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What we are going to talk about

• transformation of Christian culture in the twelfth century
• changes in patters of Christian anti-Jewish polemic
• the role of reason in Christian polemic
• Jewish response: rationalism in Jewish anti-Christian polemic



Questions

1. What comes to your mind when you hear “the 12th century”?
2. What do you know about the position of the Jews in Christian Europe at 

this time? 



Context

• “Twelfth-Century Renaissance”
• political and economic expansion (urbanization, Crusades)
• institutional consolidation (ecclesiastical and secular)
• new intellectual centres (urban schools, universities)
• revival of classical Latin literature
• revival of science

• translations from Hebrew, Greek, Arabic
• heightened concern with “otherness”





How did the polemical literature change?

 

Changes

- new audiences
- new arguments

Four categories of anti-Jewish polemic in the 12th and 13th c. according to Amos
Funkenstein:

1. older pattern of scriptural proofs (testimonia)
2. rationalistic polemics attempting to prove Christian dogma on the basis of reason ALONE

(sola ratione)
3. accusations against the Talmud and post-biblical literature
4. attempts to prove from the post-biblical literature itself the recognition of Christ’s

messianity and the truth of Christian religion



Anselm of Canterbury

 

• 1033/34–1109
• Benedictine monk of monastery

Bec in Normandy, later
archbishop in Canterbury

• Cur Deus homo? (Why did God
become man?)

• dialogue with Boso, against
infideles = “who do not accept
the Christian faith because they
think it repugnant to reason”

• very little quotation of the Bible

Bodleian Library, MS. Auct. D. 2. 6, folio 
156r, Top. Opening of Anselm’s ‘Prayers 
and Meditations’. Photo: © Bodleian 
Library, University of Oxford.



Anselm of Canterbury

 

"I have been often and most earnestly requested by many, both personally and by letter, that I would hand
down in writing the proofs of a certain doctrine of our faith, which I am accustomed to give to inquirers;
for they say that these proofs gratify them, and are considered sufficient. This they ask, not for the sake of
attaining to faith by means of reason, but that they may be gladdened by understanding and
meditating on those things which they believe; and that, as far as possible, they may be always
ready to convince any one who demands of them a reason of that hope which is in us. And this
question, both infidels are accustomed to bring up against us, ridiculing Christian simplicity as absurd; and
many believers ponder it in their hearts; for what cause or necessity, in sooth, God became man, and by
his own death, as we believe and affirm, restored life to the world; when he might have done this, by means
of some other being, angelic or human, or merely by his will. Not only the learned, but also many unlearned
persons interest themselves in this inquiry and seek for its solution. Therefore, since many desire to
consider this subject, and, though it seem very difficult in the investigation, it is yet plain to all
in the solution, and attractive for the value and beauty of the reasoning; although what ought to
be sufficient has been said by the holy fathers and their successors, yet I will take pains to disclose to
inquirers what God has seen fit to lay open to me. And since investigations, which are carried on by
question and answer, are thus made more plain to many, and especially to less quick minds, and on that
account are more gratifying, I will take to argue with me one of those persons who agitate this subject; one,
who among the rest impels me more earnestly to it, so that in this way Boso may question and Anselm
reply." (Cur Deus homo, I:I)



Anselm of Canterbury

 

“For you prove that God became man out of necessity in such a way that, even
if the few things which you have taken from our books were removed (such as
what you said about the three persons of God and about Adam) you could
satisfy not only the Jews but also the pagans with reason alone. And because
the same God-man himself establishes the New Testament and confirms the
Old, thus just as it is necessary to acknowledge that he himself is true, so no
one can deny that there is nothing in the Scriptures that is not true.” (Cur Deus
homo, II:22)

Humanity had to compensate God for the original sin with a proper
compensation, therefore the saviour had to be human. However, after the fall,
humans are unable to fulfil God’s will, therefore the saviour had to be divine.
The necessity of incarnation does not infringe on God’s omnipotence, rather it
is a consequence of the world’s order chosen by God.



Rationalism in Christian anti-Jewish debate
• Gilbert Crispin (c. 1046–1117)

• Disputatio cum Gentili
• Disputatio Iudei et Christiani

• “To the Rev. Father and Lord Anselm, Archbishop of the holy Church of Canterbury, his servant and
son, Brother Gilbert [Crispin], proctor and servant of Westminster Abbey, wisheth prosperous
continuance in this life and a blissful eternity in the future one. I send you a little work to be submitted
to your fatherly prudence. I wrote it recently putting to paper what a Jew said when formerly
disputing with me against our faith in defence of his own law, and what I replied in favour
of the faith against his objections. I know not where he was born, but he was educated at
Mayence; he was well versed even in our law and literature, and had a mind practised in
the Scriptures and in disputes against us. He often used to come to me as a friend both
for business and to see me, since in certain things I was very necessary to him, and as
often as we came together we would soon net talking in a friendly, spirit about the
Scriptures and our faith. Now on a certain day, God granted both him and me greater
leisure than usual, and soon we began questioning as usual. And as his objections were
consequent and logical, and as he explained with equal consequence his former objections,
while our reply met his objections foot to foot and by his own confession seemed equally
supported by the testimony of the Scriptures, some of the bystanders requested me to
preserve our disputes as likely to be of use to others in future. . . . Yet [poor as my work is] one
of the Jews who were then in London, the mercy of God helping, was converted to the Christian faith at
Westminster; professing before all the faith of Christ he asked for baptism and received it, and being
baptized vowed him to the service of God, and becoming a monk has remained with us.”



• Guibert of Nogent (c. 1064– c. 1125)
• Benedictine monk at the monastery of Saint-Germer-de-Fly
• Tractatus de incarnatione contra Iudaeos (1111)
• target: Christians who inclined toward ideas of the Jews and doubt the birth of

Christ from aVirgin
• argument: human nature has no impurity in itself - it is sin which renders humans

unseemly to God, but Jesus had no sin
• on Mary’s genitals: "those members, which then devoted themselves to that divine

offspring, were more dignified than are those foulest of mouths, which fill themselves
daily with deceit and luxury and deride the life-giving sacraments." (Tractatus, I.6)

• "Desist, you stubborn ones; let your verbosity come to an end, since every argument
is of no avail. You who devote your hearts to theft and usury, how can you perceive
the reasons for the sacraments of God and the mysteries of those reasons...? Vainly
do I contend with your obstinacy, since unless you believe in him whom we believe
to be Christ, you will never be able to be free of this dispute with us, nor will you
who abhor the son have the proper sentiments concerning his mother." (Ibid., II.5)

Rationalism in Christian anti-Jewish debate



• PeterVenerable (c. 1064– c. 1125)
• abbot of the Benedictine monastery in Cluny
• Adversus Iudaeorum inveteratam duritiem (
• “I do not know whether I am speaking to a man. I know not whether a Jew is

a man because he does not cede to human reason, nor does he acquiesce to
the divine authorities which are his own.”

Rationalism in Christian anti-Jewish debate





Petrus Alfonsi

• former Jew, baptized 1106 in Huesca
• Dialogus
• 12 chapters (tituli)
• rational arguments against Jewish faith (the faith of the Jews is “inane 

and defective [...] in every respect”, their prayer  “illogical and 
displeasing to God”)
• anthropomorphism ⟷ incarnation





Petrus Alfonsi

• former Jew, born before 1075, baptized 
1106 in Huesca
• astronomer, perhaps personal physician 

of King Alfonso I of Aragon
• 1110–1120 in England and France
• Dialogi contra Judaeos (Dialogues against 

the Jews)
• very popular: over 60 extant mss.

• Disciplina clericalis
• anthology of Mediterranean folktales



Dialogues against the Jews

• 12 chapters (tituli)
• explains why he left Judaism and why he embraced Christianity
• uses rabbinic literature both to prove the irrational and mistaken nature of

Judaism and to advocate for the truth of Christianity
• condemnation of the Talmudic aggadah

• contradicts the principles of Aristotelian science (especially astronomy)
• reversal of Jewish critique of Incarnation
• Jews have erred in their interpretation of the Law; interpretation of Biblical 

authorities and prophecies should not “stray … from the path of reason”

• condemnation of the rabbis
• Jesus’ Jewish contemporaries killed Jesus out of hatred and envy, but they did not 

know his true identity, later Jewish scribes were “deceitful”





Dialogues against the Jews
1. Jewish biblical interpretation is incorrect
2. the cause of Jewish exile
3. the nature of resurrection
4. Jews do not observe the Law of God
5. against Islam
6. Trinity
7. Virgin Birth
8. Incarnation
9. Christ is the fulfilment of prophecies
10. Christ was killed by the Jews by their free will
11. Christ resurrection, ascension to heaven and second coming
12. law of Christians is not contrary to Mosaic law



Babylonian Talmud, tractate Berakhot fol. 7a



Babylonian Talmud, tractate Berakhot fol. 7a





Jewish anti-Christian Polemic

• Jacob ben Reuben: Milhamot ha-Shem (The Wars of the Lord) (1170)
• Joseph Kimhi: Sefer ha-berit (The Book of the Covenant)
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