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Introduction 
Centering the Bible in Jewish and European Culture


On August 27, 1649, The Spanish Ambassador To The Netherlands, Antoine Brun, sent a report to Madrid in which he described the departure from Spain of a Christian merchant, banker, and financier named Tomás Rodrigues Pereyra.1 Brun noted that Pereyra had left Madrid three years previously, that he had allegedly stolen a significant amount of money from the Spanish king, and that he was now living in the Dutch city of Rotterdam as a Jew.2 While we may never know whether Pereyra truly absconded with wealth stolen from King Philip IV, Brun was unquestionably correct about Pereyra’s religious transformation. After arriving in the Netherlands, Tomás Pereyra joined the community of Portuguese Jews that had existed there since the late sixteenth century.3 The transformation of Tomás Pereyra the New Christian into 2Abraham Israel Pereyra the ex-converso was observed and described by Moshe Raphael d’Aguilar, one of the leading rabbis in the community. Aguilar remarked about Pereyra that,


The esteemed gentleman arrived from Spain with only such simple and hazy information about the veracity of our holy Torah that those lands make obtainable. He came here, where [Torah] can be upheld and taught in adequate freedom, but [he came] at an adult age, when the study of the holy tongue was difficult and wearying for him. Nonetheless, since piety is part of his inner nature, he began first of all to participate consistently in academies of learning, to listen attentively to the words of Torah spoken there, and to learn from the books of faith; and so he accumulated a priceless treasure of holy wisdom . . . ​But this kindly man did not make do with acquiring knowledge himself, and tried to involve others in his devout learning.4



Aguilar is no doubt referring here to Pereyra’s activities as a patron within the Jewish community. Although Abraham Pereyra devoted himself to the study of Judaism, like many adult émigrés to Amsterdam, he never truly mastered the skills required for working independently in Jewish legal and theological texts, and viewed patronage as a prestigious alternative.5 As Menasseh ben Israel wrote only a short time after Pereyra’s arrival in the Netherlands, Pereyra used the “considerable wealth” that he had taken with him from Spain in order to establish a yeshivah, and to pay the salaries of many Torah instructors.6 Abraham Pereyra also 3participated in the founding of the Honen Dalim (Apiada al pobre; “He who pities the poor”) poor relief society, and the Tora Or academy of scholars, both of which organized regular Bible study meetings.7 At the Tora Or confraternity, members met for thirty minutes each day to discuss passages from the “Book of Rabbi Moses,” probably the Mishneh Torah, and for an hour on Sabbaths and festivals they debated questions regarding the weekly Torah portion. At the Honen Dalim, Pereyra and other members met once a week in order to discuss “some faithful comment upon the Bible” and the “ideas that occur to the reader.”8

Later in life, Pereyra reflected upon and wrote about his experiences, and counselled other recent neophytes in the community about how most effectively to immerse themselves in the practice of Judaism and the study of its texts. Pereyra believed very firmly that the study of Scripture, both independently and in confraternities, was an essential element in the process of transitioning from the Christian world into Jewish society. He writes that,


When you leave the synagogue and come to your house, you must take a copy of the Bible and read it . . . ​and, when studying, give it all your attention . . . ​Note every difficulty and ask about it, fixing for yourself a specific time at one of the academies of learning, for this is the true remedy and through it will you learn, by presenting your doubts . . . ​and listening to the learned answers. Thus, at the set time, you will heal your soul . . . ​and in this way you will benefit from the constancy and attention that you devote to study of the Torah and to reading of other books . . . ​It was in this way that I myself studied at the Torat Or Yeshivah at the feet of our faithful shepherd, the noble gentleman, the scholar, Rabbi Isaac Aboab.9
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Abraham Pereyra’s experience of conversion from Christianity to Judaism was powerfully shaped by his adopted community’s engagement with the Hebrew Bible. Personally, he placed great emphasis on reflecting upon the Bible; he perceived Scripture as being central to the Jewish education of returning conversos, and he helped to create institutions that facilitated and perpetuated the study of Scripture by adults within the Portuguese Jewish community long after their initial transition to the world of Judaism.

Amsterdam’s People of the Book argues that Scripture played a central role in the education of ex-conversos and their descendants in Amsterdam as well as in the cultural life and rabbinic scholarship of this community, and that the prominence of the Bible in such diverse areas of this society resulted from the ongoing resonance of the converso experience, as well as from the Protestant environment in which they converted to Judaism.


Origins of the Portuguese Jewish Community in Amsterdam

The Jewish community that Abraham Pereyra joined in the mid-1640s was composed overwhelmingly of individuals who were descendants of Jews who had fled Spain in 1492, and who found refuge – temporarily – in the Kingdom of Portugal, across Spain’s western border. Estimates vary widely regarding the number of Jews who made this journey, from 30,000 individuals all the way to 85,000 or even 115,000.10 However large, it is clear that a very substantial number of Spanish immigrants augmented the existing population of Portuguese Jews, which is estimated at 30,000 on the eve of Spain’s edict of expulsion.11 The reprieve from Ferdinand and Isabella’s edict was brief. According to the Portuguese chronicler Damão de Góis, in 1496 King Manuel I of Portugal signed his own edict of expulsion in an effort to arrange a marriage with a Spanish princess that would make him heir to the throne of Castille and Aragon. Princess Isabella, according to de Góis, would not accept his proposal 5while Jews remained in Portugal.12 In March 1497, Manuel ordered all Jewish children under the age of fourteen to be baptized and placed in the care of Christian families, and in June thousands of Jews preparing to leave from Lisbon were forcibly converted as well.13

Whereas in Spain the edict of expulsion came with the option of exile or conversion, in Portugal forced conversion was universal, virtually inescapable, and specifically affected highly committed Jews who had resisted conversion and fled from Spain. Furthermore, despite the intent to create a religiously homogenous society in Portugal, conversion left communal, religious, and family connections intact, since exile was not initially an option. And because the Portuguese Inquisition was not established until 1536, there was little disincentive to the practice of Judaism in secret.14 It is this population of Portuguese and Spanish forced converts that forms the core of the émigré community of ex-conversos established at Amsterdam in the late sixteenth century.

Amsterdam may appear at first to be an unusual choice as a place of refuge for New Christians during this period. There were only small numbers of Jews in the Netherlands as a whole, and there was no history of Jewish settlement in Amsterdam. At the same time, there were well-established communities of ex-conversos and Iberian Jews in Venice, Salonika, Safed, and Constantinople. However, a variety of political, economic, and diplomatic developments provided both opportunities and motivation for many New Christians to flee, and to select Amsterdam as their destination. In the first years of the seventeenth century there was a confluence of three important events: an agreement in 1601 arranged by Philip III and the Duke of Lerma that permitted New Christians to emigrate from the Iberian Peninsula in return for a large payment; the emergence of the United Provinces as a stable, independent, and internationally recognized state following the revolt against Spain; and the lifting of the Spanish-Dutch trade embargo in the last years of the sixteenth century, which created lucrative commercial opportunities and made 6Amsterdam a leading entrepôt for trade in sugar and spices.15 These factors stimulated a wave of emigration that provided the nucleus for the initial ex-converso community in Amsterdam. Further waves followed in the 1630s and 1640s, stimulated by a significant spike in Inquisitorial activities; a dramatic wave of negative sentiment against Portuguese New Christians following the successful rebellion of Portugal in 1640; and the 1643 fall of Count-Duke Olivares, a leading patron of New Christians.16 The crumbling of Spanish finances and a major economic crisis of October 1647 likewise led to an exodus of wealthy New Christian financiers and bankers, including Tomás Rodrigues Pereyra and many other figures who would become leading members of the Portuguese Jewish community in Amsterdam.17



The Biblical Culture of Portuguese Jewish Amsterdam

Like Abraham Pereyra, modern historians have recognized the important place of the Hebrew Bible in the culture and intellectual life of Portuguese Jews as they reconnected with Judaism. Daniel Swetschinski, one of the leading scholars of the Portuguese Jews in Amsterdam, has remarked upon the centrality of the Bible in Portuguese Jewish society and culture in Amsterdam. Neophyte Jews in the community established their Jewish identity by reconnecting with the biblical past. They adopted the names of the patriarchs, modeled the Esnoga (synagogue), their monumental architectural achievement, on Solomon’s Temple in Jerusalem, and adorned their tombstones with ornate biblical motifs.18 Harm den Boer has drawn attention to the central place of the Spanish-language 1553 Ferrara Bible in the Portuguese Jewish community, which was produced by Iberian exiles and conversos. The Ferrara Bible, reprinted ubiquitously during the seventeenth century and into the eighteenth century, helped ex-conversos rediscover their medieval Sephardic heritage and 7Jewish identity, and served as the foundation for much of the community’s literary productivity and rabbinic scholarship.19

Despite recognizing that the Bible played a prominent role in ex-converso education and culture, historians have not studied the biblical education or scholarship of this community systematically, as subjects worthy of specific inquiry and analysis. Yet, one need not dig very deeply into the archival sources of this community, and the rabbinic scholarship of its religious leaders, for the importance of the Hebrew Bible and the New Testament to become readily apparent. Amsterdam’s rabbis were prolific writers of biblically-centered scholarship. Menasseh ben Israel devoted nearly twenty years of his life to reconciling contradictory biblical verses in the Conciliador [Reconciler], which he published in four separate volumes between 1632 and 1651.20 Saul Levi Morteira’s magnum opus, the Tratado da verdade da lei de Moisés [Treatise on the Truth of the Law of Moses] (1660), is a four-hundred-folio treatise proving the superiority of the Hebrew Bible over the Gospels and subjecting the New Testament to a rigorous historical analysis. Jacob Judah Leon’s oeuvre is composed almost entirely of biblically-oriented texts, including separate works on the construction and design of Solomon’s Temple, the Cherubs, and the Ark of the Covenant in which the tablets of the Law were carried.21 Isaac Aboab da Fonseca’s major work, Parafrasis comentado sobre el Pentateuco [Paraphrased commentary upon the Pentateuch] 8(1681) is a blended commentary on and translation of the Pentateuch that he hoped would replace the Aramaic targumim as the text read by members of his community on Sabbaths, in order to fulfill the precept of reading the Torah portion twice each week.22 Aboab was one of the leading rabbis of the Portuguese Jews in Amsterdam, over a period of more than four decades. He was a director of multiple confraternities, a regular preacher, and an instructor in the highest levels of the community’s school system. It is an interesting and significant fact that his single most extensive treatise focused on the Pentateuch, and on making the text accessible to diverse members of his community.23 Toward the end of the seventeenth century, Rabbi Yosseph Franco Serrano printed his own paraphrase of the Pentateuch, Los cinco libros de la sacra Ley [The Five Books of the Holy Law],24 a significant work of biblical scholarship and the most extensive known text written by Serrano. While several Amsterdam rabbis also wrote on theological topics, the preponderance of lengthy biblical commentaries among the most important writings of Amsterdam’s leading Portuguese rabbis demonstrates the significance of Bible study in the eyes of the community’s religious scholars.25

9
It is not intuitively obvious why the Bible in particular was such an important focus of religious, intellectual, and cultural life in Amsterdam, or why Scripture became the portal through which ex-conversos integrated into the Jewish world and the subject of their emphatic and sustained reflection. Why focus on the Bible specifically, instead of other branches of Jewish literature? Scholars have long appreciated the breadth of Jewish texts translated into Spanish and Portuguese for ex-conversos during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. As Yosef Haim Yerushalmi remarked in an address at the University of Cincinnati in 1980, “the returning converso was essentially an autodidact and, like all autodidacts, he needed books to read.”26 Yerushalmi identified a broad range of biblical, liturgical, halakhic, ethical, philosophical, historical, and messianic Jewish texts circulating in Spanish, Ladino, and Portuguese translations during this period. Spanish translations of the Bible were popular. There were also Hebrew liturgical works translated into Spanish, such as the Libro de oraciones de todo el anno . . . ​traducydo del Hebrayco de verbo a verbo [Book of prayers for the entire year . . . ​translated word for word from the Hebrew] (Ferrara, 1552). Translations of the Aramaic targum, the Song of Songs, and the Mishnah tractate Pirkei Avot [Ethics of the Fathers] were also highly popular.27 Furthermore, numerous halakhic works were translated into Spanish, Portuguese, and Ladino during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, and were seen as crucial to providing a practical foundation for the practice of Judaism by ex-conversos. Works such as Isaac Athias’s Thesoro de preceptos [Treasury of Precepts] (Venice, 1627; Amsterdam, 1649) provided comprehensive discussions of the 613 commandments.28 There were also editions of Joseph Karo’s Shulhan Arukh [The Set Table] (Venice, 1564) available to 10recent converts to Judaism. In 1568 a Judeo-Spanish edition of Karo’s text was printed, and in 1609 an abridged edition was printed in Venice by Moses Altaras under the title Libro de Mantenimiento de la Alma [Book on the care for the soul].29

But why not begin the Judaic education of ex-conversos with a manual of basic Jewish laws, such as Menasseh ben Israel’s Portuguese-language Thesouro dos denim que o povo de Israel he obrigado saber e observar [A Treasury of Precepts that the People of Israel should Know and Observe], which was printed in Amsterdam between 1645 and 1647? Using this type of vernacular manual, Abraham Israel Pereyra could have studied basic Jewish dietary laws, an extensive list of blessings, funerary rituals, practices associated with Jewish holidays and festivals, Jewish perspectives on sin and forgiveness, as well as laws concerning commerce and finance, among many others. Menasseh’s guide was designed to provide practical and spiritual instruction to members of the community – from their morning prayers to their evening prayers and everything in between. Theoretically, such a text could have been the focus of Pereyra’s earliest studies when he joined the Jewish community. However, this does not appear to have been the case.

It is even more notable that Scripture remained central to the religious and cultural life of these individuals long after their integration into Jewish society. Theoretically, we might understand the early focus on biblical texts as an initial didactic choice, and a convenient place to begin the Jewish education of recent converts and their descendants. Why was it the case, however, that in so many different ways the Bible continued to be a prominent focus of intensive study long after adults and their children were integrated into the community? Why, when the community designed its educational curriculum, was Scripture the overwhelming focus? Why was so little effort made to expose students to legal and theological texts at earlier stages of their education? Why defer the study of these topics and works to the end of the process, restricting them to the most advanced students? Furthermore, why is it the case that when many of Amsterdam’s leading rabbis were “off the clock,” finished 11with their official teaching and preaching duties, they tended to write sophisticated biblical commentaries, rather than commentaries on the Talmud and legal compendia?



Jewish Biblical Studies in the Early Modern World

While specific studies on Jewish biblical scholarship in Amsterdam and approaches to engaging with the Bible among the Spanish and Portuguese Jews are limited, there have been several studies of sixteenth-century Italian and Mediterranean Jewish approaches to reading the Bible that advance our understanding of early modern Jewish engagements with sacred texts. Among the most recent and extensive, Andrew Berns’ The Bible and Natural Philosophy in Renaissance Italy investigates “the reciprocal relationship” between natural philosophical and biblical inquiry in the sixteenth century, in central and northern Italy, where Jewish and Christian scholars appealed to knowledge from natural philosophy in order to clarify questions of biblical exegesis, and to studies of Scripture to resolve medical and natural philosophical questions.30 Focusing on one of the classic figures of pre-modern Jewish biblical scholarship, Eric Lawee’s comprehensive analysis of Isaac Abravanel’s approach to biblical commentary illuminates the fundamentally liminal character of Abravanel’s commentaries, which combine a traditional emphasis on the literal veracity of the Bible’s miracles and an insistence on regarding every biblical commandment as a necessary dogma with an innovative historicist approach to reading the text. Abravanel has a sharp sense of the distance between the prophets and the events they narrate, asks important questions about the authorship of biblical texts, and views certain biblical texts as having been based on multiple original sources.31 Jordan Penkower has explored Elijah Levita’s relationship with Christian Hebraists and his arguments that the vowels of the Hebrew Bible were a late accretion to the text; he has also studied the printing of Jacob ben Ḥayyim ibn Adoniyah’s 1525 Rabbinic Bible.32 Additionally, 12Joanna Weinberg has demonstrated Azariah de’ Rossi’s contributions to sixteenth-century Christian debates about the translations of the Vulgate and Septuagint through his study of the Syriac New Testament,33 and B. Barry Levy has written about the growing sophistication of Jewish efforts to correct the texts of Torah scrolls and Bibles during the Renaissance.34 In her doctoral dissertation, Neta Ecker-Rozinger studies the biblical commentaries of Eliezer Ashkenazi (1513–1586), who was born and educated in Salonika and served as a rabbi in Egypt before traveling broadly in Italy and eastern Europe.35 There is thus a growing body of scholarship on Jewish encounters with Scripture in Italy and the Mediterranean in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. There has been relatively less systematic work on Jewish approaches to reading and studying the Bible in northwest Europe during the period between the seventeenth century and Moses Mendelssohn in the mid-eighteenth century – a time period and geographic region in need of further research.

This is the case despite the fact that the intervening period of time witnessed significant developments in European – and, I argue – Jewish approaches to reading Scripture. Amsterdam’s Portuguese Jews lived in a biblically-obsessed age in which diverse European societies turned to the Bible for models of political and social organization, and for information about the imminent arrival of the Messiah. Scholars and theologians applied increasingly sophisticated philological methods in order to reconstruct the most accurate possible representation of God’s Word, a project that led them into the linguistic worlds of ancient Greek, Latin, and Hebrew, and that resulted in the publication of the monumental polyglot Bibles of Alcalá, Antwerp, Paris, and London, 13which presented Scripture not just in Hebrew, Greek, and Latin, but also in the languages used by early Christians: Aramaic, Syriac, Arabic, and Ethiopic.36 Many of the most heated and controversial disputes between Protestants and Catholics centered on problems of biblical interpretation, the relationship between Scripture and other potential loci of spiritual authority, the accuracy of the received Latin biblical text, and the issue of who had the freedom to interpret God’s Word. Catholics were no less preoccupied with Scripture during this period. In the decades following Luther’s challenge and the Council of Trent, leading Catholic theologians devoted vast energies to defending the Vulgate as the authoritative translation, and to editing a new, corrected version of the text, culminating with Clement VIII’s edition of 1592.37

As Debora Shuger has demonstrated, during the late sixteenth and seventeenth centuries a new approach to humanist biblical scholarship emerged, based on an acute sensitivity to the social and cultural contingencies that shaped the teachings and practices described in the New Testament.38 The biblical scholarship of figures like Joseph Scaliger, Isaac Casaubon, Hugo Grotius, and others, is characterized by a serious awareness of the “historical discontinuities” that separated the Near Eastern culture of Jesus and the earliest Christians from the ecclesiastical institutions and traditions subsequently established and defended by sixteenth-century Catholic scholars. During the later part of this period, European biblical scholars viewed the New Testament as a text that had to be understood in the context of ancient rabbinic Jewish legal practices and customs, as well as those of the Roman and Hellenic world, which shaped the societies in which Jesus and the Apostles lived.39 Increasingly, many learned Christians came to see the 14New Testament, as well as church institutions and doctrines as a whole, as being authoritative and true specifically because they were grounded in a demonstrable historical reality.40 Delving into the New Testament’s Jewish, Roman, and Greek substrata enabled Christian interpreters to resolve seemingly contradictory teachings and statements, thus strengthening the coherence and integrity of the text. It also allowed learned Protestant scholars to subvert Catholic understandings of key doctrines and sacraments, and was furthermore useful in depriving Jews and other non-believers of arguments for mocking and subverting Christianity, offering a stronger foundation for Christian polemics against Judaism.41 Historicist biblical scholarship had political valences as well, providing models for the reform of society and government that juxtaposed the ancient world of Jesus with the contemporary world of the seventeenth century.42 Amsterdam’s People of the Book shows that some Portuguese Jews in Amsterdam were as committed to historicist biblical criticism of the New Testament as were their learned Christian contemporaries, although for very different reasons. The view that Christian Scriptures needed to be read against the background of Greco-Roman and ancient Jewish social practices was a shared assumption among Jews and Christians.

Jews and Christians also shared a deep interest in questions of biblical chronology during this period. During the sixteenth and seventeenth 15centuries, Jewish writers like Isaac Abravanel and Azariah de’ Rossi, and Christian scholars like Giovanni Maria Tolosani, Joseph Scaliger, Cesare Baronio, Gerardus Vossius, and many others, intensely debated questions of biblical chronology. Abravanel struggled to disentangle the chronology of ancient Israel’s judges and kings, but found that the biblical data were contradictory and did not add up correctly. As Joanna Weinberg has demonstrated, de’ Rossi systematically examined and critiqued rabbinic Jewish chronology, demonstrated that the chronological calculations received from the ancient rabbis were inaccurate, and showed that a comparison of the Bible’s historical data with ancient Jewish and non-Jewish sources required a reevaluation of the collectively accepted anno mundi (age of the world). Within the Christian world, this was a period in which issues of calendar reform, the implications of Copernicus’s astronomical discoveries for chronological studies, and debates about the integrity of the Bible’s numerical information divided scholars and provoked intense debates. Tolosani participated in debates about reforming the Christian calendar at the Fifth Lateran Council (1512–1517) and published a large chronological tract called the Opusculum de emendationibus temporum (Venice, 1537) that contributed significantly to the 1582 Gregorian reform and the establishment of the modern calendar.43 Like de’ Rossi, Tolosani also wrestled with the dizzyingly contradictory biblical dates for ancient Israelite rulers without arriving at a satisfying resolution.

Scaliger’s pioneering work in historical chronology raised and highlighted deeply unsettling problems for readers of both the New Testament and Hebrew Bible. Scaliger found unsolvable chronological contradictions in the Septuagint that he believed resulted from deliberate intervention in the text by later writers, and he confessed his inability to resolve inconsistencies in the chronology of Jesus’s genealogies and execution. Above all, Scaliger’s work in comparative chronology led him to the unsettling discovery of ancient Egyptian chronicles that predated the creation narrative in Genesis by centuries. The difficulties that Scaliger raised would plague the minds of many successors in 16subsequent decades. In short, serious problems of biblical chronology preoccupied many scholars during the seventeenth century, Jewish and Christian, and threatened the very integrity of the Bible’s authority and textual coherence. Amsterdam’s People of the Book shows that Jews in seventeenth-century Amsterdam continued to grapple with these problems and questions out of deep concern about the implications of contradictory numerical, mathematical, and chronological information on the authority of the Bible.

Portuguese Jews in seventeenth-century Amsterdam were influenced by another topic of intense discussion and debate in the Christian world: biblical infallibility. During this period, orthodox Protestant and Catholic theologians frequently emphasized the complete infallibility and divine inspiration of the Bible, although they differed sharply on the question of who had authority to interpret Scripture. In light of the Protestant belief that the Bible was the sole authority for judging religious controversies in the church, it became especially important for Protestant scholars to emphasize the infallibility of the entire Bible. Disputes with Catholics over the question of whether the Bible was a self-sufficient tool for its own interpretation, and for deciding controversies in the church, or whether ecclesiastic institutions such as the papacy and councils were necessary to interpret the Bible, provoked Protestant theologians to sharpen their defence of biblical infallibility.

In addition, at least three other phenomena stimulated vigorous defences of biblical infallibility. First, as we have already seen, Scaliger’s chronological scholarship raised questions about the reliability of the Bible’s information that threatened to subvert its claims to truth and authority, and subsequent scholars tried desperately to resolve challenges to the chronological problems that he raised in a way that would preserve the Bible’s integrity. Second, there were many groups within Dutch society that questioned the total infallibility of the Bible. Moderate Calvinist movements, such as the Arminians and Remonstrants, sought to limit the indisputable inerrancy of the Bible by arguing that there were different levels of truth in Scripture, and that the authors of the Bible could and did err in some instances.44 Orthodox Reformed theologians saw 17suggestions that Scripture could err in certain places as a direct threat to its status as a divine work, and as the basis for Christian theology and the achievement of salvation. An error in a part jeopardizes the whole. Accordingly, opponents of these movements reconciled contradictory biblical verses in order to demonstrate the Bible’s complete internal consistency – and therefore its infallibility.45

Third, the infallibility of Scripture was challenged by Protestant and Catholic thinkers who were sympathetic to the new astronomy of Copernicus and Galileo.46 Just as certain moderate Calvinist thinkers sought to limit the Bible’s claims to infallibility on the grounds that some issues were less important theologically, so too proponents of the new science and their opponents debated whether or not certain parts of the Bible were less authoritative because they dealt with mathematical and astronomical matters, and whether the Bible’s information on these topics could be erroneous or contradictory. Cardinal Robert Bellarmine (1542–1621) and the Reformed theologian Gisbert Voet (1589–1676) lived in dramatically different settings and were members of rival confessional movements, but could agree that the new science was a threat to their spiritual worldviews, which depended upon the infallibility of Scripture. They believed that the conflict between scientific findings and certain biblical verses suggested fundamental errors in Scripture that subverted its claims to divine and infallible truth. If Scripture erred in philosophical and scientific matters, then the Bible was inherently false and misleading, and the ultimate authority of Scripture would be subverted.47 Accordingly, it was again necessary for these theologians to reiterate the belief that each and every word in Scripture was divinely inspired, that no error was possible, and that what was written in the Bible was infallibly true. The ubiquitous debate over biblical infallibility thus shaped many dimensions of Dutch cultural and intellectual life, 18and it left its mark on Amsterdam’s Portuguese Jews as well. This book illustrates how concerns about defending the status and authority of the Bible led certain rabbis to compose elaborate works dedicated to proving the infallibility of Scripture.

[image: ]
Amsterdam’s People of the Book is divided into five chapters. Collectively, these chapters are linked by a common thread: they demonstrate that from the early decades of Jewish settlement in Amsterdam, the Bible served as one of the central foci of communal identity and culture. Scripture was a central prism through which the ex-conversos defined their Jewish identity, disentangled their Christian past from the Jewish present, and navigated their relationship with diverse Christian movements in the United Provinces. Yet what they understood the Bible to be, and how it should be understood, transformed over time. The assumptions about Scripture that the ex-conversos brought with them to Amsterdam were gradually – but significantly – influenced by literary genres, theological approaches, educational practices, and scholarly perspectives drawn from the Dutch culture and intellectual world in which they were immersed. Over the course of the seventeenth century, the ex-converso perspective on Scripture adapted to the way the Bible was studied, read, and written about by different Christian communities in the Netherlands. The following chapters trace the development of this process.

Amsterdam’s People of the Book begins by establishing the centrality of the Bible in the culture and minds of the Portuguese Jews. Nowhere is the primacy of the Bible in the outlook of the conversos so evident as in the realm of children’s and adult education, the focus of the opening chapter, which is devoted to the place of the Bible in the education of Portuguese Jewish children and adults in seventeenth-century Amsterdam. It shows that – for many in the ex-converso community – the experience of integrating into the Jewish world truly meant becoming “people of the book.” Through an examination of manuscript archival sources, this chapter shows that the Bible emerged as the central focus of the educational system in the Portuguese Jewish community during this period. From the founding of the community’s Talmud Torah school 19system in 1616, through the unification of the three Portuguese Jewish congregations in 1639, and into the later decades of the seventeenth century, Bible study was the primary activity in most classes. Study of the Talmud and rabbinic literature was deferred to later stages of the educational system that most students never reached. Furthermore, charitable societies and confraternities offered adults opportunities for deepening their familiarity with Scripture, even after completion of their formal education. This chapter shows that the pedagogical choices of the community were shaped by a combination of diverse factors: the place of the Bible in converso and crypto-Jewish religious perspectives in Spain and Portugal; Dutch theories of education; and Spanish models of cultural and confraternal organization. The result was an educational system that struck foreign Jewish visitors as deeply anomalous, yet praiseworthy, and which they had never encountered before in the Jewish world. There were – I argue – unintended consequences to this educational approach. By raising generations of Jewish students who were expert in the study of Scripture, but severely limited in their understanding of Talmud and Jewish law, this educational system also contributed to a disconnect between Amsterdam’s Portuguese Jews and early modern rabbinic Judaism and its religious authorities. Amsterdam has long been recognized as a hotbed of heterodox thought, the breeding ground for unorthodox figures like Uriel da Costa, Juan de Prado, and Benedict Spinoza, and for repeated conflicts with rabbis like Jacob Sasportas from more traditional corners of the Jewish world. Amsterdam’s “halakhic problem,” its relatively lax and even flippant attitude toward some areas of rabbinic law, resulted from – and was perpetuated by – an educational system and culture that prioritized Bible study rather than rabbinics.

The anomalous centrality of the Bible’s status in Amsterdam’s Jewish educational curriculum was not an accident. It was the result of decisions made by members of the community who were shaped by the lingering influence of converso beliefs about the centrality of Scripture for achieving individual salvation, and by Protestant perspectives that regularly stressed this connection. This pedagogic choice grew out of the theological centrality of the Bible in the minds of the rabbis, communal leaders, and teachers who oversaw the school system and the community’s broader affairs. Here, we see that many Portuguese Jews 20saw engagement with the Bible, its teachings, and commandments as playing an instrumental role in their quest to attain an eternal reward, or salvation. This perspective, as we will see, originated in the culture of the Iberian conversos but was also shaped in crucial ways by the Protestant environment in which the Portuguese Jews were now immersed. For many Portuguese Jews, the conviction that Scripture and salvation were linked possessed the status of received wisdom within the community, a concept that did not necessarily require any special elaboration or explanation because its truth was self-evident to all. Yet the Bible’s relevance for Jewish efforts to attain salvation were questioned by some in the community – most famously by Uriel da Costa. And in these cases, leading rabbis like Menasseh ben Israel came aggressively and vociferously to the defense of a doctrine that they viewed as a central and crucial component of their Jewish identity. To a degree, there were Jewish precedents for this thinking about the close relationship between the Bible and salvation in medieval Jewish thought, and in the perspectives of Iberian New Christians. These models however cannot account for the striking similarity between the views about salvation and Scripture expressed by Reformed theologians and Amsterdam’s rabbis in the seventeenth century. Furthermore, these earlier Jewish approaches to linking salvation and Scripture do not explain why Jews turned to specifically Christian theological concepts – such as “justification” – in order to think through the process by which Jews would attain their eternal reward. Ultimately, it is the Protestant environment in which Amsterdam’s Jews lived, and the reverberations of the Iberian world that they had left behind, that explain the extraordinary emphasis that they placed on the Bible theologically – in the effort to attain salvation – and the central place of the Bible in children’s and adult education.

After explaining why the Bible attained such a central role in Jewish education and thought, Amsterdam’s People of the Book explores how the Jewish approach to studying the Hebrew Bible and New Testament was shaped and influenced by the intellectual environment of the seventeenth-century Netherlands, and European culture more broadly. In Amsterdam, there emerged a new type of Jewish obsession with errors and contradictions in the Bible, and persistent, unresolvable doubts about the Bible’s perfection. Jews, of course, had always believed 21that the Torah was flawless, often drawing on Psalm 19:7: “The law of the Lord is perfect, restoring the soul.” Rabbinic sages and medieval commentators had, at various times, grappled with substantial problems and contradictions that might have threatened this assumption. Amsterdam’s Jews shared this belief and conviction, but living in the world of the seventeenth-century Netherlands, saw their convictions shaken in new ways by a burgeoning demand for knowledge of all varieties that could be proved mathematically. As a fierce debate raged around them regarding the Bible’s infallibility on matters of mathematics and science, Amsterdam’s Jews turned to new methods and literary genres in order to defend this most traditional, conservative, and core belief. The intersection of scientific thought and biblical studies in the Netherlands changed the way the Bible was seen and understood by some learned Jews in the Portuguese Jewish community. These developments left an especially deep impression on Menasseh ben Israel’s approaches to reading the Hebrew Bible. For more than twenty years, spanning nearly his entire professional career, Menasseh was obsessed by contradictory verses in the Bible, and wrote the most encyclopedically comprehensive pre-modern Jewish text ever produced reconciling these biblical contradictions and inconsistencies. No biblical inconsistency vexed Menasseh more than the mathematical, numerical, and chronological inconsistencies in the narratives of ancient Israelite judges and kings. These inconsistencies were especially challenging because of the mathematically rigorous solution that they demanded. Yet as Menasseh soon learned, the Bible’s numerical information was often insufficient to satisfactorily answer his questions, and he was unable to disentangle the deeply conflicting chronological information that the Bible provided regarding these judges and kings. Menasseh’s concern about the infallibility of the Bible, and his preoccupation with the mathematical problems of biblical chronology, demonstrates the presence of religious uncertainties at the center of the Portuguese Jewish community in Amsterdam, and the ways in which Protestant models of biblical exegesis helped to shape Jewish ways of thinking about Scripture. As much as these contradictions were feared by orthodox members of the Portuguese Jewish community, they were embraced and celebrated by Amsterdam’s most famous Jewish heretic – Spinoza. Spinoza capitalizes upon many of the same biblical 22contradictions that Menasseh struggled to reconcile, in an effort to recast how the Bible should be understood and read. Fully appreciating the preoccupation with biblical contradictions in Amsterdam’s orthodox Jewish scholarship is fundamental to understanding Spinoza’s revolutionary impact on modern Jewish thought.

The ex-converso turn to Jewish life meant not only a serious and deep engagement with the Hebrew Bible. It also required an equally introspective, profound dialogue with the New Testament. For Iberian conversos and their descendants, Christian Scriptures were too deeply engrained in their education, culture, and perspectives to simply be ignored, or casually dismissed. The reorientation of Amsterdam’s Portuguese Jews from the universe of the Gospels to that of the Hebrew Bible required an ongoing commitment to thinking about – and revising – what the pages of the New Testament meant to members of the community. Accordingly, Amsterdam’s People of the Book also explores how Amsterdam’s ex-conversos became Jews, in part, by continuing to read and think about Christian Scriptures – but in a drastically different fashion. No Jewish scholar in Amsterdam wrote about Christian Scriptures as extensively and in such depth as Rabbi Saul Levi Morteira – whose changing perspectives on Christianity and the New Testament are explored and traced.

The ex-converso understanding of the Gospels was most dramatically influenced, and transformed, by their immersion in the Netherlands and especially in the intellectual environment of Amsterdam. The arc of this transformation can be seen lucidly through the trajectory and development of Morteira’s views on the New Testament during the course of his career as a rabbi in Amsterdam, from the 1630s until his death in 1660. Morteira’s interpretation of identical New Testament passages in his early and later writings can be traced in order to show that his views toward Christianity and the New Testament underwent a substantial and dramatic transformation over the course of his career. From a perspective of inveterate hostility early in his career, Morteira shifted later in life to a more conciliatory tone, attempting to identify areas of common ground between Jewish and Christian Scriptures, resolving contradictory verses in the New Testament, and proving Jesus to have been a faithful follower of biblical and rabbinic law. This transformation is linked to Morteira’s 23encounter with the mainstream Reformed church in the Netherlands, and with radical movements like Socinianism, which rejected central Christian beliefs about the Trinity and the divinity of Jesus, and which in Morteira’s eyes were approaching tantalizingly close to the boundaries of Judaism. Accordingly, Morteira sought to urge them closer toward the adoption of Jewish perspectives regarding the Sabbath, Passover, God, and the canon of Scripture. Morteira’s encounter with both mainstream and extremist Reformation movements demonstrates the degree to which immersion in the Protestant culture of the Netherlands could influence Jewish perspectives on Christian Scriptures, and the way these should be presented to a Jewish audience.

New Testament scholarship had a seductive appeal to Morteira in many ways. However, there were limits on the degree to which Morteira could embrace Christian Scriptures. In a community of Jewish converts from Christianity, drawing too near to the New Testament and emphasizing too much its similarities with the Hebrew Bible could provoke an unwelcome question about the very importance of membership in the Jewish community
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