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I
‘Who is like thee, O Lord, among the gods? Who is like thee, majestic in holiness, terrible in glorious deeds, doing wonders?’, cried out

Moses and the people of Israel in their famous Song, at the Sea, as we all know it from the fifteenth chapter of the book of Exodus. The

wonders referred to, were, obviously, those great miracles to which the Israelites were witnesses during their last few days since they had

escaped from Egypt,above all,the split of the sea itself. The rabbinic commentary on the Song, however, that which was composed dur-

ing the second or third century in Palestine,and is known as the Mekhilta of Rabbi Ishma’el, emphasizes that ‘It is not written here “Who

did wonders,” but “who does wonders”—in the future’.1 Indeed, even though the Song itself begins with the word ‘Then’, which points

to a past event, the Mekhilta stresses that the word ‘then’ may refer not only to times past, but, also, to times in the future. Thus, right

at its very beginning, the rabbinic commentary sets forth the notion that the biblical text should be understood not only as a descrip-

tion of past events, but also as a prophecy to the future.2 In fact, as noted by Judah Goldin, ‘no reader of [the Mekhilta] can fail to rec-

ognize that what is astir in the minds of the [rabbis] was not only—one may dare to say, not mainly—the event in ancient history, but

also the immediate and poignant reflections produced by historical experiences in their, the Sages’, times’.3

How is this being done? The above quoted passage demonstrates, that the rabbis read the verb “doing” in the biblical verse literal-

ly. Consequently, they were able to give emphasis to the fact, that it appears in the present tense—“doing wonders”—which may, in

Rabbinic usage, be understood as referring to the future as well.4

This method of reading the Song, however, was more than a hermeneutic exercise; it had a political function. For a similar (and

therefore related) midrash—both methodologically and contently—is found in several other occasions in the Mekhilta, in which the

political agenda is made quite explicit. Thus, we read in the Mekhilta of Rabbi Ishma’el:

I. ‘Thou breakest down them that rise up against thee’—it is not written here hast broken down them that rise up against Thee’,

but ‘Thou shalt break down them that rise up against Thee’—in the Age to Come. As it is said:‘Break their teeth in their mouth’

etc (Ps 58:6). Why so? ‘Because they give no heed to the works of the Lord, nor to the operation of His hands. He will break

them down and not build them up’ (Ps 28:5). He will break them down in this world, and he will not build them up in the

World to Come.

II. ‘Thou sendest forth Thy w rath’—it is not written here ‘Thou hast sent forth Thy wrath’, but ‘Thou shalt send forth Thy

wrath’—in the Age to Come. As it is said,‘Pour out Thine indignation upon them’ etc. (Ps 69:25). It also says,‘Pour out Thy

wrath upon the nations’ etc. (Jer 10:25). Why so? ‘For they have devoured Jacob’ (ibid.)

III.‘It consumeth them as stubble’—it is not written here ‘It hath consumed them as stubble’, but ‘will consume them as stub-

ble’—in the Age to Come. As it is said, ‘And the house of Jacob shall be a fire’ (Obad 18). It also says,‘In that day will I make the

chiefs of Judah like a pan of the fire among wood, and like a torch of fire’ etc. (Zech 12:6).5

This is a homily on Exodus, 15:7, which reads: ‘Thou breakest down them that rise up against thee; Thou sendest forth Thy

wrath; It consumeth them as stubble’. The author focuses on the tenses of the verbs in this verse, which,morphologically, are in the

future. In the context of Biblical poetry the use of the future tense can refer to a past event that reveals a continuing and everlast-

ing ability. God is said here to be capable, whenever he wishes, to send forth his wrath against his enemies. The midrash,however,

highlights the literal reading of the verbs,and therefore is able to arrive at the conclusion that Scripture says something about God’s

actions in the future. To be more precise: in the far future, in the eschatological age, or, to use the midrash’s own words,‘in the Age

to Come.’ Our midrash claims, therefore, that in ‘the Age to Come’ God will exercise his revenge upon his enemies.

About whom does the midrash speak? To whom does it refer? The homelist mentions ‘the nations’ that ‘have devoured Jacob.’ These

are allusions to Jeremiah 10:25, and in order to understand the reference we need to read the verse in its entirety. The preceding words

of that verse are: ‘And devoured him,and consumed him,and have made his habitation desolate.’ In the years in which this midrash was

composed—that is, in the second or third century CE—there was only one nation to which the Rabbis could have referred as having

“consumed” Israel; that was obviously Rome. Indeed, the words ‘His habitation’ in that verse are understood by the Mekhilta itself (as

well as by other Rabbinic sources) as referring to the Jerusalem Temple.6 This too supports our understanding of the use of this verse

from Jeremiah by our midrash as a reference to the Roman Empire.

This is made clear in the second section, where the homelist cites Obadiah verse 18, in which ‘the house of Jacob’ and ‘the house of

Joseph’ are said to kindle ‘the house of Esau...and devour them and there shall not be any remaining of the house of Esau’. The use of

this verse leaves no room for doubt, about whom our midrash speaks; for ‘Esau’ is the standard appellation for the Roman Empire in

rabbinic literature.7

In fact, this identification is made explicit in another passage in the Mekhilta, which follows a similar literary pattern:



‘[Your right hand] shatters the foe’ (Ex 15:6)—it does not say ‘has shattered the foe’ but ‘will shatter the foe’—in the Age to Come.

As it is said, ‘You will march through the earth in indignation’ etc. (Hab 3:12). ‘Shatters the foe’—to wit, Pharaoh, as it is said, ‘the foe

said’(Ex 15:9). According to another interpretation it is Esau, as it is said,‘Because the foe hath said’(Ezek 36:2).8

As in the above midrash,here too the midrash focuses on the tense of the verb. ‘Shatters’ is in the future,and this,the midrash says,

indicates that Scripture did not speak of past events—as we normally understand the Song—but rather it speaks about the future.

According to this reading, the verse expresses the idea that God will—that is ‘in the Age to Come’—shatter the enemy. But who is the

enemy? According to one interpretation it is Pharaoh, but this cannot go hand in hand with the claim of the midrash that the verse

speaks of the future, so we must infer that our midrash assumed the second interpretation—the one which explicitly took ‘the foe’ to

refer to Esau. Since, again,‘Esau’ in rabbinic literature is not the biblical figure but an appellation for Rome, we understand that our

midrash, when speaking of the future revenge that God will take upon ‘the enemy’, refers to the Roman Empire.

The fact that the midrash has a concrete and actual enemy in mind, which was a very ‘real’ enemy of Palestinian Jews in the days in

which this midrash was composed, shows that we are not dealing with mere hermeneutical gymnastics, playing on a linguistic peculi-

arity of the biblical text. What we have here is a series of homilies that view the past redemption as par adigmatic. In other words, the

rabbis suggest that the future redemption of the Jewish people will be structurally similar to that which is portrayed by the biblical nar-

rative. As with the Egyptians, who ‘sank as lead in mighty waters’ (Ex 15:10),so too will be the fate of the Romans.9 This, I will argue,is

not a construction of a religious concept (‘The Final Redemption’) for its own sake; it does a certain political job.

II
The latter midrash is a midrash on the verse ‘Thou breakest down them that rise up against thee’. And these very words are interpreted

a few passages earlier in the same rabbinic work,the Mekhilta of Rabbi Ishma‘el,as referring to Israel: ‘And who are they who rise against

Thee? The ones who rise up against Thy children.’10 Furthermore,says the midrash:

It is not written here ‘Thou overthrowest them that rise up against us’, but ‘Thou overthrowest them that rise up against Thee’;

Scripture is declaring that whenever anyone rises up against Israel, it is as though he is rising up against Him Who Spoke and the World

Came to Be.11

This, the midrash claims, is corroborated by a verse in Zechariah as it was interpreted by Rabbi Judah:

‘Surely he who touches you touches the apple of his eye’ (Zech 2:8)—Rabbi Judah says: It does not say here: ‘The apple of the eye,’

but: ‘The apple of his eye,’ referring, as it were, to the One above, but Scripture modifies the expression.12

Rabbi Judah claims that the expression ‘his eye’ refers to God’s eye—as if it were written ‘my eye’—and not to the plain subject of

that verse,namely ‘the one who touches you’ (therefore to be translated ‘his own eye’). We need not bother ourselves here with the ques-

tion of whether Rabbi Judah posssed any reliable tradition regarding the precise text of the biblical verse, on which he had founded such

a reading.13 What is of importance in our context is that not only is the Mekhilta interpreting the Song at the Sea as speaking of Israel’s

enemies in its own days—that is, the Roman Empire—but it identifies Israel’s enemies as God’s enemies.14

By doing so the midrash elevates the political and military struggle between Israel and Rome to a heavenly degree, and this is an

important shift. For, on the one hand, it places Rome’s crime on a much higher le vel than an earthly action against ‘us’, the Jewish peo-

ple,thereby strongly intensifying it.On the other hand,however, the midrash removes the authority to carry out any act of revenge from

the hands of those who actually suffer from those enemies—namely, the Jews of the land of Israel, of the author’s days—and grants it

exclusively to God, in the eschaltological future.

Such a move is clearly made by the tannaitic midrash to Deuteronomy, the Sifre, which presumably was edited at approximately the

same time as the Mekhilta:

‘Vengeance is Mine and recompense’ (Deut 32:35)—I will punish them Myself. Not through an angel and not through a sent one—

according to the matter of which Scripture states: ‘Come now and I will send you to Pharaoh’ (Ex 3:10),and Scripture also says: ‘And the

angel of the Lord went forth and smote the camp of the Assyrians’ (2 Kings 19:35).15

The midrash stresses the word ‘mine’ in the biblical text, which is taken to express the idea that vengeance will be executed by God

himself, not by any agent or a human being. One might think of reading this as a good promise—recalling a similar passage in the

Haggadah of Passover16—yet it cannot be denied that the ultimate punishment is left by this midrash to God alone.17 Thus,the possi-

bility to activly “punish” Israel’s enemies (i.e. to take any military action against them) in God’s name is being ideologically blocked. He,

and He alone will execute vengeance.

III
The two aspects of the Rabbinic move are logically connected; since the crime is a crime against God, the execution of the punishment

too is left to Him. The midrash,however, moves a step further; it associates God’s judgement of the nations who harmed Israel,and his

vengeance, with the establishment of His kingdom and Israel’s final redemption—that is to say: it places it in the eschatological age,

when the kingship of God will be revealed. Thus we read in the Mekhilta:

Rabbi Eli‘ezer18 says: When will the name of these people be blotted out? At the time when idolatry will be eradicated together with

its worshipers,and God will be recognized throughout the world as the One,and His kingdom will be established for all eternity. For at



that time, ‘shall the Lord go forth and fight’ (Zech 14:3); ‘And the Lord shall be king’ etc. (ibid 9). And it also says: ‘Thou wild pursue

them in anger and destroy them’ etc. (Lam 3:66).19

This is a midrash on God’s pledge,‘I will utterly blot out the remembrance of Amalek from under heaven’ (Ex 17:14). Amalek is seen

by various Rabbinic sources as a descendent of Esau, and like the latter he is frequently identified with Rome.20 It is therefore fair to

assume that when Rabbi Eli‘ezer refers to ‘these people’ he speaks of the Romans. The precise character of the Heavenly avenge is very

clear; it has to do with a total eradication of the nations by God, to the degree that their name will be blotted out. Rabbi Eli‘ezer’s

midrash,however, connects the Heavenly revenge and God’s kingship; the former will happen after the establishment of the latter, that

is:“in the Age to Come”.21 Similarly, according to Rabbi Joshua, who was a contemporary of Rabbi Eli‘ezer, ‘When the Holy One, blessed

be He, will sit upon the throne of His kingdom and His reign will prevail,at that time “the Lord will have war with Amalek” (Ex 17:16)’.22

In the same line of thought, but in a reverse order, the Mekhilta interprets the sequence of the verses in Exodus 15:18—19:

‘“The Lord shall reign for ever and ever”(Ex 15:18)—For what reason? “For the horses of Pharaoh went in [the sea]”(ibid 19)’.23

Here too, God’s reign is connected with the extermination of the enemy. However, the order of events is reversed; the former is

dependent on the latter.24 Similarly we read in the Sifre to Deuteronomy:

‘For He avenges the blood of His servants, and takes vengeance on His adversaries’ (Deut 32:43)—Two vengeances He takes;

vengeance on murder and vengeance on theft. And from whence do we know that all thefts which the Gentile Nations of the

World committed against Israel are accounted unto them as if they had spilled innocent blood? As it is said,‘I will gather all

the nations and will bring them down into the valley of Jehoshaphat and I will enter into judgement with them there for My

people Israel’ (Joel 3:2),‘Egypt shall be a desolation and Edom shall be a desolate wilderness, for the theft against the children

of Judah, because they have shed innocent blood in their land’ (ibid 19).25

The theme is the same as we have already seen:God will judge the nations—Edom, which, for the Rabbis,is Rome,is explicitly men-

tioned—and will destroy them. Why? The reason is, as we are explicitly told in a parallel midrash found in the Mekhilta of Rabbi

Ishma’el,not on account of their ‘practices of idolatry, of incest and of murder, but it says “For My people and My heritage Israel whom

they have scattered among the nations” (Joel 4:2)’.26 All this, by now, is fairly well known. But the midrash in the Sifre immediately pro-

ceeds to say:

At the very moment: “But Judah shall be inhabited forever, and Jerusalem from generation to generation” (Joel 4:20). “And I will

avenge their blood that I have not avenged, and the Lord dwelleth in Zion” (ibid 21).27

Here too we see a connection of the Heavenly vengeance and the establishment of God’s kingship; first comes the former, then

appears the latter. Moreover, God’s vengeance is inherently connected, according to this midrashic reading of Joel, with the re-inhabi-

tation of Judah and God’s return to dwell in Zion—in other words: with the final redemption of the Jewish people.28 Thus, the hopes

for redemption are connected with the execution of God’s vengeance.29

All this, however, is left solely to God. He, and only He, will execute the vengeance upon the nations, and this will take place only

in the far future, in the eschatological age.

IV
To be sure, the association of Israel’s redemption with God’s vengeance upon the nations has its roots already in the Old Testament.

Thus, Trito-Isaiah speaks of ‘the day of vengeance’ and of ‘the year of my deliverance’, which has come,in the same verse (Isa 63:4). As

noted by H.G.L. Peels, ‘The vengeance is so closely related to the redemption of God’s people that, without any hint of tension, the

notion of God’s vengeance can play a crucial role in texts that deal exclusively with the salvation of Zion’.30 In such texts, the ‘way to

Zion’ (Isa 35:8) is not opened as long as God has not executed his vengeance upon the nations.31

This idea continued to live in the hearts and minds of Jews during the Second Temple period as well.32 Thus, in Nehemiah’s prayer,

as recorded in 2Macc. 1:27–29,the request from God to ‘Put to torment the oppressors and the arrogant perpetrators at our outrage’ is

immediately followed by ‘Plant Your people in Your holy place.’ In other words, we see here a connection between the punishment of

the oppressors and the redemption of Israel.

In passages such as Isaiah 34–35 the ‘enemies’ are identified specifically with ‘Edom.’ A connection between Edom’s destruction and

the deliverance of Israel can be found in various other ‘Edom oracles’ in the Old Testament.33 Once ‘Edom’ was identified, during the

Second Temple period, with Rome, the association of the final deliverance of the Jewish people with the destruction of the Roman

Empire was unavoidable. As was shown by Martin Hengel, such an expectation was indeed central in the ideology of the Zealots, since

the death of Herod the Great until the destruction of the Second Temple.34 And the midrashic material proves that these expectations

did not disappear in the following generations.

The rabbinic move, where an ancient deeply-rooted idea was highlighted by some midrashic sources, cannot therefore be consid-

ered innovative in its main message. It had, however, a remarkably important political function: by assigning the vindication to God,

and by placing it in the eschaton,the Rabbis have neutralized—and therefore practically nullified—their followers’ hopes for an immi-

nent revenge to be taken upon their enemies. In other words,they suppressed anti-Roman military activist inclinations,that were com-

mon among the Jews of Palestine during all those years.35

It stands to reason that there was a historical background to this move. The failure of the Jews in their war against Rome in 70 CE,



and sixty five years later, in the Bar-Kochba revolt of 132–135 CE,made it clear to many of the Rabbis not only that defeating the Roman

Empire by military means was an impossibility, but also that the price – that is: the loss of the lives of hundreds of thousands of peo-

ple—was too high. They realized that the anti-Roman inclinations, shared by many Jews since the Roman conquest of Jerusalem in 63

BCE, have a dangerous potential for leading the Jewish people into an endless clash with Rome, and they saw it as their duty to fight

against these tendencies. For that purpose they have promulgated an ideology of political passivity, as the one advocated by the Mekhilta

of Rabbi Ishma‘el:

Rabbi Meir says: ‘The Lord will fight for you’ (Ex 14:14)—if even when you stand there silent the Lord will fight for you, how much

more so when you render praise to Him. Rabbi says: ‘The Lord will fight for you and you shall remain silent’ (ibid)—shall God perform

miracles and mighty deeds for you,and you be standing there silent? The Israelites then said to Moses: Moses, our teacher, what is there

for us to do? And he said to them: You should be exalting, glorifying and praising, uttering songs of praise, adoration and glorification

to Him in whose hands are the fortunes of wars, just as it is said:‘Let the high praises of God be in their mouth’ (Ps 149:6). And it also

says:‘Be Thou exalted,O God,above the heavens; Thy glory be above all the earth’ (Ps 57:12).And it also says: ‘O Lord, Thou art my God,

I will exalt Thee’ (Isa.25:1). At that moment the Israelites opened their mouths and recited the song:‘I will sing unto the Lord, for He is

highly exalted’ etc.(Ex 15:2).36

There is no disagreement between the two sages with regards to the message of the biblical verse, only with regards to its punctua-

tion. Rabbi Meir reads the verse in a descriptive manner, and draws the conclusion that if indeed God does fight for Israel while they

are silent, how much more will He do wars for them if they give praise to Him. Rabbi (that is Rabbi Judah the Prince), on the other

hand, reads the verse as a rhetorical question: ‘Shall God perform miracles and mighty deeds for you, and you be standing there silent?’

Surely not,says Rabbi,and therefore he suggests that the Israelites were required to ‘do’ something. The thing which Israelites are expect-

ed to ‘do’, however, is one and the same as the thing to which Rabbi Meir refers, that is: to give praise to God. To be sure, this does not

seem to be the plain meaning of the biblical verse itself, where the Israelites were expected to shut up altogether. Nevertheless, it is

important to note that the only ‘act’ they are encouraged by Moses to take (according to this rabbinic interpretation) is that of praise to

the Lord. If read politically, therefore, this midrash should be seen as a call for acts of devotion,37 that is: military and political passivi-

ty.38 Similarly, I suggest,the midrashic placement of the vengeance to be taken upon the nations in the far future has replaced the hopes

for the vanquishing of the actual, felt, enemy with passive eschatological expectations that the Roman Empire will be demolished by

God “in the Age to Come.”39

When compared to the activist spirit of the rebels against Rome,this ideology of military passivity can be seen as an ideological rev-

olution.40 Such revolutions, however, do not take place by night, and it takes them a long time to achieve dominance. Established views

are never uprooted at once, and the ability to change religious value-hierarchies profoundly is always limited. The case of the rabbinic

neutralization of activist attitudes towards the Romans (by means of attributing the nations’ eradication to God alone, and its place-

ment in the eschaton, as described above) did not cause these attitudes to disappear, and it did not uproot violent tendencies towards

the enemy, such as those that were prevalent among Palestinian Jews during the Roman era. Quite to the contrary; the construction of

the eschatological redemption in terms of the total eradication of the nations, or at least in association with such an expectation,has a

potential of shaping a violent personality and might contribute to the producing of a violent mind-setting. For if one is hoping for God’s

redemption soon to come,and is inspired by the idea of a total vanquishing of Israel’s enemies as an essential part of that redemption,

one’s violent inclinations are not entirely suppressed and in a sense they are being fostered.

V
Such inclinations may spurt forth when time—the time—arrives,that is,in times of messianic expectations and outbreaks. This,I would

like to suggest, was the case with Ashkenazic Jews (the Jews of Germany and France) in 1096,the year in which the first crusade began.

The Christian messianic expectations implicated in that movement are widely recognized today,41 but it should be noted that such

expectations were widespread among Ashkenazic Jews of the same time as well.42 This might shed light, at least to some extent, on the

reactions of the Jews to the forced baptism that was about to be imposed on them, actively, by the Christian mob.43



According to the Jewish ‘chronicles’ of the time, which describe the events,44 many of the Jews preferred to commit suicide rather

than to be baptized to Christianity. In fact,many of them are told to have killed not only themselves but also their family members:their

children,their brothers and sisters, and their parents.45 Traditionally this extraordinarily extreme behavior is explained in terms of mar-

tyrology; in order to avoid baptism and christianization—which was considered by these Jews as idolatry—they preferred to die.46 It is

difficult to deny the centrality of this motivation, as it is the explicit explanation given not only by the Jewish sources but also by most

of the Christians who witnessed such Jewish reactions in other cases throughout the Middle Ages.47

This explanation notwithstanding, the extreme violent character of these acts must be acknowledged. Indeed, as Donald W. Tiffany

and Phillis G. Tiffany have noted, ‘suicide and homicide are two sides of the same coin’.48 This notion, which is implicit in many psy-

chological discussions on suicide, goes back to Freud, who stresses that ‘no neurotic harbours thoughts of suicide which he has not

turned back upon himself from murderous impulses against others’.49 Tiffany and Tiffany add that ‘when the outlet of anger is curtailed,

suicide is the only violent act available to disperse the rampaging anger.’50 We may then view the acts of suicide and homicide of

Ashkenazic Jews during the first crusade as a kind of acting out of violence.

Such a line of thought was pursued by David Flusser in a paper devoted to the suicide of the defenders of Massada. In that paper

Flusser argued (just like Tiffany and Tiffany) that in cases where violent inclinations exist, and it is impossible for one to act out one’s

aggressive inclination, one might direct his, or her, violence towards one’s self and commit suicide. This,Flusser suggested,might explain

various cases of suicide among Palestinian Jews during the Jewish revolt against Rome during the years 66–73.51 I wish to follow here a

similar path and to view the acts of suicide and killing of others taken by the Jews of Ashkenaz in 1096 from the same perspective.52 I

do not deny the martyrological character of these acts, but the profound violence inherent in them calls for an additional explanation.53

Where did such violence spring from?

Apparently, there were two roots for this violent inclination.On the one hand,there was the aggression and violence directed against

the Jews by the Christian mob.54 This violence could have nurtured a ‘spirit of violence’ among the Jews as well.55 I would like to sug-

gest,however, that the rabbinic tradition on which they grew contributed its part as well. Thus we read in the Nitzzahon Vetus,an anti-

Christian polemical work, which was composed by an anonymous French Jew somewhere during the 13th century:

This [final] redemption will involve the ruin, destruction,killing, and eradication of all the nations,them,and the angels who watch

over them, and their gods, as it is written, “The Lord shall punish the heavenly host in heaven and the kings of the earth of the earth”

(Isa 24:21). Jeremiah too said,“Fear not, my servant Jacob, said the Lord, for I am with you; for I will make a full end of all the nations

whither I have driven you, but with you I will not make a full end” (Jer 46:28). You see then, that God will destroy all the nations except

Israel,as God promised us through Moses, “And yet for all that, when they will be in the land of their enemies I will not abhor them or

reject them by destroying them utterly, thereby breaking my covenant with them” (Lev 26:44).56

This text demonstrates how profoundly embraced was the Late Antique midrashic vision of the final redemption, as we have seen

it above, by Ashkenazic Jews in the middle ages. This is but one example, however. As has been recently shown by Israel J. Yuval, this

theme was central in Ashkenazic sources.57

Had the relation between such texts and the early Rabbinic midrash been only thematic one could wonder about their roots. For,

as we have seen, the rabbinic material itself has Biblical antecedents, and the language used by many of the sources utilized by Yuval

undoubtedly goes back to various passages in the Old Testament. However, their literary dependence on the Rabbinic midrash can be

shown by their appeal to midrashic ideas. Thus, in the following passage found in the Ashkenazic midrashic anthology, Yalqut Shim‘oni,

we read:

Our Rabbis said: every soul and soul that Esau has killed from among Israel, it is as if the Holy One, blessed be he, took from the

blood of each soul and soul, and immerses his purfirion [Heavenly garment] in it until its color becomes red. And when the Day of

Judgment arrives and He sits on a bema to judge him [Esau], He wears his purfirion and shows him the body of every righteous and

righteous written on it,as it is said ‘He will execute judgment among the nations, gilding them with corpses’ (Ps 110:6). Immediately, the

Holy One, blessed be he, takes upon him two acts of vengeance, as it is said ‘O Lord, thou God of Vengeance, thou God of Vengeance,

shine forth!’(Ps 94:1).58

The ‘two acts of vengeance’ are the ‘two vengeances’ mentioned in the Sifre to Deuteronomy mentioned above.59 Similarly, in a litur-

gical poem composed by Rabbi Shim‘on bar Yitzhak, who lived in the turn of the tenth century CE, we read: ‘Avenge the blood and take

revenge for the theft,’60 and this is, again, an allusion to the same midrashic source.61 Thus, the relation between the Ashqenazic mate-

rial and the early midrashic sources cannot be denied. This Jewish tradition inherited one ancient rabbinic concept,and made it a para-

mount part of its vision of the final redemption.62

This is especially clear, as Yuval has convincingly shown, when put against the background of non-Ashkenazic Jewish sources (most

notably Sepharadic—that is Spanish—sources), where the hopes for a Heavenly avenge are almost entirely absent. Instead, these sources

portray the final redemption in terms of the joining of the nations with the Jewish people in their eschatological pilgrimage to the

Mount of the Lord.63 When these two visions are juxtaposed,the centrality of the vengeance theme in Ashkenazic culture becomes very

clear. Thus,a concept which undoubtedly occupies only a partial role in Rabbinic literature moved to the center in the minds and hearts

of some Jews of north-western Europe during the Middle Ages.64

The coloring of the final redemption in terms of eradication of the nations and a Heavenly vengeance upon them has, as pointed



out above,a potential of nourishing violent tendencies,and creating violent mind setting.65 Such inclinations may therefore spurt forth

in times of religious crises, or messianic outbreaks, such as those that have accompanied the first crusade. The Jews of France and

Germany, however, lacked any political, or other, power to realize the violent leanings inherent in the rabbinic tradition on which they

grew, leanings which, to be sure, were strongly nurtured by the violence directed towards them from the Christian environment. The

only “psychological”path open for them was to act out their violence against themselves.

VI
In her introduction to Religious Violence Between Christian and Jews, Anna Sapir Abulafia wrote:

Real dialogue between members of these two groups can only take place if those engaged in discussions know and respect the

history and development of both religious/cultural traditions. This means that they must honestly confront, acknowledge and

discuss the elements of both traditions which have had—and may still have—potential for engendering violence.66

In the present paper I have tried to do precisely such a thing. The fact that the Jews of Ashkenaz who committed suicide and even

killed others in order to avoid baptism are usually seen in Jewish tradition as holy martyrs who have sanctified the Divine Name is well

known. The presence of other voices within the Jewish tradition, who have condemned these acts, is much less recognized. That such

voices were heard in Ashkenaz, however, is beyond any doubt, for in a twelfth century commentary on Genesis we read:

There is a report of a certain Rabbi who slaughtered many infants during a period of forced conversion, because he feared that they

[the gentiles] would convert them. There was another Rabbi with him, who was exceedingly angry with him and called him a murder-

er, but he did not waver. The [second] Rabbi said: If I am correct,let that Rabbi be killed in an unusual way. Thus it was... Subsequently

the persecution subsided. If he had not slaughtered those infants,they would have been saved.67

Similarily, the 13th century Ashkenazic work, Sefer Hasidim, restricts the call for Qiddush ha-Shem by claiming that it must not be

carried out voluntarily:

Concerning that which is written,‘I will be hallowed among the people of Israel’(Lev 22:32)—this is only when the Gentiles coerce

him: if he does not do so-and-so they will kill him. And so it is written,‘For Thy sake we are killed all the day long’ (Ps 44:23). If, how-

ever, he brought himself to be killed, concerning him it is written, ‘Surely your blood of your lives will I require’ (Gen 9:5). And it is also

written,‘Keep thy soul diligently’ (Deut 4:9).68

Moreover, a sensitive, critical reading of the Jewish chronicles of 1096 supports, in my mind,the assumption that such voices actu-

ally existed among the Jewish community. To be sure,the attitude of the authors of these ‘chronicles’ to the actions of suicide and homi-

cide, taken by many of the Jews during the persecutions,is very complicated.On the one hand one tends to read these texts as positive-

ly evaluating these reactions. Consequently, it is customary to assume that the main objective of the authors was ‘to strengthen the weak,’

and to encourage Jews to follow a similar path in the future.69

On the other hand, however, as has been shown by Ivan Marcus, one finds in these chronicles a clear effort to justify these acts.70

And the obvious question that arises is,in a Jewish religious setting why would anyone feel a need to justify an act of Qiddush ha-Shem,

the sanctification of the Divine Name,which is in any case considered to be the highest degree of religious devotion? It must be assumed

that the very need to do so reflects a widespread view of these acts as problematic, and that their legitimacy was disputed. As has been

noted by Jeremey Cohen, one can detect in the ‘chronicles’ a voice of criticism of those who are said to have ‘sanctified the Divine Name,’

and not only a praise of their acts.71

It is even possible to go a step further. According to Peter Fonagy and Mary Target, ‘suicidal behaviour is perceived as the only fea-

sible solution to an insoluble dilemma: the freeing of the self from the other through the destruction of the other within the self.’72

Accordingly, one may dare to speculate that the profound violence exhibited by the acts of mass suicide and homicide of these

Ashkenazic Jews may reflect, in some way, a deep unresolved cultural conflict that they had (within themselves) with regard to

Christianity and their Christian neighbors, a conflict consisting of both aversion and attraction at the same time.73 If so, on this read-

ing, as much as the horrible events of spring 1096 express a deep strife between the Jews and their Christian neighbors, it also reveals

the complexity of the attraction of both groups one to the other.
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