
THE JEWS AND THE RENAISSANCE

A new spirit gradually began to spread over Western and Central
Europe in the late 15th and 16th centuries. This spirit was called the
Renaissance, or Rebirth. Culture, the desire for freedom, and the love for
beauty - the backbone of the ancient world - all came to the fore at this
time. Intellectuals now began to study the classical languages - Greek,
Latin, and even Hebrew. The wisdom and poetry inherent in these
languages became all the rage. In addition, the upper classes began to
abandon the cruelties and crudities of feudal life, and a new critical spirit
was awakened that tested new ideas, values, and institutions. It was an
age of great intellectual and cultural achievement.

The Renaissance was limited to the upper classes. Workers and
peasants tried to gain some freedom and beauty for themselves, but they
were suppressed. The movement also did not satisfy the desire of the
people for a deeper and more spiritual religion. To them the Renaissance
only represented a growing looseness in morals and ethics. Before long,
the Renaissance gave way to reaction and bloodshed. Western Europe
was soon plunged into wars where religion and politics were commingled
and confused.

The fate of the Jews was inevitably bound up with the history of the
Renaissance. The revival of culture initially led to a reduction in the
prejudice foisted upon the Jews. But when the Renaissance gave way to
reaction, Jewish hopes for a better world were quickly extinguished.

Italy was the center of the Renaissance revival, and Italian high society
soon became more polite and learned. Discussions on philosophy and
broader cultural strains became the norm. Jews contributed their share to
this revival in learning through their translations and other original works.
Some of the most important men in the Renaissance movement had
Jewish teachers and encouraged Jewish scholars. Elijah del Medigo
(1458-1493) became a familiar figure in the court of Lorenzo the



Magnificent de Medici (1449-1492) of Florence, a court that formed the
very heart of the Renaissance. There Elijah spread the knowledge and
interpretation of the philosophy of Aristotle.

The age of the Renaissance soon led to the Age of Exploration which
was remarkable for its discovery of new lands and new routes to old lands.
The great voyages of Portuguese and Spanish navigators - later also
Dutch, French, and English - laid the foundations for the modern world.
Jews had long been interested in astronomy, and now added the science of
navigation. The preparation of maps became the specialty of a family of
Jews in Majorca.

Jews were also interested in other fields of science and mathematics,
but their favorite field of study was medicine. The combination of
knowledge and humanity particularly appealed to them.

The most profound Jewish influence on European civilization, though,
was the study of the Bible. The clergy studied it, and through them, its
ideas penetrated into the minds of the people. Commentaries were
regularly written on it, both by Jews and by Christians. European law and
morals, theological beliefs and hopes for the future were derived largely
from what the Chrsitians called the Old Testament. Many Christian
reformers based their views on interpretations of the Bible text, and some
even based these interpretations on actual Jewish writings.

The study of Hebrew now was made part of the curriculum in a number
of European universities. Unfortunately, the stated object was to use this
knowledge of Hebrew as an aid in converting Jews to Christianity. However,
as the Renaissance progressed, this study resulted in an increasingly more
sympathetic attitude on the part of cultured Europeans toward the literary
treasures of the Jews.

A German Jew of this time, Elias Levitas (1468-1549), wrote on Hebrew
grammar and the correct reading of the Bible text. His works originally
appealed to his fellow Jews, but over time his writings became known to



Christian scholars as well. At the beginning of the 16th century, Cardinal
Egidio of Viterbo (1472-1542) invited Levitas to become his teacher of
Hebrew, and soon other noted Christian scholars became his pupils, or
studied his grammatical works.

The study of Kabbalah also left its mark on Christian scholars. Pico della
Mirandello (1463-1494), a philosopher and apologist for traditional
Christianity, used Kabbalah thought and texts to defend his exposition of
the Christian faith.

During this time period, numerous Jews of Spanish-Portuguese
extraction found their way to Italy. Numerous individuals in the nobility and
upper circles of Christianity welcomed in these exiles, and a  considerable
number of them settled in Rome. However, the Jews already residing there
felt that by adding so many of their brethren into their community, it might
result in further anti-Jewish outbreaks. The Pope, Alexander VI, was
outraged by this attitude, permitted the exiles to enter, and then punished
the RomanJews by imposing a fine on them

Johannes Pfefferkorn and Johann von  Reuchlin

In the year 1509 a controversy over Jewish literature arose which, while
it initially affected the Jews, had an even greater effect upon the Christians.
A Jew by the name of Joseph (Johannes) Pfefferkorn (1469-1523) ran into
difficulties with both Jewish and non-Jewish authorities. He eventually
converted in 1505, together with his family,  and sought the protection of
the Church. Eager to avenge himself upon the Jews, he revived the old
accusation that the Talmud was full of blasphemies against the Christian
faith. The Dominicans of Cologne aided him in writing his books, slandering
the Talmud and its commentaries. They included in these writings all the
stories and false charges which had been prevalent since the days of
Nicholas Donin in 1239. Pfefferkorn and his colleagues then received the
emperor’s permission to confiscate all copies of the Talmud and other
Jewish books, including prayer books, and to burn them. The Jews did all
they could to rescind this order, and one year later the emperor himself



restored the confiscated books. This only occurred after a number of
Frankfort Jews extended the time limit on a debt which one of the king’s
favorites owned them.

This was still not the end of the matter. Pfefferkorn and other opponents
of the Jews continued their hostile propaganda. The emperor established a
commission to investigate the Jewish books. One of its members was
Johann von Reuchlin (1455-1522), a foremost Christian scholar of Hebrew
and a proponent of Kabbalistic thought in Germany. He used Kabbalah to
explain the concepts of messianism in Christian thought. Reuchlin opposed
the destruction of the books, arguing that through the study of their mystical
literature the Jews could be brought closer to Christianity. He appealed to
the emperor not to allow the burning of the sefarim to take place.

Jewish literature now became the center of a controversy which raged
for a number of years. There was not a single critic of the forces of bigotry
who failed to range himself on the side of Reuchlin in defense of the Jewish
books. Upper churchmen, especially in Italy, and the pope himself,
sympathized with Reuchlin. The only people who were forced to stand
aside during this controversy were the Jews themselves - the ones most
directly concerned.

After a few years the quarrel died down. Other discussions began to
shake the foundations of the Church and of the Western world. At that very
time, Martin Luther came forward with a series of devastating criticisms of
the Catholic Church. The Reuchlin-Pfefferkorn controversy had helped to
bring to public notice some of the weaknesses of the religious society of
that day. Luther took full advantage of this situation. But the era of
liberalism which had brought more toleration to the Jews of Western
Europe soon came to an end.


