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Profiles of Persecution: Ramban and the Disputation of 1263
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esus’ having ‘been killed’, and having been ‘pursued by his
nemies’. Yet here, at the start of the Vikual, he apparently refers
vith the utmost bluntness to the purported judicial execution of
esus’ closest disciples—though Christian tradition does not even
ccuse the Jews of this.

' (4) The only relevance of the passage to the rest of the Vikuah
night be that, as Baer argues, the author wished to warn his
aders not to take too seriously the arguments put forward on the
wish side during the disputation. But if, as argued above (pp.

he Talmudic passage cited purports to describe how the
T‘ﬁve disciples of Jesus’ were executed by the Jewish au-
thorities. As each one was led to his death, he tried to obtain mercy
by quoting a Scriptural verse containing a pun on his own name. In
each case, however, the authorities were able to cap the quotation
by another in which the name of the condemned man was also
punningly contained, but with a connotation of condemnation
instead of acquittal. The whole passage is clearly a piece of fantasy,
in question:Lle taste, intended as a counterblast to Christian
propaganda. The date of composition of the passage can be put at 3), Nahmanides was fully serious in all his arguments, the
about 250 CE. L : ‘ assage becomes positively irrelevant and misleading.

It is strange that the authenticity of the passage as the opening of (5) When the Dominicans complained about Nahmanides’ ac-
the Vikuah has never been questioned. It is omitted from the unt of the disputation, they stated explicitly (seep. 60) that the
present translation on the ground that it is highly doubtful whether count contained blasphemies which had previously been uttered
'lIt' thlf'r!}led part of t}}lle work or;gmaﬂ!y comf)o§ed by Nahmanides, the disputation itself. They did not complain that he had added

¢ tollowing are the reasons for this conclusion: 5 ‘ rther blasphemies in his written account, While it i

(1) Nahmanides’ account of the Barcelona Disputation vas gue frompsilence, it seems very likely that an tadsd(i:inief;::ssiiz
composed at the request of the Bishop of Gerona, Peter of age, inserted at the very start, would have excited special

Castellnou. The first version of the work, therefore, must hav Bth M Nah g S
been either in Latin or Spanish (Catalan). It would have been read rce th(;l;e}? : ;;’ d ozi )r'n :;;;S:;g li?ﬁfgalziﬁttg%m]ge i]'; g':a?d“::
without delay both by the Bishop and by the leading Dominicans, : disputation, where the king had given him special permission
It is highly unlikely, therefor.e, that Nal_}mamdes. would have E ai freely. If, however, he had had the temerity to add further
introduced into his account highly offensive and inflammato

matter which was extraneous to the subject-matter of the disputa lz’lzsr':;?yusfofrn?;Zrlg;:;ﬁi;g:l?ostr;:lsy }‘Ya;ei?ei:“dteoa? %ﬁ;dt;'e‘
tion. d ! : g upheld Nahmanides’ defence as to the $ ies’
(2) In 126364, the very year in which Nah{namdcs'com}?os.e recf and only sentenced ‘him (lightly) foraf;slixailn gblt?)?}:::mz;
the Vikuah, an Investigation was proceeding into anti-Christian ount without permission of the king (even though he did so at
passages of the Talmud, instituted by the Pope and the Dominican request of the Bishop of Gerona)
of Spain, and supervised by some of Nahmanides’ antagonists if the conclusion seems inescapable that this passage did not exist
the disputation, namely, Raymund de Peraforte, Raymund Ma he first version of the work, written for the perusal of the
tini and Arnold de Segarra. A year and a half of ‘intensive effo n iy p
on the part of the Jews’ (Baer) finally led to the rescinding by
James I of his original decrees ordering censorship and expurgatiof
of the Talmud, but the campaign of the Dominicans against th
Talmud continued. It is incredible that, in this delicate period
Nahmanides would have deliberately exacerbated the congict by
beginning his work either in the non-Hebrew or the Hebre
version with one of the very Talmudic passages under discussiof
for censorship and expurgation.
(3) In the course of the disputation, Nahmanides is careful 1t
avoid direct reference to the fact (as he conceived it) that Jesus w
executed by the Jews by judicial process. Instead, he refers t

drew version of the Vikuah, the only version now extant, was
tten. Did Nahmanides write it himself, or was it a translation
inother hand? Was it written at approximately the sarhe time as
Spanish (Latin) version, or some years later? It is impossible to
ver these questions with certainty, but there is some likeli-
d that the Hebrew version was written some years after the
utation, and was a translation by someone ‘other than

have been writt_en by someone who, at times, did not
érstand Nahmanides’” argument. Nahmanides left Sp,

manides. There are some indications in the Hebrew text thatit
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1. Introduction
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ot do as Fray Paul has done, who understands their words better
an they did themselves?’

Fray Paul answered, ‘These long-winded statements* are in-
nded to circumvent the Disputation. Nevertheless, whatever you
y, you shall hear what I have to say.’

I said to the assembly, ‘This is a clear proof* that he will sa
othing of any substance; but I will listen to his words, since suc
the King’s wish.’

He began, ‘Scripture says [Genesis, 49: 10}, “The sceptre shall
ot depart from Judah ... until Shiloh come.” Shiloh is the
lessiah, and the prophet says that Judah will always have power
ntil the coming of the Messiah who goes forth from him. And if
b, today when you have not a single sceptre or a single ruler, the
Aessiah who is of the seed of Judah and has the right of ‘rulership
ust have come.’

I replied, “The prophet does not mean that the kingdom of Judah
ould continue without any interruption, but that it would never
$s away from him [Judah} and cease for ever. And he means that
henever Israel does have a royal ruler, he has to be a member of
e tribe of Judah; and if their kingdom should lapse for a while
ecause of sin, when it returns it must return to Judah. The proof
f my words is that many years before Jesus the royal power
psed from Israel, though not from Judah, and for many years the
byal power lapsed both from Judah and from Israel. For in the
enty years of the Exile in Babylon, there was no kingdom at all
ther for Judah or for Israel, and in the time of the Second
‘emple, only Zerubbabel and his sons reigned for a limited time,
hd after that came 380 years until the Destruction* under the

the Sages of the Talmud were believers in Jesus’ Messiahship,
that they believed that he was not merely human, but truly gx 1
as Christians think? Is it not a well-known thing in truth that |
affair of Jesus took place in the time of the Second Temple, and
was born and killed before the destruction of the Temple, while
Sages of the Talmud, such as Rabbi Akiva and his associates, wi
after the ‘Destruction? And those who composed the Mish
Rabbi and Rabbi Nathan,* were many years after the Destructi
and all the more so Rav Ashi, who composed the Talmud a
wrote it down, for he lived about 400 years after the Destructiol
And if these Sages believed in the Messiahship of Jesus and that
and his faith and religion were true, and if they wrote the thi
from which Fray Paul says he will prove this, if so how did th
remain in the original religion and practice of Judaism? For
were Jews and remained in the Jewish religion all their lives a
died as Jews, they and their sons and their pupils who listened
all their words from their own mouths. Why did they not becot
converted to Christianity, as Fray Paul did when he understo
from their sayings that Christianity is the true faith, and he wi
and became converted according to their words? Yet they and th
pupils who took instruction from their mouths lived and died
Jews like us today. And they were the very ones who taught us
religion of Moses and of the Jews, for everything we do toda
according to the Talmud, and according to the custom and prae
which we have observed in the Sages of the Talmud from the d
was composed until now. For the whole purpose of the Talmug
only to teach us the practice of the Torah, and how our Fat
practised it in the time of-the Temple* from the mouth of
prophets and from the mouth of Moses our teacher, on him
peace. And if they believed in Jesus and his religion, why did

s¢ long-winded statements See Introduction, p. 67.

daid to the assembly, ‘This is a clear proof . . > Rankin (p. 181) gives this speech
luding the introductory words va-"omar aleyhem) to Fray Paul. They make much more
ise, however, as spoken by N., with the introductory words as not part of the speech.
te that the introductory verb'is a vav-consecutive. N. uses this Biblical style, here and

here in the Vikuah, when he wants a special dramatic emphasis in introducing a
ech.

Rabbi Akiva . . . Rabbi and Rabbi Nathan Rabbi Akiva is mentioned here not mi
notable rabbi, but as one who had an important role in the formation of the Mishnak
compilation (known as ‘Rabbi Akiva’s Mishnah’) was an important source for the Mi
in its final form. Rabbi (i.e., Rabbi Judah the Prince) is regarded by most medieval writs
the redactor of the Mishnah as we have it, but one Talmudic passage (b BM, 86a) assox
Rabbi Nathan with Rabbi in this work, and mention is also made of ‘Rabbi Nai
Mishnah’. g
400 years after the Destruction MS Leiden: ‘five hundred years after Jesus’.

after that came 380 years until the Destruction Rankin translates: ‘And so thereafter
380 years the position remained unchanged until the laying waste of the Temple when
Hasmonean priestly dynasty with their satellites became kings.” This is wrong. The
d hurban refers to the destruction of 70 CE, not to the ‘desecration’ of the time of
tiochus Epiphanes. Nahmanides’ point is that the House of Judah ceased (‘amdu) to
bvide kings in the period after Zerubbabel’s dynasty, since any kings that appeared in this
od were not of the stock of Judah but of the stock of Levi (Aaronite priests). Thus the

and how our Fathers practised it in the time of the Temple Rankin (p. 180) misunders
this and starts a new sentence: ‘Just as in this regard when the sanctuary stood
forefathers were guided by the prophets . . .” The point is rather that the Talmud te
how our ancestors carried out the behests of the prophets.
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2. Use of text
3. Issues with Aggada
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That man now stood up and said, ‘I sh i
hat the time of the Messia% has alrea,dy pa:slcl:db.fmg e
However, I spoke myself: ‘My lord King, hear me. The Messiah
not fundamenta.l to our religion.* Why, you are worth more to
¢ than the Messiah! You are a king, and he is a king. You are a
entile king, and he is a Jewish king; for the Messiah is only a kin
f flesh and blood like atyou. When I serve my Creator in youE
tritory in exile and in affliction and servitude and reproach of the
eoples who “reproach us continually”, my reward is great. For I
offering a sacrifice to God from my body, by which I shall be
0 ’\‘md more apd more.worthy of the life of the world to come. But
en there will be a king of Israel of my religion ruling over all the
Ples, a1.1d_ there will be no choice for me but to remain in the
ewish rel}Fxon, my reward will not be so great.* No, the real
bint of ditference between Jews and Christians lies in what you
about t_he fundamental matter of the deity; a doctrine which is
i tastefql 1pdeed. You, our lord King, are a Christian and the son
a Christian, and you have listened all your life to priests who
ve filled your brain and the marrow of your bones with this
petrine, and it has s_ettle_d with you,* because of that accustomed
bit. But the doctrine in which you believe, and which is the
ndation of your faith, cannot be accepted by the reason, and

the Messiah Jesus, the punishment was nullified, and he led then
forth from there.”* ' i
I replied, “They say in our land, “He who wishes to tell lie
should cite evidence that is too far away to be checked.”* Scriptus
mentions many punishments in connection with Adam and Ev¢
“Cursed is the ground for thy sake . . . thorns and thistles shall
grow for thee . . . in the sweat of thy brow shalt thou eat brea
.. . for dust thou art, and to dust shalt thou return”’; and about tk
woman, “In pain shalt thou bring forth children” [Genesis,
And all this still holds at the present day too; so that in the era ¢
your Messiah, nothing that can actually be observed and sensed h:
received atonement. But Gehenna, which is not mentioned |
Genesis, has, according to you, received atonement, because this
a matter in which nobody can refute you.* “Send one of you
[Genesis, 42: 16} to Gehenna, and let l?:im come back and tell 1
what is happening there! Moreover, God forbid that such doctris
should be true! For there is no punishment of Gehenna for ¢
righteous,* arising from the sin of Adam their father. For my so
is no closer to the soul of Adam than to the soul of Pharaoh,
my soul will not enter Gehenna because of the sin of Pharaoh.
truth is that the punishments for the sin of Adam were physic:
because my body is derived from Adam and Eve, and when it w
decreed against them that they should be mortal,* their descel
dants became mortal by nature too for ever.’ i

B

-

Mem‘a)b is not fundamental to our religion See Part I, pp. 49-55. In his work
. a-ge’ulah (T'he Book of Redemption), N. goes even further, saying that belief in a
to come and in Heaven and hell, as well as belief in the coming of the Messiah, are not
of th? essence of Judaism, though faith in them all is well-founded Main;onide
gh }.xe included belief in the coming of the Messiah in his Thirteen Article; of Faith sa;;
':::)'::rcn,ml;:c:]):a;(gr;e sh:ul?dnot spend too much time on inquiries on these t,opics

- ne shou ‘U
B oo e fngo :ie.g‘ard them as fundamental [igqar}, for they do not

on  The compound expression which is here translated by the one word ‘religion’
8 literally ‘law, truth and judgement’, by which N. seeks {o convey that jucri:]ilsg: ?s
h o cree‘d and a way of living in a just community. Rankin, evidently puzzled by this
\lﬁes: Reh.glon and truth which for us Jews is the substance of religion’; taking th;
i “iggaro with the previous word, instead of the subsequent word, as is nec,

he led them forth from there The reference is to the doctrine of the harrowing of hell,
which Jesus, during the three days before his resurrection, visited hell and rescued the «
of the righteous imprisoned there because of the sin of Adam. This was not includec
articles of faith (except in the Church of England), but was firmly believed in the Mi
Ages. (See the Gospel of Nicodemus.) 3
He who wishes to tell lies should cite evidence that is too far away to be checked  Liter ‘
‘should remove his witnesses afar’. This seems to have been a popular proverb. Rank
translation, ‘must get rid of the witnesses who testify against him’, is wide of the mark.
point is that a good liar does not lie about a matter for which witnesses are near at han
this is a matter in which nobody can refute yow Rankin alters the punctuation
produces, In order then that no one may be able to contradict you on this point send of
your number to Gehenna that he may come back and report to you!’ This sof
obscures the point, which is that Gehenna has been chosen precisely because sta
about it are unverifiable. 4
there is no punishment of Gehenna for the righteows For N.’s denial of the do
Original Sin, see Introduction, p. 51.

that they should be mortal In his commentary on Genesis cited above, N. also con
possible the view that Adam would have been mortal even if he had not sinned.
argument here, however, does not depend on this point, because all N. is saying is th
punishment of Adam and his descendants was physical, not spiritual.

L

essary.
reward will not be so grear  Not ‘my gai i
: t be y gain would not be so much increased’ (Ranki

0 doubt has in mind h.ere the saying of Mishnah Avor, 4: 17: ‘Better is ong l::u:ng;
itance and good works in this world than the whole life of the world to come.’ i

i settled with you  Reading ve-yashav instead of ve-shav. If, however, ve-shav is
ned, the tra'nslatlon would be ‘it recurs to you’ (though the preposition ’e;zel seems a
inlperopnate). Rankin wrongly reads this preposition ag a verb ‘atzilekba, and
filates, ‘I would set you free again from that realm of habit ang custom.” N woul(’i not
Ay case, suddenly switch to active proselytising of the king, which was unti’)inkable. j
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4.  Importance of Mashiach
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5. Ending
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well as its wisdom, will and power, ought to be reckoned, and t
come to four. You ought even to go on to assert a Quinternity,
God is alive, and his li%e is as much a quality as His wisdom; so ¢
His definition would be: living, wise, willing, powerful, and De
itself, totalling five. But this is plain error.’

Then Fray Paul stood up and said that he believed in a perfs
Unity, and together with it there is a Trinity, and that this &
matter so deep that even the angels and princes on high do
understand it.

I stood up and said, ‘It is obvious that a person cannot belie
what he does not know;* which means that the angels cans
believe in the Trinity.” And Fray Paul’s companions made hi
keep silent.* :

Then our lord the King stood up, and they descended from
Ark,* and they departed. And on the following day, I stood befe
our lord the King, and he said to me, ‘Return to your city in &
and peace.” And he gave me 300 dinars,* and I took my leave |
him with great love. May God make me worthy* of the life of &

World to Come. Amen. e ycar of t.}
he lord Ki
eligious and

it is obvious that a person cannot believe what be does not know For the charge that N. ona, when
: , Gerona b

insincere in saying this, see Part I, p. 63. g A

ung Friars,
p other Jews
- experts, Br
ertain Friar:

Fray Paul’s companions made him keep silent See Part I, p. 65.

from the Ark The pulpit, as in modern synagogues, was situated just in front of the A
containing the scrolls of the Law.

he gave me 300 dinars This gift has been confirmed from a document (Regné, 1910

no. 319), dated 25 February 1265, where the king acknowledges a debt of 300 solidi te 0t (not in o

Jewish merchant who gave this sum at the king’s direction to ‘the Rabbi from Gerona’. se of its cei
confirmation of this gift goes some way towards confirming also N.’s statement that ¢ into the ai
king admired the way in which N. performed his part in the disputation—a statement whi = th }

S 2 : 3 t the trutr
some commentators have doubted, in view of the king’s signature on the denigrato -
Christian account. However, it is quite probable that the king signed this account withos
even reading it (see Loeb, 1887, p. 13).

oy the error
Jews who,

ts, said that |
and every p

h Master th;
ings accepted
gs in order, n
is ‘Christ’)
ther, that the ]
th God and m:
gvation of the
atters ceased a

make me worthy Not ‘make him worthy’ (Rankin).




[image: image13.png]pression “Fear not, my servant Jacob™*4 or “You are my servant
in whom I glory”'5 and many similar passages. However, according
10 the view of the midrash that refers it [the Isaiah passage] to
the messiah, we must explicate it according to those books. This
alternative view indicates that the messiah son of David concerning
whom Scripture speaks will never be subjugated and will not d
at the hands of his enemies. Thus the verses indicate clearly.

Behold there is no mention in the passage that he [the messiah]
would be delivered into the hands of his enemies, nor that he
would be killed, nor that he would be hung on a tree. Rather [it
indicates] that he would see offsprings and live a long life, that
he would be exalted and that his kingdom would be raised to
heights among the nations and that powerful kings would become
his booty.'”
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6. Aftermath
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7. In Israel


