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In the third chapter of his anti- Muslim treatise Contra legem sarraceno-
rum (Against the Law of the Saracens), written around 1300 aft er his re-
turn to Italy from Baghdad, Dominican Riccoldo da Monte di Croce 
(d. 1320) discusses the Muslim claim that Jews and Christians received a 
true revelation from God through Moses and Jesus, but then subsequently 
corrupted it. In order to argue against this accusation, Riccoldo turns to 
the Qurʾān itself:

It says in the [Qurʾānic] chapter about Johah [Q. 10:94], “If you are in 
doubt concerning what we have revealed to you, ask those who have read 
the Book before you.” However, those who read the Book before the Sar-
acens  were the Christians and Jews, who received the Pentateuch and the 
Gospel, as Muḥammad himself sets out. Muḥammad, therefore, tells the 
Saracens to make enquiries from Christians and Jews concerning 
ambiguous matters. However, how is it that Muḥammad sent these 
people back to false testimonies, if he really was a genuine prophet, as 
they say?1

With these words, Riccoldo raises one of the central issues facing medi-
eval Muslim, Christian, and Jewish writers alike in their confrontations 
with other religions— namely, how to evaluate the religious and legal sta-
tus of foreign scriptures without undermining the validity or uniqueness 
of one’s own. Riccoldo is  here attempting to affi  rm the integrity of the 
Bible against Muslim accusations of its corruption, and he is doing so by 
interpreting a passage that Muslims would consider valid and immutable 
as divine revelation. At the same time, however, this appeal forms part 
of Riccoldo’s attack on Islam, including an attack on the legitimacy of 
the Qurʾān itself. In such exegetical maneuverings, Riccoldo was caught 

 Introduction
Ryan Szpiech
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2 R y a n  S z p i e c h

between affi  rming and denying the scriptures of the diff erent religious 
traditions about which he wrote.

Th is double gesture was not unique to Riccoldo, nor was it uncom-
mon among his contemporary exegetes, whether Jewish, Christian, or 
Muslim. In the Middle Ages, scriptural commentary constituted an es-
sential aspect of the expression of belief in all three faiths, representing 
a multifaceted practice—at once social, devotional, intellectual, creative, 
and educational. At the same time, because it dealt with issues such as 
the nature of the canon, the limits of acceptable interpretation, and the 
meaning of salvation history from the perspective of faith, such commen-
tary arose in the Middle Ages along the fault lines of interconfessional 
confl ict and polemical disputation between religious communities. Th e 
establishment of a canon meant the deprecation of any rival one, and any 
interpretation or gloss that was accepted as authoritative also constituted 
an implicit rejection of the unorthodox and unknown. To read and in-
terpret scriptures held to be authoritative only among one’s neighbors 
required a careful and oft en subtle evaluation of the boundaries be-
tween the familiar and the foreign. Within the multiconfessional world 
of the medieval Mediterranean, exegesis was always a double- valenced 
phenomenon that pressed against the boundaries between selfh ood and 
otherness, community and outsider.

Th e thirteen essays in this volume explore the double nature of scrip-
tural commentary in Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, considering ex-
egesis in all three religions as both a praxis of communal faith and a tool 
for demarcating the boundaries between religious communities and their 
rivals and neighbors. Adopting a broad view of medieval exegesis as a 
discourse, or cluster of discourses, of cross- cultural and interreligious con-
fl ict, the essays included  here focus particularly on the exegetical genre 
in the western and southern Mediterranean during the High and espe-
cially the Late Middle Ages (roughly from the eleventh to the fi ft eenth 
centuries).

Th ese thought- provoking studies are based on a selection from papers 
read at the conference, “Medieval Exegesis: An Interfaith Discourse,” or-
ga nized by this author in October 2011 at the University of Michigan. 
Bringing together scholars of Islamic, Christian, and Jewish exegesis from 
Spain, Austria, Italy, Israel, and across North America, this conference 
provided an intimate and productive setting to explore in depth the in-
terplay of scriptural commentary, interreligious confl ict, and translation.2 
Th e variety of perspectives and topics represented by the conference 
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Introduction 3

participants— whose work is most oft en discussed in specialized contexts 
focusing on only one exegetical tradition or one core text— opened the 
door to unexpected and exciting discussions about the commonalities and 
diff erences in medieval exegetical practices among readers from diff er-
ent religions. It also underscored the importance of cross- cultural and 
interreligious comparison in the study of religious discourse in the me-
dieval Mediterranean. While each of the essays included  here incorpo-
rates new research in its area of specialty, together they also convey an 
exciting sense of the possibilities of new discoveries and insights that only 
a comparative dialogue can bring.

Th e comparative perspective of the conference and the essays embod-
ies the best intentions of the conference’s primary sponsor, the Eu ro pean 
Research Council, which provided funding through an ERC Starting 
Grant. Th is grant supported a four- year research project (2008–12) led 
by Principal Investigator Esperanza Alfonso (Consejo Superior de Inves-
tigaciones Científi cas), one of the contributors to this volume. Th e proj-
ect, entitled “Inteleg: Th e Intellectual and Material Legacies of Late 
Medieval Sephardic Judaism. An Interdisciplinary Approach,” provided 
support for four public seminars and four academic conferences, all fo-
cusing on the Bible and its place in the intellectual, religious, artistic, and 
polemical activity in the western Mediterranean during the Late Middle 
Ages.3 While the principle focus of the Inteleg project dealt with Jewish 
cultural production, the conferences and research projects of the indi-
vidual team members aimed to situate the study of the Bible within 
Sephardic culture in a wider cultural and religious setting. Th e multi-
confessional perspective of this group of essays is a tangible outcome of 
the broad, eclectic impetus at the heart of the Inteleg project.

Th e comparative approach of this collection is partly modeled on a 
number of recent publications treating together Jewish, Christian, and 
Muslim exegesis, the most notable among which is With Reverence for 
the Word: Medieval Scriptural Exegesis in Judaism, Christianity, and Is-
lam (Oxford, 2003).4 Yet unlike that and similar comparative studies, Me-
dieval Exegesis and Religious Diff erence does not set out to provide an 
exhaustive side- by- side description of scriptural commentary in the three 
religions. Instead, it limits itself to a more modest scope, focusing on 
the use of exegesis by writers in each tradition to mark out and clarify the 
boundaries of communal identity. Put diff erently, it does not survey the 
overall characteristics of scriptural commentary in each religion or 
try to compare exegetical trends in general, but instead examines the 
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4 R y a n  S z p i e c h

function of exegesis as a vehicle for both theological apology and social 
polemic.5 Rather than off er an exhaustive and systematic pre sen ta tion 
of the similarities and diff erences among Jewish, Christian, and Muslim 
traditions, Medieval Exegesis and Religious Diff erence poses specifi c 
questions about the interplay of these commentaries and the resulting 
intellectual disputation or religious confl ict. In taking this thematic ap-
proach to exegesis, all the essays contained herein address, each in its own 
way, some of the same preliminary questions posed at the beginning of 
the Medieval Exegesis conference: Between the eleventh and fi ft eenth cen-
turies, who was reading exegesis from other faith traditions and in what 
contexts? How did individual exegetes negotiate their interest in alien 
scriptures and commentaries with their commitment to the communi-
ties to which they themselves belonged? How did the technical demands 
of reading and translating foreign languages aff ect the views and prac-
tices of these exegetes? How did writers employ an exegetical approach 
outside of the genre of scriptural interpretation, such as in philosophy, 
public disputation, or polemical treatises? In exploring these and related 
questions, the contributors analyze the connections among commentary, 
disputation, dialogue, and scholarship within and across Jewish, 
Christian, and Muslim cultural spheres in the Mediterranean.

Two other questions are critically important in explaining the struc-
ture and shape of this volume, and these are practical starting points from 
which to survey the individual chapters. First, on what basis can Jewish, 
Christian, and Muslim exegesis be meaningfully compared? Th is seem-
ingly simple question is raised in the opening essay by Sarah Stroumsa, who 
considers the problematic origins of the category of the “Abrahamic” 
religions. Although ubiquitous in modern thinking and parlance, both 
pop u lar and academic, the term “Abrahamic religions” did not emerge 
until only very recently. Even more problematically, the common heri-
tage in the fi gure Abraham that is presumed by this terminology was al-
most never recognized as such among writers in any of the three religions 
before the twentieth century. It is, moreover, one that refl ects a particu-
larly Muslim view of prophetic history, in which Abraham is the founder 
of a tradition that includes Judaism and Christianity but that is completed 
and corrected only by the advent of Islam. Needless to say, such a view is 
not acceptable within a Jewish or Christian worldview, in which Islam is 
not the heir of the Abrahamic tradition but a late and theologically con-
fused or unnecessary repetition. Far from being a theme of ecumenical 
inclusiveness, the term “Abrahamic” is an exclusive and confl ictive one 
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Introduction 5

that tacitly underscores the theological divisions among Jews, Christians, 
and Muslims. Yet how can we refer to these three as a group, if not as 
“Abrahamic” religions? On what basis do they form a coherent category? 
Other proposed terms involve even more signifi cant problems. Th e pop-
u lar denomination of “the three cultures” (las tres culturas), common in 
discussions of medieval Iberia, is no less distorting in its implications be-
cause it fl attens diff erent historical periods (when two of the three reli-
gions experienced signifi cant contact in diff erent confi gurations) into a 
single artifi cial moment of three- way interaction that in reality rarely or 
never existed. As Sarah Stroumsa explains, “unlike the Muslim orient, 
where at times Muslims, Jews, and Christians  were indeed active mem-
bers of one intellectual community, in the Iberian Peninsula the three 
communities hardly ever formed a contemporaneous intellectual 
triangle.” For this reason, the expression las tres culturas might be likened 
to notions such as “Judeo- Christian tradition” or even the “Middle Ages” 
itself, expressions that represent a vast and imprecise grab- bag of ideas 
that persist for the sake of convention or con ve nience but that rely on ex-
trahistorical foundations and ultimately reinforce the interpretive biases 
of their Christian and postmedieval origins.

Another common alternative to “Abrahamic” is the term “religions of 
the Book,” an expression adapted as a calque of the Islamic phrase ahl 
al- kitāb (People of the Book). Th is latter expression is used in the Qurʾān 
(e.g., Q. 22:17, 98:1–2) to denote those who have received a true revelation 
from God, oft en in opposition to those guilty of polytheism (al- shirk). 
Although less obviously distorting, this option is no less problematic for 
various reasons. First, although the usage of this term in the Qurʾān and 
later Muslim tradition implies a certain connection among Jews, Chris-
tians, and Muslims as part of a single tradition of revelation and proph-
ecy, such a view, like the notion of the Abrahamic, refl ects a particularly 
Muslim, supersessionist perspective, and was never commonly shared by 
medieval Jews or Christians, for whom Islam was an illegitimate imita-
tion and not a fi nal fulfi llment. Moreover, neither the Qurʾān nor its later 
exegetes used the term “People of the Book” to refer to Muslims, who are 
instead referred to not only as the recipients of revealed truth but also a 
“community of believers” (muʾminūn) who have “submitted” to God 
(muslimūn).6 Indeed, even though the Qurʾān, as Riccoldo da Monte di 
Croce points out, urges Muslims to “ask those who have read the Book 
before you,” it also says explicitly (Q. 6:7) that the Qurʾān itself is not a 
kitāb, a book or “scripture on a page” (kitāban fī qirṭāsin), but is instead 
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6 R y a n  S z p i e c h

the oral recitation of an eternal and unchanging truth.7 Finally, although 
it is oft en used as a positive designation for Jews and Christians in the 
Qurʾān (and sometimes for Zoroastrians and those called Sabians as well), 
it is not unambiguously positive, sometimes being used to denote with 
frustration those who resist believing in the truth of Islam.8 For these rea-
sons, the modern usage of “religions of the Book” as an expression to 
refer to Judaism, Christianity, and Islam together is at best imprecise 
and at worst distorted and misleading.

Th is lack of acceptable terminology intimates a problem in the under-
lying concept itself. Lacking a con ve nient or accurate denomination for 
the three religions considered as a group, on what basis can Jewish, Chris-
tian, and Muslim exegetical traditions be viewed together through a 
single interpretive lens? Can we speak about each tradition as a separate 
thing— that is, as possessing a defi nite worldview diff erent from that of 
its contemporaries? Setting aside the serious question of how we can even 
speak about any of the religions as a coherent entity with defi nite and 
essential characteristics— a problem I will turn to again below—we might 
venture an answer as to how such groups might be compared by consid-
ering the intention behind usage of the expression “religions of the Book,” 
which, despite its imprecision, seeks to identify a common heritage based 
on a foundation of mono the ism, partly interwoven historical frameworks, 
and overlapping prophetic revelations preserved by each in the form of a 
sacred scripture. Th is apparent commonality, however, rather than sim-
plifying the diffi  culty, instead points to a second basic question underly-
ing the structure of this volume: Despite their somewhat homologous 
prophetic histories, how comparable are the notions of scripture and com-
mentary in Judaism, Christianity, and Islam?

Th is question, like that of the basis of comparison among the three 
religions, is likewise thornier than it might at fi rst seem. As William A. 
Graham has shown, a precise and single defi nition of “scripture” is very 
diffi  cult, if not impossible, to establish, and even the simplest defi nitions 
can easily impose a conceptual framework inherited from a modern, 
Christian notion of “holy scripture.” With this caveat in mind, we can, 
following Graham, tentatively defi ne scripture  here as a written text de-
fi ned as holy by its community. “A text only becomes a ‘scripture’ when 
a group of persons value it as sacred, powerful and meaningful, possessed 
of an exalted authority, and in some fashion transcendent of, and hence 
distinct from other speech and writing.”9 Although a single, homogeneous 
idea of sacred text is not shared among the three predominant religions 
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Introduction 7

of the medieval Mediterranean— indeed, such an idea is exceedingly dif-
fi cult to establish even within the individual religious traditions them-
selves, which cannot be taken as monolithic or uniform in any sense—we 
might argue that there did exist (and still does) a belief among the com-
munities of the three faiths that their individual scriptural corpora— the 
Hebrew Tanakh, the Christian Bible (comprising the recollated Hebrew 
Bible and the New Testament), and the Qurʾān— refl ected and recorded 
an ultimate truth not found in any other texts. As Jane Dammen McAu-
liff e explains, “these three religions profess a mutual belief in divine- 
human communication as expressed and encoded in written form. Each 
of these three canonized a core set of documents as the repository of this 
revelation. Each, in other words, reveres a ‘scripture’ as a central compo-
nent of its self- understanding.”10

For this reason, all three religions similarly can be said to have devel-
oped comparable— although still very diff erent— traditions of interpre-
tation and commentary in which those exclusive textual repre sen ta tions 
of truth  were interpreted and expounded according to their own under-
standing and faith. Even more, all three faiths might be likened in their 
par tic u lar approach to sacred texts, and comparisons can be drawn 
between Jewish and Christian ideas of the four levels of scriptural 
meaning (peshaṭ, ‘literal’ or ‘historical’; remez, ‘allegorical’ or ‘philosoph-
ical’; derash, ‘homiletical’ or ‘rabbinic’; and sod, ‘mystical’ or ‘esoteric’ in 
Judaism; or ‘literal- historical’, ‘allegorical- fi gurative’, ‘tropological- moral’, 
‘anagogical- eschatological’ in Christianity) or between these notions and 
the Islamic terms for the levels of meaning in the Qurʾān (such as al- 
Tustarī’s four levels ẓāhir, ‘literal’; bāṭin, ‘symbolic’; ḥadd, ‘prescriptive’; 
and maṭlaʿ, ‘anagogical’; or the more common distinctions between only 
two broad levels of meaning or interpretation such as tafsīr, ‘exoteric’ and 
taʾwīl, ‘esoteric’; ẓāhir, ‘outer’ and bāṭin, ‘inner’; or muḥkam, ‘clear’ and 
mutashābih, ‘ambiguous’).11 Other equally logical comparisons are also 
possible and all of them underscore the signifi cant similarities among 
practices of scriptural commentary among medieval Jews, Christians, and 
Muslims. One might, for example, note the common attitude of mutual 
exclusivity held by each with regard to its own sacred text— that only its 
own textual witness represents the truest and most faithful account of 
God’s revelation to humans, and that the exegesis of its own sacred text 
is by defi nition more authoritative than the interpretations of alien texts.

Such a foundation for comparing Jewish, Christian, and Muslim ex-
egesis, while methodologically suggestive and didactically useful, remains 
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8 R y a n  S z p i e c h

rather tenuous. Although such common claims about prophetic tradi-
tion or a scripturally based, shared mono the ism might prove suffi  cient 
to stimulate interfaith dialogue or ecumenical good will, these general-
izations are not adequate as a basis for deeper historical analysis. As Aaron 
Hughes has recently pointed out, not only do “defi nitions of ‘Abrahamic 
religions’ tend to rely on a series of qualifi ers that amount to little more 
than a string of vague caricatures,” but the category that the term is meant 
to describe “is predicated on essences” that are “theologically and not 
historically imagined.”12 It would be too easy to assume without question 
that Jewish, Christian, and Muslim exegesis bear obvious comparison be-
cause they are bound together in what seem like analogous traditions and 
beliefs.

In this book we attempt to avoid the pitfalls of such unexamined fac-
titious categories and plausible but probably unsubstantiated connections. 
Rather than focusing on superfi cial similarities or appealing to a notion 
of a shared theological foundation or even to a shared understanding of 
the revelation of prophecy or the nature of scripture, the comparison of 
exegetical sources in the three religions is based  here on the historical 
facts of proximate and sometimes overlapping social and cultural milieus 
and a common practice of confronting the beliefs of other religions with 
exegetical writing. Th e opening example cited from Riccoldo da Monte 
di Croce’s attack on the Qurʾān is a concrete example of such confronta-
tion in practice. Other similar examples show that thinkers from all three 
religions wrote about their own holy writ, as well as about the books of 
other religions to which they did not accord the status of scripture, in 
order to compare and contrast their beliefs with those of their neighbors 
and rivals. In short, these essays are not collected on the basis of a shared 
theological or transhistorical foundation or an idea of the uniform na-
ture of scripture or medieval exegesis among diff erent religious commu-
nities. Rather, the comparison of these texts by Jews, Christians, and 
Muslims is justifi ed  here by the simple fact that their authors all read and 
wrote about each other’s sources and ideas.

Th is comparative approach aims to avoid another analytical pitfall as 
well, that of considering medieval polemical texts according to overly rigid 
postmedieval categories that ignore the genres and forms of medieval 
writing itself. Th is issue is especially pressing in the study of intercon-
fessional discourse because “polemic” (polemicus, polemica) was not a 
term in common use in the Middle Ages but only appears with frequency 
in the late sixteenth century, when it became a named genre of writing 
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1 Th e Father of Many Nations: 
Abraham in al- Andalus
Sarah Stroumsa

Th e now commonly used term “Abrahamic religions” probably has its 
roots in the writings of the French scholar of Islamic mysticism Louis 
Massignon, but only relatively recently did this term begin to appear as 
a regular feature of scholarly discourse in religious studies. Previously, 
one referred to the trio of Judaism, Islam, and Christianity as “the reli-
gions of the Book” or “the mono the istic religions.” Th e concept of “Abra-
hamic religions” seeks to include Islam in the religious legacy of the 
mono the istic and mostly Christian West and stresses the bridges between 
the Qurʾānic and the biblical traditions through the fi gure of Abraham. 
Th is term thus further broadens the earlier concept of “Judeo- Christian 
tradition,” which sought to include Judaism in the Western tradition, un-
til then identifi ed to a large extent with Christianity.1

In the modern study of Islamic Spain or al- Andalus, the notion of 
Abrahamic religions pairs with another one, which has similar inclusive 
connotations: that of “the three cultures” (las tres culturas)— namely, the 
communities of Muslims, Christians, and Jews— that supposedly lived 
peacefully side by side in medieval Spain, contributing equally to the for-
mation of the golden age of al- Andalus, from the tenth to the twelft h cen-
turies.2 Th e uniformly rosy picture of a religiously and culturally tolerant 
al- Andalus is both misleading and anachronistic, a fact that has been 
pointed out many times. As I mention elsewhere, a much more judicious 
and apt description of the religious situation in al- Andalus is the one of-
fered by Th omas Burman, who speaks of the “pluralistic circumstances” 
that prevailed there.3 Beyond its anachronism, however, the idea of las 
tres culturas is arithmetically wrong. Unlike the Muslim orient, where 
at times Muslims, Jews, and Christians  were indeed active members of one 
intellectual community, in the Iberian Peninsula the three communities 
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2 Ibn al- Maḥrūmah’s Notes on Ibn 
Kammūnah’s Examination of the 
Th ree Religions
T H E  I S S U E  O F  T H E  A B R O G AT I O N 
O F  M O S A I C  L AW

Sidney Griffi  th

Ibn Kammūnah’s Tanqīḥ

In mid- March of the year 1280–81, the Jewish phi los o pher of Baghdad, 
ʿIzz al- Dawla Saʿd ibn Manṣūr ibn Kammūnah (d. 1284) fi nished writ-
ing the famous book he published under the title: Tanqīḥ al- abḥāth li- l- 
milal al- thalāth (An Overview of Investigations into the Views of the Th ree 
Faiths).1 It was an unaccustomed topic for this otherwise relentlessly phil-
osophical and scientifi c writer2 and he probably undertook the project, 
as we shall see, at least in part as a response to the earlier, polemical work 
of the Jewish convert to Islam, Samawʾal ibn Yaḥyā al- Maghribī’s (d. 1174), 
Silencing the Jews (Ifḥām al- yahūd).3 One might also think of the Tanqīḥ 
as a work done somewhat in the spirit of Judah Halevi’s (c. 1075–1141) Ku-
zari, written in Arabic and completed in its fi nal form around 1140, sim-
ilarly a reasoned defense of the claims of Judaism to be the true religion 
vis- à- vis Christianity and Islam.4

Ibn Kammūnah’s work, which its modern editor, the late Moshe Perl-
mann, styled “a thirteenth- century essay in comparative religion,” con-
tains a general discussion of the nature and role of the phenomenon of 
prophecy in human society, aft er which the author examines the claims 
of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam regarding true prophecy and true re-
ligion, concluding that the case for the claim of Judaism to be the true 
religion is the strongest. Th ree or four years later, Ibn Kammūnah was 
attacked by a mob in Baghdad, reportedly furious at the treatment of Is-
lam in his book, a development that precipitated Ibn Kammūnah’s fl ight 
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3 Al- Biqāʿī Seen through Reuchlin
R E F L E C T I O N S  O N  T H E  I S L A M I C 
R E L AT I O N S H I P  W I T H  T H E  B I B L E

Walid Saleh

I have been trying for some time to articulate the diff erences between 
the story of Johannes Reuchlin (d. 1522) and the Hebrew Bible and al- Biqāʿī 
(d. 885/1480), a fi ft eenth- century Mamlūk scholar, and his own encoun-
ter with the Bible.1 It is what I will call “the diff erence of emotionality” 
of the two stories that I have found most deeply illuminating, and also 
most elusive to characterize. I have come to believe that a serious prob-
lem in studies of Jewish– Muslim relations is the lack of attention to the 
emotionality of this relationship, the evocative discourse of this encoun-
ter. My encounter with Reuchlin came from reading the recent book by 
David Price, Johannes Reuchlin and the Campaign to Destroy Jewish 
Books.2 Th e book is the summation of a long engagement with Reuchlin 
on the part of Price; it is also resting on a mountain of scholarship on 
Reuchlin, who was the most important humanist Hebraist and the man 
responsible for introducing the academic study of Hebrew language into 
the universities of Eu rope. Reuchlin was pivotal in the debates that led 
to the triumph of the humanist program, and now scholars are seeing in 
him also a prelude to the Reformation. Th e similarities between Reuch-
lin’s activities and those of al- Biqāʿī are striking, yet given their radically 
diff erent cultural settings, a formal comparison of the two men might 
easily seem arbitrary and therefore potentially fruitless. Encountering Re-
uchlin has nevertheless allowed me to ask questions about al- Biqāʿī that 
I would not have thought of asking or even considered necessary to an-
swer. It is my aim in this paper to present some of these refl ections and 
to explore some of the questions that my reading of Reuchlin has raised 
for me about al- Biqāʿī, most important among which is the following: How 
can we better understand the general indiff erence to the Bible among Mus-
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4 Two Dominicans, a Lost 
Manuscript, and Medieval 
Christian Th ought on Islam
Th omas E. Burman

To begin, if I may, with the essentials. Th is essay is about four things: a 
pair of thirteenth- century scholars of Islam, the lost archetype of a 
sixteenth- century manuscript now in Paris, the relationships between that 
lost manuscript and those scholars, and what all this can tell us about 
the medieval Latin- Christian engagement with Islam. Th e two scholars 
are the Dominican missionary- linguists, Ramon Martí (d. c. 1284) and 
Riccoldo da Monte di Croce (d. 1320) who— along with the sui generis 
layman, Ramon Lull— were the most important Latin interpreters of 
Islam in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. Both friars wrote trea-
tises against Islam that, at least superfi cially,  were much alike. Th eir 
destinies certainly  were not. Martí’s De seta Machometi (On the Sect of 
Muḥammad)— the fruit of broad study of Qurʾān, Qurʾānic commentary, 
the biography of the Prophet, and ḥadīth— survives in only a handful of 
manuscripts, while Riccoldo’s Contra legem sarracenorum (Against the 
Law of the Saracens), based in part, it is true, on nearly obsessive reading 
of the Qurʾān in Arabic, but otherwise only on Latin sources, became a 
best seller, available today in more than thirty medieval manuscripts, 
translations into Castilian and Greek, a Latin back-translation of the 
Greek, and early printed editions.

Th e lost manuscript was the ancestor of a Paris manuscript, BnF MS 
lat. 3394, copied in Italy in the sixteenth century, which contains three 
works that, while we are not surprised to fi nd them together in the same 
codex, never appear side by side in any other manuscript. Th e bulk of it 
consists of one of the six known copies of Mark of Toledo’s early thirteenth- 
century Latin translation of the Qurʾān, the Liber Alchorani.1 Following 
that we fi nd a singularly important—if scarcely read— text, the Latin ver-
sion of a Christian polemical treatise against Islam known as the Liber 
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5 Th e Anti- Muslim Discourse 
of Alfonso Buenhombre
Antoni Biosca i Bas

Th e year 1339 is the earliest date associated with the Epistola Samuelis 
(Letter of Samuel) a Latin dialogue between two rabbis about the truth 
of Christian belief. Th e text comes to us from the hand of Dominican 
friar Alfonso Buenhombre (d. c. 1353), who claims in his introduction that 
he is not the author of the text, but merely the one who translated it from 
Arabic into Latin aft er “discovering” it while in prison in North Africa. 
Although there is evidence that this provenance was invented by Buen-
hombre, who seems himself to have been the author, the text was later 
disseminated in hundreds of manuscripts and printed editions and 
became among the most widely circulated polemical texts of the later 
Middle Ages. Despite Buenhombre’s importance in medieval polemical 
literature, relatively little work has been done on his Latin corpus of 
writing, which is only now being edited for the fi rst time in a critical 
edition. It is the aim of this essay to consider Buenhombre’s work in 
detail, paying special attention to his anti- Muslim discourse in his later 
work, Disputatio Abutalib (Th e Disputation of Abutalib). As I will show 
below, consideration of Buenhombre’s Christian sources proves that Th e 
Disputation is, like the more pop u lar Epistola Samuelis, not a Latin 
translation of an Arabic text but a forgery and a fi ction, and thus ex-
emplifi es the ultimate failure of the thirteenth- century Dominican 
polemical project.

Authorship and Bibliography

Despite the wide impact of his writing, there is little information about 
Alfonso Buenhombre himself. To reconstruct his life, we can use a docu-
ment written by Pope Clement VI, dated in 1344, in which Buenhombre 
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6 Reconstructing Medieval 
Jewish– Christian Disputations
Ursula Ragacs

In the winter of 2011, politicians from Austria and Liechtenstein  were con-
fronted with an unpleasant scandal. According to information in the 
newspapers, a lawyer connected with the government of Liechtenstein 
had helped an Austrian ex- politician conceal details of his monetary ac-
tivities. He did that by “borrowing” some documents already delivered 
to the court, restoring them only some weeks later. Th e main question 
was whether the lawyer had “revised” the documents while they  were in 
his possession so that the facts they showed could in no way incriminate 
his client. A special commission was formed to fi nd an answer to that 
question. Th e event was of great interest to me, not so much because of 
its possible po liti cal consequences or the crime that might have been com-
mitted, but rather because it shows that the method of creating facts, and 
thus history, by constructing and reconstructing plausible texts is still 
widely used. With this in mind, I considered a similar case of creating 
authoritative texts, one that took place over seven hundred years ago.1

In the summer of 1263, the disputation between Rabbi Moses ben 
Naḥman (Nahmanides, c. 1194–1270) and the convert and Dominican 
friar Pau Cristià (Paul Christian) took place in Barcelona. Two texts give 
us an impression of what happened during the meeting: a Latin text, writ-
ten during or very soon aft er the disputation by the Christian side on be-
half of the king’s offi  ce;2 and a Hebrew text, without much doubt written 
by the then- very- famous Rabbi Nahmanides some time aft er the event.3 
Both texts show Friar Paul as being the fi rst Christian scholar who did 
not polemicize against Judaism on the basis of rabbinic texts, but rather, 
who used them as arguments for the truth of Christian teachings.

Modern scholars agree that this new method led to a better under-
standing of rabbinic texts on the Christian side. But some think that the 
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7 Reconstructing Th irteenth- 
Century Jewish– Christian 
Polemic
F R O M  PA R I S  1 2 4 0  T O  B A R C E L O N A 
1 2 6 3  A N D  B A C K  A G A I N

Harvey J. Hames

“And it was when he stood on trial before them, and our God, blessed be 
He, was zealous about His Torah . . . and He put in his heart, and the an-
swers  were in him, to give correct replies to those who speak falsely and 
incite.”1 Th is is how the Hebrew account of the public disputation against 
the Talmud held in Paris in 1240 portrays the Jewish protagonist, Rabbi 
Yeḥiel of Paris, as he sets out to do battle with the Christian representa-
tive, the apostate Nicholas Donin. An account of the cut and thrust of 
the polemical encounter follows with Yeḥiel ably overcoming the ques-
tions posed by Donin. Th is text, seemingly, is evidence of the fi rst public 
encounter between Jews and Christians over the Talmud and is seen as 
the precursor of both Barcelona 1263 and the Disputation of Tortosa in 
the early fi ft eenth century.

Yet, unlike both Barcelona and Tortosa, where there is compelling 
Christian textual evidence showing that these public disputations actu-
ally took place, the Christian sources dealing with events in Paris in 1240 
and their aft ermath do not mention a public disputation, nor do they give 
any indication that Nicholas Donin was actively involved in the pro cess. 
Indeed, the Christian sources suggest that there was an inquisitorial- like 
procedure before a specially appointed commission made up of se nior 
clergymen including the bishop of Paris and the chancellor of the uni-
versity, during which Rabbi Yeḥiel and another rabbi, Judah ben David 
of Melun,  were asked a series of questions based on a list of thirty- fi ve 
accusations compiled by Nicholas Donin and forwarded to Paris by Pope 
Gregory IX.2 Both rabbis responded with short, succinct replies, which 
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8 A Christianized Sephardic 
Critique of Rashi’s Peshaṭ in 
Pablo de Santa María’s 
Additiones ad Postillam 
Nicolai de Lyra
Yosi Yisraeli

Solomon Halevi of Burgos, or Pablo de Santa María (c. 1352–1435), is cer-
tainly one of modern historiography’s most famous Jewish converts to 
Christianity. His radical transformation from a rabbi and a Jewish scholar 
in his late thirties into a Christian priest, a high- ranking advisor at the 
Iberian courts, and eventually the bishop of Burgos, has turned him into 
a symbol of the sudden Jewish breakdown and the rise of the converso 
class in the Iberian Peninsula aft er the 1391 riots.1 However, for a wide 
circle of fi ft eenth-  and sixteenth- century Christian scholars, the converted 
bishop was fi rst of all known as the writer of the Additiones (Additions) 
to the Postilla litteralis (Literal Postilla), an extensive collection of many 
hundreds of supplements to the famous literal- sense commentaries of 
the Franciscan friar Nicholas de Lyra (c. 1270–1349)— the champion of 
literal interpretation of the Bible in the Middle Ages.2 In fact, during the 
fi ft eenth century, the Additiones achieved such massive circulation and 
tremendous popularity that it almost became complementary to the 
printed editions of the Postilla.3 Yet, for various reasons, the Additiones 
has not been studied systematically or thoroughly, and thus the true 
value of this unique product of interreligious and cross- cultural schol-
arship has yet to be fully discovered and appreciated. In the following 
pages, I will present a few preliminary fi ndings from my research into 
this extensive work and suggest a new perspective on one of the bishop’s 
most applauded achievements— his hermeneutical theories.

Scholars of medieval exegesis have long identifi ed the massive theo-
retical prologue of the Additiones (that was eventually even printed in 
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9 Jewish and Christian 
Interpretations in Arragel’s 
Biblical Glosses
Ángel Sáenz- Badillos

As is well known, in 1422 the Maestre de Calatrava, D. Luis de Guzmán, 
commissioned Rabbi Moses Arragel to make a new translation of the 
Bible with a commentary presenting side by side the views of Jewish and 
Christian interpreters.1 Th e rabbi was well versed in Jewish exegesis, and 
the Christian interpretations would be provided to him by the friars des-
ignated by the Maestre. As Arragel explains, in Toledo, Fray Arias gave 
him the fi rst registros (written notes) with Christian interpretations on 
Genesis. He also received additional Christian materials for the other bib-
lical books, but it seems that the notes for these books  were not so de-
tailed, and referred only to some disputed passages.2 Apparently, most 
of the registros that he received from the friars included Christian inter-
pretations on the passages where Jews and Christians had opposing view-
points related to literal or allegorical exegesis, the Old and New Law, the 
Trinity, the birth of the Messiah, the role of the Virgin Mary, original 
sin, baptism, the resurrection of Jesus, status of the dead before the end 
of time, and par tic u lar eschatological questions, including the battle 
against the “Ante Christo” in the fi nal days.3

Arragel’s glosses  were not a conventional biblical commentary. In ac-
cordance with the mission that he received, he did not need to express 
his own interpretation, but only to collect the opinions of Jewish and 
Christian exegetes. His Jewish information was generally based on Rashi 
and some midrashim (e.g., Bereshit [Genesis] Rabbah for the fi rst book 
of the Bible). It also included opinions from other Jewish interpreters, like 
Abraham ibn Ezra, David Qimḥi, Nahmanides, Jacob ben Asher, Baḥya 
ben Asher, Maimonides, and Gersonides. Besides these Jewish exegetes, 
Arragel quoted Christian interpreters, like Nicolas de Lyra,4 or “[a] mi 
amigo maestre Ferrando, delos frayres menores,”5 “Maestre Alfon” (prob-
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10   Between Epic Entertainment 
and Polemical Exegesis
J E S U S  A S  A N T I H E R O  I N 
T O L E D O T  Y E S H U

Alexandra Cuff el

Until recently, making any kind of solid, textually defendable argument 
about the infl uence in the Middle Ages of the Jewish antigospel tradi-
tion, the Toledot Yeshu (Th e Life Story of Jesus) has been hampered by the 
late provenance of any Hebrew manuscripts.1 Instead, scholars have had 
to work with a very limited early Aramaic rendering, and then allusions 
to negative Jewish traditions about Jesus’s birth and career in medieval 
Christian texts.2 Concrete evidence as to Jewish readership and use of 
this text during the Middle Ages has been scant indeed.3 Th e discovery 
by Yaaqov Deutsch of two versions of the Toledot— one, a Cairo Genizah 
fragment, and the other, a manuscript that is in itself late (sixteenth cen-
tury) and seemingly of Byzantine provenance judging by the script, but 
that is linguistically clearly a copy from a medieval text— both of which 
parallel the old Aramaic version in a number of ways, has prompted schol-
ars to reconsider the question of medieval recensions and reception of 
the Toledot Yeshu.4 Furthermore, courtesy of the editorial project of Pe-
ter Schäfer and the scholarly work of Miriam Goldstein, the substantial 
quantity and signifi cance of medieval Judeo- Arabic versions of the To-
ledot Yeshu have become apparent. Th e earliest of these manuscripts Gold-
stein dates from the eleventh or twelft h century, though most surviving 
manuscripts come from the Mamlūk period.5 Th e signifi cance of a sub-
stantial medieval Judeo- Arabic corpus of Toledot Yeshu manuscripts or 
its relationship to a Eu ro pean Toledot Yeshu tradition remains to be ex-
plored in depth.6 Th e current essay is a preliminary exploration of aspects 
of the function, transmission, and meaning of the Toledot Yeshu in the 
Byzantine, medieval Islamic, and the medieval Western Eu ro pean world. 
First, I will argue that the Toledot Yeshu needs to be understood as a kind 
of oral epic, similar in structure and function to many of the Arabic 
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11   Sons of God, Daughters of 
Man, and the Formation 
of Human Society in 
Nahmanides’s Exegesis
Nina Caputo

Jewish biblical exegesis in the Middle Ages was necessarily a fully dynamic 
pro cess by which teachers and leaders announced their commitment to 
a worldview, a set of moral, philosophical, historical, or po liti cal princi-
ples that could be used to govern human society and individual actions. 
Yet it was also potentially a fraught project for Jews in medieval Eu rope. 
Any interpretation that tread too heavily on Christian views of scriptural 
truth could be— and indeed oft en was— seized upon by Jewish opponents 
as heretical and by Christian leaders as blasphemous. By design, exege-
sis makes claims intended to shape ethical and practical understandings 
of man’s position in the world. Jewish and Christian claims to truth and 
correct interpretation of scripture off ered a site where these theological 
diff erences could be expressed in more subtle and perhaps persuasive 
terms.

Th is essay examines Nahmanides’s interpretation of Genesis 6:1–4, a 
perplexing yet enticing biblical passage that tells of the  union between 
benei ha- elohim, the sons of God, and benot ha- adam, daughters of men, 
and of their off spring, a passage that engendered highly creative com-
mentary among commentators in late antiquity. I focus on this biblical 
passage because Nahmanides’s commentary allows a glimpse of his con-
ception of human physicality, historical change, and, I will argue, a subtle 
refutation of the Christian understanding of the fall and human moral-
ity as well as a corrective to the dominant mode of Jewish interpretation.

As I and others have argued elsewhere, an uneasy “interfaith” intimacy 
under the Crown of Aragon helped shape Nahmanides’s understand-
ing of revelation and history both in opposition to Christian theology and 
hermeneutics and at times in their image.1 Jewish exegesis became an 
issue of distinct signifi cance for Christians in thirteenth- century Aragon 
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12   Late Medieval Readings 
of the Strange Woman 
in Proverbs
Esperanza Alfonso

Repre sen ta tion of the feminine in two polarized ways is predominant in 
the Book of Proverbs. Essential to one of these poles is a fi gure commonly 
described as the “strange woman” (ishshah zarah). Conventionally, Prov-
erbs 2:16–22; 5:1–23; 6:20–35, and 7:1–27 are associated with her. Coinci-
dentally, descriptions of the wicked woman as a deep pit in 22:14 and 23:27 
are seen as brushstrokes adding to her picture.1 As described in these pas-
sages, the ishshah zarah further shares a common profi le with the per-
sonifi cation of Lady Folly (eshet kesilut) in 9:13–18. At the opposite side 
of the spectrum stand the “wife of your youth” (eshet neʿurekha; Prov. 
5:18), the “woman of strength” (eshet ḥayil, Prov. 31:10–31), and Lady Wis-
dom (ḥokhmah [pl. ḥokhmot]; Prov. 1:20–33; 8:1–36 and 9:1–6)— fi gures 
generally considered to embody values antithetical to those of the strange 
woman.2

In none of the above passages concerning the strange woman is the 
nature of her strangeness made explicit. Th e biblical text leaves it open 
to two possible literal meanings: that she stands for the wife of another 
man, or  else a foreigner. Th e language invoked to describe this woman, 
however, immediately invites a meta phorical reading, in which the 
nature of strangeness is identifi ed with either an alien culture or the 
worship of other gods.3 In the latter reading, the relationship between 
husband and wife translates into the relationship between Israel and 
God. In this gendered meta phor, the notion of an exclusive relation-
ship, the anxiety to defi ne sexual boundaries, the idea of either divorce 
or reconciliation, and the concepts of honor, betrayal, punishment, 
and forgiveness appropriate to the source domain (husband and wife), 
would map onto the target domain (Israel and God) and would aid 
comprehension.4
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13  Exegesis as Autobiography
T H E  C A S E  O F  G U I L L AU M E 
D E  B O U R G E S

Steven F. Kruger

Biblical exegesis is among the most impersonal of literary genres. Based 
fi rmly in the details of a preexisting text, and strongly respecting earlier 
interpretive eff orts, medieval exegesis seldom values innovative reading 
for its own sake; rarely does the “I” of the exegete explicitly intrude into 
his text. Even when a par tic u lar piece of exegesis does make radical de-
partures from its pre de ces sors, its claim to value rests not on the fact 
of radical departure but rather on its correspondence to the truth of a 
tradition that has been ignored or buried and that now, through the 
exegete’s archaeological eff orts, is brought to light.

It might seem perverse, then, to argue that we consider medieval ex-
egesis as autobiography,  were it not that, when we turn to medieval works 
of autobiography themselves, we immediately recognize their strong en-
gagement with exegetical modes of thought. From the moment when Au-
gustine in the Confessions responds to the command “Tolle, lege” (Take 
up and read), subjecting himself to the biblical text in a movement inti-
mately tied to his conversion, exegetical scenes stand at the center of the 
Western autobiographical tradition.1 Th us, Hermann / Judah’s twelft h- 
century conversion autobiography, framed as it is by the account of a 
single dream interpreted fi rst in a Jewish and then, fi nally, in a Christian 
manner, relentlessly foregrounds the work of interpretation, and espe-
cially the ways in which the Jewish man, Judah, must learn to read scrip-
ture in a new— Christian, ruminative, monastic— mode before he can 
become the Christian Hermann.2 Also in the twelft h century, Guibert of 
Nogent notes, at a pivotal point in his Memoirs, that he turns from writing 
frivolous poetry to “more appropriate exercises” through the discipline 
of exegesis: “I pored over the commentaries of scripture; I dug more deeply 
into the writings of Gregory . . . ; and fi nally, I closely examined . . . the 
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