The Koblenz Massacre of 1265:
A Historical and Halakhic Analysis
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And you shall love the Lord, your God, with all your heart and with all your soul, and with all your means.
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You shall observe My statutes and My ordinances, which a man shall do and live by them. | am the Lord.
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Rabbi Yohanan says in the name of Rabbi Shimon ben Yehotzadak: They counted and concluded in the upper
story of the house of Nitza in Lod that regarding all transgressions in the Torah, if a person is told: Transgress
and you will not be killed, he may transgress that prohibition and not be killed, except for those of idol worship,
forbidden sexual relations, and bloodshed...When Rav Dimi came from Eretz Yisrael to Babylonia, he said that
Rabbi Yohanan said: The Sages taught that one is permitted to transgress prohibitions in the face of mortal
danger only when it is not a time of religious persecution. But in a time of religious persecution, even if they
issued a decree about a minor mitzva, one must be killed and not transgress. When Ravin came from Eretz
Yisrael to Babylonia, he said that Rabbi Yohanan said: Even when it is not a time of religious persecution, the
Sages said that one is permitted to transgress a prohibition in the face of mortal danger only when he was
ordered to do so in private. But if he was ordered to commit a transgression in public, even if they threaten him
with death if he does not transgress a minor mitzva, he must be killed and not transgress.
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But your blood, of your souls, | will demand [an account]; from the hand of every beast | will demand it, and
from the hand of man, from the hand of each man, his brother, | will demand the soul of man.
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And Saul said to his weapon-bearer, "Draw your sword and run me through with it, lest these uncircumcised
men come and run me through and mock me." But his weapon-bearer was unwilling, for he was very much
afraid. And Saul took the sword and fell upon it.
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Rav Yehuda says that Shmuel says, and some say that it was Rabbi Ami who says this, and some say that it was
taught in a baraita: There was an incident involving four hundred boys and girls who were taken as captives for
the purpose of prostitution. These children sensed on their own what they were expected to do, and they said:
If we commit suicide and drown in the sea, will we come to eternal life in the World-to-Come? The oldest child
among them expounded the verse: “The Lord said, | will bring back from Bashan, | will bring them back from the
depths of the sea” (Psalms 68:23). “I will bring back from Bashan,” i.e., from between the teeth [bein shen] of
the lion, and “I will bring them back from the depths of the sea” is referring to those who drown in the sea for
the sake of Heaven. When the girls heard this, they all leapt and fell into the sea. The boys then drew an a fortiori
inference with regard to themselves and said: If these girls, for whom sexual intercourse with men is their
natural way, act in such a manner, then we, for whom sexual intercourse with men is not our natural way, should
all the more so conduct ourselves likewise. They too leapt into the sea. Concerning them and others like them
the verse states: “As For Your sake we are killed all the day long; we are reckoned as sheep for the slaughter”
(Psalms 44:23).
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