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100 The Jews and the Crusaders 

renown, the pillars of the universe in Mainz, they wrote to the land 
of France, saying: "All the communities have decreed a fastday. We 
have done our duty. May the Omnipresent One save us and you from 
all the trouble and affliction. We are greatly concerned about your 
well-being. As for ourselves, there is no great cause fot fear. We have 
not heard a word of such matters, nor has it been hinted that our 
lives are threatened by the sword.5 

When the errant ones started arriving in this land [Rhineland], 
they sought money to buy 6read. We gave it to them, applying to 
ourselves the verse: "Serve the· king of Babylon, and live. "6 All tiliS, 
however, did not avail us. Because of our sins, whenever the errant 
~nes arrived at a city, the local burghers would harass· us, for they 
were at one with them in their intention to destroy vine and 
root' all along their way to Jerusalem. 

When the errant ones came, battalion after battalion like the 
army of Sennacherib,8 some of the noblemen in this kingdom 
declared: "Why do we sit? Let us join them, for every man who 
goes on this path and clears the way to the unholy grave of the 
crucified one will be fully qualified and ready for Hell. "9 The errant 
ones gathered, the nobles and the commoners from all provinces, 
until they were as numerous as the sands of the sea. A proclamation 
was issued: "Whosoever kills a Jew will receive pardon for all his 
sins. " 10 There was a Count Dithmar11 there who said that he would 
not depart from this kingdom until he had slain one Jew; only then 
would he proceed on his journey. 

When the holy community of Mainz learned of this, they 
decreed a fastday and cried out loudly to the Lord. Young and old 
alike fasted day and night, reciting prayers of lamentation in the 
morning and evening. Despite all of this, however, our God did not 
withhold His wrath from us. For the errant ones came with their 
insignia and banners before our homes, and, upon seeing one of us, 
they would pursue and pierce him with their lances-till we became 
afraid even to step on the thresholds of our homes. 

On the eighth of lyar, on the Sabbath, the measure of justice 
began to fall upon us. The errant ones and the burghers first plotted 
against the holy men, the saints of the Most High, in Speyer, and 
they planned to seize all of them together in the synagogue. Told of 
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160 SUBSEQUENT JEWISH REACTIONS 

on hearing of the attacks in Speyer and Worms, reportedly 
cried out to the Lord and said: 

"Ah Lord God of Israel! Are you wiping out the rem
nant of Israel? Where are all your wondrous deeds 
about which our ancestors told us, saying: 'Truly the 
Lord brought you up from Egypt.' But now you have 
abandoned us, delivering us into the hands of the 
gentiles for destruction. "57 

Likewise Abraham ben Yom Tov of Triers, facing death, 
raised his voice and wept, saying: 

"Woe, 0 Lord God! Why have you abandoned your 
people Israel to calumny, plunder, and shame, de
stroying us through the hands of a people as impure 
as the pig which they eat. [Why have you done this] 
to us, the people that you chose to be your special 
people among all peoples. You have raised them up 
from the earth to heaven and now 'you have thrown 
down from heaven to earth the glory of Israel.' You 
have multiplied our corpses."58 

To be sure, a sense of abandonment does not dominate 
reaction of the Jews under assault. Nonetheless, the issue 
of the meaning of the catastrophe remained and had per
force to be confronted. 

In a preceding section I made heavy use of the 
speeches set in the mouths of the martyrs in order to 
identify the major motivations for these acts of heroism. 
In this section I shall focus on the comments and observa
tions of the editors, as they attempt to present and make 
sense of the disaster that had befallen their community. 59 

At this juncture note that I make a curious reversal in my 
use of the two original Hebrew narratives, designated S 
and L. While I have contended that S is the earlier of the 
two and shows better historical awareness and have there
fore tended to rely on it more fully than on L, the latter 
provides more and richer theological wrestlings and edito-

/' 
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rial comments and observations. Thus, in the attempt to 
analyze the subsequent theological response to the crisis 
of 1096, I will make much more extensive use of L. 

By the end of the eleventh century, a host of theolog
ical solutions to the problem of physical suffering was 
readily available to the Rhineland Jews. By this time, the 
most common explanation for catastrophewas the pattern 
of sin and punishment. Catastrophe was generally seen as 
a divine response to human sinfulness. This common view 
is recurrently reflected in the Hebrew First-Crusade chron
icles: "Our sins brought it about that the burghers in every 
town to which the crusaders came were hostile to us. 1160 

"Our sins brought it about that the enemy overcame them 
and captured the gate. 1161 "Indeed God did with us as he 
had said, for we sinned before him. 1162 Despite these re
peated references to Jewish sin and divine anger, such an 
explanation of the disaster of 1096 was immediately per
ceived as problematic. In a rambling consideration of the 
issue, the editor of L questions the sin-punishment 
paradigm. While in this passage he concludes by affirming 
the paradigm, the problems are keenly felt even here. 

But God who truly makes peace turned. away from 
them and hid his eyes from his people and consigned 
them to the sword. No ro het or seer nor any man 
o wisdom or understanding can fat om t e essentia 
issue-how could the sin of the innumera e peop e 
pe so heavy and how could the souls of these saintly 
communities be so destructive, as though shedding 
blood. Except thaf surely [God] is a just judge and we 
bear the shortcomings. 63 

This is a striking passage, and the affirmative conclusion, 
based on an absolute conviction of God's goodness, does 
not obscure the deep-seated doubts concerning the sin
punishment paradigm.64 

Despite the familiar invocation of the sin-punishment 
pattern, nowhere in the chronicles are any failings on the 
part of the Jews of 1096 specified. To the contrary, the 
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162 SUBSEQUENT JEWISH REACTIONS 

afflicted Jews are never really depicted as sinful; they are 
unfailingly portrayed in the most glowing terms, both dur
ing the period of crisis and prior to it. The great Jewish 
community of Mainz is described in the following manner: 

Gone from Zion are all that were her glory, namely 
Mainz. The sound of the lords of the flock ceased, 
along with the sound of the valorous who repel at
tacks, who lead the many to righteousness. The glori
ous city, the citadel of joy, which had distributed un
told sums to the poor. One could not wnte with an 
iron stylus on a whole book the multitude of good 
sfeeds that were done in it of yore; In one place 
['Yere found] Torah and power and wealth and honor 
and wisdom and humili and ood deeds, takin in
numerab e precautions against transgression. But now 
their wisdom has been swallowed up and turned in
to destruction, like the children of Jerusalem in their 
destruction. 65 

This is hardly a description of a sinful community. The 
glory of Rhineland Jewry prior to its destruction and its 
heroism during the catastrophic months of 1096 necessi
tated an alternative theory to the sin-punishment para
digm. In place of sin and punishment, the Hebrew crusade 
chronicles, particularly L, highlight a striking and radical 
alternative-the view that the persecutions accompanying 
the First Crusade were actually a test imposed upon a 
uniquely worthy generation, a test in which these heroic 
Jews triumphantly succeeded: 

The precious children of Zion, the children of Mainz, 
were tested ten times, like our ancestor Abraham ana 
like Hananiah, Mishael, and Azariah. They offered up 
their children as did Abraham with his son Isaac. They 
accepted upon themselves the yoke of the fear of 
heaven, of the King of kings, the Holy One; blessed 
be he, willingly. They did not wish to deny the awe 
pf our King or to exchange it for [that of] a loathesome 
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offshoot, a bastard born of menstruation and lust. They 
stretched forth their necks for the slaughter and com
mended their pure souls to their Father in heaven. The 
saintly ahd pious women stretched forth their necks 
one to ahother, to be sacrificed for the unity of th~ 
[Divine] .Name. Likewise men to their children and 
brothers, brothers to sisters, women to their sons and 
daughters, and neighbor to neighbor and friend, bride
groom to bride, and betrothed to his betrothed. They 
sacrificed each other until the blood flowed together. 
The blood of husbands mingled with that of their 
wives, the blood of parents with that of their children, 
the blood of brothers with that of their sisters, the 
blood of teachers with that of their students; the blooq 
of bridegrooms with that of their brides, the blood of 
cantors with that of their scribes, the blood of infants 
and sucklings with that of theii mothers. They were 
killed and slaughtered for the unity of the revered and 
awesome Name.66 

The testing theme is sounded here clearly and is widely 
repeated. There is, however, more here than abstract 
theory. In order to convey the anguish evoked by the 
divine challenge, the author is purposefully graphic. Men
tion is made of fathers and sons, of mothers and children, 
of brothers and sisters, of teachers and students, in an 
effort to awaken the. reader's sense of the reality of human 
pain and· sacrifice. The lengthy description of intermin
gling blood is intended to shock and to sicken and to 
emphasize thereby the monumental heroism that the vic
tims displayed. 

There is repeated identification of those tested of 1096 
with the great Jewish figures of antiquity who were simi
larly subjected to painful testing-Rabbi Akiba and his 
associates, the three young men of the book of Daniel, and 
above all Abraham, the tested figure par excellence; Pre
cisely because the consummate challenge to Abraham in
volved the offering up of his son as a sacrifice, the Rhine
land Jews were seen by their chroniclers as repeating this 
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highest act of Jewish heroism. Indeed in many ways the 
Jews tested in 1096 exceeded the mettle of Abraham. Ab
raham was only asked to sacrifice one son and that son 
was ultimately spared. The Rhineland Jews were called 
upon to sacrifice many sons and daughters and in actuality 
did so. 

At such reports the ears of those who hear surely 
tingle. For who has heard the like? Who has ever wit
nessed such events? Ask and see. Were there ever so 
many sacrifices like these from the days of Adam? 
Were there ever a thousand one hundred sacrifices on 
one day, all of them like the sacrifice of Isaac the son 
of Abraham ?67 

The Jews of the Rhinelimd were. chosen for the test because 
of their unique qualities; their response to the divine 
challenge accords themi in the eyes of their chroniclers~ 
an unparalleled place in the annals of human history. 68 

The crusading armies, for all their size and splendor, are 
ultimately of merely terrestrial significance; the battles 
they won or lost would be forgotten. The martyrdom of 
the Rhineland Jewish communities stood, for the Jewish 
chroniclers, on a different plane. It constituted one of a 
select few significant encounters between man and God. 
God had chosen this special generation of Jews, subjected 
them to an excruciating test, and found them unfailingly 
loyal. 

Indeed so important were the actions of these Jewish 
martyrs that the chroniclers see cosmic import in the 
events. Thus L continues the above-cited passage in the 
following fashion: 

For one [such act of self-sacrifice] the world shook, 
when he was offered up on Mount Moriah, as is said: 
"Hark! The angels cried aloud!" The heavens dark
ened. What has been done .[this time]? Why did the 
heavens not darken? Why_ did the stars not with
draw their brightness? . . . and light-why did they 
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not darken in their cloud cover, when one thousand 
one hundred holy souls were killed and slaughtered 
on one dax;, on the third day of Sivan, a Tuesday. 69 

The acts of martyrdom in 1096 were seen as unique in 
human history and took on cosmic significance to those 
who wrestled with the implications of the tragedy in the 
following generation. 

One advantage of the view that the persecutions had 
been a divinely ordained test was that such a view is 
consistent with the very positive self-image of Rhineland 
Jewry both before and after the assaults. A second advan
tage was that this perspective provided an optimistic sense 
of the inevitable aftermath to these painful events. When 
Abraham demonstrated absolute willingness to heed the 
divine call, God's message had been unequivocal: "Be
cause you have done this and have not withheld your son, 
your favored one, I will bestow my blessings upon you 
and make your descendants as numerous as the stars of 
heaven and the sands on the seashore; and your descen
dants shall capture the gates of their enemies. All the 
nations of the earth shall bless themselves by your descen
dants, because you have obeyed my command."7° For ac
tions that had exceeded the heroism of Abraham and Isaac 
surely God would and could do no less. Thus emphasizing 
a divine test successfully met bears a positive message of 
divine redemption. This is the message of consolation and 
hope offered by the Jewish chroniclers: the losses had 
been grievous and painful; the heroism and commitment 
had been awesome; the divine reward would be inevitable. 
The chroniclers make supplications for divine reward and 
express their conviction that it would be forthcoming. The 
sense of divine response to the remarkable faithfulness of 
the martyrs involves two distinct elements: retribution 
against those who had perpetrated the violence and re
ward for those who had suffered it. 

Seek of them the blood of your servants that has been 
given upon a bare rock. "Land-cover not their blood, 
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and let there not be a place for our cries." May he giv~ 
us our vengeance in our hands. "Before our eyes let it 
be known among the nations that you avenge the 
spilled blood of your servants" speedily, for your grea,t 
Name by which we are called. Let all creatures know 
and understand their sin and their guilt for what they 
did to us. Requite their deeds upon them as they did 
to us. Then shall they know and understand and take 
to heart that for vanity they have thrown down our 
corpses to the ground and for foolishness they have 
killed our pious and for a foul corpse they have spilled 
the blood of saintly women and for· the words of an 
enticer and beguiler they have spilled the blood of 
infants and sucklings. It is vanity-they do [not] recog
nize the [God] who created them and do not go on a 
good and straight path. They have not understood or 
taken to heart who made the sea and the land. In all 
their actions they have been foolish; they have lost 
their wisdom. [In vanity] they have placed their trust. 
They have not recognized or recollected the N arne of 
the living God, who is the King of the universe and 
who is everlasting. May the blood of his pious ones 
serve for us as merit and atonement for succeedin 
generations and for all our descendants forever, lik~ · 
the binding of our ancestor Isaac, when our ancestor 
Abraham bound him on the altar .... May their virtue 
and their saintliness and their piety and their purity 
and their sacrifice serve us as an intercessor and as an 
advocate before the Almighty. May he deliver us from 
this exile under wicked Edom speedily in our day9. 
May our true messiah arrive. Amen-speedily in our 
~I 

The heroism of the Jewish martyrs is seen as leading in
eluctably to punishment of the erring Christians and to 
salvation for the faithful Jews. The chronicles are meant to 
bring this message to their Jewish readers, and at the 
same time to intone such a supplication before their divine 
audience. 
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Thus the problems posed by the persecution of 1096 
were keenly felt, but the theological stance adopted was 
overwhelmingly affirmative. The disaster of 1096 reflected 
negatively upon neither God nor Israel. It was not a sign 
of divine weakness or of divine abandonment of the Jews. 
It was not even an indication of God's chastisement. It was 
rather a heavenly test imposed upon a generation uniquely 
fit for such testing. Thus, in a complex way, the disaster 
itself became a source of comfort and hope. The heroic 
Jewish response infused the losses with meaning and af
forded the promise of better times to come. The painful 
depictions·of martyrdom represent paradoxically a form of 
consolation: the pain is presented as theologically mean
ingful and as constituting a prelude to redemption. 

Indeed the challenge to post-1096 Jewry went beyond 
the immediate events that occurred in the Rhineland. Dur
ing the summer of 1099, the crusading armies took 
Jerusalem, eliciting a wave of euphoria in western Chris
tendom. The Christian crusade chronicles, as we have 
already seen, reveal a sense of the unique relationship of 
God's people-Christendom-and God himself. The pic
ture given in the text by Fulcher of Chartres, showing 
Christian warriors valiantly sacrificing themselves for their 
deity and a deity who in turn performed signs and won
ders on their behalf, presented the Jews of western Chris
tendom-from which the expedition had set forth and to 
which the joyous tidings were brought-with additional 
religious problems and issues. 

The response of the Jewish chroniclers was to present 
their own historical depiction of the turbulent crusading 
period. Many of the characteristics claimed by the Chris
tian chroniclers for their warrior-heroes are appropriated 
in the Hebrew narratives for the Jewish warrior-heroes. 
These Jewish heroes distinguish themselves by the depth 
of their commitment; they have earned the martyr's crown; 
they are God's elect, the true spiritual heir to biblical Israel. 
To be sure, God had not yet rewarded them with an earthly 
victory; but that he will ultimately do so is confidently 
assumed. 
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