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Abstract

This dissertation argues that gender is an important tool of analysis in
understanding Jewish conversion to Christianity in the High Middle Ages. It
establishes that Christian sources describe Jewish women as malleable and easy to
convert, with their male counterparts appearing as stubborn and in some cases hostile
towards Christianity. Meanwhile, Jewish sources describe women as stalwarts of the
faith, who are more willing to give up their own lives rather than convert to
Christianity, and are willing to do so much more frequently than men. | argue that
Christian sources are influenced by medieval ideas about gender, which included the
idea that women were naturally more malleable than men. Meanwhile, Jewish sources,
in response to the massacres and forced conversions that occurred in the Rhineland in
1096, attempted to portray a unified front of resistance to Christian influence, and this
included elevating women to their status as the “corner pillars” of Judaism. Jewish
sources minimize any record of Jewish conversion to Christianity, while Christian
sources feature many prominent female converts, making it difficult to know whether
Jewish men or women converted more regularly. Through an examination of both Latin
and Hebrew administrative documents relating to conversion that feature the cases of
308 individual converts, | found that around 40% of converts to Christianity were

female

Xii



Chapter 1: Introduction

Jews were forcibly converted intermittently throughout the Middle Ages,* but
many Jews also converted willingly and for practical reasons. This dissertation
analyzes Jewish men and women who converted between 1095 and 1450. These
willing conversions are often overlooked or minimized in the more lachrymose
narratives of medieval Jewish-Christian relations. Joseph Shatzmiller has estimated that
10% of the Jewish community in Europe between 1200-1500 converted to Christianity.?
While this is by no means an overwhelming population, it is significant enough that
both Jews and Christians regularly discussed the issue, especially in the latter half of the
Middle Ages. | examine not only the cases of actual conversion, but also how medieval
Jews and Christians thought about and depicted Jews in their conversion to Christianity.
Gender is an important category of analysis in examining Jewish conversion to
Christianity in the Middle Ages. It gives us more insight into the way that medieval
Christians thought about the Jewish “Other.” Christians depicted Jewish women as
easier to convert, while Jews depicted them as exemplary stalwarts of the faith who
would stop at nothing to prevent their own conversion to Christianity. Neither of these
constructions is an accurate representation of reality. Jewish women converted less
frequently than their male counterparts, but they still converted on a regular basis, and

many of them willingly.

! The best-known example of this is the massacre of Jews in the Rhineland during the First Crusade,
which is discussed below pp. 200.  For more on forced conversion, see Marina Caffero, Forced
Baptisms: Histories of Jews, Christians, and Converts in Papal Rome (Berkeley: University of California
Press, 2012).

2 Joseph Shatzmiller, “Jewish Converts to Christianity in Medieval Europe, 1200-1500,” in Cross-
Cultural Convergences in the Crusader Period: Essays Presented to Aryeh Grabois on His Sixty-Fifth
Birthday, ed. Michael Goodich et. al (New York: Peter Lang, 1995), pp. 297-318, p. 318.

1



The Historical Background of Medieval Jewish-Christian Relations

Christianity began as a sect of Judaism during the Second Temple Period in
Roman Palestine, but it eventually became the dominant religion of the Roman Empire.
In 313, under the rule of Constantine, the Roman Empire legalized Christianity with the
Edict of Milan, and Constantine himself converted to Christianity on his deathbed.®
Christianity began to be officially supported by the Roman Empire, and Christianity
rapidly spread throughout it. In 380, the emperor Theodosius made Christianity the
imperial religion, and this would be the new status quo for relationships between Jews
and Christians. From Late Antiquity throughout the entirety of the Middle Ages, Jews
lived as a minority people within an increasingly more Christian Europe. Jews now
found themselves living within a world dominated by Christianity, and both Jews and
Christians grappled with what this meant for centuries. Medieval Christians struggled
with the presence of Jews within Christian society. Meanwhile, Jews struggled with
what it meant to live within a predominately Christian society.

Church fathers of Late Antiquity struggled with how Jews should be treated in
this new environment, and many of them had negative opinions about Judaism. They
wrestled with whether Jews could be allowed to continue to live within Christendom as
a minority, and whether and how they should be converted. John Chrysostom
vitriolically commented on the issue of “Judaizers,” or those who claimed to be

Christians but still practiced some aspects of Judaism. He expressed his hatred for both

3 Edict of Milan, in Christianity in the Later Roman Empire: A Sourcebook (New York: Bloomsbury,
2005), ed. and trans. David M. Gwynn, pp. 51.



the synagogue and the Jewish people.* Some early Church men used coercion and
violence to convert the Jews. For example, in 418 bishop Severus of Minorca forcibly
converted Jews in his diocese, and exhorted others to do the same.® A similar episode
occurred in Gaul in the sixth century, where bishop Avitus of Clermont’s actions led to
the destruction of a synagogue and the eventual ultimatum of “convert or be expelled.”®
Some secular authorities also forcibly converted Jews, including King Chilperic | of
Burgundy (539-584),” Frankish King Dagobert | (603-639),8 and the Visigothic King
Sisebut (562-621).°

Fortunately, the idea that violence and forced conversion should be a normal
part of the Jewish-Christian relationship was not the dominant perspective. Augustine
of Hippo made the most influential statements about how Christians and the Church
should treat Jews living among them. He argued that Jews should not be forcibly
converted, nor should they be persecuted. He believed that at the end times the Jews
would convert to Christianity, so there was no need to force them to convert. However,

he also thought they should be left alone because their very presence validated

4 John Chrysostom. “Chrysostom and the Jews of Antioch,” ed. and trans. James Parkes, in The Conflict
of the Church and the Synagogue: A Study in the Origins of Antisemitism (New York: Jewish Publication
Society, 1934), pp. 163-166.

> While Bernhard Blumenkranz’s argument against the historicity of Severus’ letter was long held as the
consensus, more recently scholarship by Scott Bradbury has rehabilitated the letter as a genuine historical
source. See Severus of Minorca, Letter on the Conversion of Jews, ed. and trans. and with analysis by
Scott Bradbury (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1996). For his refutation of Blumenkranz’s arguments, see p.
9-15.

5Gregory of Tours, The History of the Franks, ed. and trans. Lewis Thorpe (New York: Penguin, 1974),
pp. 265-267. For more on this episode, see Brian Brennan, “The Conversion of the Jews of Clermont in
AD 576,” The Journal of Theological Studies 36:2 (October 1985), pp. 321-337.

" Gregory of Tours, Franks, ed. and trans. Thorpe, pp. 347-348.

8 He was reportedly encouraged to do this by the Byzantine Emperor Heraclius, who was undertaking
similar policies in his own empire. See Walter E. Kaegi, Heraclius: Emperor of Byzantium (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2007), p. 216-217.

® His policy regarding the forced conversion of Jews was also supported by local Church officials, who
approved of forced conversion at the Fourth Council of Toledo in 633, with Canon 57. For more on
forced conversion during the Visigothic period, see Henriette-Rika Beneviste, “On the Language of
Conversion: Visigothic Spain Revisited,” Historein 5 (2006), p. 72-87, pp. 75-77.
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Christianity. He argued that anyone who had doubts about Christianity as a new upstart
religion could be directed towards the Jews, whose books Christians also drew from.
The presence of Jews proved the ancient lineage of Christianity which could help
convince doubters of Christianity’s legitimacy. Augustine also argued that Jews should
not be allowed to have the same quality of life as their Christian neighbors;° later
popes and canon lawyers interpreted that to mean that Jews should not serve in
positions of power over Christians, meaning Jews should not own Christian slaves or be
appointed to public office. Scholars have given the term “Augustinian Doctrine” or
“Doctrine of Witness” to the idea that Jews should serve as “custodians” or “guardians”
of the Old Law and should not be persecuted. Augustine’s ideas about Jewish-Christian
relations would prevail for much of the Middle Ages.*

Popes further fleshed out the Augustinian doctrine, and actively attempted to
protect Jews from violence and forced conversion. Gregory the Great started this
tradition in 602 with a bull of protection for the Jews.!2 This bull established that Jews
should be protected, allowed to practice their religion unmolested, and should not be
forcibly converted. But it also confirmed that they should also exist in a lesser state than
their Christian neighbors. For Gregory, making sure that Jews existed in a lesser state
meant keeping them out of positions of power over their Christian neighbors. To this

end, he forbade Jews to be appointed to public office or to own Christian slaves. ¥ The

10 St. Augustine of Hippo, City of God, 18.46, ed. and trans. Marcus Dods (Edinburgh: T & T Clark), p.
77-79.

11 For more on Augustine’s thoughts on the place of Jews within Christian society and the impact that his
writings had on Christendom ever since his own time, see Paula Frederiksen, Augustine and the Jews: A
Christian Defense of Jews and Judaism (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2010).

12 Gregory the Great, no. 28 in The Apostolic See and The Jews vol. 1, ed. Shlomo Simonsohn (Toronto:
Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval Studies, 1988), p. 23-24.

Blbid., no. 12, p. 10; no. 22, p. 18-19; no. 24, p. 20.
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papal protection that Gregory extended would set a precedent, and it resulted in many
popes of the Middle Ages protecting Jewish communities from their Christian
neighbors, with popes threatening excommunication for anyone who violated the
protective bull. 4

In short, things were relatively peaceful for Jews in the Early Middle Ages, with
a few exceptions.’® While occasionally there were attempts at forced conversion as
well as violence committed against them, the threat of excommunication wielded by the
papacy for these actions was a successful deterrent of widespread attacks or attempts at
forced conversion. Popes responded harshly and quickly when these things occurred. In
some regions and times, Jews even seem to have received preferential treatment, and
the various restrictions that were supposed to be placed on Jews according to the
Church were directly ignored. In the Carolingian empire, despite the best efforts of the
papacy to prevent it, Jews were appointed to positions within the government and freely
employed Christian slaves and servants. This became the most pronounced under the
rule of Charlemagne’s son, Louis the Pious (814-840).% Louis even moved the market
day from Saturday to Sunday to accommodate Jewish traders who could not work
during the Sabbath. Jews even became important fixtures in towns, to such a degree that

in 1071 Bishop Rudigar of Speyer tried to entice Jews to move to his city so that its

14 The most thorough study of these bulls, which all have the incipit of “Sicut Iudeis”, is that of Solomon
Grayzel “The Papal Bull Sicut ludeis,” in Essential Papers on Judaism and Christianity in Conflict, ed.
Jeremy Cohen (New York: NYU Press, 1991), p. 231-259.

15 For example, the Visigoths, the ruling power in the Iberian Peninsula during the 71" and 8" centuries
issued several laws in the Lex Visigothorum limiting the rights of Jews. They were Arian Christians, and
this could have played a role in their not adopting the Augustinian Doctrine. Lex Visigothorum, ed. S.P.
Scott (Boston: Boston Book Company, 1910), Book V, 143-176 features an entire category of laws aimed
at persecuting the Jews.

16 Bernard Bachrach, Early Medieval Jewish Policy in Western Europe (Minneapolis: University of
Minnesota Press, 1977), p. 84-88.



renown “might increase a thousand-fold.” Rudigar granted the Jews who came to his
city various privileges, among them the right to employ Christian wet-nurses, despite
the papal prohibition against it.%’

However, this Golden Age eventually came to an end. In France, widespread
attacks occurred against Jews in the early eleventh century after the Fatimid caliph al-
Hakim bi-Amr Allah destroyed the Church of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem. In
France, a rumor spread that Jews in the Holy Land had assisted him and Christians
sought retribution for this.'® At the end of the eleventh century during the First Crusade,
some of the less well-organized armies attacked Jews on their way to the Holy Land.*°
Some scholars see these events as a watershed that brought about or indicated that a
change had occurred in the way Christians thought of Jews. Robert Chazan has
dismissed this, pointing out that despite the widespread nature of these attacks, Jews
continued to prosper in medieval France and Germany.?

However, Chazan and others do believe a change occurred in the twelfth and
thirteenth centuries that resulted in depictions of Jews and treatment of Jews becoming

more negative.?! . Scholars have different opinions about why this occurred, but they

17 The text can be found in translation in Church, State, and Jew in the Middle Ages, ed. Robert Chazan
(Springfield, NJ: Behrman House Publishers, 1980), p.58-59.

18 Adémar of Chabannes, Chronicon Aquitanicum et Francicum, ed. Jules Chavanon (Paris, 1897), p.
153. The idea that Jews were in league with Muslims was a common idea about medieval Christians.
See Allan Harris Cutler and Ellen EImquist Cutler, The Jew as Ally of the Muslim (South Bend, IN:
University of Notre Dame Press, 1986).

19 For the Jewish accounts of the massacres of the First Crusade see The Jews and the Crusaders: The
Hebrew Chronicles of the First and Second Crusades, ed. and trans. Shiomo Eidelberg (Madison:
University of Wisconsin Press, 1977), p. 15-72, esp. p. 28-33.  For a Christian account, see Albert of
Aachen, Historia lerosolimitana, ed. Susan B. Eddington (Oxford: Clarendon, 2007), no. 27, p. 52.

20 Robert Chazan, European Jewry and the First Crusade (Berkeley: University of California Press,
1987), p. 201.

21 Scholars have different perspectives on why this happened, but most agree that this occurred at some
point between the twelfth or thirteenth centuries. See Jeremy Cohen, The Friars and the Jews: The
Evolution of Medieval-Anti Judaism (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1982) for the argument that
growing Christian awareness of the Talmud forever transformed Jewish-Christian relations. See Irven
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agree that it did. Chazan has argued that the movement of Jews into the field of money-
lending, as well as the various privileges that Jews were granted in contracts like
Rudigar’s, resulted in a great deal of resentment towards Jews and eventually led to the
degradation of their status within Christendom.?? Gavin Langmuir has described this
change as a move towards “irrational thought” in which Christians no longer used
theology to rationalize their toleration of the Jews, but developed fantastical myths to
rationalize their negative treatment of them. These myths also expressed various
anxieties about changes within Christianity, such as the doctrine of transubstantiation.
Accusations against Jews included accusations of child murder, the consumption of
blood, and desecration of the host.2 Langmuir and others, most notably Miri Rubin,
have pointed out that these fantasies were a way to externalize Christian anxieties about
the new practice of transubstantiation.?*

Jeremy Cohen has argued that the shift resulted from a realization that the
“hermeneutical Jew” that the Augustinian Doctrine had created was no longer valid.
According to Cohen, it became clear that this “hermeneutical Jew” did not align with

living and breathing Jews when a Jewish convert to Christianity named Nicholas Donin

Resnick, Marks of Distinction: Christian Perceptions of Jews in the High Middle Ages (Washington,
D.C.: Catholic University Press, 2012) for the argument that the increasing reliance on and study of
classical medicine caused Christians to think of Jews differently, because they had humors that were
more “effeminate” and carried “marks of distinction” that made them naturally different than Christians.
See Gavin Langmuir’s twin volumes, Toward a Definition of Anti-Semitism (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1990), and History, Religion, and Anti-Semitism (Berkeley: University of California
Press, 1990) for the argument that anxiety about Christianity resulted in new sensationalized
constructions of the Jewish Other. See R.l. Moore, The Formation of a Persecuting Society: Power and
Deviance in Western Europe, 950-1250 (New York: Blackwell, 1987) for the argument that the rising
importance and power of bureaucrats led to this transformation.

22 Robert Chazan, Medieval Stereotype and Modern Anti-Semitism (Berkeley: University of California
Press, 1997), p. 36-39.

23 Langmuir, History, Religion and Antisemitism 298-299 (Berkeley: University of California Press,
1993), p. 298-299.

24 Miri Rubin, Gentile Tales: The Narrative Assault on Late Medieval Jews (Philadelphia: University of
Pennsylvania Press, 2004).



brought the Talmud to the attention of Pope Gregory 1X in the thirteenth century.?®
Donin claimed that the book contained slanders against Christ and Mary, and this
resulted in the papacy attempting to seize, inspect, and burn the books throughout
Europe. Cohen argues that the realization that Judaism had in fact evolved since the
time of the Church Fathers came as a shock. Jews were not properly serving their
purpose as “custodians of the Old Law,” by reading a post-Biblical text. This negated
the protection of the Augustinian doctrine which resulted in poorer treatment of the
Jews in Europe in the thirteenth century.

Irven Resnick has pointed to the flowering of medieval science as a major factor
in the decreased status of Jews. R.l. Moore sees the degradation of the status of Jews as
part of a larger society-wide “formation of a persecuting society” that affected other
“others” within Christendom as well, including lepers, homosexuals, and heretics. For
Moore, the increased centralization of both sacred and secular powers resulted in the
creation of new bureaucratic offices whose duty it was to classify and describe the
kingdom of their employer. In so doing, they classified certain groups as “deviant”
such as Jews and heretics, eventually resulting in widespread and programmatic
persecution of those groups and others.?

Jewish sources in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries also expressed a greater
concern and fear of Christian neighbors than is present in earlier sources. Jews began
actively writing anti-Christian polemics for the first time during this period because of

this increased tension. Hanne Trautner-Kromann has argued that polemic began to be

2 Jeremy Cohen, Living Letters of the Law: Ideas of the Jew in Medieval Christianity (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1999).
% Moore, Persecuting Society, p. 105-110.



produced because of increased anxiety and tension that developed because of the
increasingly “persecuting society.”?’

Regardless of the reason, Jews began to appear as evil hostile adversaries in
Christian artwork and literature, committing heinous acts of ritual murder and host
desecration for the sole purpose of destroying Christianity. However, some
constructions of the Jewish “other” were not so libelous. In medieval Christian
literature, artwork, and hagiography, it is typically only Jewish men who commit acts of

ritual murder, host desecration, and icon profanation. Jewish women frequently played

a very different role in Christian sources — that of the willing convert to Christianity.

Gender and Conversion Studies

The use of gender to better understand certain aspects of medieval religiosity is
nothing new. Caroline Walker Bynum’s Holy Feast and Holy Fast is one of the most
important works in the field, as it established that the sanctity of medieval men and
women was depicted differently based on gender stereotypes and expectations.
Specifically, she argues that the sanctity of women was usually based in some way in
food — either on the abstention from it or through miracles involving it, especially the
communion wafer.?® This is because food is something that was commonly associated
with women in the Middle Ages, as they had direct control over it within the household.

By applying similar methodology to the process of conversion for medieval Jews, | will

27 Hanne Trautner-Kromann, Shield and Sword: Jewish Polemics against Christianity and the Christians
in France Spain from 1100-1500 (Tubingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1993), p. 193.

28 Caroline Walker Bynum, Holy Feast and Holy Fast: The Religious Significance of Food to Medieval
Women (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1988.)
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demonstrate that the way that both medieval Jews and Christians discussed conversion
depended heavily on the gender of the convert.

Much of the discussion among modern scholars of medieval Jewish conversion
to Christianity focuses on the sensationalized constructions of Jews in the twelfth and
thirteenth centuries without considering the gendered nature of the Jewish “other.”
They focus primarily on the negative depictions of male Jews and do not discuss the
way that women are depicted at all. However, a few scholars have written about
differences in the way that Jewish men and women were treated by Christians, pointing
out, for instance that Jews women were treated more leniently in fifteenth-century
inquisitorial cases.?® Irven Resnick has noted that Christian sources regularly describe
Jewish women as attractive and Jewish men as ugly,3 and a recent doctoral dissertation
dedicated a few pages to discussing gendered constructions of Jewish conversion.®! But
none of these works only scratch the surface of how gender impacted the Christian
perception of conversion; none of them discuss the way that Jewish sources confronted
the issue.

Some scholars have taken a somewhat gendered approach to the conversion of
Jews to Christianity, but mostly just in passing. William Chester Jordan, Judith R.
Baskin, and Simcha Goldin have argued that Jewish men, especially young Jewish men,

were far more likely to convert to Christianity than women, who were regularly and

2 Ronnie Po-Chia Hsia, “Witchcraft, Magic, and the Jews in Late Medieval and Early Modern
Germany,” in From Witness to Witchcraft: Jews and Judaism in Medieval Christian Thought, ed. Jeremy
Cohen (Wiesbaden: Harrasowitz Verlag, 1996), 419-433, p. 426-427.

%0 Resnick, Marks of Distinction, 300-301.

3L Chaviva Levin, Jewish Conversion to Christianity in Medieval Europe: Encountered and Imagined
(PhD Diss.: New York University, 2006), p. 230-236 focus on this phenomenon.
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inherently resistant to conversion.3 | critique and analyze these arguments, arguing
that these scholars are greatly influenced by the Jewish sources which depict women as
the stalwarts of Judaism. Simha Goldin’s book Apostasy and Jewish Identity in
Medieval Europe contains a chapter on how women’s conversion is depicted in Jewish
sources,® but my research has led me to disagree with many of his conclusions.
Goldin has argued that in Jewish sources it is “difficult to find any trace of willing
female converts to Christianity””34 and that “Women, more so than men, adhered to
Judaism and were willing to make sacrifices, no matter the cost, to hold on to their
religion.”3® He also contends that Jewish men and women are depicted in much the
same way in the crusade chronicles.®® I have found much more than a trace of female
Jewish converts willing to convert to Christianity in both Christian and Jewish sources.
I also argue that the crusade chronicles, while certainly depicting women more as equals
to men more than most other medieval Jewish sources, still contain some gendered
elements when the converts discussed within them are analyzed both qualitatively and
quantitatively. Many scholars of Jewish conversion to Christianity have been

influenced by the same narrative that many of the texts seek to employ: Jewish women

32 See for example William Chester Jordan, “Adolescence and Conversion: A Research Agenda,” in Jews
and Christians in Twelfth-Century Europe, Notre Dame Conferences in Medieval Europe 10, eds.
Michael Signer and John van Engen (South Bend, IN: University of Notre Dame, 2001), 77-94; Judith R.
Baskin, “Jewish Women in the Middle Ages,” in Jewish Women in Historical Perspective, ed. Judith R.
Baskin (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1998), 94-114, p. 107-108; Simha Goldin, Jewish Women
in Europe in the Middle Ages (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2011), esp. 26-37.

33 Simha Goldin, Apostasy and Jewish Identity in High Middle Ages Northern Europe: ‘Are You Still my
Brother?’, trans. Jonathan Chipman (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2014), pp. 77-94. He
also discusses the conversion of Jewish women to Christianity and makes similar claims, especially as it
relates to those captured during episodes of forced conversion in his Jewish Women in Europe in the
Middle Ages (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2011), p. 26-50.

34 Goldin, Apostasy, p. 78.

3 Goldin, Jewish Women, p. 38.

% 1bid., 22-30.
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were stalwarts of the faith, “cornerstones of Judaism,”*” who were more resistant to
conversion than their male counterparts. While it does seem that women converted less
regularly than men, many women who converted to Christianity have been overlooked,
and the strength of this narrative is overstated.

Steven Kruger has argued that gender had an influence on the way that
Christians thought about Jewish conversion, and has even argued that Jewish women
are more susceptible to conversion than their male counterparts from the Christian
perspective. This dissertation lends further evidence to that claim. However, his
explanation for this phenomenon contrasts with my own. In The Spectral Jew, Kruger
argues that the idea that women are more likely to convert to men is “representative of a
sort of gender reversal: where in Christianity it is the “fathers” of the church who most
strongly recognize and speaks its truths, here it is the daughters...”3® I argue that the
idea that women were more susceptible to conversion was perfectly in line with
medieval Christian gender norms. Medieval thinkers believed that women were more
malleable than men, so it made sense that women were easier to convert to Christianity.

Other scholars have examined gender and conversion outside of the Middle
Ages. In her analysis of conversion in early modern Germany, Elisheva Carlebach has
argued that women were more difficult to convert than their male counterparts, often
refusing to convert even when their husbands did. This led to one Jewish convert to

Christianity writing a polemical text in which he described Jewish women as willing to

37 This term comes from Psalms 144:12, and is a phrase commonly invoked by medieval Jews to refer to
women in the community. The Psalm reads: “We whose sons are as plants grown up in their youth,
whose daughters are as cornerstones [lit. corner pillars] carved after the fashion of a palace.”

38 Steven Kruger, The Spectral Jew: Conversion and Embodiment in Medieval Europe (Minneapolis:
University of Minnesota Press, 2006), p. 85.
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take their children’s lives rather than allow them to convert, and possessing more hatred
towards Christianity than their male counterparts.®® In her discussion of medieval
conversion, she also notes that a “pattern of male conversion and female resistance was
the dominant pattern for married couples.”#° I present numerous accounts of Jewish
women converting to Christianity, calling into question any idea that they were
especially resistant to conversion in a way that men were not, while also pointing out
that the way their conversions are depicted differs strongly from that of their male
counterparts, in both Jewish and Christian sources.

Paola Tartakoff has examined Jewish conversion to Christianity in the medieval
Crown of Aragon, and she found that circumstances surrounding conversions often
varied depending on gender. The most prevalent of these was the fact that Jewish
women seemed to convert to escape abusive husbands, while others merely used threats
of conversion as a bargaining chip in an attempt to get a divorce.*! I argue that this
phenomenon was not only restricted to the Kingdom of Aragon between 1200 and 1391,
as Jewish women in medieval France and Germany also seem to have used threats of
conversion as a tool.

Karl Morrison has provided a detailed examination of conversion to Christianity
in twelfth-century Europe, arguing that conversion narratives underwent a drastic shift
towards the use of characteristically male elements. This includes images of converts as

a “brotherhood of warriors” and “biblical scholars,” which are inherently masculine

% Elisheva Carlebach, Divided Souls: Converts from Judaism in Germany, 1500-1750 (New Haven:
Yale University Press, 2001), p. 182-184.

40 Ibid., 26.

41 paola Tartakoff, Between Christian and Jew: Conversion and Inquisition in the Crown of Aragon,
1250-1391 (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2012), p. 68-75.
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images. Morrison does not examine Jewish conversion to Christianity very much in his
book, focusing primarily on the autobiographical account of a Jewish convert to
Christianity called Herman-Judah,*? who he argues embodies the exclusively masculine
ability of men to read and better understand scripture compared to their female
counterparts.** However, Morrison is not interested in examining the conversion of
Jews as a broader phenomenon, and is instead interested in close readings of specific
narratives of conversion, like Herman-Judah’s. However, his emphasis on the
“masculine aesthetic” of conversion narratives does appear in some of the narratives of
conversion discussed below.

Recently, Efraim Sicher’s The Jew’s Daughter: A Cultural History of a
Conversion Narrative has taken a closer look at the gendered nature of conversion. He
analyzes the Christian trope Jewish women who are the daughters of evil and obstinate
Jewish men. However, the book only spends a single chapter on the Middle Ages, and
only traces conversion in literary sources, focusing specifically on tales containing evil
Jewish fathers and young Jewish women who are “ripe for conversion.”*

Sara Lipton has produced arguably the most important work to date on the
gendered nature of the Jewish “other” in medieval Europe. She has noted the difference
in the way male and female Jews are depicted in the accompanying art of the Cantigas
de Santa Maria, arguing that images of male and female Jews served very different

purposes. While males carry stereotypical signifiers of their religion and culture, the

42 For more on this figure and the debate over the historicity of his narrative, see Jean-Claude Schmitt,
The Conversion of Herman the Jew: Autobiography, History, and Fiction in the Twelfth Century, trans.
Alex J. Novikoff (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2010).

43 Karl F. Morrison, Understanding Conversion (Charlottesville, VA: University Press of Virginia, 1992)
p. 51-56.

44 Efraim Sicher, The Jew’s Daughter: A Cultural History of a Conversion Narrative (New York:
Lexington, 2017), pp. 25-56 focus on the medieval examples of this narrative.
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Jewish women do not look much different from the Christian women in the Cantigas.
Lipton argues that in the Cantigas, women symbolize the Christian hope for the future
conversion of the Jews while the men symbolize the antiquated and blind nature of
Judaism. #° Lipton contends that this a result of medieval thought about women, whose
very nature supposedly made them receptive to suggestion and conversion, so no
symbolism was necessary to convey the general receptiveness of Jewish women to
Christianity.*®

This dissertation aims to build on the work of Lipton, further establishing the
gendered nature of the Jewish “other” within Christian texts and other cultural products.
Jews and Christians both saw major differences between male and female conversion.
Christian sources depict Jewish women converting easily and willingly, while male
characters carry negative Jewish stereotypes. Meanwhile, Jewish sources minimize any
mention of Jewish women who converting willingly, and instead depict Jewish women
as stalwarts of the faith who are less willing to convert than their male counterparts. If
one relied solely on Jewish sources, it would seem that men converted more frequently,
while the reverse is true with Christian sources. | will examine and analyze these
differences, explaining their existence from within both medieval Christendom and
Judaism, while also exploring the rate of conversion of male and female converts from

Judaism to Christianity.

4 Sara Lipton, “Where are the Jewish Women? On the non-Iconography of the Jewess in the Cantigas de
Santa Maria” Jewish History 22, (2008), 139-227, p.155.
%6 1bid., 159.
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Furthermore, what Salo Baron labeled as the “lachrymose conception of Jewish
history”#" is alive and well in the discussion of Jewish conversion to Christianity. Most
scholars focus either on the negative depictions of Jewish converts to Christianity or on
forced conversion, while overlooking the fact that women are depicted in a different
manner than their male counterparts, and willing conversions occurred with some
regularity. There is a plethora of evidence to indicate that there were willing converts to
Christianity throughout the Middle Ages, and especially between 1096 and 1450, and |
want to draw attention to this fact to combat the lachrymose conception.

Through an analysis of several types of both Christian and Jewish sources, |
reveal that the absence of gender as a tool of analysis has led to certain unigque aspects
of both the male and female experience of conversion being overlooked. The
experience of male and female Jews who encountered conversion, and the way that they
are discussed and depicted by those around them varies greatly depending on the gender
of the convert.

Some scholars of religion have bemoaned a lack of research on gender and
conversion, something that this dissertation seeks to rectify. In Lewis R. Rambo’s
pioneering book on the anthropology of religious conversion, Understanding Religious
Conversion, he discussed the future research that needed to be done on conversion. He
noted that “[t]here are very few studies of women’s conversion experience... [and there

are] important issues that need to be addressed: Do women experience conversion

47 Salo Baron spent much of his career combatting this perception of Jewish history, which he argues
resulted in a distorted narrative of never ending persecutions for the Jews, especially during the Middle
Ages. He first coined the term in Salo W. Baron, “Ghetto and Emancipation [originally published in
1928]” in The Menorah Treasury: Harvest of Half a Century, ed. Leo Schwarz (Philadelphia: Jewish
Publication Society, 1973) p. 63, and would go on to combat it at various points in his magisterial multi-
volume work Salo W. Baron, A Social and Religious History of the Jews (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 18 vols. 1952-1983).
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differently from men? If so, what are those differences? To what extent are women’s
experiences distorted, denigrated, or denied by any patriarchal requirements of the
conversion stereotypes?”*®  While Rambo wrote this twenty-five years ago, very few
scholars have examined this in the context of medieval Jewish conversion, and not in
any sustained fashion, with discussion on these topics limited to short articles or a few
pages in a monograph. I aim to answer these questions in the context of the conversion
of European Jewish women to Christianity in the High Middle Ages, arguing that
indeed, the experience of Jewish women as converts was very different to that of their
male counterparts due to the social construction of gender, and their narratives were
certainly distorted depending on the goal of their authors. This is best represented by
the fact that medieval Jewish sources try to minimize any mention of Jewish women
who converted to Christianity, while Christian sources frequently depict women as the
easiest and most desirable of all Jewish converts.

While Rambo is the sociologist whose work has had the greatest influence on
the path of the arguments and research presented here, other anthropologists and
sociologists of religion have also influenced this work. Peter G. Stromberg has argued
in his analysis of modern converts to Evangelical Christianity, that the language of
conversion narratives themselves is incredibly important in helping individuals
reinforce their religious conviction.*® While I cannot focus on narratives of conversion
from the individuals who actually converted in most cases the way Stromberg is able to

in his own research, many of the narratives involving Jewish conversion to Christianity

48 Lewis R. Rambo, Understanding Religious Conversion (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1993), p.
174,

49 Peter G. Stromberg, Language and Self-Transformation: A Study of the Christian Conversion
Narrative (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008).
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or their resistance to it helped those who read or heard them better understand their own
religious convictions.

Ines W. Jindra’s A New Model of Religious Conversion answers Rambo’s call to
start examining conversion and gender.®® Like other sociologists, Jindra focuses on
much more recent cases of conversion, but many of his conclusions about gender and
conversion also apply to Jewish conversion to Christianity in the Middle Ages. In his
analysis of 52 conversion narratives, he found that women’s discussion of their
conversion much more frequently discussed “gender-related background experiences.”
He discusses multiple instances where women saw conversion to cope with or improve
a bad marriage,® or with being an outcast within one’s own original religious
community. Medieval conversion narratives also appear to emphasize the gender of
female converts more than they do male converts, and the use of conversion as a form
of escape is also a common thread between the modern conversions examined by Jindra
and the conversions studied here.

Eliza F. Kent has also pursued research on gender and conversion. In
Converting Women: Gender and Protestant Christianity in Colonial South India she
has argued that Protestant missionaries in nineteenth-century India saw women as being
more difficult to convert than their male counterparts, so they established special

programs with the goal of bringing about the conversion of women.>? Kent has gone on

%0 Ines. W. Jindra, A New Model of Religious Conversion: Beyond Network Theory and Social
Constructivism (Leiden: Brill, 2014), pp. 161-182.

51 Ibid., 178

52 Eliza F. Kent, Converting Women: Gender and Protestant Christianity in Colonial South India
(Oxford: Oxford University press, 2004), p. 25.
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to champion the use of gender in studying conversion, because doing so “...makes
visible a great many facets of this complex phenomenon.”>3

Chronologically, this dissertation concentrates on the period between 1096 and
1450. The year 1096 marks the date of the massacre of Jews in the Rhineland during
the First Crusade. In clear violation of Church policy, this armies offered a “convert or
die” ultimatum to the Jewish communities throughout the Rhineland. Following the
crusades, and especially by the thirteenth century, Christian missionary efforts
drastically increased, as do the records of converts. This is a time period where
Christian hopes for Jewish conversion to Christianity drastically increased, while the
Jewish community felt increasing tension from their Christian neighbors.

Geographically, I concentrate primarily on medieval France and Germany. This
region of Europe had thriving and prosperous Jewish communities for much of the
Middle Ages, which served as major centers of Jewish thought. Jews and Christians
came into regular contact there, so there are more documents relating to Jewish
conversion to Christianity are extant in that region.

I make several arguments about how medieval conversion occurred and how it
was perceived, by examining differences in the way that male and female converts are
treated in both Christian and Jewish sources. In doing so, it creates a more complete
picture of the conversion of medieval Jews to Christianity. Most of the sources
examined here were widely circulated and well-known, as sources of this type are the

best at conveying what the general public thought, or at least was taught to thought,

%3 Eliza F. Kent, “Feminist Approaches to the Study of Religious Conversion,” in The Oxford Handbook
of Religious Conversion, eds. Lewis R. Rambo and Charles E. Farhadian (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2014), pp. 296-326, p. 318.
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about these converts. This dissertation is divided into two main parts, with the first part
examining Christian sources and the second part examining Jewish sources. Because of
the nature of this dissertation in its examination of a multitude of different sources in
separate chapters, each chapter has its own brief introduction. In the conclusion, the
information about all the converts examined within this dissertation is synthesized,
allowing for a more general discussion of Jewish conversion to Christianity in the High
Middle Ages. In all, this dissertation examines documents containing details about the
conversion of 308 different individuals from 1096-1450, and examines several other
documents that give us information about how medieval Jewish converts were treated
by both Christians and Jews.
The Structure of This Dissertation

This dissertation is divided into two parts based on the type of sources each of
the chapters examines. Following this introduction, Chapters 2-6 examine Christian
sources, and chapters 7-9 look at Jewish sources. Chapter 10 provides a conclusion,
including a baseline for the rate of male and female conversion from 1096-1450.

Chapter 2 examines papal documents to analyze papal policy towards Jewish
converts to Christianity and its change over time. An examination of papal documents
that deal with stipends for converts reveals several cases of Jewish women who
converted on their own, and a quantitative analysis of these sources reveals that while
Jewish women were in the minority, 40% of the converts featured in papal documents
were women. Jewish men who converted to Christianity also appear in many
documents that their female counterparts do not, with male converts asking for licenses

to preach and approval of their continued service as doctors.
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Chapter 3 examines sermon exempla, didactic tales that medieval preachers
inserted into their sermons while preaching to popular audiences. Many of these tales
contained stories that involved the conversion of Jews to Christianity. These stories
informed the audience about the clear triumph of Christianity over Judaism, as well as
heresy. However, male and female converts in these stories are depicted very
differently. Many male Jewish characters in these tales convert, but only after
committing stereotypical evil acts that medieval Christians often accused them of, such
as ritual murder, host desecration, or summoning demons. A miracle prevents them
from performing one of these acts, and this leads to their conversion. Meanwhile,
Jewish women are very rarely depicted as taking part in these evil acts against
Christianity, and instead convert due to their own introspection, interaction with an
advocate, or witnessing a Marian miracle.

Chapter 4 examines how canon law dealt with the issue of Jewish converts to
Christianity, revealing that many medieval canon lawyers allowed male Jewish converts
to Christianity to continue living with their Jewish wives for a year, with the hope that
he could convince her to convert to Christianity. The same lawyers did not allow
Jewish women who had converted to Christianity to remain with their husbands, as they
were concerned that they would easily be influenced by their husbands, who could
return her to Judaism.

Chapter 5 examines Jewish converts to Christianity in the popular medieval
hagiographical compendium, The Golden Legend. The Legend presents something of a
counterpoint to sermon exempla, papal documents, and canon law, completely omitting

stories about female Jews who converted to Christianity. Instead, male Jews appear
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both as villains trying to thwart a saint, and as heroic figures who convert of their own
volition. The intended purpose of the Legend is likely what led to such a different
construction of male Jewish converts to Christianity. It was intended for a more
educated audience, and the rhetorical purpose was vastly different than that of exempla.
Hagiography does not seek to make an argument for the validity of Christianity; instead
it argues for the sanctity of individuals. Many of these tales present Jews in a very
positive light, and even the most negative depictions of Jewish converts to Christianity
in the Legend are more positive than typical depictions of male Jewish converts in
sermon exempla.

Chapter 6 provides some concluding remarks about Christian sources, proposing
that male and female Jewish converts are treated quite differently in the High Middle
Ages. It argues that an increased number of female saints and a resurgence of the cult
of the Virgin Mary helped contribute to the idea that Jewish women were more pious
than their male counterparts.

Chapter 7 examines the way that medieval Jewish legal authorities — the rabbis —
dealt with the various issues that the conversion of a Jew to Christianity could create.
While rabbis before the twelfth century were much more willing and enthusiastic about
accepting Jews who had previously converted to Christianity back into the community,
as tensions rose between Jews and Christians, rabbis treated converts more negatively.
However, this more negative treatment is limited primarily to the way that the rabbis
discuss male converts. Jewish women apostates’ status improved as the Middle Ages
wore on, as it became easier for them to return to the Jewish community and resume

their own lives — even being allowed to re-enter married life with their Jewish husband.
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This is because Jewish women were viewed as “corner stones” of the community, since
halachically, Judaism is passed on to children through mothers. This focus on women
as the conduits of Judaism led to them being allowed back into the community with
much greater ease.

Chapter 8 examines the Hebrew chronicles of the First and Second crusades.
These accounts highlight the actions of the Jewish community in the Rhineland, where
many Jews are said to have taken their own lives rather than allow themselves to be
converted to Christianity. Through a detailed examination of every individual who was
willing to take their lives or allow themselves to be killed in the face of forced
conversion, | argue that women, even in these sources where they are in many ways the
most empowered, are still affected by the gender stereotypes in which the authors of
these chronicles believed. Jewish women died passively more frequently than their
male counterparts; and with one exception, they do not fight and attempt to kill the
crusaders who are attacking them, while male Jews are reported doing this several times
within the chronicles.

Chapter 9 looks at the Sefer Chasidim, a popular compendium of didactic tales
for medieval Jews living in medieval Ashkenaz. Jewish converts to Christianity were a
major focal point of the work. This source does not mention any independent women as
converts to Christianity, further indicating a desire to minimize discussion on that topic.
It also shows a great deal of ambivalence with how to deal with converts, indicating that
Jews and their converted family members stayed in contact after they left the fold, even

though they were urged not to.
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Chapter 10 provides quantitative analysis examining the 308 converts that this
dissertation examined. It reveals that in both Christian and Jewish sources, about 40%
of the converts were female. It proposes that this is a reliable baseline for future studies

examining the conversion of Jewish men and women from 1096-1450.
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Chapter 2: Jewish Conversion in Papal Documents, 590-1450

Introduction

Papal documents are an invaluable source for medieval historians, often
providing information about individuals and policies that simply would not be
accessible without them. They serve as a good starting point for an analysis of
Christian perspectives on Jewish conversion to Christianity. The writings of the
medieval popes give us information about official papal policy regarding Jewish
conversion to Christianity, and sometimes even give us a glimpse into the lives of
individual converts. Of all the Christian sources examined here, papal documents have
been the most thoroughly analyzed in the work of other scholars. Virtually any work on
the Middle Ages, including on medieval Jewish-Christian relations, makes use of papal
documents, as they provide an important foundation for understanding the events of the
Middle Ages.

Solomon Grayzel was the first historian to attempt a detailed analysis of papal
policy towards Jews in the Middle Ages. He wrote an important article analyzing the
protective Sicut ludeis bull; in it he argued that up until the thirteenth century, popes
regularly issued bulls threatening excommunication towards those who might seek to
harm or forcibly convert Jews. However, during the pontificate of Pope Innocent I11
(1198-1216), a drastic shift occurred, and it became easier for Christians to get around
the protection.> He also wrote and edited two books that analyzed various papal

documents from the thirteenth century.>® In the two volumes, he included both English

%4 Solomon Grayzel “The Papal Bull Sicut ludeis,” in Essential Papers on Judaism and Christianity in
Conflict, ed. Jeremy Cohen (New York: NYU Press, 1991), pp. 231-259.

%5 Solomon Grayzel, The Church and the Jews in the X1IIth Century: A Study of Their Relations During
the Year 1198-1254, Based on the Papal Letters and the Conciliar Decrees of the Period (Philadelphia,
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translations and the original Latin of papal documents written during the century. He
dedicated an entire chapter to the issues of “The Church and Jewish Converts.”*® He
argued that the thirteenth century “was characterized by great efforts in that
direction,”®” and he noted that while the Church was opposed to forced conversion of
Jews,*® it was willing to offer various benefits to Jewish converts to prevent them from
wanting to return to Judaism,® but this is where his discussion on the topic ends.
Edward A. Synan wrote the first general survey of papal policy towards the Jews
that covered the entirety of the Middle Ages. The Popes and the Jews in the Middle
Ages is a pope-by-pope discussion of the various issues related to Jews that popes dealt
with during the Middle Ages. Conversion is an issue that he mentioned briefly,
especially during the pontificates of popes who were especially active on the topic,®
but, since he was interested in a more general view of papal policy towards the Jews in
the time period, he did not make any sustained argument about the topic of conversion.
Shlomo Simonsohn has provided not only a history of papal policy towards the
Jews, but also an invaluable six-volume collection of papal documents in the original

Latin that deal with various issues related to Jews and Judaism from 492 to 1555.5% In

PA: Dropsie College, 1933). His second volume, completing his survey of papal policy in the thirteenth
century was published posthumously as Solomon Grayzel, The Church and the Jews in the XIlIth Century
Volume 11, 1254-1314, ed. Kenneth R. Stow (Detroit, MI: Wayne State University Press, 1989).

% Ibid., vol. 1, p. 13-21.

57 Ibid., vol. 1, p. 13.

%8 Ibid., vol. 1, p. 13-15.

%9 Ibid., vol. 1, p. 18-21.

80 Edward A. Synan, The Popes and the Jews in the Middle Ages: An Intense Exploration of Judeo-
Christian Relationships in the Medieval World (New York: Macmillan, 1965). For his discussion of
Gregory the Great’s policies towards Jewish conversion, see p. 47-49; for Honorius I, p. 57-59 for Pope
Innocent IV, p. 111-112; for Pope Nicholas Il see. P. 119-121.

81 Shlomo Simonsohn, The Apostolic See and the Jews: History (Toronto: Pontifical Institute of
Mediaeval Studies, 1991). For the other volumes, see Simonsohn, The Apostolic See and the Jews
(Toronto: Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval Studies), 5 volumes, 1988-1991. Simonsohn’s collection of
papal documents is quoted extensively in this chapter, as a result future citations of it will be abbreviated
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his history of papal policy, he included an entire chapter on Jewish conversion to
Christianity, providing the most in-depth discussion on the topic to date.®? While he
provided more detail on the topics, and follows them all the way through into the mid-
sixteenth century, Simonsohn did not provide much discussion on issues that had not
already been confronted by Synan and Grayzel,. He focused his discussion on forced
conversion and the various benefits Jews could receive after they converted to
Christianity.

Most recently, Rebecca Rist wrote a survey of medieval papacy and the Jews.®
In her book, she is most interested in examining the actual ways in which the papacy
and Jews interacted, instead focusing on topics like papal protection of the Jews, the
pope’s actions following the First Crusade, and interactions between the Jews of Rome
and the office of the papacy. Rist spends very little time on the actual issue of
conversion.

While these publications are excellent and have allowed scholars to achieve a
greater understanding on the topic of medieval Jewish-Christian relations, they are
somewhat deficient when it comes to a discussion of Jewish converts in the Middle
Ages, especially when it comes to using gender as a tool of analysis. Consequently,
there are a few recurring elements within these documents that have so far been
overlooked.

The papacy regularly wrote about the conversion of Jews to Christianity and the

various issues associated with it. Between 590 and 1450, popes addressed the subject of

to “ASJ 1:3, #1.” This example refers to Apostolic See and the Jews volume 1, page 3, and refers to
document number 1.

62 ASJ:History, pp. 238-286.

83 Rebecca Rist, The Popes and the Jews, 1095-1291 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016).
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Jewish conversion in one form or another in 146 different papal letters. Many of these
letters dealt more abstractly with various issues related to Jewish converts to
Christianity, but many of them also give us some information about individual converts.
In these 146 letters, 93 individual Jewish converts are mentioned. While this is a vast
corpus of sources, they address five broad categories: forced conversion, relapsed
converts, stipends and other inducements to convert, Jews who became churchmen or
doctors after their conversion, and various issues related to marriage and conversion.
While the topics of forced conversion and benefits offered to Jews who were willing to
convert has been detailed by other historians, | intend to use these sources not only to
outline papal policy towards Jews in the Middle Ages, | also seek to examine the
various individuals discussed within these papal documents. Of all Christian sources,
papal documents offer us the best opportunity to examine actual individual cases of
conversion, as the sources regularly mention the names of individuals. This means it is
possible to analyze not only the different ways in which medieval male and female
converts were treated; but the large number of sources also makes it possible for
quantitative analysis about whether male or female converts are featured in papal
documents more regularly.

Unlike the other chapters in this dissertation, this chapter’s geography extends
out of the purview of France, England, and Germany. This is because the popes dealt

with issues throughout Christendom, including in the Iberian Peninsula.
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The Forced Conversion of Jews, 590-1450

Augustine’s position that Jews within Christendom should be tolerated and not
attacked or molested had a lasting effect on medieval Jewish-Christian relations.
Medieval popes regularly issued bulls ordering that Jews should not be attacked or
molested in any way. These bulls sometimes applied to all of Christendom, and
sometimes to specific regions. These bulls, known as Sicut ludeis bulls, were issued
dozens of times in the Middle Ages. In addition to affording protection to Jews on a
regular basis in broader terms, popes also regularly addressed the issue of forced
conversion within their letters. Of the 146 papal documents relating to the conversion
of Jews between 590 and 1450, fifteen (about 10 %) of them deal with the topic of
forced conversion.

The first record we have of a pope trying to prevent forced conversion is from
the papacy of Gregory the Great (590-604)— a man who set a great many precedents for
the papacy, not just regarding Jewish-Christians relations, but regarding virtually all
aspects of papal policy. In June of 591, Gregory wrote a letter to the bishops of Arles
and Marseilles, and ordered the censure of two bishops who had forcibly converted
Jews.% He repeated Augustine’s words, and noted that Jews should not be converted
through force, but through the “sweetness of words.” He also noted that forced
conversion is not the best way to win souls, since if someone converted only through
coercion, they would not be as faithful as someone who converts willingly.

Papal registers between the papacy of Gregory and the tenth century are rather

sparse, but as soon as records become plentiful again, we have the next reference to
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forced conversion. In the late 930s, Pope Leo VII (936-939) wrote a letter to the
Archbishop of Mainz and the papal vicar in Germany, and ordered them to preach the
Christian faith to Jews. In it, he explicitly stated that force should not be used to convert
them. However, he missed the spirit of Gregory’s words, because he wrote that the
Jews should be expelled from Mainz if they refused to convert, an ultimatum no other
medieval pope approved of. %

From the late eleventh century on, popes addressed the issue of forced
conversion with regularity. In 1065, Pope Alexander 11 (1061-1073), wrote a letter to
Landulf, who was then the lord of Benevento. In it, he admonished him for forcibly
converting the Jews in his domain.®® In the second half of the twelfth century, Pope
Alexander 111 (1159-1181) issued a Sicut ludeis bull, and he added a new privilege for
the Jews: protection from forced conversion.®’

While this protection from forced conversion was long a standard privilege that
the papacy would grant in future Sicut ludeis bulls, popes from the eleventh century on
also argued that conversion, even forced conversion, meant that the individual had to
remain a Christian. The first hint of this can be found in a letter by Anti-Pope Clement
111 (1080-1100), which was written between 1097 and 1098 to the bishop of Bamberg.®®
In it, he ordered him to pursue Jews who had converted to Christianity but had been
permitted to return to Judaism. While the letter does not make it clear, this is likely a

reference to the forced conversions and massacres of the First Crusade, which were

85ASJ 1:32-33, #34; While popes in the later Middle Ages did support the decision of secular rulers to
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followed by the Holy Roman Emperor allowing Jews who were forcibly converted to
return to Judaism. This document also contained the first reference to the idea of lapsed
converts, which would be an ongoing theme in papal documents from the eleventh
century onward.

Clement 11I’s letter implied that Jews who have converted, regardless of how
that conversion was brought about, could not return to their former religion. This would
not be a subject directly addressed by the papacy again until the early thirteenth century.
In 1201, Innocent 111 (1198-1216) changed the way that Jewish converts were viewed in
the Middle Ages. That year, he wrote a letter to Imbertus d’Aiguieres, the archbishop
of Arles. In it, he repeated the oft-stated papal pronouncement that Jews should not be
converted by force, but through the sweetness of words.®® But he also stated that “if
someone has been baptized, even through force, they must observe the Christian faith.”
In short, while Innocent viewed the process of converting Jews through force as
regrettable, he believed that the change that the conversion brought about was
irreversible. For Innocent, baptism left an indelible mark on the person who received it,
regardless of the state of mind of the person as they were being baptized. "

This shift in papal policy, along with his strengthening of the papal inquisition at
the Fourth Lateran Council in 1215, resulted in a shift in the focus of papal documents
that dealt with matters of Jewish conversion to Christianity. A new common theme
emerged: how to deal with lapsed Jewish converts. These were individuals who had

converted in one way or another, but had either retained certain Jewish practices, or

9 ASJ 1:79, #76.
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reverted to Judaism altogether. In general, there is a major lull in how frequently popes
address the idea of forced conversion following Innocent’s letter in 1201, with the focus
moving more towards the issue of lapsed converts as the Middle Ages wear on.

The next mention of forced conversion appeared during the papacy of Innocent
IV (1243-1254), and it represented another shift in papal policy on the topic. Thomas
Aquinas and others had since asserted that the conversion of Jewish minors against their
parents’ wishes was unethical, and that a child could only choose to convert to
Christianity around the age of twelve.”® This resulted in popes now addressing the issue
of forced conversion from this perspective. Innocent IV wrote a letter to Thibaut I, the
King of Navarre, in October of 1246. In it, he admonished the king for allowing the
forced baptism of Jewish children to occur within his kingdom, and asked him to make
more of an effort to protect Jewish children from this treatment. However, this specific
reference to forced conversion would be the last one until the fifteenth century, as popes
took more and more time to deal with the issue of lapsed Jewish converts. This was
part of a shift away from concerns about preventing forced conversion itself to more of
a concern about the souls of those Jews who were forcibly converted.

The next pope who would specifically reference forced conversion was Innocent
VII (1404-1406), who wrote a papal bull on July 15", 1406 that confirmed several
privileges for Jews, including protection from forced baptism.”2 In 1418, this protection
was restated by Pope Martin V (1417-1431), though more specifically for Jews in

Germany, Savoy, and Bresse.”® He also specifically stated that baptism of Jewish

I Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae Part 3, Question 68, Article 10. For more on Thomas Aquinas
and his approach towards Jewish conversion to Christianity, see Chapter 3 below.
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minors against the wishes of their parents was not allowed.” He reinstated this
prohibition, in this case regarding Jewish minors in Germany and Venice, in 1421.7
The issue of the forced baptism of Jewish children was one that Martin considered very
grave. In 1423, he wrote the only papal document of the period that dealt with the
forced baptism of a child. In this letter, written to the bishop of Vicenza, Martin
requested that the bishop investigate a complaint that was issued by a Jew named
Solomonis of Montagnana, who claimed that his minor son, named Isaac, had been
abducted and baptized against his will.”

Despite strong opposition to the idea that Jewish children should be converted
against their parents’ wishes, Martin also wrote a letter that seemed to run counter to
this, or at the very least complicated it. In 1423, he wrote to the Archbishop of
Narbonne, who was also the papal chamberlain in Avignon and the Comtat Venaissin.””
In it, he mandated that two Jewish children had to be handed over to their grandfather,
who had converted to Christianity. He specifically wrote in the letter that this should be
done irrespective of the wishes of the parents of the children, running in direct
opposition to his earlier stance that children should not be converted against the will of
their parents. It may be that he reasoned that a grandfather was close enough to being a
parent to make this decision, but it certainly represented some ambivalence about the
policy on behalf of Pope Martin.

While forced conversion was vehemently opposed by the papacy in the early

Middle Ages, over time it grew to merely be frowned upon. Innocent I11’s argument

4 More detail on this debate within the Church, in terms of canon law, can be found in Chapter 4.
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that converts to Christianity had to remain Christian whether they were converted
forcibly or otherwise marked a major shift. While popes continued to state that forced
conversion should not be undertaken in protective Sicut ludeis bulls, it ceased to be a
major focus of the Apostolic See after Innocent’s watershed letter in 1201. The same
letter led to another major shift in papal policy, and that was a concern about relapsed
converts.
Relapsed Converts, 1095-1450

Because Innocent I11 stated that conversion was an irreversible process, this
meant that Jews who had at one time or another converted to Christianity, either
willingly or by force, could now be subject to the authority of the Church. As Christine
Utterback has pointed out, Jews frequently allowed people who had converted to
Christianity to re-convert and return to the community, so the concern about lapsed
converts is based on a reality where Jewish communities were typically willing to
accept the return of their former coreligionists.”® This is also something that is
discussed in detail in rabbinic responsa, something that will be discussed in more detail
in a later chapter.

As mentioned above, while Innocent was the first pope to explicitly state that
those who had once converted to Christianity must remain Christian, Anti-Pope
Clement 111 had the distinction of first expressing this idea. In 1096 massacres and

forced conversion of Jews occurred in the Rhineland. Holy Roman Emperor Henry IV

78 Christine Utterback, ” Conversi’” Revert: Voluntary and Forced Return to Judaism in the Early
Fourteenth Century.” Church History 64:1 (1995), pp. 16-28, p. 28. See also Paola Tartakoff,
“Conversion and Return to Judaism: Christian Perceptions and Portrayals,” in Contesting Inter-Religious
Conversion in the Medieval World, ed. Yaniv Fox and Yosi Yisraeli (New York Routledge, 2017), p.
177-194, which argues that Jews sometimes took a very active role in encouraging apostates to come
back to Judaism, and even tries to get some Christians to convert!
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allowing Jews to return to their religion if they had been forcibly converted in 1097.
Clement 111 expressed the opposite opinion. He ordered the bishop of Bamberg to
pursue those Jews who had relapsed, and force them to return to Christianity.” This
position was a bit of an aberration in its own time though, as it took more than 100
years for another pope to address the situation, which Innocent I11 did in 1201. While
the issue did not become a common focus of the papacy until the thirteenth century,
concern about lapsed converts is the largest sub-category of the 146 documents that deal
with the conversion of Jews to Christianity, with a total of 40 documents addressing the
topic between 1201 and 1450.

Innocent I11 also created the papal inquisition, and while its express purpose was
dealing with heretics, which would normally not include Jews, Jews who converted and
relapsed began to be viewed as heretics. The first hint of this was given in a papal bull
written by Pope Innocent IV (1243-1254) around 1250, which ordered that relapsed
Jewish converts be pursued as if they were heretics. In other words, they were to be
pursued as if they had been born as Christians who now deviated from their original
religion. And after all, from the papal perspective they were Christians, meaning that if
they practiced Judaism they were heretics. The topic would next be addressed more
clearly in a precedent-setting bull commonly known as the Turbato Corde bull. This
letter, written by Pope Clement IV (1265-1268), was sent to the Dominican and
Franciscan inquisitors throughout Europe.®® So far, the primary job of the inquisitors
had been to travel throughout Europe preaching against and uncovering those who were

suspected of being heretics, and subsequently punishing them. This process involved
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lengthy court procedures, questioning of people throughout the community, and
sometimes torture. Clement 1V’s bull, written in 1267, gave the inquisitors another
group whom they could pursue - “Judaizing” Christians - which referred to those who
were Christians but practiced certain Jewish customs, such as observing the Sabbath or
eating kosher. “Judaizing” Christians also referred to Jews who had converted, but
returned completely to Judaism.

This was made more clear in a letter that was sent to the inquisitors by Pope
Gregory X in 1274, which more directly referenced both “Judaizing Christians” and
“relapsing Jewish converts.”8! This meant that Jews could now be questioned by the
inquisition — including those who were not even suspected of being Christian at any
time — to serve as witnesses. This gave the Church an authority it had never had over
the Jewish community. Popes for the remainder of the Middle Ages had varying
opinions on the practice. Some popes were aware of the strain that this new practice
placed on Jewish-Christian relationships.

This ambivalence is best expressed by Pope Martin IV (1281-1285), who issued
a new Sicut ludeis bull in August 1281 that specifically limited the actions of inquisitors
against Jews. He required the inquisitors to name the accusers of Jews, and to explain
the reason that they were being questioned.®? Just two months later, in October of 1281,
Martin 1V sent a letter to the bishops and archbishops of France that requested that they
should assist the inquisitors in their task of pursuing relapsed Jewish heretics.8

Apparently, the papacy had received complaints that churches were granting asylum to
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heretics and Jewish converts who had renounced Christianity. While this does not
directly oppose Martin’s Sicut ludeis bull, it does indicate that while Martin thought
what the inquisitors were doing was excessive at times, their duty of uncovering
relapsed Jewish converts was important.

Letters written to inquisitors usually instructed them to actively pursue Jewish
converts to Christianity who were still observing Jewish customs, and to treat them the
same way that heretics were treated by the inquisition. Nicholas IV (1288-1293) wrote
two such letters in 1288: one to the Dominicans and inquisitors in France,®* and another
more generally to all inquisitors in western Christendom.8® In 1290, he specifically
requested that the prelates of the churches in Arles, Aix, and Embrun assist inquisitors
in their proceedings against relapsed Jewish converts.® In a letter to the inquisitors in
the same region he made specific reference to Jewish converts who were allegedly
observing Jewish rites®” — indicating that not all of those in question were completely
lapsed converts, but perhaps Jewish converts maintaining certain Jewish practices.

While Nicholas IV was firmly in favor of these practices, his successor Boniface
V111 (1294-1303) revived the regulations of Pope Martin 1V, indicating that perhaps he
disagreed with the degree to which Nicholas 1V used the inquisitors to pursue Jewish
converts to Christianity. In June of 1299, he specifically stated that the Jews of Rome
are impotentes. This meant that Jews could not be subject to the work of the inquisition

without not only the naming of an accuser, they also had access to normal legal defense
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procedures in such a case.®® He made the same statement for the Jews of Comtat
Venaissin.®® It is worth noting that both the Jews of Rome and the Jews of Comtat
Venaissin were living in territories which were directly governed by the papacy, which
may indicate that in an ideal situation Boniface would have granted this right to all the
Jews of western Christendom, but he knew it would not be feasible outside of the
territories he governed.

While the papacy became divided following Boniface’s death, both the popes in
Avignon and the Popes in Rome continued their pursuit of relapsed Jewish converts.
From Avignon, Pope John XXII (1316-1334) wrote a letter in August of 1317 to the
inquisitors of France, and ordered them to find relapsed converts who were reported to
be seeking refuge in churches.®® A year later, he wrote a letter to the doge of Venice,
and requested that he allow the inquisitors to pursue relapsed Jewish converts.®! He
repeated his request to the inquisitors of France in 1322.% However, John XXII, like
Martin 1V, expressed some degree of ambivalence about the practice. In January of
1328 the pope wrote a letter to the inquisitors of southern Italy in response to a
complaint he had received from the archbishop of Trani, Bartholomeu Branaccio.®® He
heard complaints that the inquisitors had oppressed Jews and Jewish converts, and that
consequently the church’s financial interests were suffering. John told the inquisitors to
first consult the archbishop before he pursued any Jews within his arch-diocese for the

next two years.
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Another Avignon Pope, Pope Benedict XI1 (1334-1342) wrote a letter to the
prelates of the church, and to the secular officials of Provence in July of 1338. He
discussed a specific lapsed Jewish convert for the first time. All the letters discussed
above addressed the issue of lapsed converts and “Judaizers” more broadly, and did not
mention any specific individuals. In this case, the addressees were asked to assist an
inquisitor named Jean de Badas in capturing a man named Alfonsus Dias of Spain, a
relapsed convert from Judaism, who had escaped Spain and found refuge with a Jew in
either Savoy or Dauphine.

The naming of specific relapsed converts became more commonplace as the
fourteenth century wore on. Sometimes these letters did not involve inquisitors at all.
In January of 1343, Pope Clement VI (1342-1352) wrote a letter to the bishop of
Carcassonne about a rather complicated situation.®* Apparently, a Jewish convert
named Johannes de Lombers had been accused of being a relapsed convert by both
clergymen and laymen in the diocese, but the bishop had ignored this and not issued a
ruling one way or another. Clement requested that the bishop come to a conclusion
about the accusations. Clement wrote a letter to the bishop of Montauban in 1347 about
another controversy involving the same relapsed Jew, indicating that the bishop either
ruled in favor of Johannes or chose to continue to ignore the pope in the case above.®
This case was even more complicated. The pope ordered the bishop to hear the appeal
of a man named Durand Ros. Another bishop named Gaucelin de Robacourt had ruled
against Ros regarding a complaint against the notary and commissioner of Aymon de

Caumont, who was also the inquisitor of Carcasonne. Ros and others claimed that
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Gaucelin had been influenced by the same Johannes de Lombert, who had forced others
to retract the evidence given against the both of them. Thus, the pope asked that
Robacourt’s ruling be thrown out by the bishop.

Letters following the simple model of asking secular rulers to assist inquisitors
continued as well. In 1356, pope Innocent VI (1352-1362) wrote several letters that
expressed concern about relapsed Jewish converts, and asked inquisitors and secular
leaders to cooperate in uncovering them. In May 1356 he wrote a letter to the doge of
Venice, Giovanni Gradenigo, requesting that he assist the local inquisitor, Michael
Pisani, proceed against relapsed Jewish converts.®® He also wrote a letter to Pisani
requesting that he do this.®” He issued the same letter to Giovanni Gradenigo’s
successor, Giovanni Dolfin, in September of 1356.% In 1359, he asked Bernard Dupuy,
a Franciscan and inquisitor in Provence, to seek out Jewish converts who were said to
have reverted to Judaism.®®

Urban V (1362-1370) would be the next pope to express a concern over lapsed
converts. In June of 1364, he wrote a letter to several nobles in Provence, and requested
that they assist the local inquisitor, Hugo de Cardillon. Urban was worried not only
about “converted Jews who had reverted to Judaism” but also about “the Jews who had
aided them,” and he ordered punishment for both groups.1®® This reveals that even a
Jew who had never been Christian could become the target of inquisitorial

investigations, and could even receive punishment if it was believed that the individual
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had assisted a former Jew in returning to the fold. The dangerous part is that
“assistance” is not explained clearly, and it is possible that any Jewish community that
welcomed an individual back into the community — which was commonplace, as we
will see in the chapter on Rabbinic responsa — could potentially be thought of as
*aiding” the individual.

Sometimes references to lapsed Jewish converts appeared in letters with
different goals than simply dealing with the problem of their existence. An example of
this can be found in another letter of Urban V to the archbishop of Naples in February
1367 which ordered him to depose the abbot of St. Mary in Nardo, a man named
Guillelmus. His rationale for this included many crimes, one of which was “allowing
Jewish converts to return to Judaism.”*! This kind of letter is not uncommon, as not all
Churchmen agreed with the idea of not allowing converts, especially forced converts, to
return to their former religion. In the famous inquisitorial trial of Baruch of Languedoc
in 1321, those questioned mention an example of a clergyman who thought it was
permissible for Baruch to return to Judaism — and the inquisitors disagreed, forcing
Baruch to remain Christian.1%? This sort of situation could be what Guillelmus found
himself in as well.

In the early 1370s there was a controversial case about a Jewish convert, and
while the terminology “lapsed convert” was not used in the document, the individual’s
status as a former Jew, and the distrust surrounding that fact, is what resulted in the

controversy. In 1371, Pope Gregory XI wrote a letter to Peter Clasqueria, the
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archbishop of Tarragona, and to Nicholas Eymerich, who was a Dominican inquisitor in
Aragon. The pope requested that Nicholas punish one of his fellow Dominicans who
was a Jewish convert —a man named Raimundus. The pope had heard reports that
Raimundus was “publicly propagating sacrilegious doctrines.”*%®* Two years later in
1373, Gregory sent another letter to Nicholas about Raimundus, this time noting that his
books needed to be closely examined, and if anything objectionable was found, they
should be burned.'** Again, there is no clear reference to the fact that this man is a
“lapsed” convert, but the way they are pursuing the accusations against him is very
similar to the way that the Talmud was examined on papal instruction. So, while no
clear reference is made to the “sacrilegious” doctrines of Raimundus, or to what is
being looked for in his books, it was probably concern about him teaching practices that
were “Judaizing” his audience.

Clement V11 (1378-1394) wrote a letter to the inquisitor of Provence in 1387,
and made the usual request that the inquisition pursue lapsed Jewish converts — though
this time, the Jews in question returned to Judaism and fled the country, since at that
time it was illegal for Jews to live in France.'®® However, he also responded to
complaints about the inquisition from the Jews of Sens, Rouen, Rheims and Lyon by
acknowledging that they could no longer be accused of crimes by Jewish converts to
Christianity.1%® For several decades the papacy avoided the ambivalence it had shown
in the earlier part of the fourteenth century with regard to Jewish converts, but Pope

Benedict X111 (1394-1422), the last Avignon Pope, also wavered on the subject. In
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1410, he wrote to the abbot of Beata Maria de la Real regarding some Jewish converts
in Majorca who had been accused of Judaizing. He instructed that they should be
absolved — with a suitable penance — but after that they should no longer be bothered
about the issue.’®” This approach was much more lenient than his predecessors. While
he required that they remain Christian, he did not want them to be punished too harshly
and wants people in the community to leave them alone. He likely had a concern that
the way the community was treating them would have caused them to leave Christianity
altogether. Alexander V (1409-1410), the pope in Rome in the same time period, did
not express such concern, instead in a letter from 1409 he continued the practice of
ordering inquisitors to pursue “Jews who try to induce Jewish converts to revert to
Judaism.”1% Pope Martin V (1417-1431) made the same request of the same inquisitor
in 1418.1%° In 1435, Pope Eugenius 1V (1431-1447) wrote a letter to the inquisitor of
France requesting that lapsed converts there be pursued as heretics.*°

Martin V’s papal register give us one of the more intimate looks at an issue of
lapsed conversion. This letter, written on July 1% of 1427, did not deal with the issue of
the lapsed convert. Instead, this letter was a response to a petition by a female Jewish
convert to Christianity named Alienora. Alienora relates that she and her husband had
converted to Christianity together, but that her husband had returned to Judaism and she
had chosen not to. Her petition to the pope asked that she be given the right to marry a

Christian man, even though her marriage to her Jewish husband had not legally ended.
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The pope approved of this petition.1! This letter gives us some insight into the issues of
everyday life that lapsed conversion can affect, as this woman and her husband chose to
split over Christianity — which Alienora apparently continued to believe in, even though
her husband returned to Judaism. This is an interesting case, as it goes against the idea
that when couples converted, women were typically the ones who refused to convert. In
this case, Alienora chose to remain Christian in spite of her husband who returned to
Judaism.

Beginning in the thirteenth century, most papal letters dealing with the idea of
lapsed converts were orders to inquisitors to pursue them. Some popes expressed some
ambivalence or misgivings about the process. Despite the strain that it apparently
placed on the Jewish community, and indeed on Jewish-Christian relations in general,
most saw it as necessary. As noted above, even popes who expressed some misgivings
about the process and thought that inquisitors mistreated Jews or overstepped their
authority in their pursuit of them, also ordered that lapsed converts should be pursued as
if they were heretics. In fact, in the fourteenth century an even more dire shift occurred.
Before the fourteenth century, Jews who were not suspected of being converts could not
be punished by the inquisition — they could be questioned by the inquisitorial courts —
but they could not be punished because technically as an individual who had never been
Christian, they were outside of the authority of the inquisition. This of course changed,
as popes became more and more concerned about lapsed converts, and the inquisition

received papal authority to investigate and punish Jews who were suspected of assisting
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lapsed Jewish converts in their return to the Jewish community.*'? The issue of lapsed
converts is a reflection of Jewish-Christian relationship the thirteenth and fourteenth
centuries. The strain between the two communities became greater and greater in these
times, and Jews came to more and more frequently be viewed as enemies of the faith,
who did whatever they could to undermine and even destroy Christianity. The
increased focus on Jews, both lapsed converts and those who had never been Christian,
was likely a product of the same concerns. Lapsed conversion was such an issue that
popes frequently offered stipends and other benefits to converts to Christianity whose

property had been confiscated by secular authorities following their conversion.

Keeping Converts Christian: Stipends and Other Incentives for Jewish
Conversion, 590-1450

While medieval popes were universally opposed to the idea of forcibly
converting Jews, they were in favor in convincing them to convert “by means of sweet
words.” Gregory I, who was the first pope to borrow this language from Augustine,
was also the first who offered Jews some special incentive to convert, feeling that
monetary and material support fell into the category of “sweet words.” Such support
was necessary because when Jews converted to Christianity they frequently had their
material possessions taken away from them by secular authorities. Gregory reasoned

that if the Church wanted Jews to convert, something had to be offered to help mitigate
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against the financial ruin that often resulted from their conversion. In a letter to the
subdeacon of Sicily in 592, he suggested offering Jews there an exemption from
taxation in exchange for their baptism.**® Two years later, in 594, he wrote again to a
deacon in Sicily, and suggested more specifically that Jews receive a reduction in land
taxes if they convert to Christianity.'** There was also a more specific case of him
providing protection and support for a woman named Johanna, who was a Jew who had
converted to Christianity and married a Christian man. He ordered that she be protected
from molestation from the Jewish community, which she was apparently receiving
because she had abandoned a betrothal agreement to convert.*® From these three cases,
we can see that Gregory wanted to entice Jews to convert to Judaism, and that he also
felt that preventing Jews from being harassed by their former coreligionists wa