Discuss the Association of Satan and the Jews in Medieval Literature and Art, and Comment on the Origins of this Association.
The ancient history of the Jewish people is of key significance when discussing the religious and political landscape of the world. The Jewish religion was a foundation for the Abrahamic faiths and yet its history is marred with bigotry and mistreatment by the institutions and people of whom they live with. This history of prejudice and hated for the Jewish people has manifested itself in many different forms even so far as in political and intellectual circles in Rome and ancient Greece. However, it was within the institutions of Christianity where it was most prevalent. Jews had always been the targets of anti-Judaism but as the late medieval period arrived, this disdain for the Jewish religion shifted into a widespread hatred for the Jews as a people. Jews were accused of deicide by the people of Europe as well as the church, spurred on by crusade-era zealotry. A false belief that Jews performed ritual sacrifice with Christian boys and their believed role in the death of Christ resulted in widespread expulsions from the lands in which they lived. It was only with the Jewish emancipation in the late 18th to 19th century did the persecution of Jews begin to subside, until the rise of Nazi Germany. During the medieval period, this hatred was often depicted through the depiction of Jews as being of the same ilk as Satan. Depiction of non-Christians as devil like was not unusual for this time but was most extreme and obvious when the Jews were shown in art and literature, as well as through interpretations of scripture.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Johannes Frie, The Middle Ages (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 2015).] 

An association between the Hebrews of Christ’s lifetime and opposition to Christianity have been present from the very beginning through scripture, with the Sanhedrin as well as a group known only as ‘the Jews’ being depicted in the book of John as violently opposed to the teachings of Jesus. The book of John has been a great ally to anti-Semitic groups and thought, and a reader of the original king James version without a knowledge of the context in which the book was written would likely be drawn to the same conclusions that led to the use of the fourth gospel as evidence for the Jews’ separation from God. Of course, the book of John is not anti-Semitic; but the stresses it places on the tension between Johannine Christians and Judaism (emphasis is placed on this as during the latter part of the first century Christianity and Judaism were quite separate) as well as the recurring problem of meaning lost in translation. The continued theme of tension between the Christians and Jews in the book of john is often read without its socio-historical context. John uses the phrase ‘the Jews’ not as a people unifying against Christ but is shown to display the Jewish religion and Christianity splitting. The Jews to John would not have been a race but a cultural-religious group that was distancing itself from Jesus and His disciples. It has proven so useful to anti-Semites because it has been looked at through the lenses of a different time and culture with the intention of extracting a particular narrative to justify their thoughts. The message of a passage can be completely altered with a more context-driven approach to John, as an example: "These words spake his parents, because they feared the Jews: for the Jews had agreed already, that if any man did confess that he was Christ, he should be put out of the synagogue." (John 9:22 KJV) It is worth noting that many modern translations do not use ‘the Jews’ but specify whether it is the Jewish leaders or a group of people to avoid misinterpretation, as king James version passages are often used when using scripture to justify the Satanisation of Jews I will focus on this version. The new international version translation uses ‘Jewish leaders’ instead of just ‘the Jews’. Usage of ‘Jewish leaders’ better highlights the intention of the author to show the growing distance between the Judean religious authority and the Christians’ claims Jesus is the Messiah.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Dwight Moody Smith, The Theology of the Gospel of John (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), p. 169-172.] 

Judeo-Christian relations would remain tense long after the death of Jesus with much contention between the two communities. The attempts to slow the spread of Christianity by the Pharisees in addition to the belief that Christianity was a succession of the teachings of Judaism led many of the early church fathers to adopt varying degrees of anti-Judaism, some even bordering on anti-Semitism. For the medieval period, this is where the associations between the Jews as a people and Satan begin to take shape in the minds of Christians. John Chrysostom, one of the early church fathers, denounced both Jews and Judaising Christians in a series of speeches aimed at members of his congregation who were taking up Jewish practices such as circumcision and the sabbath. He saw the influence of Judaism on Christianity as a great threat, declaring that ‘the synagogues of the Jews are the homes of idolatry and devils’ (Adverseus Iudaeos) and that the Jews are outsiders, illnesses, idolaters, lewd, and beast-like. The description of a beast-like Jew is particularly poignant when compared with the late medieval depictions of Jews in anti-Semitic art who are often shown as beast-like. John Chrysostom went so far to say that because Jews rejected the Christian God in human flesh, Christ, they therefore deserved to be killed: "grew fit for slaughter." In citing Luke 19:27 he claimed that Jesus was speaking about Jews when he said, "as for these enemies of mine who did not want me to reign over them, bring them here and slay them before me." John Chrysostom’s tirades against the Jews and their religion began the tradition of accusing the Jews of deicide, the belief that the Jewish people are collectively responsible for murdering Jesus.[footnoteRef:3] Although the line between anti-Judaism and anti-Semitism was beginning to mix for Christianity, there were very few persecutions against the Jews despite calls for violence from John Chrysostom. Patristic bishops like Saint Augustine of Hippo often argued that the Jews should be allowed to live, but not ever allowed to thrive as punishment for their deicide. Augustine always held that the Jewish people should not be killed because of the belief that they will be converted as a part of apocalyptic prophecy. But his reluctance to see them persecuted was by no means an acceptance or love of Judaism, although they must not be killed, they may be punished in other ways: "Not by bodily death, shall the ungodly race of carnal Jews perish ... 'Scatter them abroad, take away their strength. And bring them down O Lord'”[footnoteRef:4] Many of the Church fathers’ beliefs would have been influenced by the book of Romans chapter eleven, on the face it seems like a pro-Jewish piece of scripture but upon further reading it is very dismissive of the Jewish faith. St Paul simply views the Judaism as a temporary obstacle, referring to the Jews who converted to Christianity as like the Jews who resisted worshipping the pagan god Baal: “And what was God's answer to him? 'I have reserved for myself seven thousand who have not bowed the knee to Baal.' So too, at the present time there is a remnant chosen by grace.” (Romans 11:4-5 NIV). Paul states that their hearts have been hardened against Jesus for a time, but it is inevitable that they convert eventually (Romans 11:7–10). Paul states himself at the beginning of the chapter that he is himself an Israelite, a converted Jew, so there is not a hatred for the Jews but like with the book of John it provides a foundation upon which those against the Jewish religion can build upon. And they were indeed built upon by later scholar and anti-Semites, due to the prevalence of the church fathers’ literature and the weight it held. Descriptions of Jews as godless would be expounded upon by later students of these writings with a great deal of emphasis placed upon the image of Jews as being the enemies of God and the associations that brought up with Satan. [3:  Robert Louis Wilken, John Chrysostom and the Jews: Rhetoric and Reality in the Late Fourth Century (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1983).]  [4:  Robert Michael, A History of Antisemitism: the Dark Side of the Church (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011).] 

These later scholars as well as those of late antiquity such as John Chrysostom would create an environment in Christian medieval Europe that would be increasingly hostile to the Israelites. They were subject to many different impediments both financial and social. Jews had to pay additional and harsher taxes in many parts of Europe and were excluded from many different trades, usually becoming tax collectors or money lenders (leading to the still prominent stereotype that Jews are greedy). As time went on, the situation only got worse, Jews were seen as explicitly anti-Christian and were shown as such in artwork. They were shown as described by John Chrysostom with bestial features and hooked noses, usually hunched over and covered in sores. There was a belief that Jews were sorcerers that would poison wells and cause disease, this led to many mass murderings of Jewish people such as in Strasbourg in 1348 where fear that they were the cause of the black death led to some nine hundred Jews being burnt at the stake.[footnoteRef:5] A lie that Jews kidnapped and exsanguinated young Christian boys led to them being wrongly accused of many murders and expulsions from countries like in England in 1290. Anti-Semitism in Europe reached a fever pitch in the late medieval period as seen in the writings of Martin Luther. His 1543 pamphlet ‘The Jews and Their Lies’ reads like something out of a piece of Nazi propaganda. Luther says that Jewish synagogues, schools, and religious books should all be destroyed and the Jewish people either chased out or put to work. He stated that when one sees a Jew, one should say: ‘there goes a devil incarnate’ and ‘that we are at fault in not slaying them.’ The cover depicted a hunched man with a big beard, dark eyes (perhaps a reference to Romans 11:10), a pointed nose and two huge goat horns that would have drawn up comparisons with the devil.[footnoteRef:6] [5:  Johannes Frie, The Middle Ages (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 2015) p. 420.]  [6:  Paul Johnson, A History of the Jews (New York: HarperCollins, 1987).] 

When the history of the Jewish people is looked at holistically following the destruction of the second temple, one can see a gradual path towards mass persecutions and genocide like the Holocaust and pogroms in Nazi Germany and Russia. This path has had many points in which the pace was slowed like with the Jews in pre-Reconquista Iberia and points in which the path was greatly shortened like with the literature of Martin Luther which would have bridged the gap between the anti-Semitism of the Middle Ages with the beliefs of racial inferiority of the Renaissance and modern era. The tension between the Christians in Judea as described in the Gospels spread and festered across thousands of years and has shown itself in not just medieval art and literature but modern-day anti-Semitism through neo-Nazi groups and often through discussions over the current nation of Israel. Much of the depictions of Jews as the devil himself or as grotesque creatures is a result of misinterpreted religious texts that have been allowed to snowball and permeate into European culture, to a degree where it is visible everywhere even with our progressive mindset as seen in the media where villains are often Jewish caricatures and even architecture where depictions of the Judensau can be seen on churches.
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