates as lobbying for apostates’ return. Eadmer
of Canterbury and the English chronicler William of Malmesbury (ca. 1095–
ca. 1143) recounted that Jews in Rouen once petitioned King William II of
England  “with  bribes”  to  allow  recent  forced  converts  to  Christianity  to
return to Judaism.91 In 1286, Pope Honorius IV urged English clergy to stop
Jews from leading Jewish converts to Christianity to apostatize “by means of
manifold gifts.”92 As noted above, In 1395, the provost of Paris condemned
seven  Jews  for,  among  other  things,  paying  Denis  Machaut  to  return  to
Judaism.93

Three entries in the Plea Rolls of the Exchequer of the Jews record the
claims of a Jewish convert to Christianity named Juliana who maintained that
a small group of Jews resorted to physical violence in seeking to re-Judaize
her.  Juliana  testified  that,  In  London  in  1274,  five  Jewish  men  and  four
Jewish  women  imprisoned  her  for  several  days  in  the  home  of  a  Jewish
widow named Antera and then subjected her to “a variety of tortures.” “With
the  [other  Jews’]  assent  and  at  their  insistence,”  Juliana  explained,  Antera
“fastened a cord about [Juliana’s] neck and threatened to hang her if, having
abjured the Catholic faith, she did not desire to return to their unbelief.” 94 A
number of factors cast doubt on this story. One is that its author—Juliana—
was  a  Jewish  convert  to  Christianity.  As  noted  above,  Jewish  converts  to
Christianity  were  notorious  for  denouncing  Jews  to  Christian  authorities,



often on false charges of anti-Christian behavior. The continuation of
Juliana’s  story  is  particularly  suspicious,  as  it  contains  key  elements  of  a
cluster of contemporaneous Jewish and Christian folktales. Juliana
maintained  that,  after  kidnapping  her,  the  Jews  conspired  to  send  her  to
France under the care of a cruel man named Solomon, that Solomon tried to
rape her at sea, and that she escaped from him after a storm drove their ship
back  to  England.  These  details  resemble  some  versions  of  the  “Crescentia
type” folktale, In which a woman is a victim of an attempted rape, Is taken
aboard  a  ship  that  gets  stuck  in  a  storm,  and  eventually  is  saved.95  This
resonance suggests, at the very least, that Juliana used some poetic license in
pleading her case. The resolution of Juliana’s case casts doubt on Juliana’s
claims, as well: Under circumstances that remain unclear, Juliana withdrew
her  plea,  and  the  Jews  were  not  found  guilty.  Juliana  may  have  fabricated
some or most of her narrative. Her accusations are significant, however, for
they  provide  insight  into  the  kinds  of  stories  that  Christians  heard  about
Jewish efforts to re-Judaize Jewish apostates. The Christians who learned of
Juliana’s tale pictured Jews as physically ruthless in their determination to
re-Judaize Jewish apostates—or, In Christian terms, to lead “Christians” to
“apostatize” to Judaism.

An  inquisitorial  dossier  preserved  in  the  Archive  of  the  Cathedral  of
Barcelona documents an instance in which a Jewish apostate named
Alatzar/Pere denounced a small group of Jews for deprecating Christianity in
an  effort  to  re-Judaize  him.  In  Calatayud,  Aragon,  In  1341,  Alatzar/Pere
declared before  an inquisitorial tribunal that,  two weeks after  his  baptism,
two  Jewish  men,  their  wives,  and  a  daughter-in-law  accosted  him  in  the
kitchen  of  one  of  their  homes  and  convinced  him  to  return  to  Judaism.
Alatzar/Pere  testified  that  “both  the  women  and  men”  demanded  how  he
could have committed “so great a crime” as to have “renounced the law of
the one God, accepted the empty and dead law of the Christians, and been
baptized.” They warned him that “the law of Moses, the law of the one, true,
and  immortal  God,  was  the  only  law  through  which  one  could  be  saved.”
And  they  recounted  a  version  of  the  coarse  Jewish  parody  of  the  life  of
Christ known as the Toledot Yeshu, which portrayed Mary as a prostitute and
Jesus as a charlatan. According to the records of the same trial, at least two
of the Jews whom Alatzar/Pere denounced confessed to having used the same
approach to turn a Jewish apostate named Abadia back to Judaism in 1331.96



It is impossible to ascertain to what extent Alatzar/Pere was telling the truth.
On  the  one  hand,  Abadia  did  indeed  renounce  Christianity  and  burn  at  the
stake  in  1331,  and  Alatzar/Pere  renounced  Christianity  as  well  and  nearly
burned at the stake shortly before he testified. (He was taken down from the
pyre  at  the  last  minute  for  interrogation  by  the  local  inquisitor.)  Clearly,
something led Abadia and Alatzar/Pere to return to their faith of origin in this
way.  On  the  other  hand,  Jewish  apostates  routinely  accused  their  former
coreligionists of anti-Christian crimes. Moreover, Alatzar/Pere’s accusations
conformed to Christian stereotypes of Jews not only as agents of Christian
apostasy but also as blasphemers. These charges could have been inspired by
and designed to capitalize on anti-Jewish sentiments. Like Juliana’s
narrative, however, Alatzar/Pere’s is significant in spite of these caveats, In
large part because of the impression that it undoubtedly made on Christians.

To  some  of  the  Christians  who  witnessed,  heard,  and  read  about  the
contentions and situations described above, the determination of some Jews
to  rehabilitate  particular  Jewish  apostates  likely  further  illustrated  Jews’
alleged determination to bring any and all “Christians” into the Jewish fold.
It  is  noteworthy,  moreover,  that  Christian  authors  portrayed  Jews  as  using
some of the same methods to persuade Jewish apostates to return to Judaism
and to convince born Christians to convert to Judaism. As noted in Chapter 1,
popes, bishops, chroniclers, and preachers maintained that Jews “secretly”
“compelled” and “dragged” born Christians to apostatize by means of
rhetorical  persuasion,  bribery,  and  blasphemy.  The  summary  of  the  legal
proceedings in the Norwich circumcision case depicted Jews as employing
physical violence to convert a Christian boy. This overlap raises the
possibility that the strategies that some Jews actually may have used to get
Jewish  apostates to  return  to  Judaism shaped  the  ways  that  Christians
imagined that Jews approached born Christians.

The Rite of Re-Judaization

A formal ceremony involving ritual immersion often marked repentant
Jewish apostates’ return to the Jewish community. This rite, which is attested
in  Jewish  sources  starting  in  the  twelfth  century,  may  have  originated  as  a
popular  Jewish  custom  that  reflected  a  broad  societal  sense—which  ran



counter to the contentions of Jewish legal authorities—that baptism vitiated
one’s status as a Jew. Some thirteenth- and fourteenth-century Jewish legal
authorities—including Solomon ben Abraham ibn Aderet and Yom Tov ben
Abraham  Ishbili  and  the  tosafists  Isaac  ben  Asher  ha-Levi  of  Speyer  and
Isaac  ben  Abraham  (Riḥba,  d.  1210)—stressed  that  this  ceremony  was  not
required.  Joseph  Shatzmiller  and  others  have  suggested  that  these  scholars
balked at the practice because it seemed to attribute potency to the Christian
sacrament of baptism.97 Ephraim Kanarfogel has shown, however, that some
rabbinic  authorities  recognized  the  value  of  this  ceremony.  These  scholars
included the tosafists Isaac ben Samuel of Dampierre, Simḥah of Speyer (d.
ca. 1225) and his student Isaac ben Moses, Eliezer ben Joel ha-Levi (1140–
1225), the leading German Pietist Eleazar ben Judah of Worms (ca. 1160–
1238),  Avigdor  ben  Elijah  Kohen  Ẓedek  of  Vienna  (who  flourished  in  the
mid-thirteenth  century),  and  Meir  of  Rothenburg.  For  these  scholars,  the
ritual immersion of repentant Jewish apostates served a range of functions. It
purified repentant apostates of ritual contamination and sin and marked the
restoration of their status as religiously obligated Jews.98

Just as thirteenth- and fourteenth-century Christians were aware that some
Jews pressured particular Jewish apostates to return to Judaism, they knew
that  Jews  ritually  immersed  repentant  Jewish  apostates.  Indeed,  Christian
sources  from  across  western  Christendom  referred  to  this  practice.  In  his
collection of exempla,  the Dialogus miraculorum  (Dialogue  on  Miracles),
the  Cistercian  hagiographer  Caesarius  of  Heisterbach  (ca.  1180–ca.  1240)
mentioned it obliquely and sarcastically. He depicted a Jewish mother telling
her  stubborn  apostate  daughter  who  refused  “to  return  to  Judaism”:  “I’ll
remove your baptism! I will draw you three times through the opening of the
latrine, and thus the virtue of your baptism will be left there!” 99 In 1281, the
Dominican inquisitor of Lombardy Florio da Vicenza consulted with jurists
from Padua, Bologna, and Ferrara regarding whether synagogues were to be
destroyed in which Jews “washed” “Christians” and led them to renounce the
Christian  faith.  In  response,  these  jurists  issued  a  consilium  (a  structured
brief that contained certified professional opinions about a difficult case) in
which they declared that such synagogues were indeed to be demolished. 100

In  1292,  the  inquisitor  Bartolomeo  de  Aquila  informed  King  Charles  II  of
Naples that Jews in Salerno had “washed” a man named Azarias “in the well
or font” of the “major synagogue.”101



Some  inquisitorial  writings  described  re-Judaization  rituals  in  greater
detail. A badly damaged inquisitorial record that was used to bind a notarial
register  in  Provence  relates  that,  around  1320,  a  Jew  named  Salves  Barbe
confessed to the inquisitor Bertrand de Cigoterio that he helped a repentant
Jewish  apostate  to  Christianity  named  Johannes  return  to  Judaism.  Salves
maintained that Johannes immersed twice, first at night at the beach near the
port of Toulon, accompanied by a group of Jews; then, In specially prepared
warm water. Salves confessed also that this re-Judaization included a verbal
renunciation of Christianity: After the second immersion, Salves explained,
Johannes “rejected Christ and holy baptism.” 102 The inquisitorial register of
Bernard  Gui  noted  that,  In  1319,  Gui  condemned  the  relapsus  Johannes of
Bretz, son of Jacob of Serignac, who allegedly returned to Judaism in Lerida
“by  means  of  the  customary  rite  of  re-Judaization.”  This  register  specified
that this re-Judaization rite involved shaving the head—as Eliezer ben Joel
ha-Levi specified, as well—cutting fingernails and toenails “until they
bled”—possibly as a form of penance—and immersing the head in running
water.103

Bernard Gui’s Practica inquisitionis provides the most thorough
description  of  re-Judaization  rituals  in  any  medieval  Jewish  or  Christian
source.  Gui  explained  that  one  Jew  opened  the  proceedings  by  asking  the
repentant Jewish apostate whether he wished to immerse in running water “in
order to become a Jew.” If the repentant apostate responded in the
affirmative, the presiding Jew referred to him as a “Baaltussuna” (i.e., ba’al
teshuvah;  literally,  a  “repentant  one”  or  “returnee”).  An  initial  bathing  in
warm water ensued. Next, Jews scraped off the nails on the apostate’s hands
and feet “until they bled” and shaved the apostate’s head. In addition, they
sought specifically—symbolically, at least—to remove all traces of Christian
matter from the apostate’s body. They rubbed the apostate with sand,
especially on the forehead, chest, and hands—“the places where holy chrism
[i.e., consecrated oil] was placed during baptism.” 104 At the culmination of
these  rites,  Jews  immersed  the  returnee  in  “living  water,  plunging  [the
returnee’s] head in the water three times, and recited this blessing: ‘Blessed
be God, the Lord eternal, who has commanded us to sanctify ourselves in this
water or bath which is called tymla [sic;  i.e., tevilah] in Hebrew.’” When
the returnee emerged from the water, the Jews kissed him and gave him new
clothes and “the name that he had prior to baptism.” The returnee professed



his belief in the Law of Moses and promised to keep and observe it, and he
“renounced  baptism  and  the  faith  of  the  Christians”  and  promised  to  no
longer keep or observe it. At the conclusion of this ceremony, the Jews gave
the returnee a certificate or testimonial letter “[addressed] to all other Jews
so that they might receive, trust, and assist [the returnee].”105

As Yosef Hayim Yerushalmi concluded in his analysis of Gui’s account
of this rite of re-Judaization, “most of [its] elements appear highly
plausible.”  Jewish  ritual  immersion  for  all  purposes  was  indeed  to  take
place in “living water” (in accordance with Lev. 15:13). Jews who
immersed  for  the  sake  of  ritual  purity  typically  cut  their  nails  very  short.
Early modern Jewish authorities attested to the practice of paring the nails
and  shaving  the  heads  of  Jewish  proselytes  and  returnees.  Moreover,  the
wording of the blessing upon immersion is accurate.106 In short, Gui seems to
have  possessed  considerable  knowledge  of  this  ceremony.  His  familiarity
with  Hebrew  terms,  such  as  ba’al  teshuvah  and  tevilah,  Is  particularly
striking  and  seems  to  have  reflected  a  broader  trend  among  inquisitors.
Around  1313,  the  archbishop  of  Tarragona  Guillem  de  Rocabertí  and  the
inquisitor Joan Llotger, too, noted that Jews referred to “a person who had
[previously] been a Jew” as a “bahall teçuva.” 107 The damaged inquisitorial
record from early fourteenth-century Provence quoted inquisitor Bertrand de
Cigoterio interrogating the Jew named Salves Barbe about a “baltesuva.”108

In  administering  formal  rituals  that  marked  repentant  Jewish  apostates’
reentry into the Jewish fold, Jewish approaches to retrieving Jewish
apostates mirrored Christian approaches to retrieving Christian apostates. As
noted in Chapter  3, a special Christian liturgy existed for reconciling
Christian  apostates  to  the  church  (although  this  Christian  liturgy  did  not
involve immersion in water). Jewish and Christian approaches to retrieving
apostates  mirrored  one  another  also  insofar  as  Jews  and  Christians  both
assigned returnees acts of penance, some of which were to be performed in
public.109  Isaac  ben  Moses  of  Vienna  recommended  that  a  Jewish  returnee
“make himself uncomfortable and afflict his body in order to achieve
expiation.”110 In his penitential treatises, Eleazar ben Judah of Worms
recommended  that  repentant  apostates  wear  hair  shirts,  fast  regularly  for
several years, refrain from meat and wine, and avoid bathing except prior to
festivals. In addition, suggesting concern that returnees might revert to
Christianity—behavior  that,  as  noted  above,  Christian  authorities  in  fact



encouraged—Eleazar  ben  Judah  of  Worms  specified  that  repentant  Jewish
apostates should avoid “idolaters,” especially “clergymen and priests,” and
that they should not come near their homes or the courtyard of a church.111 At
the  turn  of  the  fourteenth  century  in  Barcelona,  Solomon  ben  Abraham  ibn
Aderet and Yom Tov ben Abraham Ishbili likewise demanded that returning
apostates perform public penance. Solomon ben Abraham ibn Aderet
affirmed that they required lashes.112

Christians seem to have known more about Jewish re-Judaization
practices  than  about  the  process  of  conversion  to  Judaism.  As  noted  in
Chapters  1,  2,  and  3,  Christians  knew  that  male  conversion  to  Judaism
involved circumcision. Rarely, however, did Christian discussions of
conversion to Judaism refer to instruction or immersion.113 Indeed,
presumably because many Christians did not know about these other aspects
of  Jewish  conversion  procedure,  some  Christians  could  not  fathom  how
women  could  convert  to  Judaism,  as  Jews  did  not  circumcise  women.114

Surely, re-Judaization procedure was clearer in Christians’ minds than
Jewish conversion procedure because return to Judaism was far more
common  than  conversion  to  Judaism.  Inquisitors  prosecuted  more  cases
involving return to Judaism and thus heard more confessions and testimonies
about  it.  Inquisitors  disseminated  this  knowledge  by  sharing  it  with  one
another, as well as with jurists, bishops, and the large and diverse audiences
before whom they conducted public ceremonies during which they described
the sins and announced the penances of the accused. 115 Ultimately, however,
the  ritual  differences  between  conversion  and  return  to  Judaism  mattered
little to ecclesiastical authorities. In the eyes of the church, Jewish
involvement  in  conversion  and  return  to  Judaism  pertained  to  one  and  the
same crime: abetting Christian apostasy to Judaism. As far as popes,
bishops, and inquisitors were concerned, the Jewish facilitation of returns to
Judaism thus contributed significantly to the extent of Jewish proselytizing.

Further Associations Between Conversion and Return

Just  as  popes  and  inquisitors  often  wrote  about  conversion  and  return  to
Judaism in the same documents, so, too, they often wrote about the Jewish
facilitation of conversion and return to Judaism in the same documents. For



instance, In the 1286 bull Nimis in partibus, addressed to the archbishops of
York, Evreux, and Canterbury, Pope Honorius IV reported having heard that
Jews  were  engaged  in  “outrageous  actions  and  horrible  works  that  were
insulting  to  [the]  Creator  and  detrimental  to  the  Catholic  faith.”  These
included both “trying to attract the minds of the [Christian] faithful [i.e., born
Christians]  to  their  pestilential  sect”  and  also  “inducing  individuals  to
apostatize who, abjuring the error of unbelief [i.e., Judaism], had flown over
to the Catholic faith.”116 In 1290, In the bull Attendite fratres, In which Pope
Nicholas IV rallied clergy in Aix, Arles, and Embrun to support the work of
inquisitors, Nicholas declared that “the Jews, the corruptors of [the
Christian] faith,” sought to “infect” Jewish converts to Christianity as well as
born  Christians.117  So,  too,  In  the  opening  to  the  section  on  Jews  in  his
Practica  inquisitionis,  Bernard  Gui  portrayed  Jews  as  targeting  Jewish
converts to Christianity as well as born Christians in their efforts “secretly to
mislead  Christians  and  drag  them  into  Jewish  unbelief.”  Gui  warned  that
Jews aimed especially—but not only—to corrupt those Christians “who first
were Jews but who converted and received baptism and the faith of
Christ.”118

Insofar as late medieval inquisitors wrote about the Jewish facilitation of
conversion and return to Judaism in the same documents, they did so not only
because they associated the two phenomena conceptually. They did so also
because they believed that the same Jews sometimes actually facilitated both,
such  that  the  two  phenomena  were  related  in  daily  life.  Thus,  In  1284,
Inquisitor  Florio  da  Vicenza  condemned  the  Jews  Leazaro  and  Isaac  da
Pesaro  both  for  having  “led  to  Judaism  and  received  and  Judaized  in
synagogue”  a  Christian  cleric  “who  was  born  of  Christians,”  and  also  for
having led two baptized Jews named Bonomo and Meir back to Judaism. 119

In 1292, Inquisitor Bartolomeo de Aquila, too, appears to have accused the
same  Jews  of  facilitating  both  a  conversion  and  a  return  to  Judaism.  He
informed  King  Charles  II  of  Naples  that  Jews  in  Salerno  washed  a  man
named Azarias in the “well or font” of the major synagogue and circumcised
“a certain Christian called Moses.” Presumably, as per the discussion above
regarding Christian understandings of the rituals involved in conversion and
return to Judaism, “washing” Azarias referred to re-Judaizing Azarias,
whereas “circumcising” Moses referred to converting Moses to Judaism. 120

During the second decade of the fourteenth century in Catalonia, churchmen



again  charged  the  same  Jews  with  facilitating  conversions  and  returns  to
Judaism.  The  archbishop  of  Tarragona  prosecuted  the  Jews  of  Montblanc
both for “having offered aid and counsel to [the] two German Christians who
asserted that they wished to leave the Catholic faith and convert to the Jewish
sect,” as  discussed above and in Chapter 3,  and  also  for  “similarly  giving
help and aid” to the repentant Jewish apostate Joan Ferrand.121

Inquisitorial interrogation formulas assumed that the same Jews
facilitated—or at least had the potential to facilitate—conversions and
returns to Judaism. In his Practica inquisitionis, for instance, Bernard Gui
instructed  inquisitors  to  ask  Jews  whether  they  had  induced  anyone  to
“Judaize” or “re-Judaize” and whether they personally were acquainted with
any “Judaizing or Judaized Christian or any baptized apostate or re-Judaized
person.”122 The inquisitorial record from early fourteenth- century Provence
that  was  used  to  bind  a  notarial  register  reveals  that,  In  practice,  some
inquisitors followed this advice: In the middle of one line on the damaged
parchment, the Hebrew terms for “male convert to Judaism,” “female convert
to Judaism,” and “returnee”—guer, guioret, and baltesuva—are
decipherable, spelled out in the Latin alphabet. This suggests that the
inquisitor Bertrand de Cigoterio interrogated the Jew Salves Barbe regarding
whether he had knowledge of or contact with converts to Judaism or
repentant Jewish apostates. According to the next line, Bertrand asked Salves
whether he had “heard of or knew any person or persons who had attended
the apostasy of a baptized person [i.e., a Jewish convert to Christianity] or of
a [born] Christian.”123

Inquisitors also employed abjuration formulas that assumed that the same
Jews might have been—or in the future might be—involved in instances of
both conversion and return to Judaism. According to the abjuration formula
that Gui’s Practica inquisitionis provided for Jews “who committed
enormous offenses against the Catholic faith,” Jews were to promise to desist
from abetting conversion and return. They were to repeat: “Henceforth, I will
not induce or encourage any Christian to be Judaized, that is, to observe the
rite of the Jews, nor will I encourage or induce in any manner any baptized
convert to be re-Judaized, that is, to return to Judaism or to commit apostasy
from the faith of baptism. Henceforth, I will not knowingly receive or admit
into  my  home  any  Judaizing  Christian  who  has  denied  the  truth  of  the
Christian faith, nor any convert who has been re-Judaized, that is, who has



reverted to Judaism.”124 There is evidence that this norm, too, was followed
in practice. In Barcelona in 1342, three Jews promised, “by the Lord God
and the Ten Commandments of the Law that the Lord God gave to Moses on
Mount Sinai, while physically touching the Book of the Ten Commandments,”
never again to abet conversion or return.125 Two of these Jews swore “never
by word or deed or any other means to induce any Christian to return or go
over to the rite or unbelief of the Jews, nor to be present, nor to give counsel
or aid in the aforesaid things.”126 Similarly, the third Jew swore “not to give
any consent nor in any way whatsoever cooperate such that any Christian man
or woman might return  or  go over from  the  Christian faith  to  Jewish
unbelief.”127

The  inquisitorial  conviction  that  the  same  Jews  facilitated  conversions
and  returns  to  Judaism  was  not  entirely  unfounded.  Indeed,  In  addition  to
further illuminating the ways churchmen associated conversion and return to
Judaism, it points to an actual feature of medieval crossings between Judaism
and  Christianity:  On  occasion,  conversions  and  returns  to  Judaism  actually
occurred  in  tandem.  There  were  instances,  for  example,  In  which  a  Jew
converted  to  Christianity,  married  a  born  Christian,  and  later  returned  to
Judaism, at which point the returnee’s spouse converted to Judaism so that
the couple could remain together.128 If the couple had children, they, too, often
joined the Jewish fold. Both Jewish and Christian sources describe cases of
this  kind.  Ephraim  Kanarfogel  has  traced  the  evolution  of  related  rabbinic
rulings  in  northern  Europe  during  the  twelfth  and  thirteenth  centuries.  He
notes that these often reflected “more than theoretical interest.” 129 Christian
sources  provide  an  instructive  counterpoint  to  these  rabbinic  rulings.  For
instance, the anonymous journal that described life in Paris in the late 1260s
related  that  the  “accursed  Jew  who  was  a  Christian  for  more  than  twenty
years”  and  who  later  returned  to  Judaism  had  married  a  Christian  woman
who bore him “Christian children.” When he returned to Judaism, this man
“made two of these children Judaize with him.” 130 The 1281 consilium that
Christian legal experts from Padua, Bologna, and Ferrara drafted discussed
the  similar  case  of a  Jewish  man  who  converted  to Christianity,  married  a
woman who was a born Christian, lived as a Christian for many years, and
then  returned  to  Judaism,  at  which  point  he  “made”  his  Christian  wife
“Judaize”;  she  was  later  buried  in  a  Jewish  cemetery.131  In  both  of  these
cases, a conversion from Christianity to Judaism occurred alongside a return



to Judaism, and presumably some of the same Jews facilitated both
processes. In both of these cases, too, a conversion from Judaism to
Christianity that reversed course eventuated a conversion from Christianity to
Judaism,  Illustrating  one  more  way  in  which  movement  in  one  direction
between  Judaism  and  Christianity  could  relate,  on  an  individual  level,  to
movement in the opposite direction.

* * *

During the  thirteenth and  fourteenth centuries, then, some Jews  risked their
lives by encouraging and facilitating the re-Judaization of Jewish apostates.
To Jews, these activities constituted an internal Jewish affair. Ecclesiastical
officials were acutely aware of these re-Judaization efforts, and they
regarded them—and especially the Jewish pressuring of Jewish apostates to
return  to  Judaism—as  further  proof  that  Jews  were  intent  on  seducing
“Christians” over to Judaism. To Christians, conversion and return to
Judaism  were  not  one  and  the  same  crime  merely  in  theory,  moreover.
Christian  authorities  treated  them  as  one  and  the  same  in  practice.  They
legislated and interrogated Jews about the two offenses in tandem, and they
responded to both in the same ways. Chapter 5 shows that these observations
about the ways Christian authorities conceived of and treated conversion and
return  to  Judaism  may  be  key  to  deciphering  the  backstory  of  the  Norwich
circumcision case.

The social dynamics involved in the return to Judaism of Jewish
apostates  expose  further  experiential  parallels  and  personal  connections
between  individuals  who  traveled  in  opposite  directions  between  Judaism
and Christianity. Complementing the discussion in Chapter 3 of the return to
Christianity of Christian converts to Judaism, they elucidate how some Jews
pressured Jewish apostates to return to Judaism, administered formal rites of
re-Judaization, and assigned acts of penance to repentant Jewish apostates.
Adding to the roster of links between individual converts in opposite
directions, they illustrate how a single conversion could precipitate a series
of religious reorientations, sometimes back and forth between Judaism and
Christianity. This could occur, for instance, when a Jew converted to
Christianity to mitigate his or her punishment for allegedly facilitating
Christian conversions to Judaism and then he or she subsequently returned to



Judaism.  This  could  occur  also  when  a  Jewish  convert  to  Christianity
returned  to  Judaism,  leading  his  or  her  spouse  and  children  to  convert  or
return to Judaism. Never the story of just one person, every voyage between
Judaism and Christianity—be it a conversion or a return—was embedded in
a  broader  social  landscape.  Often,  these  journeys  intersected  specifically
with those of other religious travelers.



 

Chapter 5

Contested Children

Several aspects of the Norwich circumcision case suggest that Master
Benedict’s  accusation—namely,  that  Norwich  Jews  circumcised  his  son
Edward  because  they  “wanted  to  make  him  a  Jew”—had  some  link  to  an
actual occurrence. First, unlike in other instances in which medieval
Christians  accused  Jews  of  seizing  and  harming  a  Christian  child,  In  this
case,  the  child  actually  existed  and  lived  to  tell  his  tale:  Edward  was
reunited with his father, and, four years later, he testified in court. Second,
according  to  multiple  witnesses,  after  Edward  allegedly  escaped  from  the
Jews  and  Matilda  de  Bernham  took  him  in,  Jews  tried  to  remove  Edward
from  Matilda’s  home  “with  great  force.”  In  addition,  some  Jews  lodged  a
formal complaint with Richard of Fresingfeld, the constable of the castle of
Norwich,  accusing  Christians  of  having  seized  “their  Jew.”  Jews  whom
Christians had falsely accused of seizing a child would have done no such
thing. Third, numerous Christians affirmed that Edward’s penis looked like it
had  been  circumcised.  According  to  the  summary  of  the  legal  proceedings
pertaining to the case, Edward’s body was inspected on multiple occasions.
Master  Benedict  testified  in  1234  that  he  had  shown  his  son’s  body  to  the
official of the archdeacon and local coroners in 1230. In court in 1234, this
official, the county and city coroners, a group of priests, and thirty-six men of
Norwich all affirmed that they had seen Edward’s body in 1230. Several of
these  men  recalled  that  Edward’s  “cut  member”  had  been  “large  and  very
swollen  and  bloody.”  For  her  part,  Matilda  testified  in  1234  that,  when  in



1230 she discovered Edward sobbing by the river, it was clear that Edward
had recently suffered some physical trauma. She declared that Edward was
“so  sick  that  [she]  thought  he  would  soon  die.”  In  1234,  the  royal  justices
saw  Edward’s  body  and  they  concluded  that  “it  was  clear  that  he  was
circumcised.” In 1236, Edward’s body was reexamined yet again. As shall
be  discussed  below,  Christian  officials  interpreted  the  results  of  this  last
inspection as reaffirming that Jews had circumcised Edward.1

In an effort to understand who young Edward may have been and what
actually might have happened to him in 1230, this chapter engages in further
historical sleuthing. It analyzes the summary of the legal proceedings
pertaining to the Norwich circumcision case in light of roughly
contemporaneous Jewish and Christian accounts of Jewish efforts to prevent
the  baptisms  of  Jewish  children  and  to  retrieve  the  baptized  children  of
Jewish parents. Jews deemed such children Jewish and often took great risks
to keep them within the Jewish fold. Christians, however, disagreed among
themselves  regarding  the  legal  situation  of  such  children.  Some  maintained
unequivocally  that  such  children  were  to  be  raised  as  Christians.  Others
favored reuniting them with their Jewish kin, at least until they came of age. I
argue that Edward could have been the baptized son of a Jewish mother and a
Christian father whom Jews attempted to reclaim.

This chapter also considers how the ways that conversion and return to
Judaism merged in the minds of some Christians—as discussed in Chapter 4
—may help to explain the terms in which Christian authorities wrote about
the Norwich circumcision case. Specifically, they may clarify the disparity
between the plain sense of Master Benedict’s accusation and other Christian
references to the case, on the one hand, according to which Jews
indiscriminately  seized  a  born  Christian  child  off  the  street  in  order  to
convert him to Judaism, and a possible actual occurrence that involved the
Jewish  recovery  of  a  specific  child  whom  Jews  deemed  already  to  be
Jewish,  on  the  other.  The  fact  that,  according  to  canon  law,  facilitating
conversion  and  return  to  Judaism  constituted  one  and  the  same  crime—
namely,  facilitating  Christian  apostasy  to  Judaism—enabled  Christians  to
cast what Jews considered an internal Jewish communal matter as an
ominous  incident  that  illustrated  the  threats  that  Jews  posed  to  Christian
children at large.



In  order  to  contextualize  the  possibility  that  Norwich  Jews  sought  to
recover the baptized son of a Jewish mother, the following pages first present
the  array  of  circumstances  under  which  Jewish  children  were  baptized  in
medieval Europe, and they outline Jewish and Christian assessments of the
religious identities of and proper custodial arrangements for such children.
The next section explains why it is plausible that Edward was the baptized
son  of  a  Jewish  mother  by  investigating  the  identities  of  Edward’s  parents
and  analyzing  the  alleged  behavior  of  Norwich  Jews.  On  the  basis  of  the
divergent portrayals of Edward’s reunion with his father in the summary of
the  legal  proceedings  and  Matthew  Paris’  account  of  the  case,  it  suggests
further that Edward was a neglected child. In closing, this chapter considers
what  the  summary  of  the  legal  proceedings  might  reveal  about  medieval
Jewish efforts to retrieve children. It examines the identities of the Jews who
purportedly circumcised Edward as well as the manner in which these Jews
allegedly  chose  Edward’s  Jewish  name.  It  also  returns  to  the  subject  of
circumcision, raising questions about the nature of circumcisions that were
performed  under  unusual  circumstances  and  probing  the  degree  to  which
being  “circumcised”—like  being  “Jewish”  or  being  “Christian”—could  be
in the eye of the beholder.

Jewish Children, Baptized

In  medieval  Christendom,  Jewish  children—loosely  defined  as  individuals
younger than about thirteen years of age whose mother was Jewish according
to Jewish law—were baptized under a wide range of circumstances. 2 Some
children  were  baptized  by  force  amid,  or  in  the  aftermath  of,  Christian
attacks on Jewish communities. This happened in Normandy and the
Rhineland in 1096, In Blois in 1171, In southern and central German lands in
1298, and in southern France in 1320, to list only a few examples. One such
child convert, who was baptized at age five or six in Rouen, during the anti-
Jewish violence at the start of the First Crusade, became the prolific
Benedictine  author  William  of  Flaix.3  In  addition,  Jewish  children  were
forcibly baptized when Christians raided Jewish communities specifically in
order to seize Jewish children, as occurred in Navarre in 1246, 4 In France
and German lands in 1247,5 In Frankfurt in 1349,6 and in Paris in 1380.7



On other occasions, Christians kidnapped and forcibly baptized
individual Jewish children. A papal formulary reveals, for instance, that, In
the  mid-thirteenth  century,  a  cleric  had  his  female  companion  abduct  the
seven-year-old  daughter  of  a  Jew  named  Eleazar,  and  he  sent  the  girl  to  a
distant  monastery.8  Jewish  converts  to  Christianity  sometimes  sought  to
abduct their Jewish siblings and convert them to Christianity. According to
the purported autobiography of the twelfth-century Jewish convert to
Christianity  Judah/  Herman  of  Cologne,  who  was  baptized  at  the  age  of
twenty-one,  for  instance,  Judah/Herman  kidnapped  his  seven-year-old  half
brother Samuel and deposited him at the Augustinian house of Flonheim for
Christian instruction.9

Christian literary sources—which often portrayed Jewish children as the
ideal Jewish converts to Christianity on account of their purported
malleability—described some Jewish children as becoming drawn to
Christianity through the influence of their Christian peers. In his version of
the widely disseminated “Tale of the Jewish Boy,” for example, Caesarius of
Heisterbach  told  of  a  Jewish  boy  whose  Christian  peers  teased  him  about
converting to Christianity. “Why don’t you become a Christian like us?” they
asked  him.  Solemnly,  it  seems,  the  Jewish  boy  responded:  “because  I  am
afraid of my [Jewish] parents.” “Would you like us to make you a Christian?”
the  Christian  boys  persisted.  When  the  Jewish  boy  answered  “yes,”  the
Christian boys proceeded to pray over him and baptize him, Imitating what
they had seen the priest do in church. Caesarius of Heisterbach explained that
God sanctified the boys’ work through the Holy Spirit.10 Isaac ben Samuel of
Dampierre  similarly  observed  that  Christian  social  pressure  could  draw
Jewish children to Christianity. He warned against allowing Jewish children
to  visit  Christian  homes  without  supervision  on  the  grounds  that,  In  their
homes, Christians tried to attract Jewish children to Christianity.11

Jewish  children  came  to  be  baptized  also  when  their  parents  chose  to
convert to Christianity. An epistle that the Benedictine Anselm of Canterbury
(d. 1109) addressed to the prior and archdeacon of Canterbury recounts, for
example, that, at the turn of the twelfth century, a Jew “abandoned his parents
and their law” and “went over from unbelief to the true faith with his small
family.”12 A letter that Pope Honorius III sent to officials of a church in Bonn
refers to a Jewish man who converted to Christianity in 1221 “with his wife
and  children.”13  In  1347,  Pope  Urban  V  wrote  to  the  dean  of  St.  Peter’s



church in Strasbourg regarding the welfare of a Jewish convert to
Christianity and “his wife and children” from the diocese of Constance. This
family  of  converts  had  begged  door-to-door  for  sixteen  years.14 During the
third  quarter  of  the  fourteenth  century,  a  Jewish  convert  named  Johannes
Catalan petitioned Urban V for indulgences for Christians in Provence who
supported a group of eighteen adult Jewish converts to Christianity and their
nine baptized children.15

Some Jewish children were baptized with only their fathers. For
instance, when Pablo Christiani converted to Christianity, he had his children
baptized, leaving their Jewish mother bereft. Years later, a former
acquaintance  reminded  him,  In  a  letter  ostensibly  meant  to  dissuade  Pablo
from  continuing  to  harm  Jews,  how  greatly  Pablo’s  wife  suffered  from  the
loss of her children. The author of this letter berated Pablo, lamenting: “You
have not had mercy on your wife, your faultless dove [Song of Songs 5:2].
While she still nested on her chicks, you took her children [from] under her
wings  and  removed  them  from  their  habitat.  All  of  this  [your  wife’s]  eyes
saw and her ears heard. Woe to her eyes that saw this! Woe to her ears that
heard  this!  …  Who  shall  console  [her]?”16  In  still  other  cases,  Jewish
children were baptized with only their mothers. Isaac ben Samuel of
Dampierre  referred,  In  a  responsum,  to  “a  child  of  three  or  two  years  [of
age] who apostatized along with [his] mother.” 17 In 1236, Pope Gregory IX
wrote to the bishop of Paris William of Auvergne about a Jewish woman in
northern France who converted with her daughter and two sons.18

Attitudes Toward the Baptized Children of Jewish Parents

Christians and Jews largely disagreed regarding the religious identities and
appropriate treatment of the baptized children of Jewish parents. According
to  Jewish  law  since  the  second  century  CE,  children  were  Jewish  if  their
mother was Jewish—that is, If their mother’s mother was Jewish, regardless
of  whether  or  not  their  mother  had  been  baptized.19  This  principle  can  be
seen  in  action  during  the  thirteenth  century  in  a  manuscript  responsum  of
Isaac ben Samuel of Dampierre. Isaac ben Samuel of Dampierre prohibited
Jews from lending at interest to the “son of an apostate woman,” that is, the
son  of  a  woman  who  had  converted  from  Judaism  to  Christianity,  on  the



grounds that, In spite of his mother’s apostasy, this individual was still a Jew.
(Following Deuteronomy 23:21, the taking of interest was forbidden between
Jews.) A number of medieval rabbinic authorities stressed that children were
not responsible for their baptisms. Isaac ben Samuel of Dampierre equated
the child of a Jewish mother who had apostatized to Christianity to a “minor
who  was  captured  [and  consequently  raised]  among  gentiles”—a  talmudic
category (Shevu’ot 5a; Shabbat 68b) denoting a child of Jewish origin who
was  not  knowledgeable  about  Judaism.  Such  a  child  failed  to  practice
Judaism by no fault of his or her own. He or she was unquestionably Jewish
such that “Jews were obligated to save his [or her] life.” 20 According to the
Or Zaru’a  of  Isaac  ben  Moses  of  Vienna,  Isaac  ben  Samuel  of  Dampierre
once  asked  rhetorically:  “How  does  the  fact  of  having  been  submerged  in
water  [i.e.,  baptized]  matter  [in  the  case  of  a  child]?  Doesn’t  the  Lord
consider  it  as  though  [the  child]  was  not  converted?”21  According  to  the
thirteenth-century legal commentary on the Talmud known as the Mordekhai,
Rabbenu Tam once remarked that a child who “could not distinguish between
his right and his left” was still a Jew, even if he was led into idolatry. 22 In a
responsum,  Meir  of  Rothenburg  insisted  that  a  minor  did  not  forfeit  his
inheritance  rights  upon  being  baptized,  as  the  persuasion  of  a  minor  was
tantamount to inexorable compulsion. “We do not divide up the possessions
[that he has the potential to inherit] until he reaches majority,” he wrote, “as
the coercing of a minor is considered a violation.”23

Christian authorities were of several minds regarding the legal situation
of  children  who  were  baptized  without  the  consent  of  one  or  both  of  their
Jewish parents. The influential Italian canonist Hostiensis (Henry of Segusio,
d. 1271) stated unambiguously that no baptized minors should reside with an
unbaptized parent. According to Hostiensis, matters of faith took precedence
over  parental  rights.24  Moreover,  several  thirteenth-  and  fourteenth-century
Christian  theologians—including  the  Dominicans  William  of  Rennes  (d.
1264)  and  Vincent  of  Beauvais  (1184–ca.  1264)  in  France,  the  Franciscan
Duns Scotus (1266–1308) in England, the archdeacon Guido de Baysio (d.
1313) in Italy, and the Franciscan Francesc Eiximenis (d. 1409) in the Crown
of  Aragon—approved  of  removing  Jewish  children  from  their  parents  and
forcibly baptizing them.25 According to Duns Scotus and others, princes had a
duty to take children away from parents who wanted to educate them “against
the worship of God.”26 Other major theologians, however, Including Thomas



Aquinas, condemned baptizing Jewish children against their parents’ wills as
a  violation  of  parental  rights.27  During  the  eleventh,  twelfth,  and  thirteenth
centuries, moreover, German princes repeatedly prohibited the forced
baptism of Jewish children.28

Lack of Christian consensus regarding the legal situation of children who
had at least one Jewish parent is apparent in the adjudication of particular
cases. During the 1220s, the archbishop of Strasbourg Berthold of Tech was
unsure how to proceed when a Jewish mother begged for custody of her four-
year-old son whose father had converted from Judaism to Christianity. This
mother argued that her son should either stay with her or reside with neither
parent  until  he  reached  the  age  of  legal  responsibility—which  could  range
from seven to fourteen, depending on the opinion of the authority and the sex
of the child—and could decide for himself.29 Unable or unwilling to resolve
the affair, Berthold appealed to Pope Gregory IX, who ruled in favor of the
father, on the grounds both that children were in their father’s power and also
that  the  mother  (and  other  Jews)  would  lead  the  boy  into  error  and  might
even kill him in order to prevent his baptism.30

During the first quarter of the thirteenth century, to cite another example, a
court  battle  over  the  custody  of  a  seven-year-old  girl  raged  for  over  two
years. According to the collection of exempla by the Dominican Thomas of
Cantimpré (1201–72) titled Miraculorum et exemplorum memorabilium sui
temporis ([A Book] of Miracles and Memorable Tales of His Age),
Rachel/Catherine—who is mentioned also in a 1270 donation charter for the
monastery  she  later  entered—was  born  into  a  Jewish  family  and  from  a
young  age  played  freely  with  Christian  children.31  She  became  drawn  to
Christianity when, with her Christian playmates, she began to visit the home
of  a  priest.  Eventually,  she  snuck  away  to  be  baptized  and  entered  the
monastery of Parc-aux-Dames in the Brabant. Outraged, her Jewish parents
mobilized to retrieve her. In court, her father’s Christian lawyer argued that
Rachel/Catherine had been kidnapped and forcibly baptized. He argued also
that “because [she] was under the legitimate age,” she should be returned to
her parents until she turned twelve. At that point, If she still persisted in the
Christian faith, her father conceded, she could return to living as a
Christian.32  Strikingly,  Henry  I,  Duke  of  Brabant,  and  the  bishop  of  Liège
Hugh de Pierrepont sided with Rachel/Catherine’s Jewish parents and
lobbied the monastery of Parc-aux-Dames to return their daughter. Thomas of



Cantimpré  lamented  that  the  Jews’  money  “lured  many  great  and  literate
Christian men” to help Rachel/ Catherine’s family. 33  Financial inducements
alone did not account for the commitment of some Christians to this Jewish
family, however. As Aviad Kleinberg has pointed out, the parents’ arguments
appear  to  have  carried  some  legal  weight.  Extant  documents  record  no
counterarguments that were marshaled in court, only personal threats.34

Further  indicating  that  the  legal  status  of  children  who  were  baptized
without the consent of one or both of their Jewish parents was unclear, during
the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, kings, popes, and municipal authorities
advocated allowing  contested children to  decide  their  religious  affiliations
for themselves, just as the Jewish mother in Strasbourg and the lawyer of the
Jewish father of Rachel/Catherine proposed. 35 In 1236—while the Norwich
proceedings were under way—King Henry III told the constable of
Northampton  to  bring  two  Jewish  children  before  their  father,  Fermin  of
Amiens,  who  was  planning  to  be  baptized,  In  order  for  these  children  to
decide whether “to follow [their father into Christianity], If they should like,
or to remain in their [Jewish] error.” 36 In the mid- thirteenth century,  Pope
Clement  IV  ordered  that  the  seven-year-old  Jewish  girl  who  had  been
kidnapped  by  a  cleric  and  sent  to  a  distant  monastery  be  returned  to  her
Jewish father, Eleazar, on the condition that Eleazar would not object if his
daughter later chose to become Christian.37 In 1309, King James II of Aragon
ruled that the local justice in Morvedre, Valencia, should determine whether
the  two  children—Astrugo  and  Stella—of  a  Jewish  convert  to  Christianity
desired baptism or not. If they did not, the king instructed, they were to be
allowed to remain Jews.38

In  short,  Christians  and  Jews  often  were  at  loggerheads  regarding  the
religious identities and proper treatment of the baptized children of Jewish
parents,  and  Christians  did  not  always  agree  among  themselves.  These
considerations make it possible to begin to piece together a possible
backstory of the Norwich circumcision case. Indeed, a number of
considerations suggest that Edward was the baptized son of a Jewish mother
and a Christian father whom Christians and Jews both claimed as one of their
own.

Recovering Edward



It  is  clear  that  Edward’s  father,  Master  Benedict,  was  Christian.  It  would
have made no sense for a(n unbaptized) Jewish father to take Jews to court
on charges of having “wickedly and feloniously” circumcised and renamed
his son “in contempt of the Crucified One and Christianity.”39

Historians including Walter Rye, Vivian Lipman, and Cecil Roth
suggested that Master Benedict was a Jewish convert to Christianity. Lipman
contended  that  Master  Benedict’s  name  and  profession  “confirmed  [this]
hypothesis.”40  To  be  sure,  the  rate  of  Jewish  conversion  to  Christianity
increased precipitously in thirteenth-century England as King Henry III
imposed  ruinous  taxes  on  Jews,  destroying  Anglo-Jewish  magnates  and
undermining the Jewish community’s internal charitable mechanisms. Robert
C. Stacey estimates that, during the 1240s and 1250s, there may have been as
many  as  three  hundred  Jewish  converts  to  Christianity  in  a  total  Jewish
population  that  numbered  between  three  thousand  and  five  thousand.41  It is
unlikely, however, that Master Benedict was one of these converts. The titles
applied to Benedict—magister  (master)  and  fisicus  (doctor)—do  not  shed
light on Benedict’s religious status. During the 1230s, these titles could apply
to a Jew, a Jewish convert to Christianity, or a born Christian.42 The informal
title  magister  could  function  as  a  general  term  of  respect.  Fisicus  could
denote  someone  with  an  advanced  medical  education  and  knowledge  of
natural philosophy, but it could also more loosely designate any practitioner
of  general  internal  medicine.43  Decades  later,  when  these  titles  indicated  a
university education (which was off-limits to Jews), they still would not help
to distinguish between a born Christian and a Jewish convert to Christianity,
as a Jewish convert to Christianity could have attended university after his
baptism.  Similarly,  Master  Benedict’s  denunciation  of  Jews  to  Christian
authorities on charges of “anti-Christian” activities does not establish that he
was  a  convert.  It  is  true  that  Jewish  converts  to  Christianity  frequently
denounced their former coreligionists, whether out of Christian zeal, anger at
Jews, or a desire to gain Christian trust. Born Christians, however, routinely
accused Jews of misdeeds, as well.

Three factors suggest that Master Benedict was a born Christian. Two of
these are the very factors that Vivian Lipman cited as evidence that Benedict
was a Jewish convert to Christianity. First, Master Benedict’s profession—
medicine—was more commonly a Christian one than a Jewish one in
thirteenth-century England. There were some Jewish doctors. But the



majority of medical practitioners were Christian.44 Second, the name
“Benedict” would have been an odd one for a Jewish convert to Christianity.
Benedict  was  a  common  Jewish  name  (Berekhiah,  Barukh)  in  thirteenth-
century England and only occasionally a Christian name. 45 But Jewish men
who converted to Christianity typically assumed distinctly Christian names,
such as John, William, Henry, Richard, Thomas, Robert, Philip, and Hugh. It
would have been at least as unusual for a Jewish convert to Christianity to
retain his Jewish name as for a born Christian to be named Benedict. Third,
medieval Christian clerks and scribes routinely appended descriptors such as
“convert,” “baptized one,” or “formerly a Jew” to the names of converts. Yet,
they never referred to Master Benedict in such terms.46

While Edward’s father was probably not born Jewish, Edward’s mother
may very possibly have been. Unlike Edward’s father, Edward’s mother is
glaringly  absent  from  the  records  of  the  Norwich  circumcision  case.  It  is
possible that Christian clerks and scribes passed over her in silence because
they deemed her identity immaterial to the matter at hand. As noted above,
there  existed  within  Christian  tradition  both  an  understanding  that  religion
passed through the father and also an understanding that children with only
one Christian parent were to be raised as Christians, regardless of whether
their  Christian  parent  was  their  mother  or  their  father.47  As  noted  as  well,
however, In practice, such considerations did not necessarily override
others.

It  seems  more  likely  that  Edward’s  mother  was  not  mentioned  in  the
records of the Norwich circumcision case because she was Jewish. Indeed, a
suggestive pattern emerges when one examines the Christian records of other
cases in which Jews were accused of circumcising “Christian” boys or men.
In  at  least  two  cases—albeit  from  a  century  later  in  northeastern  Iberia—
Christian  scribes  similarly  refrained  from  mentioning  the  mothers  of  boys
and men whom Jews allegedly circumcised. The registers of King James II
record,  for  instance,  that,  In  1329,  the  Jews  of  Tàrrega,  Catalonia,  were
prosecuted on charges of having circumcised “the sons of a certain Christian
man.”48  In  the  mid-1320s,  the  Jews  of  Calatayud,  Aragon,  were  subject  to
inquisitorial prosecution on charges of having circumcised a boy who was
“the son of a knight who was Christian in nature.”49 In both of these instances,
Christian records mentioned the religious identities only of fathers, and they
specified  that  these  fathers  were  Christian.  Possibly  this  is  because  this



information  was  deemed  sufficient  to  establish  that  the  boys  or  men  whom
Jews allegedly had circumcised were Christian. It seems significant,
however, that when inquisitors did mention the mothers—or both parents—of
individuals whom Jews were accused of having brought into the Jewish fold,
they  specified  that  these  particular  mothers  were  Christian.  As  noted  in
Chapters  3  and  4,  In  1284,  the  inquisitor  of  Lombardy  Florio  da  Vicenza
condemned  two  Jews  for  having  converted  to  Judaism  a  Christian  cleric
“who was born of Christians.”50 As noted in Chapter 3, as well, In 1316, the
bishop of Barcelona described the woman named Johana, who confessed to
having  converted  to  Judaism,  by  way  of  reference  to  both  her  father  and
mother.  The  bishop  specified  that  Johana  was  “the  daughter  of  a  Christian
man  and  a  Christian  woman.”51  To  the  extent  that  Christian  authorities
mentioned  the  mothers  of  boys  or  men  whom  Jews  allegedly  circumcised
only when these mothers were Christian, it would seem to follow that, when
they did not mention mothers, these mothers were Jewish.

If  this  was  so,  it  is  possible  that  Christian  authorities  passed  over
mothers  who  were  Jewish  in  order  to  avoid  calling  attention  to  facts  that
bore  the  potential  to  weaken  Christian  claims  to  the  custody  of  particular
children. As noted above, Christians disagreed among themselves regarding
the legal situation of baptized children who had at least one Jewish parent.
Christian  authorities  might  have  sought  to  avoid  documenting  the  Jewish
parentage of a child whom Jews allegedly circumcised because it weakened
a potent anti-Jewish narrative. It reduced a story about Jews preying on any
and all Christian children to a more specific and nuanced affair.

The strongest evidence that Edward’s mother was Jewish pertains to the
behavior that was imputed to Norwich Jews, starting with the accusation that
they  seized  Edward.  In  medieval  Christendom,  fear  of  losing  children  to
Christianity  constituted  a  major  source  of  Jewish  anxiety.  For  this  reason,
losing  children  was  one  of  the  most  common  motifs  in  medieval  Jewish
folklore.52 Simha Goldin has argued that fear of losing children also shaped
medieval  Jewish  education,  which  aimed  to  strengthen  Jewish  children
against  the  appeal  of  the  Christian  world  and  against  Christian  attempts  to
convert  Jews  to  Christianity.53  Jews  feared  that  the  baptisms  of  Jewish
children would result in the irrevocable loss of these children. Rabbenu Tam
went so far as to declare that it was better for baptized Jewish children to die
than  to  grow  up  as  Christians.  He  taught  that  the  Jewish  family  of  a  child



whom Christians seized should not mourn if this child actually died, “for, If
[this child] lived, he would engage in idol worship and follow the path of the
idolaters.”54

To  prevent  the  baptisms  of  children,  some  Jews  resorted  to  drastic
measures. Hebrew chronicles described how Jews in the Rhineland
slaughtered their children at the dawn of the First Crusade in order to stop
“the  uncircumcised”  from  seizing  them  and  raising  them  in  “the  erroneous
faith.”55 Latin chronicles recorded such behavior on this and later occasions,
as  well.  The  Annales  of  the  early  fourteenth-century  German  chronicler
Eberhard  of  Ratisbon,  for  instance,  recounted  how,  during  the  Rintfleisch
massacres  in  1298,  some  “older  Jews,  fearing  that  [Jewish]  children  and
women  would  ask  for  baptism  in  order  to  escape  the  fire,  threw  [children
and women] into the fire with their own hands, before jumping into the fire
themselves.”56  The  “second  continuation”  of  the  chronicle  of  William  of
Nangis described how, near Tours in 1321, when 160 Jews were burned in a
large  pit  on  charges  of  well-poisoning,  Jewish  widows  threw  their  own
children into the flames to prevent “the Christians and the nobles who were
present” from “seizing [their children] for baptism.”57

In  other  cases,  Jews  physically  removed  children  from  parents  who
intended to baptize them. In 1236, for instance, Jews from Northampton took
away the children of the Jew named Fermin of Amiens who was planning to
be  baptized.58 About 1340, In Catalonia, a Jewish grandfather hid his
daughter and two granddaughters, who were “between the ages of three and
nine,” from his recently baptized son-in-law in order to prevent their
baptisms. This son-in-law petitioned the bishop of Barcelona Ferrer
d’Abella and the inquisitor Bernat de Puigcercós for help retrieving his wife
and daughters.59

In  addition,  after  a  Jewish  child  had  been  baptized,  Jews  sometimes
physically retrieved him or her. In 1236, for instance—in close geographic
and chronological proximity to both the Norwich circumcision case and the
Northampton  case—Oxford  Jews  were  accused  of  having  “carried  off”  a
Jewish boy who had been “converted and baptized.” As a result, the justice
of the Jews William le Bretun turned several Oxford Jews over to the local
constable for imprisonment in Oxford Castle, where they were to await trial.
Meanwhile,  the  missing  boy  was  located  among  Jews  in  Exeter.60  Master
Benedict’s accusation that a Jew named Jacob seized five-year-old Edward



—and his indictment of twelve additional Jews as accessories to this crime
—may point to another instance in which Jews sought to bring a child whom
they deemed to be Jewish back into the Jewish fold. Moreover, it may point
to  yet  another  case  in  which  Jews  sought  to  do  so  specifically  in  England
during  the  1230s.  Possibly  such  efforts  increased  in  England  during  this
period due to the surge in Jewish conversions to Christianity that
accompanied  Jewish  impoverishment  and  royal  conversionary  pressure.61

These  efforts  to  recuperate  children  may  have  constituted  a  defiant  Jewish
attempt to stanch this conversionary trend.

Norwich Jews’ alleged circumcision of Edward aligned with
contemporaneous Jewish practices relating to admitting or readmitting boys
to  the  Jewish  community.  When  an  uncircumcised  boy  was  already  Jewish
according to Jewish law—as Edward was if indeed his mother was Jewish
—Jews circumcised him to fulfill the commandment of brit milah
(circumcision). Thus, a manuscript version of a ruling by Simḥah of Speyer
recounts that Jews circumcised the young sons of a Jewish woman who was
baptized and gave birth as a non-Jew when this woman returned to Judaism
with  her  sons.62  When  a  boy  whose  mother  was  not  Jewish  according  to
Jewish  law  was  to  be  circumcised,  his  circumcision  functioned  as  a  key
ritual in conversion to Judaism. 63 This occurred in Paris in 1268, when, as
mentioned  in  Chapter  4,  a  Jewish  apostate  who  had  “been  a  Christian  for
twenty years or more” returned to Judaism with the children of his marriage
to a Christian woman. The anonymous thirteenth-century journal that
described the fate of this apostate specified that this apostate “caused two [of
his children] to be circumcised.”64 In 1281, legal experts from the
universities of Bologna and Padua described similar behavior in a consilium
that they sent to Florio da Vicenza. In this instance, a Jewish man converted
to  Christianity,  married  a  woman  who  was  a  born  Christian,  and  later
returned to Judaism with his son, who had been baptized and who had lived
for  many  years  as  a  Christian.  At  this  point,  the  son  was  circumcised,  and
thereafter  he  lived  as  a  Jew.65  The  ordinary  gloss  of  the  German  canonist
Johannes Teutonicus (ca. 1170–1245) on the influential twelfth-century
collection of canon law known as Gratian’s Decretum may have referred to
the circumcisions of boys who were converting or returning to Judaism. In
his  comments  on  the  Decretum,  part  2,  case  28,  question  1,  canon  II—a
passage  that  instructed  Christians  to  remove  children  from  their  Jewish



parents  so  that  they  might  be  raised  as  Christians—Johannes  Teutonicus
noted: “I understand this as pertaining to sons who were already Christians
[i.e., baptized], whom perhaps their parents wished to circumcise.”66

The  ways  in  which  Norwich  Jews  behaved  after  Edward  allegedly
escaped  from  their  custody  also  aligned  with  the  ways  in  which  medieval
Jews are known to have acted in efforts to recover children. First, Norwich
Jews appealed to a local Christian official for aid. In court, In 1234, Richard
of Fresingfeld testified that, on the day following Edward’s alleged escape,
Norwich “Jews came to him, protesting that Christians wanted to take away
their Jew.”67 Roughly contemporaneous Jewish and Christian sources
document other instances in which Jews appealed to Christian authorities for
help  in  recuperating  recently  baptized  children.68  Jews  knew  that  some
Christians might be willing to assist them. In some instances, it is clear that
Jewish appeals were accompanied by bribes. According to a letter that the
Jews  of  Troyes  sent  to  Jews  in  the  Rhineland  in  the  aftermath  of  the  1171
massacre of Jews in Blois, for instance, Jews paid William, archbishop of
Sens, 120 pounds for, among other things, permission for forcibly baptized
children  to  return  to  Judaism.  An  additional  100  pounds  purchased  the
consent  of  William’s  brother,  Theobald,  Count  of  Blois.69  As  noted  above,
according  to  Thomas  of  Cantimpré,  the  Jewish  father  of  Rachel/Catherine
gave “a great sum of money” to the Duke of Brabant and the bishop of Liège
when he appealed to them for aid in recuperating his daughter.70

Like  Norwich  Jews’  appeals  to  the  constable,  other  Jews’  appeals  to
Christian  authorities  for  aid  in  retrieving  baptized  children  often  proved
ineffectual. The purported autobiography of Judah/Herman recounted
poignantly  how,  when  Judah/Herman  kidnapped  his  Jewish  seven-year-old
half  brother  in  order  to  have  him  baptized,  this  boy’s  mother,  “whose
excesses of grief made her mad, ran to the leading men of the city wailing
bitterly.”  These  men  sent  messengers  to  stop  Judah/Herman,  but  they  were
unable apprehend him.71 In 1289, Jews in England lamented to King Edward
I that a Jewish boy had been baptized “against their will” in the church of St.
Clement in London. Edward was not moved by their appeal, however. The
Parliament Rolls state that “Edward did not wish to revoke the baptism and
did  not  inquire  after  certain  people;  therefore,  nothing  was  done.” 72  In
northern France in the early 1390s, Lionne de Cremi, the Jewish wife of the
Jewish  convert  to  Christianity  Denis  Machaut,  discussed  in  Chapter  4,



appealed to the provost of Paris to regain custody of her four children. This
petition, too, had no effect. By August 1394, Lionne’s three older children—
who were eleven, nine, and five years old—were being held at the prison of
the Châtelet, and her one-year-old child was being cared for by a Christian
nurse. The provost decreed that the one-year-old “was to remain under the
father’s  guardianship  and  receive  a  Christian  upbringing,  while  the  other
three children were entrusted to Christian families.” Moreover, their father
was  to  be  allowed  to  visit  them,  whereas  their  mother  was  not.  “After  a
period of time determined by the provost, the children were to be
interrogated regarding whether or not they intended to become Christians.”73

In addition to appealing to the constable for aid, Norwich Jews came to
blows with Christians over Edward. According to Matilda, the coroners of
the city and county of Norwich, and thirty-six men from the city of Norwich,
when  Norwich  Jews  learned  that  Matilda  had  Edward  in  her  home,  they
rushed over, clamoring that Edward was “their Jew” and “their son,” that his
name  was  Jurnepin,  and  that  they  “wished  to  take  him.”  Before  long,  their
numbers swelled to a great multitude, and these Jews sought to wrest the boy
from the Christians with “great force” and “take him with them.” Hearing this
racket, the Christian neighbors rushed over, and they, too, heard and saw the
Jews  call  the  boy  “their  Jew”  and  insist  that  his  name  was  Jurnepin.
Eventually, Christians “came by force and seized [Edward] from the hands of
the Jews.”74

Like Norwich Jews’ alleged kidnapping and circumcision of Edward and
their appeal to the constable, this striking episode of mutual Jewish-Christian
violence—in which Christians sought to seize Edward from the Jews whom
these Christians claimed had seized Edward from Christians—suggests that a
Jewish effort to retrieve the son of a Jewish mother undergirded the Norwich
circumcision  case.  On  at  least  two  occasions  in  medieval  Christendom,
physical altercations are known to have erupted between Christians and Jews
when Jews sought to prevent baptisms. First, according to the Cronica Sancti
Petri Erfordensis moderna, In 1241 in Frankfurt, Jewish efforts to prevent
the  baptism  of  a  Jewish  youth  drove  Jews  to  kill  “a  few  Christians”  (and
drove Christians to kill 153 Jews and forcibly baptize at least 24). 75 Second,
according to a missive of King Alfonso IV of Aragon, In 1331, In an attempt
to  recover  a  Jewish  boy  who  allegedly  desired  baptism,  a  group  of  Jews
from Borja attacked two Franciscan friars who were accompanying the boy



down  a  public  road.  These  Jews  purportedly  insulted  the  friars,  drew
swords, threw stones, struck the friars, and knocked them down. It was said
that,  If  Christians  had  not  come  running  upon  hearing  the  friars’  cries,  the
Jews  would  have  killed  the  friars  and  carried  the  boy  away.  These  Jews
eventually were pardoned in exchange for 2,500 Jaca solidi. 76 The physical
tug-of-war in which Norwich Jews engaged Christians over Edward would
seem to have been of a kind with these episodes—an instance in which Jews
threw caution to the wind, consumed by a visceral determination to reclaim a
child, dramatically demonstrating in the process just how passionately
contested children could be.

The summary of the legal proceedings in the Norwich circumcision case
includes  one  more  detail  that  may  be  read  as  attesting  to  the  profundity  of
Norwich Jews’ conviction that Edward was Jewish. It states that the
coroners  of  the  county  and  city  of  Norwich  and  thirty-six  parishioners  of
Norwich testified that, when, at the end of the brawl in Matilda’s house, the
Jews realized that they “could not have [Edward] on account of the
Christians,”  they  forbade  Matilda  “to  give  [Edward]  swine’s  flesh  to  eat
because, they said, he was a Jew.” 77 This puzzling plea to not feed Edward
pork  may  be  read  as  the  expression  of  a  futile  hope  that  Christians  would
respect  Edward’s  Jewish  identity  by  helping  him  observe  Jewish  dietary
restrictions.  It  may  be  read  also  as  a  Jewish  refusal  to  admit  defeat  even
when  it  was  clear  that  Christian  constructions  of  Edward’s  identity  would
prevail.

In short, extant evidence strongly suggests that a Jewish attempt to bring a
child whom Jews deemed Jewish back into the Jewish fold sparked Master
Benedict’s accusation. Considered in light of roughly contemporaneous cases
in which Jews sought to prevent the baptisms of children or recover recently
baptized  children,  the  silence  in  the  summary  of  the  legal  proceedings
regarding  Edward’s  mother,  this  document’s  claims  that  Jews  seized  and
circumcised Edward, and its descriptions of Jews appealing to the constable
for aid and physically fighting Christians all support this possibility.

The summary of the legal proceedings and Matthew Paris’s iteration of
the Norwich circumcision case in the entry for the year 1240 in his Chronica
majora make it possible to refine this hypothesis. The fact that, by age five,
Edward  still  was  uncircumcised  suggests  that,  although  Edward’s  mother
likely  was  Jewish,  Edward  was  not  raised  within  the  Jewish  community.



Possibly  Edward’s  mother  died  in  childbirth.  Or  perhaps—as  medieval
Jewish  and  Christian  women  are  known  to  have  done  when  they  bore
children out of wedlock—she abandoned him at birth.78 Either way, Edward
could  have  been  taken  in  by  Christians  as  an  infant  and  raised  among
Christians.

A  number  of  factors  suggest,  moreover,  that  Edward  was  a  neglected
child. To begin, according to the summary of the legal proceedings, Edward
seems  to  have  had  nowhere  to  go  after  he  escaped  from  Jacob’s  home.
Matilda and her daughter discovered him “sitting by the river,” and they took
him in “for the love of God because they did not know whose son he was.”
Even after more Christians came to see Edward in Matilda’s home, no one
knew  whom  to  summon  until  a  mysterious  “certain  woman”  declared  “that
[Edward] was the son of Master Benedict, the physician.” At her command,
Master Benedict was summoned to Matilda’s house.79 Had Edward been the
cherished  son  of  a  local  Christian  physician,  it  is  unlikely  that  Christians
would have had trouble identifying his guardian.

Master Benedict’s apparent initial obliviousness to Edward’s
kidnapping, as portrayed in the summary of the legal proceedings, suggests
that Master Benedict was estranged from his son. One would expect a father
who normally lived with his five-year-old to have noticed when his son went
missing and to have searched for him. One would expect this especially of a
Christian father in a narrative crafted by Christians that cast Jews as wicked
child  predators.  As  noted  in  Chapter  2,  contemporaneous  Christian  anti-
Jewish  stories  often  demonized  Jewish  fathers;  it  would  have  been  natural
therefore to cast Master Benedict as a positive foil to his maligned Jewish
counterparts.80 No testimony, however—not even Master Benedict’s own—
described Master Benedict as having missed, let alone searched for, his son.
Moreover, when Matthew Paris retold the story in the entry for the year 1240
in his Chronica majora,  he  apparently  felt  a  need  to  rework  this  material.
Giving  Master  Benedict  a  more  predictable  role,  Paris  reinvented  Master
Benedict as having “diligently searched for his son.”81

The awkward reunion between Master Benedict and Edward in
Matilda’s home, as portrayed in the summary of the legal proceeding, also
suggests  that  Edward  and  Master  Benedict  were  not  close.  According  to
Matilda’s  testimony,  upon  entering  Matilda’s  home  and  seeing  Edward,
Master  Benedict  did  not  cry  out  or  rush  to  embrace  his  son,  as  one  might



expect  from  a  father.  Instead,  Master  Benedict  “hid  himself  in  Matilda’s
chamber to hear what the Jews [were saying] to his son.” Only when Master
Benedict  heard  that  the  Jews  were  calling  his  son  “their  son,”  “Jurnepin,”
and “their Jew” did he emerge from the room, contradicting them. Even then,
moreover, Master Benedict did not push through the melee to rescue his five-
year-old. Instead, oddly, he turned matters over to Edward: He asked
Edward what his name was. Further confusing things, according to Matilda,
Edward first replied that his name was Jurnepin—the name that the Jews had
given him. Only later, “seeing his father,” Matilda explained, the boy
“rejoiced and said that he was Edward, [Master Benedict’s] son.” 82 To  be
sure, little stock should be placed in the details of this account, which was
recorded at least four years after the alleged events and which inevitably was
shaped  by  the  conscious  and  unconscious  choices  of  multiple  authors—the
Christians  who  spoke  at  the  court  proceedings,  the  Christians  who  spoke
among  themselves  about  the  court  proceedings,  and  the  scribes  and  clerks
who recorded and later distilled the proceedings. That said, it is difficult to
imagine why Christians falsely would have imputed this behavior to Master
Benedict and Edward. Tellingly, Matthew Paris overhauled this scene, too.
Creating a more satisfying denouement, Paris instead portrayed Master
Benedict  as  having  personally  and  heroically  “discovered”  Edward  “who
was  wickedly  confined  in  a  certain  Jewish  chamber”  (Paris  omitted  any
mention  of  Edward’s  alleged  escape  from  the  Jews  and  Matilda’s  rescue)
and as having emitted “jubilant cries” when he saw his son.83

The  image  of  Edward  that  emerges  from  this  closer  reading  of  the
summary  of  the  legal  proceedings  and  Matthew  Paris’s  Chronica  majora,
together  with  contemporaneous  Jewish  and  Christian  sources,  Is  that  of  a
highly  unusual  child.  Far  from  the  Christian  “everyboy”  conjured  by  most
references  to  Edward  in  documents  about  the  Norwich  circumcision  case,
Edward  appears  to  have  been  a  neglected  and  socially  marginalized  boy
whom Christians considered Christian and Jews considered Jewish.

Circumcision’s Ambiguities

If  a  Jewish  attempt  to  recover  a  child  did  in  fact  spark  the  Norwich
circumcision case, then the summary of the legal proceedings has the



potential  to  shed  light  on  Jewish  practices.  To  begin,  it  suggests  that  a
substantial  portion—and  veritable  cross  section—of  a  Jewish  community
could be involved in an effort to retrieve a single child. At least one-tenth of
the Jewish population of Norwich—which Vivian Lipman estimated at about
two  hundred  out  of  a  total  urban  population  of  about  eight  thousand—may
have  participated  in  the  Norwich  circumcision  affair,  whether  by  attending
Edward’s circumcision, seeking the constable’s aid, or attempting physically
to remove Edward from Matilda’s house.84

These Jews spanned a range of social strata. As noted in the Introduction,
at least five of the thirteen Jews whom Master Benedict accused in court—
Isaac  ben  Solomon,  Diaia  (Elazar)  le  Cat,  Senioret  ben  Josce,  Meir  ben
Senioret, and Mosse ben Abraham—were leading moneylenders.85 Registers
of debts contracted or repaid that were kept in special chests known as the
Norwich  archa reveal, furthermore, that two of these men—Isaac ben
Solomon  and  Mosse  ben  Abraham—were  close  business  associates.  Isaac
and Mosse engaged in five joint dealings—far more than any other Jewish
creditors  in  medieval  Norwich,  most  of  whom  operated  independently.86

Seven Jews who appear in records associated with the Norwich
circumcision case seem to have been “ordinary middle class,” based on data
that  Vivian  Lipman  culled  from  seven  lists  of  Norwich  Jews  and  the  sums
owed to or paid by each of them during the period between 1220 and 1240.87

These  Jews  included  two  men  whom  Master  Benedict  accused  in  court—
Simon  Cok  ben  Sarra  and  Sampson  ben  Ursel—as  well  as  Aaron  Henn,
whom the Close Rolls of the reign of Henry III referred to in 1240, together
with Mosse ben Abraham, as having been “arrested for the circumcision of a
certain  Norwich  boy,”  and  three  Jews  who  were  listed  around  1241  as
fugitives  on  account  of  the  circumcision  case:  Manasser  ben  Mosse,  Meir
ben Josce, and his wife Rosa.88 Significantly, Meir ben Josce, who resided in
Norwich between about 1220 and 1240, was the most frequently mentioned
rabbinic authority in Norwich at the time. 89  Little is  known about the eight
other Jews whose names surface in conjunction with the circumcision case:
Jacob—upon  whom  Master  Benedict  cast  the  primary  blame—Leo  ben
Margareta, Deudone Joppe, F. ben Thea, Benedict ben Avegay, Abraham le
Prestre, Josce ben Sampson, Elias ben Deudone, and Benjamin. It is likely
that some of these Jews were of modest means.



In addition to providing a glimpse of the social composition of a group of
Jews who may have organized to retrieve a child, the summary of the legal
proceedings provides a surprising account of the rituals involved in naming a
child who was being brought back into the Jewish community. According to
this record, In 1234, nine-year-old Edward testified that, when he was five,
Jews gave him a new name right after they circumcised him. He explained
that the Jews chose this name by placing his foreskin—“that bit that they cut
off of his member”—in a basin filled with sand, searching for it with small
straws, and naming him “Jurnepin” after the Jew who uncovered his
foreskin.90 It was indeed customary in medieval Ashkenaz, during
circumcisions,  to  allow  the  foreskin  to  fall  into  a  bowl  of  sand. 91  The
summary  of  the  legal  proceedings  thus  refers  to  a  well-attested  Jewish
practice, Indicating either that Edward actually witnessed it or that someone
who was familiar with it told him about it. The summary also documents the
means whereby this Jewish practice came to be known to a broader Christian
audience that included the Christians who were present at the court
proceedings and those who read or heard about them. The practice of naming
through a game of lot that involved searching for the foreskin, however, has
not, to my knowledge, surfaced in other sources.92 Possibly Edward’s
account  documents  an  otherwise  unrecorded  popular  practice  that  existed
either locally or more diffusely. Possibly it documents a one-time occurrence
that was particular to Edward’s personal circumstances and specifically to
his apparent status as an abandoned child. Presumably, the Jewish names of
“returning” children typically were chosen more solemnly, perhaps to honor
a  relative  who  had  lived  and  died  as  a  faithful  Jew.  Possibly  Edward’s
account of naming through a game of lot combined some knowledge of actual
Jewish practice with knowledge of a game from another context.93

The specific name that Norwich Jews were said to have given Edward
may shed further light on the identities of the Jews who attended Edward’s
alleged  circumcision.  As  noted,  Edward  claimed  to  have  been  renamed
“Jurnepin”  (likely  a  diminutive  of  Jurnin,  Jurnet,  or  Joseph)  after  the  Jew
who  uncovered  his  foreskin  in  the  bowl  of  sand.  During  the  course  of  the
court proceedings, a number of witnesses—including Matilda and the
coroners of the county and city of Norwich—also referred to Jews calling
Edward “Jurnepin.” In itself, this name is not necessarily odd. A number of
male converts in medieval Ashkenaz and Mediterranean lands took the first



name Abraham in honor of the biblical Abraham, the prototype of turning to
monotheism  and  the  father  of  all  nations.94  Male  converts  assumed  other
names,  as  well,  however,  as  noted  in  Chapter 3,  Including  Elazar,  Haggai,
Isaac, Jacob, Obadiah, and Yehosephia. (The names that Jews gave female
converts included Hatsiva, Esther, Guta, Pesslin, and Rachel.) It is strange,
however,  that  Master  Benedict  did  not  indict  a  Jew  named  Jurnepin  (or
anything similar) for seizing and circumcising his son. No Jew with such a
name  appears  in  any  extant  records  relating  to  the  case.  One  of  the  most
prominent Jews  whom  Master  Benedict indicted, however—Daia le Cat—
had  a  son  named  Jurnin.95  Possibly  young  Jurnin  was  present  at  Edward’s
circumcision,  but  Master  Benedict  did  not  mention  him  in  court  due  to  his
youth.  Possibly  the  adult  Jews  drew  young  Jurnin  into  the  action  during
Edward’s circumcision by involving him in Edward’s naming though the use
of a game. Possibly they “honored” Jurnin by letting him win the game and
become Edward’s namesake. And possibly Edward was renamed
“Jurnepin,” as opposed to “Jurnin,” to distinguish Edward from his
namesake.  Jews  of  all  ages  attended  the  circumcisions  of  Jewish  infants.
And, In at least one other case, the presence of a Jewish youth is attested at
the circumcision of a boy whom Jews (re-)Judaized. During the course of an
inquisitorial trial that  was held in Aragon  in 1341–42, a Jew  named Jucef
Quatorze testified that, In 1321, when he was fourteen, he attended with his
father the circumcision of a boy who was “the son of a Christian.”96

In addition to shedding light on the number and identities of the Jews who
were  involved  in  Edward’s  circumcision  and  on  naming  practices,  the
summary of the legal proceedings in the Norwich case may provide insight
into  the  difficulties  of  circumcising  individuals  who  were  not  infants.  The
summary notes that, in 1236, six years after Edward’s alleged circumcision,
Jews  demanded  that  Edward’s  body  be  reexamined:  “All  the  Jews  came
together and gave King Henry III one mark of gold for the boy [i.e., Edward]
to  be  seen  …  to  determine  if  he  was  circumcised  or  not.” 97  As  Jews
requested  and  paid  the  king  for  this  reexamination,  it  stands  to  reason  that
they believed that this measure would demonstrate that Edward had not been
circumcised and that it would thus serve to exonerate them. Indeed, at first
glance, this Jewish request casts doubt on the possibility that Jews actually
did  circumcise  Edward  in  1230.  Henry  accepted  the  gold  and  granted  the
Jews’ request. Due to the damaged state of the extant record, it is impossible



to know who examined Edward. The critical word reads either judeis (Jews)
or  justiciis  (Christian  justices).98  Strikingly,  whereas  in  1234  the  justices
declared that it was “clear that [Edward] was circumcised,” this
reexamination  produced  ambiguous  results.  Instead  of  stating  that  Edward
was found to be circumcised or uncircumcised, the record hedged: “The boy
was examined, and his member was found to be covered with skin in front,
on the head.”99

This oddly technical and inconclusive description calls to mind intriguing
inquisitorial claims about the ways Jews allegedly circumcised “Christians.”
A paragraph that is appended to an anonymous treatise against the Christian
heretics known as the Poor of Lyon in a thirteenth-century Paris compilation
of material relating to the inquisition in France stated: “Note that the Jews
circumcise [their own] children in one way, and our Christian adults, when
they  Judaize,  In  another.  They  cut  off  the  foreskin  [of  Christian  adults]
halfway from above, not in a full circle, as they do to their own children.” 100

As Yosef Hayim Yerushalmi and Shaye J. D. Cohen have noted, In the early
fourteenth century, Bernard Gui included this passage in his Practica
inquisitionis, adding a reference to Jews circumcising Christian children as
well as Christian adults. Gui stated: “Jews circumcise their own children in
one way and Christians, whether children or adults, In another. In
circumcising Christians, adults or children, they cut off their foreskin halfway
from  above  and  not  in  a  full  circle,  as  they  d[o]  to  their  own  Jewish
children.”101  At  the  end  of  the  fourteenth  century,  the  Aragonese  inquisitor
Nicolas  Eymeric  included  Gui’s  wording  in  his  inquisitorial  manual,  the
Directorium inquisitorum (Inquisitors’ Guide). 102 Could Edward have been
the subject of one of these putative semicircular circumcisions? If his penis
was “covered with skin in front, on the head”—and thus presumably not on
the  back  of  the  head—was  this  because  his  foreskin  had  been  removed
“halfway from above, and not in a full circle,” as some inquisitors expected?

To be sure, semicircular—or otherwise imperfect—circumcisions were
not  valid  according  to  the  letter  of  Jewish  law.  According  to  nearly  all
medieval rabbinic authorities, the circumcision of converts was to be
identical to that of Jewish infants—involving cutting off the foreskin of the
penis (milah)  and  scraping  off  the  remaining  membrane  under  the  foreskin
(peri’ah). 103 Yevamot 47b directed: “If shreds [i.e., of the membrane under
the  foreskin]  remain on  [the  convert’s  penis] that impede  the  circumcision,



[Jews]  circumcise  him  a  second  time.”  So,  too,  Kelalei  ha-Milah,  whose
thirteenth-century  author  went  further,  Insisting  that,  “if  shreds  remained,
circumcision should be redone [not only] a second time—[but, If necessary,]
even four or five times.”104

It is likely that, In spite of these admonitions, some circumcisions were
imperfect. Conceivably, some Jews circumcised “Christians” in a
semicircular fashion intentionally. Nicolas Eymeric maintained that Jews did
so in order to preserve a bodily distinction between these individuals and the
rest of the Jewish community.105 In theory, this could have been useful for the
adjudication of inheritance of  debt claims in instances in  which  it was  not
clear whether an individual was born before or after his mother converted to
Judaism.  According  to  some  rabbis,  child  converts  to  Judaism  who  were
born before their mother converted to Judaism were considered to have been
reborn at the moment of their conversion and thus to have severed all legal
ties  to  their  biological  parents.  It  followed  that,  If  their  parents  died  with
money owed to them, this money did not have to be repaid to these
children.106  This  explanation  would  not,  however,  account  for  why  Jews
would  have  circumcised  someone  like  Edward  in  a  semicircular  fashion;
there is no evidence that Edward’s mother converted to Judaism. Some Jews
intentionally might have circumcised “Christians” in a semicircular fashion
with an eye toward Christian appraisal. Perhaps they circumcised
“Christians” only “in the back” in the hope that these circumcisions would
stand  a  chance  of  going  unnoticed  by  Christian  inspectors  or  of  being
dismissed as an anatomical abnormality. Claims that indeterminate
circumcisions  were,  In  fact,  birth  defects  became  common  in  the  early
modern period before tribunals of the Spanish and Portuguese inquisitions,
when  midwives  and  doctors  participated  in  adjudications.107  Zefira  Entin
Rokeah  has  suggested  yet  another  possibility.  According  to  Rokeah,  Jews
could,  on  occasion,  have  performed  incomplete  circumcisions  in  order  to
leave room for plausible Jewish deniability. Jews could have hoped that, by
assuring Christians of the technical invalidity of these circumcisions
according to Jewish law, they might reduce Christian charges from religious
ones, which fell within the purview of ecclesiastical authorities, to charges
of  bodily  harm,  which  royal  officials,  who  typically  were  more  lenient
toward Jews, could adjudicate. 108 If some Jews did circumcise “Christians”
differently with an eye toward Christian appraisal, this would be a



fascinating  phenomenon  indeed:  Jews  inscribing  what  they  construed  as  a
mark of Jewishness in a way that deviated from rabbinic norms with an eye
toward Christian construals of this mark.

These theories, however, are not compelling. There is no evidence that
Jews would have tolerated such an instrumental attitude toward
circumcision, let alone that any Jewish communities in fact espoused such an
approach.109 It seems more likely that, If Jews did circumcise Edward and
Edward’s circumcision later looked irregular, it was simply because it was
difficult to circumcise individuals who were no longer infants. Children are
much larger than infants, they are likely to be fearful and resistant, and they
experience pain differently. Another consideration could also explain why, If
Jews did circumcise Edward in 1230, this circumcision looked irregular in
1236. Circumcised foreskins can, over time, readhere to the rim of the glans.
The Mishnah itself notes that a circumcised male might subsequently appear
to be uncircumcised (Shabbat 19:6). When, then, Jews paid Henry III to have
Edward reexamined, these Jews could have been gambling on the significant
chance  that  Edward’s  genital  marking  was  ambiguous,  whether  because
Edward was imperfectly circumcised in 1230 or because his anatomy
subsequently changed.

Be this as it may, the seemingly equivocal reexamination report did not
affect Christian authorities’ determination of Jewish guilt. The two sentences
that follow the reexamination report in the summary of the legal proceedings
—which constitute the last two sentences of the document—make clear that
the reexamination changed nothing. “In this state,” they read, “[the boy] was
released to his father so that his father might […] him in the presence of the
ecclesiastical judges. And the Jews remain in prison.”110

The  fact  that  Edward’s  circumcised  status  was  ambiguous  in  1236  not
only raises questions about the anatomical realities of convert circumcision.
In  addition,  it  challenges  the  assumption  that  circumcision—the  physical
characteristic that ostensibly distinguished Jewish boys and men from their
Christian  counterparts—was  necessarily  clear,  permanent,  and  legible  in
only one way. Indeed, it indicates that, like the abstract categories “convert,”
“apostate,” and “returnee”—and even “Christian” and “Jew”—a visible and
tangible bodily mark could be subject to divergent interpretations.



* * *

Of all the kinds of religious crossings between Judaism and Christianity that
transpired  in  medieval  Christendom,  those  involving  children  aroused  the
strongest passions. The baptisms of the children of Jewish parents horrified
Jews and they divided learned churchmen. Some Jews stopped at nothing to
try  to  prevent  their  children  from  being  baptized  and  to  try  to  recover
baptized children. These efforts could involve seeking Christian legal
recourse,  bribing  Christians,  physically  accosting  Christians,  and  directly
seizing contested children.

The Norwich circumcision case may well have been sparked by a Jewish
effort to recover a child whom Jews deemed to be Jewish. If so, this case
stands as important evidence not only of the heightened anti-Jewish animus in
thirteenth-century England and Christendom more broadly and of the
resurgence of Christian concerns about Christian apostasy and about Jews as
agents of Christian apostasy. It stands as important evidence also of Jewish
responses  to  Christian  abuses  of  Jews  and  especially  to  the  ever-looming
prospect  of  losing  Jewish  children.  In  addition,  the  summary  of  the  legal
proceedings  in  the  Norwich  circumcision  case  may  provide  unprecedented
insight  into  an  actual  instance  in  which  Jews  tried  to  recover  a  child,
revealing  new  details  about  the  identities  of  the  Jews  involved  as  well  as
about naming and circumcision practices. At the same time, Christian
records’ framing of the Norwich circumcision case as an instance in which
Jews kidnapped and circumcised a boy who was a born Christian—and the
Christian outrage that this case elicited, garnering the attention of the king and
bishops and sparking widespread anti-Jewish violence—presents an
instructive irony. Even as Christians seized and forcibly baptized countless
Jewish children over the course of the Middle Ages, they smeared Jews with
false  imputations  of  mirror  behavior.  Christians  thus  lived  in  fear  of  the
image they produced, which was, In many ways, an image of themselves.



Conclusion

Framed by an investigation of the Norwich circumcision case, this book has
explored how fact and fantasy both shaped resurgent Christian constructions
of Jews as agents of apostasy to Judaism in thirteenth- and fourteenth-century
Europe. It has argued that these constructions of Jews—which had a
devastating impact on Jews—in part reflected broad Christian
preoccupations with Christian deviance, the instability of religious identity,
and the machinations of infidels and heretics. They cannot fully be
understood without attention to contemporaneous Christian attitudes toward
Muslims and Christian heretics and renewed ecclesiastical interest in
converting Jews to Christianity. These constructions of Jews partook also of
the  heightened  sense  of  Jewish  enmity  that  characterized  the  high  and  late
Middle Ages and spawned anti-Jewish calumnies. Like the charge of ritual
murder, the accusation that Jews wickedly seduced Christians over to
Judaism  portrayed  Jews  as  imminently  threatening  Christian  welfare.  It
depicted Jews  as endangering Christians  spiritually  and  wounding  men
physically. To thirteenth- and fourteenth-century Christians, Jewish
circumcision of Christians additionally evoked Jews’ alleged culpability for
Christ’s passion.

This  book  has  argued  further  that  Christian  constructions  of  Jews  as
agents of apostasy to Judaism can serve as a prism through which to glimpse
actual  Jewish  practices  and  the  experiences  of  individuals  who  converted
between Judaism and Christianity. First and foremost, they raise the curtain
on a small number of conversions of born Christians to Judaism during the
thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. These remarkable conversions were
undertaken  at  great risk  by men and  women of  all ranks,  Including learned
clergy, who defied the dominant power dynamics of their day. Some of these
converts ultimately chose to die at the stake rather than return to Christianity.
Although Christian conversions to Judaism were rare, their implications and
possible repercussions were significant; they illustrated the fragility of



Christian  identity  and  the  enduring  potency  and  allure  of  Judaism.  Jews
facilitated these conversions and supported the small number of born
Christians  who  converted  to  Judaism.  Contrary  to  the  contentions  of  many
Christians, however, Jews did not seek to attract born Christians to Judaism.
Christian  portrayals  of  Jews  as  wily  proselytizers  thus  did  not  align  with
actual Jewish behavior.

Christian constructions of Jews as agents of Christian apostasy to
Judaism  related  more  closely  to  Jewish  efforts  to  re-Judaize  adults  and
retrieve  children  who  were  born  to  Jewish  parents  but  who  subsequently
were baptized. As some Christian authorities were aware, often due to the
divulgences  of  Jewish  converts  and  returnees  to  Christianity,  some  Jews
pressured adult apostates to return to Judaism and physically seized children
who had been, or were in danger of being, baptized. According to dominant
interpretations  of  canon  law,  such  practices  technically  induced  Christian
apostasy to Judaism. The social realities of return to Judaism thus combined
with  theological  semantics—as  well  as  with  Christian  misperceptions  of
Jewish  attitudes  toward  conversions  to  Judaism,  the  evolution  of  Christian
anti-Judaism, and broad ecclesiastical worries about Christian
vulnerabilities—to fuel Christian concerns about Jews as agents of Christian
apostasy. Through this investigation, conversion and return to Judaism
emerge as important developments that worsened the relationships between
Christians and Jews across thirteenth- and fourteenth-century Europe.

In  the  course  of  probing  the  interplay  of  fact  and  fantasy  in  Christian
constructions of Jews, this book has applied a wide lens to the landscape of
movement  between  Judaism  and  Christianity  in  medieval  Christendom.  By
considering Christian conversion to Judaism in tandem with Jewish
conversion  to  Christianity  and  the  return  to  Judaism  of  Jews  who  had
converted  to  Christianity,  it  has  shown  that,  even  though  movement  from
Judaism  to  Christianity  was  far  more  common  than  its  reverse,  Jewish-
Christian conversion was bidirectional and somewhat fluid. Further
demonstrating  the  value  of  a  more  inclusive  framework  for  the  study  of
interreligious conversion, this book has laid bare parallels in and personal
connections  between  the  experiences  of  individuals  who  moved  in  both
directions between Judaism and Christianity. These links shed new light on
the complexity of a period that is notorious for the intensification of interfaith



animosity, and they are key to understanding how conversion affected
individual families.

This capacious perspective is essential also to grasping the full import of
the  Norwich  circumcision  case.  I  submit  that  the  accusation  at  the  heart  of
this case drew on both fact and fantasy in its own right. On the one hand, as
recorded in the summary of the legal proceedings, Master Benedict’s claim
that  Norwich  Jews  circumcised  his  son  Edward  “because  they  wanted  to
make [Edward] a Jew” stands as an early expression of resurgent thirteenth-
century Christian concerns about Christian apostasy to Judaism. As such, it
drew  on  and  further  disseminated  the  view  that  Jews  preyed  on  helpless
Christian children out of spite for all things Christian. Anti-Judaism
profoundly shaped the unfolding of the Norwich circumcision case. Master
Benedict’s charge aimed to harm Jews, and the proceedings led to violence
against Jews and Jewish property and to the exile and execution of Jews.

On  the  other  hand,  Norwich  Jews  may  in  fact  have  circumcised  five-
year-old  Edward.  It  is  plausible  that  Master  Benedict’s  accusation  was
sparked by a Jewish attempt to retrieve a boy who was being raised among
Christians even though his mother was Jewish. If this hypothesis is correct,
then, from the perspective of at least some Christian theologians and
canonists, Edward was Christian, whereas according to Jews, he was
Jewish.  According  to  canon  law,  Edward  was  a  Christian  who  had  been
rescued  from  the  hands  of  Jews.  According  to  Jewish  law,  Edward  was  a
Jew  whom  Jews  had  tried  to  rescue  from  the  hands  of  Christians.  Also  at
play,  then,  In  the  Norwich  circumcision  case  were  competing  Jewish  and
Christian understandings of Edward’s identity.

The fact that the extant records of the Norwich circumcision case
ostensibly obscure this backstory, referring to Edward simply as “a Christian
boy” and never mentioning his mother, Is suggestive. The Christian authors of
the thirteenth-century accounts of the Norwich circumcision case may have
sought to craft a stark narrative that pitted Christians against Jews in order to
avoid  the  ambiguities  and  internal  Christian  disagreements  regarding  the
proper  custodial  arrangements  for  baptized  children  who  had  at  least  one
Jewish  parent.  Edward  thus  became  a  Christian  “everyboy”  and  Norwich
Jews emerged as imminently menacing all Christian children. In significantly
distorting  social  reality,  these  authors  cast  what  likely  was,  to  Jews,  an



internal Jewish affair as a Jewish assault on the most vulnerable of
Christians.

As discussed in Chapter 2, the chroniclers Roger Wendover and Matthew
Paris  indulged  in  fantasy  even  more  liberally.  Building  on  the  notion  that
Norwich Jews had seized and circumcised a “Christian boy,” they
supplanted  the  trial  records’  narrative  of  attempted  forced  conversion  to
Judaism  with  a  narrative  of  attempted  ritual  murder.  In  so  doing,  these
chroniclers  established  the  version  of  the  Norwich  circumcision  case  that
most later chroniclers encountered and propagated. In the fourteenth century,
In his work of universal history and theology, the Polychronicon, the
Benedictine  chronicler  at  the  abbey  of  St.  Werburgh  in  Chester,  Ranulf
Higden (d. 1364), briefly paraphrased the short account of the Norwich case
that is found in the entry for the year 1235 in Wendover’s Flores historiarum
(and is repeated in the entries for the year 1235 in Paris’s Chronica majora
and Historia Anglorum). 1 At the turn of the sixteenth century, the sheriff and
alderman Robert Fabyan (d. ca. 1512)—who owned and read the Nuremberg
Chronicle  with  its  iconic  representation  of  the  alleged  two-year-old  ritual
murder victim Simon of Trent (d. 1475), 2 who was said to have been both
genitally  mutilated  and  crucified,  as  discussed  in  Chapter  2—introduced
several  changes  to  this  account  in  his  New  Chronicles  of  England  and
France. Fabyan claimed that the child whom Norwich Jews allegedly
circumcised  was  one  year  old  (not  five),  that  a  Christian  man  named  John
Toly (not Master Benedict) had denounced the Jews, and that the Jews went
unpunished.3 Later in the sixteenth century, the historian John Foxe (d. 1587)
explained in his Acts and Monuments (popularly known as Foxe’s Book of
Martyrs) that Norwich Jews circumcised a child and detained him for a year
intending to crucify him, and that eighteen of these Jews were hanged and the
rest remained in prison. 4 The antiquarian John Stow (d. 1605)—who, under
the  patronage  of  the  archbishop  of  Canterbury  Matthew  Parker  (1504–75),
produced the first edition of the Flores historiarum of Roger Wendover in
1567 and of the Chronica majora of Matthew Paris in 1571—noted briefly
in his Summarie  of  the  Chronicles  of  England  that,  In  1235,  “the  Jews  at
Norwich stole a boy and circumcised him, minding to have crucified him at
Easter,  for  which  they  were  convicted.”5  Stow  repeated  this  note  in  The
Chronicles of England,  adding  that  the  Jews  “were  convicted  both  bodies
and  goods  at  the  king’s  pleasure.”6  In  his  History  of  Great  Britain,  the



cartographer  and  historian  John  Speed  (ca.  1551–1629)  paraphrased  the
short account of the Norwich case that is found in the entry for the year 1235
in  Wendover’s  Flores  historiarum.7  In  his  Dictionary  of  Dates,  Joseph
Haydn  (d.  1856)  wrote  in  the  entry  for  “Jew”  under  the  year  1235:  “[The
Jews]  circumcise[d]  and  attempt[ed]  to  crucify  a  child  at  Norwich;  the
offenders [we]re condemned in a fine of 20,000 marks.”8

Together with the case of Simon of Trent, the “ritual murder version” of
the  Norwich  circumcision  case  came  to  inform  the  view  that  circumcision
was a standard first step in Jewish ritual murder. In the seventeenth century,
the  antiquarian  John  Weever  (1576–1632)  prefaced  his  description  of  the
Norwich case (which closely echoed Wendover’s short account) in a
digression in his collection of funerary inscriptions, Ancient Funeral
Monuments,  by  announcing  that  “the  Jews  in  the  principal  cities  of  the
kingdom [of England] used sometimes to steal away, circumcise, crown with
thorns, whip, torture, and crucify some [Christian] neighbor’s male-child, In
mockery and scorn of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ” (emphasis mine). 9

The  hagiographer  Alban  Butler  (d.  1773)  quoted  Weever’s  generalization
about  circumcision  as  the  first  step  in  ritual  murder  and  added  that  the
alleged ritual murder victims Richard of Pontoise and Hugh of Lincoln had
both been circumcised.10

During  the  centuries  that  the  Norwich  circumcision  case  came  to  be
known  primarily  as  an  attempted  ritual  murder,  Christian  concerns  about
Christian apostasy to Judaism and Jews as agents of apostasy persisted. It is
beyond the scope of this concluding chapter to analyze how these concerns
evolved during the early modern and modern periods. One example,
however,  Illustrates  the  endurance  not  only  of  these  Christian  concerns  but
also of Christian authorities’ practice of masking the complexities of return
to Judaism by portraying the phenomenon vaguely as “Christian apostasy” to
Judaism. The notorious edict expelling the Jews from Spain in 1492
specified no Jewish crime other than that of inducing “Christians” to become
Jews. At face value, this decree described Jewish efforts to convert any and
all  Christians  to  Judaism.  Yet,  the  “Christians”  in  question  were,  In  fact,
conversos—that is, Jewish converts to Christianity and their descendants. By
obscuring this distinction, Ferdinand and Isabella followed in the footsteps
of  the  medieval  popes,  kings,  Inquisitors,  and  others  whom  this  book  has
discussed, further propagating the view that Jews sought to harm Christians



at large. As earlier, as well, the 1492 iteration of the accusation that Jews
were “stealing faithful Christians” and “subverting them to their own wicked
[Jewish] belief” had grave ramifications.

The  year  1492  was  not  the  last  time  that  Christian  figures  of  authority
accused Jews of drawing Christians to Judaism. Early modern popes did so,
as well, writing about “Christian apostasy” in general terms, even though the
cases  they  had  in  mind  often  involved  Jewish  converts  to  Christianity  and
their descendants who returned to Judaism.11 In 1538, Martin Luther opened
his  treatise  “Against  the  Sabbatarians”  by  declaring  that  he  had  heard  that
“the Jews [we]re making inroads in various places throughout [Bohemia and
Moravia]  with  their  venom  and  their  doctrine  and  that  they  ha[d]  already
induced some Christians to let themselves be circumcised and to believe that
the Messiah or Christ ha[d] not yet appeared, that the law of the Jews must
prevail forever, [and] that it must be adopted by all the Gentiles.” Luther was
responding  to  claims  that  Jews  were  proselytizing  born  Christians,  and  he
proceeded to explain how Christians could refute Jews’ arguments by citing
scripture.12  In  the  mid-seventeenth  century,  to  cite  another  example,  the
Hamburg pastor Johannes Müller lamented: The Jews “seduce the Christians.
In  Holland,  there  are  examples  of  men  who  converted  from  Christianity  to
Judaism and had themselves circumcised. [The German historian and linguist
Christoph] Helvig tells … of eight different examples of such seductions that
took place in Germany and gives the name of each one. In 1638, a Christian
in  the  Netherlands  was  led  into  error  through  a  dispute  with  a  Jew  over
Isaiah 7 and converted to Judaism.”13 As Müller’s claims suggest, a trickle of
born Christians continued to convert to Judaism. During the late sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries, some anti-Trinitarian and Protestant Christians
converted to Judaism, as did a handful of Catholics in Counter-Reformation
Spain.  A  small  number  of  born  Christians  converted  to  Judaism  also  in
eighteenth-century Poland, Lithuania, and Russia. As during the Middle Ages,
these  converts  included  women  and  men,  some  of  whom  were  learned.
Indeed, some early modern converts to Judaism were Catholic and Protestant
clergy,  philo-Semitic  Hebraists,  students  of  Kabbalah, skeptics, and  deists.
As  earlier,  too,  at  least  one  of  these  converts,  Moses  Germanus  (formerly
Johann  Peter  Spaeth),  became  a  dedicated  Jewish  missionary  in  the  safe
haven  of  eighteenth-century  Amsterdam.14  Quite  a  few  of  these  converts  to
Judaism were arrested by Christian authorities and burned at the stake.15



To be sure, responses to conversions to Judaism were distinct when and
where there was freedom of religion and a separation between church and
state.  In  such  contexts,  such  as  the  modern  United  States,  conversion  to
Judaism  was  not  a  crime  but  a  newsworthy  curiosity.16  Yet,  even  in  such
contexts, certain patterns endured. The cause célèbre of conversion to
Judaism  in  the  antebellum  United  States  involved  a  Christian  missionary
turned Jewish convert named Warder Cresson. First a Quaker, then a Shaker
and  millenarian,  In  1844,  Cresson  journeyed  to  Palestine  as  the  first  U.S.
consul  to  Jerusalem  to  do  missionary  work  among  Jews.  In  Jerusalem,
however,  Cresson  formally  converted  to  Judaism;  he  was  circumcised  and
took the name Michoel Boaz Yisroel ben Avraham. Cresson’s behavior after
his conversion to Judaism is reminiscent of the behavior of some thirteenth-
century converts: Cresson became a spokesman for his new religion. When
he returned to Philadelphia—where his family put him on trial for insanity—
he stumped on the street, arguing for the superiority of Judaism over
Christianity.  In  addition,  Cresson  wrote  a  memoir,  which  he  hoped  would
lead other Christians to convert to Judaism.17

Of  all  of  the  dynamics  explored  in  the  present  study,  perhaps  the  most
enduring  pertain  to  the  passions  evoked  by  cases  involving  children.  This
book has shown how medieval Jews were haunted by the fear that Christians
would  seize  Jewish  children  and  how  some  Jews  risked  everything  to
prevent Jewish children from being baptized and to retrieve baptized
children. This book has shown also that, even though, over the course of the
Middle Ages, Christians seized untold numbers of Jewish children,
Christians spread vicious tales about Jews seizing Christian children.
Tragically, some of these trends, too, persisted into modern times. The case
of six-year-old Edgardo Mortara, who was seized from his Jewish parents in
1858 in Bologna by order of the Roman inquisition, Is particularly
notorious.18

The small boy whose story has formed the backbone of this book shall
likely  forever  elude  historians’  grasp.  It  is  doubtful  that  we  shall  ever  be
able to ascertain exactly who he was, what happened to him when he was
five, or what became of him after these fateful events. It is clear, however,
that, amid the heightened Jewish-Christian tensions of his day, he galvanized
the hopes and fears of Jews and Christians alike. This much is clear, as well:
Behind  Jewish  and  Christian  constructions  of  this  boy,  there  was  once  a



living  and  breathing  child  who  bore  the  scars  of  battles  he  never  chose  to
fight.
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Chronica majora. See Matthew Paris
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Chronicle of Bury St. Edmunds
Chronicle of Florence of Worcester
Chronicle of Solomon bar Samson. See crusades, First Crusade
Chronique du religieux de Saint-Denys
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circumcision: attitudes toward in antiquity; challenges of; of Christ; Christian attitudes toward; of
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Edward; as element of Jewish conversion procedure; indeterminate; in inquisitorial sources; of
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recircumcision; as rite of initiation for male Jewish infants; in the context of ritual murder; self-
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Clement IV (pope)
Cohen, Shaye J. D.
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Compostela, archbishop of
constable of Norwich. See Richard of Fresingfeld
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conversion. See Christian conversion to Judaism; Christian converts to Judaism; circumcision; Islam;

Jewish conversion to Christianity; Jewish converts to Christianity; return to Christianity; return to
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Córdoba; bishop of
Council of Bourges
Council of Lyon I
Council of Oxford
Council of Toledo III



Council of Toledo IV
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Crescentia (folktale type)
Cresson, Warder
crusades; First Crusade; Second Crusade; Seventh Crusade; Shepherds’ Crusade; Third Crusade. See

also Albigensians

Damascus
Danube
David (biblical)
David Kimḥi (Radak)
deacons. See also Council of Oxford
Decretals. See also Raymond Penyafort
Decretum (of Gratian)
Denis Machaut
Deudone Joppe
devil
Diaia (Elazar) le Cat
Digest. See Justinian
Directorium inquisitorum. See Nicolas Eymeric
disinterment. See posthumous burning
doctors. See medical practitioners
Dominicans; as chroniclers; as converts to Judaism; as inquisitors. See also inquisition; lectors; names

of individual Dominicans
Domus Conversorum
dreams
Dundes, Alan
Duns Scotus (John Duns Scotus)

Eadmer of Canterbury
Easter
Eberhard of Ratisbon
Edmund Rich (archbishop of Canterbury)
education. See children, Jewish education of; Christian converts to Judaism, instruction of
Edward (son of Master Benedict). See also circumcision; fathers; mothers
Edward I (king of England)
Egmond Abbey
Egypt. See also Cairo Geniza; names of specific locations
Elazar (convert to Judaism). See Bodo
Eleazar ben Judah of Worms
Elias ben Deudone
Eliezer ben Joel ha-Levi of Bonn
Eliezer ben Nathan of Mainz (Raban)
Elijah ben Zechariah of Aleppo
emasculation. See castration
Embrun
Endingen
England. See also specific locations, people, and works



Ephraim ben Jacob of Bonn
Erfurt
Esther (convert to Judaism)
Esztergom (archbishop of)
Even ha-Ezer. See Eliezer ben Nathan of Mainz
Evreux
Exeter
Expositio Sompniorum
expulsions of Jews; from England; from Spain
Eymeric, Nicolas. See Nicolas Eymeric

F. ben Thea
Fabyan, Robert
fathers; converting to Christianity with and without their children. See also children; fathers; marriage;

Master Benedict; mothers
Ferdinand III (king of Leon and Castile)
Fermin of Amiens
Ferrara
Ferrer d’Abella (bishop of Barcelona)
financial activities of Jews (actual and imputed)
First Crusade. See crusades
Flonheim
Florence
Florio da Vicenza
foreskin: of Christ; dropped in sand; of Edward; of Philistines
Fourth Lateran Council
France. See also specific locations, people, and works
Francesc Eiximenis
Franciscans; as chroniclers; as converts to Judaism; as inquisitors. See also inquisition; lectors; names

of individual Franciscans
Frankfurt
Frederick II (Holy Roman emperor)
Fuero juzgo
Fuero real
Fulda
Furs de Valencia

Garendon Abbey
Genesis. See Bible
genital mutilation. See also castration; circumcision; ritual murder
Gerald of Wales
Gerim (post-talmudic tractate)
German lands. See also specific locations, people, and works
German Pietists (Ḥasidei Ashkenaz). See also Eleazar ben Judah of Worms; Judah he-Ḥasid; Sefer

Ḥasidim
Geschichte des zu Trient ermordeten Christenkindes. See Simon of Trent
Gesta Treverorum
Gilbert of Poitiers



Gilgal
Giordano da Pisa
Giovanni Mattia Tiberino
Gloucester. See also Harold of Gloucester
Godfrey de Millers
Golden Legend. See Jacobus de Voragine
Goldin, Simha
Gospels. See also Bible
grace after meals (Jewish)
Granada
Gratian. See Decretum
Greece (ancient)
Gregory IX (pope)
Gross, Abraham
Guido de Baysio
Guillaume Agasse
Guillaume Bardin
Guillaume d’Auxerre
Guillaume de Bourges
Guillem de Rocabertí
Guta (convert to Judaism)

Haggai (convert to Judaism). See Robert of Reading
Hampshire Eyre Rolls
Harold of Gloucester
Ḥasidei Ashkenaz. See German Pietists
Hatsiva (convert to Judaism)
Haydn, Joseph
Hayim Eliezer
Hebrew language; inquisitorial knowledge of
Henry I (duke of Brabant)
Henry II (Holy Roman emperor)
Henry III (king of England)
Henry IV (Holy Roman emperor)
Henry of Herford
heresy/heretics (Christian); heretics as alleged corrupters of Christians. See also Albigensians;

Passagians; Patarenes; Poor of Lyon
Herman (convert to Christianity, formerly Judah)
Hermann Korner
Historia Anglorum. See Matthew Paris
Historia Augusta
Historia Hierosolymitana
Historia Normannorum
Historia rerum Anglicarum
Holcot, Robert
Holinshed, Raphael
Honorius III (pope)
Honorius IV (pope)



host desecration
Hostiensis (Henry of Segusio)
Hugh de Pierrepont (bishop of Liège)
Hugh of Lincoln (alleged ritual murder victim)
Hugo de Cardillon
Huguccio of Pisa
Humbert of Romans
Hungary. See also Andrew II; Kalocsa, archbishop of; Esztergom, archbishop of

idolatry
imitatio Christi
immersion. See ritual immersion
Innocent III (pope)
Innocent IV (pope)
Innocent VI (pope)
inquisition (papal); abjurations; destruction of property; interrogations; prosecution of converts to

Judaism; prosecution of Jews for abetting conversion to Judaism; prosecution of Jews for abetting
return to Judaism; prosecution of returnees to Judaism. See also names of individual inquisitors;
posthumous burning; prison; Spanish Inquisition

instruction. See children, Jewish education of; Christian converts to Judaism, instruction of
Isaac (thirteenth-century convert to Judaism)
Isaac (twelfth-century convert to Judaism)
Isaac ben Abraham (Riẓba)
Isaac ben Asher ha-Levi of Speyer (Riba)
Isaac ben Moses of Vienna (Riaz)
Isaac ben Samuel of Dampierre (Ri)
Isaac ben Samuel of Meiningen. See Nuremberg Memorbuch
Isaac ben Solomon
Isaac Cardoso
Isaac Males
Isaac of Würzburg (convert to Judaism)
Isaach Necim
Islam: Christian conversion to; and circumcision. See also Muslim conversion to Christianity; Muslim

lands; Muslims
Italian peninsula. See also entries for specific locations, people, and works

Jacob (biblical)
Jacob (convert to Judaism)
Jacob (Jew accused of circumcising Edward)
Jacob ben Abba Mari Anatoli
Jacob ben Elijah of Venice
Jacob ben Meir of Ramerupt. See Rabbenu Tam
Jacob ben Reuben
Jacobus de Voragine
Jacques Fournier
James I (king of Aragon)
James II (king of Aragon)
Jean de Folleville (provost of Paris)



Jean de Joinville
Jerusalem
Jewish conversion to Christianity; as a Christian desideratum; in England; historiography; Jewish efforts

to prevent; naming conventions; stigma of among Jews; terminology for. See also children; Domus
Conversorum; Jewish converts to Christianity; polemics; return to Judaism; women

Jewish converts to Christianity: and anti-Jewish behavior; connections to Christian converts to Judaism;
Jewish hostility toward,; similarities to Christian converts to Judaism. See also Jewish conversion to
Christianity; names of individual converts

Joan (convert to Christianity, formerly Josse)
Joan Ferrand
Joan Llotger
Joel ben Isaac ha-Levi of Bonn
Johana (convert to Judaism)
Johann von Buch
Johannes Catalan
Johannes de Frontlio
Johannes Müller
Johannes of Bretz
Johannes son of Dreux of Oppido. See Obadiah
Johannes Teutonicus
John I (king of England)
John Cassian
John Duns Scotus. See Duns Scotus
John Foxe
John of Winterthur
John Peckham (archbishop of Canterbury)
John Selden
John Speed
John Stow
John Weever
Josce ben Sampson
Joseph Kimḥi
Joshua (biblical)
Jucef Quatorze
Judah ben Samuel of Regensburg. See Judah he-Ḥasid
Judah he-Ḥasid (Judah ben Samuel of Regensburg)
Juliana (convert to Christianity)
Julius Paulus
juries
Jurnepin. See Edward
Jurnin (son of Diaia le Cat)
Justinian (Roman emperor)

Kalocsa, archbishop of
Kanarfogel, Ephraim
Kelalei ha-Milah
kiddush ha-Shem. See martyrdom
Kleinberg, Aviad



knives

Langmuir, Gavin
Lateran IV. See Fourth Lateran Council
Latin
latrines
Lausanne
lectors (mendicant)
Lemgo
Leo ben Margareta
Leon
lepers. See also Guillaume Agasse; well-poisoning
Lerida
Lincoln. See also Hugh of Lincoln
Lincolnshire Assize Rolls
Lionne de Cremi
Lipman, Vivian
Little, Lester
Loddon
Lombardy
London. See also Domus Conversorum; Tower of London
Louis I, “the Pious” (king of the Franks)
Louis VII (king of France)
Louis IX (king of France)
Luard, Henry Richards
Lübeck
Lucas of Tuy
Lucera
Luther, Martin
Lyon. See Agobard; Amulo; First Council of Lyon

Magdeburg
Maimonides (Moses ben Maimon; Rambam)
Maine
Mainz. See also Eliezer ben Nathan of Mainz
Mallorca. See also Mallorca Disputation
Mallorca Disputation
Malmad ha-Talmidim. See Jacob ben Abba Mari Anatoli
Manasser ben Mosse
Manosque
Margoliouth, Moses
Marquardus de Susannis
marriage: between Christians and Christian apostates; between converts and returnees to Islam;

between converts to Judaism and returnees to Judaism; between Jews; between Jews and converts
to Christianity; between Jews and converts to Judaism; between Jews and returnees to Judaism. See
also children; mothers; sex; women

Marseille
martyrdom: Christian; Jewish. See also crusades, First Crusade



Master Benedict (Edward’s father)
Matilda de Bernham
Matthew Paris
Matthew Parker (archbishop of Canterbury)
medical practitioners
Meir ben Barukh of Rothenburg (Maharam)
Meir ben Josce
Meir ben Senioret
Meir ben Simeon of Narbonne
Menasseh ben Israel
mendicant orders. See Dominicans; Franciscans
Merovingians
Metz. See also Alpert of Metz
meẓiẓah. See also circumcision
Milḥamot ha-Shem. See Jacob ben Reuben
Milḥemet Miẓvah. See Meir ben Simeon of Narbonne
mirror punishments
Mishnah
missionaries. See also Islam; Jewish conversion to Christianity; polemics
Molot (Mutlotus) (convert to Christianity, subsequently Johannes)
Monniot, Albert
Montblanc
Montpellier
Mordechai ben Hillel
Morocco
Mortara, Edgardo
Morvedre. See Valencia
Moses (biblical)
Moses ben Jacob of Coucy
Moses Germanus (convert to Judaism, formerly Johann Peter Spaeth)
Moses of Pontoise
Mosse ben Abraham
Mosse cum naso. See Mosse ben Abraham
Mosse Mokke. See Mosse ben Abraham
mothers; Edward’s mother. See also children; fathers; marriage; Virgin Mary; women
Müller, Johannes
Muslim conversion to Christianity. See also Islam
Muslim lands, as safe havens for converts and returnees to Judaism
Muslims: categorized by Christians together with heretics and Jews; and non-Muslim children; portrayed

as circumcising Christians; portrayed as political and military threats to Christians; portrayed as
spiritual corrupters of Christians. See also Islam

Najera
naming: of Christ; of Edward; Jewish rituals; in ritual murder narratives. See also Abraham (biblical), as

namesake for converts to Judaism; Benedict (as a name in thirteenth-century England); Christian
converts to Judaism, names of; Jewish conversion to Christianity, naming conventions

Naples
Narbonne



Navarre. See also Johana; Najera
Neuburg on the Danube
Nicholas IV (pope)
Nicholas Chese
Nicholas Donin
Nicholas of Lyra
Nicolas Eymeric
Nicolau de Gràcia
niddah. See ritual purity, laws of
Noahide commandments
Normandy
Normans. See Historia Normannorum
North Africa. See also names of specific locations
Northampton
Norwich: anti-Jewish violence in; devotion to St. Giles in. See also Nicholas Chese; Richard of

Fresingfeld; Simon of Berstrete; specific aspects of the Norwich circumcision case; William of
Norwich; William of Raleigh

Nuremberg. See Nuremberg Chronicle; Nuremberg Memorbuch; Yedidyah ben Samuel
Nuremberg Chronicle
Nuremberg Memorbuch

oaths: sworn by Jews; sworn by returnees to Judaism
Obadiah (convert to Judaism, formerly Johannes son of Dreux of Oppido)
Odo of Châteauroux, cardinal
Oxford,. See also Council of Oxford

Pablo Christiani
Padua
Pamiers
Paris
Paris, Matthew. See Matthew Paris
Paris Disputation
Passagians
Passau. See also Passau Anonymous
Passau Anonymous
Pastoureaux. See crusades, Shepherds’ Crusade
Patarenes
Paul Alvar
Pedro Marín
Pedro Pascual
penance for apostasy: Christian; Jewish
Pere (convert to Christianity, formerly Alatzar)
Perrot (convert to Judaism)
Pesslin (convert to Judaism)
Peter III (king of Aragon)
Peter Abelard
Peter Alfonsi
Peter Damian



Peter of Corbeil (archbishop of Sens)
Philip II, “Augustus” (king of France)
Philip III (king of France)
Philip IV, “the Fair” (king of France)
Philistines
Poitiers. See also Gilbert of Poitiers
polemics: Jewish-Christian; among rival groups of Christian clergy. See also Barcelona Disputation;

Mallorca Disputation; Paris Disputation; Ramon Llull; Raymond Martini
Ponç de Gualba (bishop of Barcelona)
Pontoise. See also Moses of Pontoise; Richard of Pontoise
Poor of Lyon
pope. See also names of individual popes
posthumous burning
Practica inquisitionis heretice pravitatis. See Bernard Gui
prison
Proteus (convert to Christianity, formerly Samuel)
Provence. See also specific locations, people, and works
provost of Paris. See Jean de Folleville
Prudentius (bishop of Troyes)
psychological projection, role of in anti-Judaism
Pugio fidei adversus mauros et iudaeos. See Raymond Martini
Puigcerdà

Rabbenu Gershom
Rabbenu Tam (Jacob ben Meir of Ramerupt)
Rachel (convert to Judaism)
Ralph of Flaix
Ramon Llull
Ranulf Higden
Raphael Holinshed
Rashi (Solomon ben Isaac of Troyes)
Raymbauda. See Regina
Raymond Martini
Raymond Penyafort. See also Decretals
Regensburg
Regina (convert to Christianity, subsequently Raymbauda)
Regulae juris “ad decus,”
Reiner, Avraham (Rami)
relapsi. See return to Judaism
Religieux de Saint-Denys. See Chronique du religieux de Saint-Denys
return to Christianity
return to Islam
return to Judaism; associated by Christians with conversion to Judaism; Christian efforts to prevent;

Christian facilitation of; connections to cases of conversion to Judaism; Hebrew terminology; Jewish
facilitation of; understood by Christians as apostasy. See also Christian conversion to Judaism;
inquisition; Jewish conversion to Christianity

Richard I (king of England)
Richard of Fresingfeld



Richard of Pontoise
Rigord de Saint-Denis
Rintfleisch massacres
ritual immersion (Jewish): for conversion to Judaism; for return to Judaism
ritual murder. See also blood libel; Fulda
ritual purity, Jewish laws of
River Wensum
Robert (canon from Soest, convert to Judaism)
Robert Bacon
Robert de Bello, Bible of
Robert Grosseteste (bishop of Lincoln)
Robert of Reading (convert to Judaism, subsequently Haggai)
Robert of Sutton
Roger of Hoveden
Roger Wendover
Rokeah, Zefira Entin
Rome (ancient)
Rome (city)
Rosa de Grassa
Roth, Cecil
Rouen
Rubin, Miri
Ruth (biblical)
Rye, Walter

Sachsenspiegel
Salerno
Salves Barbe
Salzburg
Sampson ben Ursel
Sancho de Torre Alba
Saul (biblical)
Sefer ha-Brit. See Joseph Kimḥi
Sefer ha-Pardes
Sefer Ḥasidim
Sefer ha-Yashar
Sefer Miẓvot Gadol. See Moses ben Jacob of Coucy
Sefer Mordekhai
Sefer Nestor ha-Komer
Sefer Niẓẓaḥon Yashan
Sefer Or Zaru’a. See Isaac ben Moses of Vienna
Sefer Zekhirah. See Ephraim ben Jacob of Bonn
Senioret ben Josce
Sens. See Peter of Corbeil; Samson of Sens; William “White Hands”
Septimius Severus (Roman emperor)
Seville
sex: and castration; between Christians and Jews; and circumcision; and conversion to Judaism



Shatzmiller, Joseph
Shehemites
Shekhinah
Shepherds’ Crusade. See crusades, Shepherds’ Crusade
Sicily
Siete partidas
Simḥah of Speyer
Simon Cok ben Sarra
Simon of Berstrete
Simon of Trent
Simon Sudbury (archbishop of Canterbury)
“simple” Christians
slaves/slavery; and conversion to Judaism
Soest
Solomon ben Abraham ibn Aderet (Rashba)
Solomon ben Isaac of Troyes. See Rashi
Solomon Pisano
South English Legendary
Spanish Inquisition
Speculum historiale. See Vincent of Beauvais
Speyer. See Isaac ben Asher ha-Levi of Speyer; Simḥah of Speyer
St. Albans Abbey. See Matthew Paris; Roger Wendover
St. Benedict’s Cemetery
St. Dominic of Silos
St. Fulcran
St. Germanus
St. Giles
St. Patroclus
St. Paul
St. Protasius
Stacey, Robert C.
Stephen Langton (archbishop of Canterbury)
Strasbourg
St. Sylvester (pope)
Sudenburg
suicide
synagogues

Talmud, Babylonian; Kiddushin; Niddah; Sanhedrin; Shabbat; Shevu’ot; Yevamot; Yevamot; Yevamot
Talmud, Jerusalem, Bikkurim 1:
Tangiers
Tarragona
Tàrrega
tears
Theobald V, “the Good” (count of Blois)
Theophilus legend
Theor. See Diaia (Elazar) le Cat
Thomas Aquinas



Thomas of Cantimpré
Thomas of Monmouth. See also William of Norwich
Tiberino, Giovanni Mattia. See Simon of Trent
Toledo; archbishop of. See also Council of Toledo III; Council of Toledo IV
Toledot Yeshu
tombstones. See also cemeteries
Toulon
Toulouse. See also Bernard Gui
Tours
Tower of London. See also prison
Tractatus adversus Judaeum (anonymous)
Trier
Troyes. See also Prudentius; Rashi
Tunis
Turbato corde
Tyrnau

Ulricus Sunnechalp
Urban II (pope)
Urban V (pope)

Valencia. See also Furs de Valencia
Venantius Fortunatus
Vikuaḥ la-Radak
Vincent of Beauvais
Vindiciae judaeorum. See Menasseh ben Israel
Virgin Mary
Visigothic legislation
Vita coaetanea. See Ramon Llull
Viterbo

Wales. See also Gerald of Wales
Walter Map
Wecelin (convert to Judaism)
well-poisoning
Weltchronik. See Nuremberg Chronicle
Westminster
William II, “Rufus” (king of England)
William Durand (bishop of Mende)
William le Bretun
William of Auvergne
William of Flaix
William of Malmesbury
William of Nangis
William of Newburgh
William of Norwich (alleged ritual murder victim)
William of Raleigh (bishop of Norwich)
William of Rennes



William “White Hands” (archbishop of Sens)
Winchester
women: as agents of conversion to Judaism; as agents of return to Judaism; in Christian legislation about

conversion to Judaism; as “circumcised” or “uncircumcised”; in conversion historiography; as
converts to Judaism; as detectors of Jewish abuse; handmaid in Hungary who converted to Judaism;
performing circumcisions; procedure for conversion to Judaism; as returnees to Islam; as returnees to
Judaism; sister of male convert to Judaism; two sisters who converted to Judaism; as alleged targets
of forced conversion by Muslims and Jews; as widows. See also Cairo Geniza; marriage; mothers;
names of individual women; ritual purity; sex

Würzburg

Yedidyah ben Samuel of Nuremberg
Yeḥiel ben Joseph of Paris
Yehosephia (convert to Judaism)
Yerushalmi, Yosef Hayim
Yom Tov ben Abraham Ishbili (Ritva)
York. See also Benedict of York
Yuval, Israel

Zaragoza
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