JEWISH-CHRISTIAN RELATIONS, PAST AND PRESENT

NOTES ON THE LEGEND OF THE JEWISH POPE

by ABRAHAM DAVID

The legend of the Jewish pope is well known in the Jewish martyrological epic of
the Middle Ages. The main points of the legend are: a Jewish infant is abducted
and baptised; as he grows up he ascends the church hierarchy, eventually being
crowned pope at Rome. When he learns of his origins he returns to the faith of his
fathers.

I The Various Formulae of the Legend

Until now, versions of this tale have been known in an expanded form! (hen-
ceforth Version 1) and a shortened form? (henceforth Version 2), with con-
siderable differences between them. Both versions identify the pope with Elhanan,
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the son of the well-known Ashkenazi liturgical poet, Rabbi Simeon bar Isaac of
Mainz (b. ca. 950, who lived in the 10th and early 11th centuries.> The central
idea which is shared by both versions is that Elhanan was abducted in infancy,
baptised a Christian and, after several years, appointed pope. It was then that he
encountered his father, Rabbi Simeon, who came to Rome to intercede for the
Jewish community of Mainz, of which he was the leader. When the pope dis-
covered that he was Jewish he decided to abandon Christianity.* Another tradi-
tion in two similar versions identifies the kidnapped child as the son of the
Rashba, Rabbi Solomon ben Abraham Adret (ca. 1235-1310), one of the greatest
sages of Castille in the 13th and early 14th centuries, who lived in Barcelona.’

One version is to be found in the book Shalshelet ha-Kabbalah by Rabbi
Gedalya Ibn Yehya, in a manuscript version (henceforth Version 3)¢ although not
in the printed edition; and an expanded version was printed by M. Steinschneider
(henceforth Version 4).” An attempt will be made below to compare the principal
differences in the motifs of all four versions.

3. His liturgical poems were collected by A.M. Habermann, Piyutey Rabbi Shim'on be-Rabbi
Yishagq, Berlin-Jerusalem, 1937. On him, see also in Habermann’s article about the paytanim of
Northern Europe and France in The World History of the Jewish People: The Dark Ages, ed. C.
Roth, Tel Aviv, 1966, pp. 267-270; A. Grossman, Hakhme Ashkenaz ha-Rishonim, Jerusalem,
1981, pp. 86-102; A. David, “Sippurey Ma‘asiyot ‘al ha-gezerot be-Germanya biyeme ha-
Benayhim,” in Shay le-Heman (Habermann Festschrift), Jerusalem, 1977, pp. 70-71, 79.

4.  See below for the differences between the two versions.

5. On whom see Encyclopaedia Judaica, v. 2: 305-308 and S.Z. Havlin, Mavo le-She’elot u-
Teshuvot leha-Rashba, Jerusalem, 1977.

6. Not in the printed edition, but in the Moscow manuscript version, Ginzburg Collection No.
652, pp. 108b-109a. Rabbi Gedalya Ibn Yahya begins: “And I received from the pupils of Rabbi
Leon De-Moriali, of blessed memory, and Rabbi David Ibn Yahya, my grandfather, of blessed
memory, and from a wise old man in Salonica, that it is a tradition among them that one of the
Rashba’s sons was stolen from him . ..” It is not clear why this legend was omitted from the printed
version. On the author and his book see A. David, “Mif‘alo ha-Historiografi shel Gedalya Ibn
Yahya Ba‘al Shalshelet ha-Qabbalah (Doctoral Dissertation),” Jerusalem, 1976; idem, “R.
Gedalya Ibn Yahya’s Shalshelet haKabbalah: A Chapter in Medieval Jewish Historiography,”
Immanuel 12 (1981), pp. 60-76.

7. M. Steinschneider, “Zum Judenpapst,” Israelitische Letterbode 7 (1881-82), pp. 170-174.
This version is also to be found in Warsaw Manuscript no. 281 (Institute of Microfilmed Hebrew
Mansucripts, No. 10126), p. 49 a-b. Apart from minor differences in wording, this copy, written in
the Italian script, contains many excisions, which may have been the work of the internal cen-
sorship, the Zikkuk, in order to eliminate any possibility of hostile elements claiming that this text
contained insulting references to the Catholic Church. For example, wherever the printed version
contains the term Apifyor (pope) the manuscript version has Melekh shelahem (their king). On the
internal censorship in Italy during the second half of the 16th century, see I. Sonne. “The Expurga-
tion of Hebrew Books, the Work of Jewish Scholars,” in Hebrew Printing and Bibliography, C.
Berlin, ed., New York, 1976, pp. 199-241; S. Simenson, Toldot ha-Yehudim be-Dukhsot Mantuva,
Jerusalem, 1965, v. 2; 500-507; M. Benayahu, Haskamah u-reshut u-defusey Venesyah,
Jerusalem, 1971, pp. 155ff.
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A. The matter of the child’s abduction and education in the Church is given in
detail in Versions 1 and 4.
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Rabbi Simeon . . . had
a young son called
Elhanan. One Sabbath
the Gentile woman
came to light the fire,
as she did every
Sabbath. She saw that
Rabbi Simeon and his
wife were not at home,
having gone to pray at
the synagogue, and
only the maid was left
with the child. She
took him in her arms
and went out. The
maid saw her, but
suspected nothing
untoward . . . But the
traitoress did not
return, and took the
child away and
baptised him as a
Christian.

Version 2
R 1T YR A
TOR 13 717 oyDa W
2333 PADR T
93 WIROYY NBn

And Rabbi Simeon
had a young son called
Elhanan who was
stolen from him and
made a priest.
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It is a tradition among
them that one of the
Rashba’s sons was
stolen from him when
he was five years old.
And the child was
taken to the house of a
great lord in

Spain . .. and he sent
him to their seminary.

_ Version 4
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For the great Rabbi
Solomon ben Adret of
Barcelona . .. had a
son . ..and the
youngster went every
morning and noon to
the synagogue, as is
the custom of the
Jews, and passed by
the door of the
abomination, and
there was a priest, one
of the foremost of the
place. He saw the
youngster two or three
times, liked him, and
50 he stole him and
dressed him in priests’
garb.



B. In the first two versions he is designated ‘pope,” in Version 3 he is called sar

(dignitary), and in Version 4 ‘their pope.’

C. In Versions 1 and 3 the pope knew his Jewish origin before he met his father.

Version 1
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This new pope had known for a long time that
he was of Jewish birth, and that his father was
Rabbi Simeon the Great of Mainz ... And
now that he was head of all the Christians, he
greatly longed to see his father.

D. In Versions 2 and 4 he desires to

Version 2
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He called his attendants, the priests who had
appointed him pope, and said, “How is it that
all the kings, dukes and rulers come to me for
advice, and none of them tells me that he is
my father or mother or relative? Was I born
of the stone, that I have no relative in the
world?”

Version 3
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... knowing that he himself was a child of the
Hebrews, and had been stolen from his
father’s house in infancy.

find out his origins.

Version 4
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He called for his personal priest, who was
brought to the pope’s court, and the pope said
to him, “God knows how many times I have
asked you about my family, and you evaded
the issue. Now the time has come, and I wish
to know the matter, without any doubt.

E. In Versions 1 and 2 the initiative for the meeting at the pope’s residence comes
from the son, who wishes to see his father.

Version 1
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Version 1

And he thought how to bring him to Rome by
guile, and he wrote to the bishop of Mainz,
for all the bishops owed him allegiance, and
ordered him to forbid the Jews to keep their
holy Sabbath and to circumcise their

sons . .. And the pope said, ‘If the Jews hear
this they will be in fear and trembling. Then
they will hasten to send their leaders to me, to
beg me to rescind my bitter decree. .. And
after this they chose two rabbis and Rabbi
Simeon the Great to lead them, and they went
to Rome.

Version 2

They said to him, ‘Our lord. .. you were a
Jew, the son of one of the foremost

Jews . .. Helives in Germany and his name is
the great Rabbi Simeon. He said to them,
send for him and bring him to me . .. And the
great men of Rome sent to Rabbi Simeon in
Germany that he should come to the pope on
the appointed day.

F. In Versions 3 and 4 the meeting between the father and the son-pope in the
pope’s court is at the initiative of the Jews, who send the father to intercede on

behalf of the community.

Version 3
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And after some time the Rashba had to go to
Rome, to speak to the dignitary about public
matters.

Version 4
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And the members of the community of Bar-
celona sent representatives to the pope, to ask
him to ease the distress brought upon

them ... And the lot fell to Rabbi Solomon,
the father of the pope, and Rabbi Solomon
went and fell at the feet of the pope his son.

G. In Versions 2, 3 and 4 a dialogue is described in which the son tries to ques-
tion his father about his feelings when he realizes that the pope has certain

characteristics of his lost son.
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Version 2
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When the pope saw him
he called him into the
chamber and saw that he
was taken aback by him.
He said, “Do not be
afraid, just answer my
questions truthfully.” And
he said, “Yes, indeed.”
The pope asked, “How
many sons do you have,”
and he mentioned all his
present sons and
daughters by name. The
pope said, “Did you have
another child?” The rabbi
was silent, fearing tht he
would ask him to bring
him before him. Then the
pope said, “Why are you
silent? Tell me the truth!”
Rabbi Simeon said, “Sir, I
had a young son, but he
was stolen from me as a
small child, and 1 do not
know where he is or
whether he is alive or
dead, for I have not seen
him since.” The pope said
to him, “Do you remem-
ber whether he had any
marks on his body?” and

Version 3
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When he was at the court,
before he began speaking
and making his request,
his face changed and he
almost fainted and was
unable to speak ... Then
the dignitary said to the
Rashba, “Come near to
me,” and he drew near,
and he asked him, “Why
was your face changed,
and why are you unable to
speak?” But the Rashba
did not know what to
reply, and was ashamed,
for he really did not know
the reason. Finally, after
the dignitary persisted
with his questions. .. the
Rashba revealed to him
that many years before his
S-year-old son had been
stolen from him. Then he
asked the old man if the
boy had had any dis-
tinguishing

marks . .. Then the rabbi
said that his son had a cer-
tain mark on his right
shoulder. And the
dignitary got down from

Version 4
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And as he spoke to him he
saw in his face a mark he
had had before he had
been stolen from him, and
tears flowed from his eyes
straightaway — not that
he recognized his son, but
that he thought, “*“My son
who was stolen from me
had such a mark,” and he
thought that his son was
dead. And the pope saw
him weeping and kept
silent ... And he said to
him. **I wish to know why
you wept when you spoke
to me.” Rabbi Solomon
tried to evade answering
and said that there was no
reason for it. .. The pope
replied, “Know that I
really wish to hear the
truth,” so Rabbi Solomon,
seeing that this was so,
told him what had hap-
pened...“And as I was
talking to you [ saw that
you had a mark like my
son had, and I remem-
bered him, and that is why
I cried” ... The pope



Version 2

he said, “He had such and
such marks on his back
and such and such marks
on his hand.” Then the
pope realized that he was
his son, for he had those
marks on himself. He said,
“My father, my father, I
am your son, here are the
marks you mentioned.”
Version 3

Version 3

his throne straightaway,
and kissed and embraced
him, saying, “My father,
my father, I am he!” And
he took off his shirt and
showed him the mark.
Version 4

Version 4

realized that he was his
father, and he fell at his
feet and wept and said to
him, “I am your son and
you are my father!”

When the pope discovered his father, he decided to return to Judaism.

H. Versions 2, 3 and 4 describe the “pope” or “dignitary” as a martyr who, upon
returning to Judaism, seeks to atone for his acts of desecration before the God of
Israel by dying a martyr’s death (Kiddush ha-Shem) at his own hand while con-
demning the Christian religion. These versions emphasize his discussion with his
father as to how to sanctify God’s name.
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Version 2

And he said, “My father,
my father, what shall I do
to be eligible for the World
to Come, for I know that
the faith of Jesus is
nothing.™ And his father
said, “You have profaned
God’s name in public, now
sanctify it in public, and 1
take it upon me that you
will merit the World to
Come.” He said, “How
shall I do it?” His father
answered, “Summon all
your ministers, kings,
dukes and bishops, and
then haliow God’s name.”
Then he purified himself
and went up to the top of
the tower, and called,
“Hear ye, why I have
called you all, for till now I
did not wish to tell you,
but now I reveal to you
that there is no reality in
Jesus Christ, for he was
born of woman like all
men, and so there is no
hope that you will be
saved as you

believe.” ... The priests
sought to kill him, lest the
people be led astray, and
when he saw this he jum-
ped from the tower, say-
ing, “Let not these unclean
men kill me, for I believe
in the God of my father.”

Version 3

Then the son asked his
father for a remedy for his
affliction. The old man
replied that the remedy for
fire is water, and neither of
them spoke of it again. ..
During the next few days,
he decided to repent, and
to redeem his soul by un-
dergoing all the forms of
death decreed by a court
of law (mitot bet din). He
ordered a fire to be made
beneath the pulpit from
which he preached, and in
the middle of the fire he
placed a sharp sword, its
point uppermost. And the
heralds announced that
the dignitary wound
preach in public on a cer-
tain day. On the appointed
day people came from far
and wide to hear him
preach. And the dignitary
ascended the pulpit, and
preached. In the middle of
his sermon he would a
rope around his neck and
threw himself into the fire,
and pierced himself with
the sword, and was burned
and died there.

Version 4

The son said to his father,
“How can I redeam my
soul?” His father replied,
“My son, you know that
until now you have exalted
their faith publicly. Hen-
ceforth you will have to do
the opposite, so that the
Lord may bless you and
lead you on the paths of
righteousness . . . After
that he assembled all the
people — men, women
and children — and in-
structed that a great fur-
nace be built in the
market-place at the ap-
pointed time, and he stood
and preached eloquently.
speaking against their
faith, saying first of all,
“Because | strengthened
your religion in the past, |
condemn myself to death
by burning,” and he threw
himself into the furnace
and was burned.

Version 1 contains a completely different account of what became of the pope,
relating that he secretly returned to his father’s house in Mainz. Before leaving his
throne, however, he left behind him a written condemnation of Christianity.
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And the pope wrote a book attacking the faith, and left it as a memorial, commanding all the
popes who succeeded him to read it. Then he took a great deal of money and went to Mainz
and returned truly and sincerely to the God of Israel, and he became a very important man
amolg the Jews. But in Rome no one knew where he was and what had become of him.

II The Historical Background to this Legend

It would seem that this legend, like many medieval legends, contains a kernel of
historical truth. What, then, is its factual background? Does the history of the
church contain any record of a pope of Jewish origin? Various scholars have
tackled this question. A. Jellinek.* who published the expanded version of the
legend in the Ashkenazic version, and S. Baron® claim that in the background of
this legend is the figure of the antipope, Anacletus II, scion of a distinguished
Roman family, the house of Pierleoni, in the 12th century. This churchman was
descended from a converted Jew called Baruch, who took the name Benedictus
Christianus upon converting and was active in the political and economic life of
Rome. He was one of the money agents at the court of pope Gregory VI and his
successors in the fourth decade of the eleventh century (he died before November
1051). This converted Jew married the daughter of a noble Roman family, the
house of Gratiano."

After the death of Pope Honorius Il in February 1130 there was keen rivalry con-
cerning the appointment of his successor. One faction chose Cardinal Gregory
Sant Angelo while the other, which included most of the cardinals, chose Petrus
Pierleoni. The first group had the upper hand, however, and Gregory was
recognized officially as pope Innocent II in 1131, having the support of the
kingdoms north of the Alps. His rival, who was the antipope and was known as
Anacletus 11, gained widespread support in Italy and Western France, and he
kept his position until his death in 1138. The dispute concerning the position of
pope continued to reverberate for a long time, each side doing its utmost to
blacken its rival’s name, balking at nothing to do so. The supporters of Innocent
II sought to put upon the rival pope a slur which would prevent him from serving
as head of the church — namely, that he was of Jewish origin, even though his
grandfather had been a Christian by birth, and his great-grandfather was the
same Baruch who had converted almost one hundred years previously (as has
been noted above)."!

8.  See Jellinek, op. cit., n. 1, pp. xxxvii-xxxviii.

9.  S.W. Baron, 4 Social and Religious History of the Jews, Philadelphia, 1958, v. 7: 304, n. 56.
10. A summary of research about Benedictus Christianus and the members of the Pierleoni
family may be found in H. Bloch, in New Catholic Encyclopaedia, v. 11: 349-350, and in A.
Grabois, “Mi Sinat Yisrae'el *Te'ologit’ le sinat Yisrae’el ‘Giza'it’: Pulmus ha-Apifyor ha-Yehudi ba-
me’ah ha-shtem ‘esreh,” Zion 47 (1982), pp. 1-4. See also K. Stowe, “Gishat ha-Yehudim la-
Apifyorut veha-Doktrina ha-Apifyorit shel Haganat ha-Yehudim Ba-shanim 1063-1147,” in Mek-

garim be-Toldot ‘Am Yisra’el ve-Eres Yisra'el 5 (1980), pp. 180-181.

11.  See Baron, op. cit., 4: 10-11, 237, and more extensively in Grabois, op. cit., 1-4, 11-16. The
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Is there, perhaps, another historical basis for this legend, which relates to Pope
Gregory VI, known previously as John de Gratiano, who was pope from May
1045 to December 1046. This Pope was related to the converted Jew Benedictus
Christianus, who had married a member of his family, Gratiano. Moreover, this
converted Jew had also served as a financial agent at his court.!'?

It would appear, therefore, that although there was no Jewish blood in this pope’s
veins, he was related to the Jew by marriage. There are other biographical details
which indicate a closer connection with the details of the legend.

1. Chronology — this pope lived and acted in the first half of the eleventh cen-
tury. This was close to the time of Rabbi Simon the Great, the father of the pope
in the legend, who still lived in Mainz in the second decade of the 11th century.

2. His fate — Gregory VI was deposed by the German Emperor, Henry III
when he was suspected of desecrating the church through simony. He was
dethroned and exiled to Cologne, in the German Rhineland, in December 1046.
The fact of his exile to the Rhineland may have some connection with the point
mentioned in the expanded form of the Ashkenazic version of the legend, that
when the pope found out.who his father was and realized that he was Jewish “he
took a great deal of money and left secretly and went to Mainz.”'* We do not
know anything about his attitude to the Jews.

Some details of Rabbi Simeon the Great’s character and history may fit the
legend. From the little that is known to us about the personality of the
Ashkenazic liturgical poet, it is impossible not to be aware of a central aspect of
the legend which reflects his personality. From various sources we know that
Rabbi Simeon had close ties with the authorities, and that he knew how to utilize
these ties for the benefit of his co-religionists in the German communities,'* since
he interceded on their part. The record of the Rhine communities says of him: “he
worked on behalf of the communities to teach the law to the diaspora and avert
evil decrees.”!?

In another version we read: “He worked for the communities and averted evil
decrees and taxes,”'® It seems logical to assume that the intercession hinted at oc-

latter also stresses that the arguments regarding the Jewish origins of Anacletus constitute a power-
ful expression of racial hatred of the Jews, which had begun to take root in Christian society at that
time, reflecting a shift in the development of anti-semitic feeling.

12.  See O.J. Blum in New Catholic Encyclopaedia, v. 6: 772. Stowe (op. cit., p. 180) raises the
possibility that this legend may reflect a combination of Anacletus II, Gregory VI and Grégory VII.
13.  See Jellinek, Bet ha-Midrash 5: 152.

14.  See Grossman, op. cit., p. 95.°

15. Compare L. Zunz, Literaturgeschichte der synagogalen Poesie, Berlin, 1865, pp. 111-112,
and also A. Berliner, in Kobez al Yad 3 (1887), p. 1 and Grossman, ibid. Tradition regarding his in-
tercession can be found in another legend about him. See A. David, op. cit. (n. 3), pp. 71, 79.
16.  See Grossman, ibid.
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curred at the time when the Jews of the Rhine were persecuted, in 1012, at the
time when the Jews were expelled from Mainz, where Rabbi Simeon lived.'? It is
known that he had a son called Elhanan, and it is possible that the son converted
at the time of the famous persecution in that year, or in the persecutions which
occurred in France at approximately that time.'8

In conclusion, we have here two separate Ashkenazic (German) traditions about
the Jewish pope, one expanded and one abbreviated. There is also a Sephardic
(Spanish) tradition of this legend in two similar versions, one long and one short.
These two versions are similar in their motifs to the shorter Ashkenazic version.

The legend of the Jewish Pope is essentially an anti-Christian allegory writen in
the Middle Ages, before the fifteenth century, possibly shortly after the period in
which Rabbi Simeon lived. i.e. already in the eleventh century. The legend seems
to be based upon several authentic historical facts. The Sephardic tradition of the
legend appears to be later than the Ashkenazic one, and contains various ele-
ments which do not appear in the latter.

APPENDIX

Full Text of the Legend from Shalshelet ha-Kabbalah, Moscow Manuscript (Ginzburg Collection,
No. 652 — Above, Version 3).

23711903 T BIMRT 57T IpT RO 7T 1T 13727 3791 D71 YoM PReY 1 377 Pabng *nbap [2108)
WY Y73 XY TID03 1T /R W N°23 I KM ,0°IW 7T 13 TP UK 193 R7IWVID 2 DDER Y3p
ARW YT 0w, 0912 WAL RYM TRD NININI WIT DTN 00T 13 9K AWM wE mankm
1Y N2Y% R7IWAT A9 20 1397, 5193 T1203 TR AW nnon 31 A R, 193200
BYNY 173D BAWI 1°12T NRWN 137> RN 00 I 12A2 NAN 0V KIM 737 POy YY Wi PR 317
Myw /33 573 27AK APYNN 1A Y KD WPRT MYRT A0IRD 9272 710’ A%vnn bR 00w
LR3I DR 07 R 1957 5y R Y3 10N W XIp 0P AYW TN 137 DX 0D T NPT
2R PWAT TMT AYNI PID BOWI °3 T2 N A1 LYY TID M0 INKRD YRYMY 2991 OR K1 W
3T 217 AR 13T MO 1207 Y XY pRA Yy °0 .0°vom 07127 Yip ox D, 2wab an v XD R7awIm
v X2 0730 /7 13 TP /K 13 0727 17 T1INRD 23W X7V Y A% WY AUIY MTpm one2 1w
DY 1PN 1IR3 [PIA 13T WA YRwWwT 1a%3 pIpn v [K109] 700 TN 09 ,0Nh nmxn wbn
n"3m — 233WY K17 2390 TTYRW YT T RIA D N ,VIT0 073070 17 7 OR 1P WA pm 100w
PaM IRDD YYp WA A50 0P~ Sreen 1Bnd Py 19 100 3% PR D 377 PR INIYPY — PN
RM TPIA IY N30T 91N PR 12T YRW™ 2700 WK NINT VIWD™ K 23X 22K 23R DKM PYU
PITam 125 MSRWD 53 1ARY W 107 AMIND PARY WK IM® D 17127 KD, WK KIT 0700 AKIDI 0D
;772 PPz 933 Wwe3 PP 1YY Yaph Inav 1253 nwn AR ~uyin oo Mm% 9 a0 YR xean®
*p XM ,7Abyab 51 1IN 3N 0w WRT YINRIT Y WY 130 12°0R DAD WR MOyt 170 inn
by V17T W Y1, 01T DR A8 oy Y9 K%, 0T M 19D 012 7372 U P W 0 s
,OW DY AWM 3903 T WK WY o0 M3 30 Ya0 DWW YRR AN 122 2YEm 0N
TRPRY VAN A 0PN T 0 R IDR WIRIPT DRRI YW 7932 1M 19BR 172y 37AR NP

o2

17. For these events, see the summary by B. Blumenkranz, “Germany, 843-1096,” in The
World History of the Jewish People: The Dark Ages, ed., C. Roth, Tel Aviv, 1966, pp. 173-174. See
also Grossman, op. cit., pp. 95, 162-163.

18.  See Grossman, op. cit., pp. 89-90.

19.  Eretico, in Italian: sectarian, heretic.
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[108b] And I received from the pupils of Rabbi Leon De Moriali of blessed memory, and from
Rabbi David Ibn Yahya, my grandfather of blessed memory, and from a wise old man in Salonika,
that it is a tradition among them that one of the Rashba’s sons was stolen from him when he was
five years old. And the child was taken to the house of a great lord in Spain whose name was not
known, and the lord loved him and sent him to their seminary, and the lad grew up very learned,
and his wisdom was renowned throughout the world. And things turned out in such a way that he
went to Rome, and because of his great wisdom was made a great dignitary. And after some time
the Rashba had to go to Rome to speak to the dignitary about public matters. When he was at the
court, before he began speaking ... his face changed and he almost fainted and was unable to
speak... And the dignitary did not speak of it, and after a while ordered the people around him to
leave. Then the dignitary said to the Rashba, “Come near to me,” and he drew near and he asked
him, “Why was your face changed, and why are you unable to speak?” But the Rashba did not
know what to reply, and was ashamed, for he really did not know the reason. Finally, after the
dignitary persisted with his questions, the Rashba revealed to him that many years before his five-
year-old son had been stolen from him, and he had never found out what had become of him, and
that the memory of the lad was always [109a] engraved on his heart. When the dignitary heard the
old man he was filled with pity, and asked him if the boy had had any distinguishing marks, know-
ing that he himself was a child of the Hebrews, and had been stolen from his father’s house in in-
fancy. Then the rabbi said that his son had a certain mark on his right shoulder. And the dignitary
got down from his throne straightaway, and kissed and embraced him, saying, “My father, my
father, I am he!” And he took off his shirt and showed him the mark. Then the son asked his father
for a remedy for his affliction. The old man replied that the remedy for water is fire, and neither of
them spoke of it again. Then the dignitary fulfilled all his father’s wishes, and also gave him
delicacies to take home, and he went. During the next few days, he decided to repent, and to redeem
his soul by undergoing all the forms of death decreed by a court of law (mitot bet din). He ordered a
fire to be made beneath the pulpit from which he preached, and in the middle of the fire he placed a
sharp sword, its point uppermost. And the heralds announced that the dignitary would preach in
public on a certain day. On the appointed day people came from far and wide to hear him preach.
And the dignitary ascended the pulpit and preached. In the middle of his sermon he wound a rope
around his neck and threw himself into the fire, and pierced himself with the sword, and was burned
and died there. Afterwards his servants took his ashes and put them in a copper urn and called it
“the Ashes of the Heretic,” as it is called to this day; and I saw it in Rome.
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96



