Satanization of the Jews Essay

The Satanization of the Jewish people was a process by which the Christian Church associated the Jews with the devil to such an extent that they were outcast from Christendom during the Middle Ages. Feared by the general population, they were severely persecuted with antisemitic hate crimes, including murder. In this essay I will answer the questions: When did this process of Satanization begin and with whom did it begin? And, What are the distinctive features of this process? 
Perhaps the best place to start an analysis is the theological basis that was used as a justification of antisemitic sentiment and eventually Satanization of the Jewish people: the Gospel of John in the New Testament. Many early Church Fathers interpreted passages within the Gospel of John as antisemitic. So common was antisemitism amongst them that it became its own literary tradition, known as Adversus Iudaeos. Whilst it is true that John, the implied author of the Gospel, does mention the term ‘the Jews’ seventy times in the Gospel, it is not clear that he had any antisemitic or even anti-Judaic intent. John Chrysostom, Archbishop of Constantinople in the fourth century, interpreted the following passage through an antisemitic lens: “You are of your father the devil, and your will is to do your fathers desires. He was a murderer from the beginning, and does not stand in the truth, because there is no truth in him. When he lies, he speaks out of his own character, for he is a liar and the father of lies” (John 8:44). Chrysostom did not focus on the specific context of this passage, in which Jesus of Nazareth is speaking to the Jewish religious leaders. The religious leaders are looking for a way to kill Him and practising dishonesty, two things which the Law of Moses condemns. Chrysostom rather concludes that ‘Satan himself inhabits the soul of a Jew’ (Adversus Iudaeos, c. 386-387). Other early Church Fathers who saw in the Gospel of John antisemitic teachings include Tertullian, Cyril of Alexandria, and Augustine of Hippo. Augustine was by far the most favourably disposed towards the Jews and contended for their right to live as citizens within the Roman Empire based on the belief that they still had a purpose in God’s plan, most likely owing to his reading of Romans chapters nine to eleven. Robert Michel in his book ‘Holy Hatred’, writes about Augustine’s teaching: 
Once the break between Christianity and Judaism was... finalized politically in the fourth century, the Church attempted to establish its own, unique identity... from Judaism... What most Christian Churchmen taught about the Jews centered around the story of Cain and Abel... the idea, originating in Augustine, [was] that all Jews were Cains... the Jews’ fate was to wander as suffering examples of what it meant to reject and murder God[footnoteRef:1].  [1:  Robert Michel, HOLY HATRED: CHRISTIANITY, ANTISEMITISM, AND THE HOLOCAUST, New York: Palgrave Macmillan, (2006), Pgs. 3-4.] 


This thinking became a popular theme and its negative effect can be seen in the Middle Ages as Jews began to be expelled from the countries of Europe and made to wander the continent in search of safety. 
Adele Reinhartz, author of ‘Cast Out Of The Covenant[footnoteRef:2]’ accuses the Gospel of John as being anti-Jewish. Her basis for this is the belief that it teaches God has rejected the Jews as His people and replaced them with Christ confessors, or Christians, as His covenant people[footnoteRef:3]. She also suggests that it teaches Jewish symbols and privileges such as Law and Scripture, festivals, and even covenant relationship with God, no longer belong to the Jews but to Christians, and that God’s favour has turned away from the Jews. Whilst it is true that the Gospel of John has been used by those of antisemitic beliefs to justify and perpetuate their antisemitism, this does not necessarily lead to the conclusion that the Gospel itself is anti-Semitic, and there may also be a basis to argue that it is not anti-Judaic. The Gospel of John was intended to be read by those who brought together the New Testament Canon of Scripture in accordance with the other New Testament books, within which overall themes and messages can be traced throughout. Although many of these themes and messages can be found in John’s Gospel alone, they can most clearly be seen when reading the New Testament as a whole. As well as this, it is not an unjustified assumption to suggest that the implied author, himself a Jew, intended the Gospel to be read along with the Canon of Old Testament Scripture (the Tanakh), the reader thus keeping in mind what God had already said to His people. When the Gospel is viewed within this greater literary and Scriptural context, a different theme emerges, commonly called the ‘One New Man[footnoteRef:4]’ principle. There are many places in the Tanakh and in the New Testament where God mentions that He desires to make one new existence out of two distinct groups of people. The focus here is not on religion, whether they are Jews or Christians, Muslims, or Buddhists, but on Christ. In John 10:16, during a conversation with the Pharisees, Jesus says: “I have other sheep that are not of this sheep pen. I must bring them also. They too will listen to my voice, and there shall be one flock and one shepherd”. There is a basis to argue that John’s intent in the Gospel was not to condemn Jews or Judaism, but to condemn the rejection of the Person of Jesus Christ as Messiah, which is not an exclusively Jewish phenomenon, but can be practised by anyone. The exclusively Jewish references point to the cultural and historical situation at the time of writing, where Christ followers were exclusively Jewish and hostility towards this new movement was also exclusively Jewish, since it takes place in an exclusively Jewish context. Although John, along with the rest of the New Testament authors, require that Jesus is the path to Salvation, these books also teach that everyone is welcome to choose to follow Jesus at any point in their life and will be received gladly by God. Thus, to suggest that the Jewish people have been rejected by God does not follow from the text of John’s Gospel. [2:  Adele Reinhartz, Cast Out Of The Covenant, Jews and Anti-Judaism in the Gospel of John, London: Lexington Books/Fortress Academic, (2018).]  [3:  Adele Reinhartz, Cast Out Of The Covenant, Jews and Anti-Judaism in the Gospel of John, London: Lexington Books/Fortress Academic, (2018), Pgs. 20-21.]  [4:  David B Woods, ‘Jew-Gentile Distinction in the One New Man of Ephesians 2:15’, Conspectus- South African Theological Seminary, Vol. 18, (2014), Pgs. 95-135.

] 

The Apostle Paul in the book of Ephesians expands on this idea of the One New Man Principle further; “for He Himself is our peace, who has made the two groups one and has destroyed the barrier, the dividing wall of hostility... His purpose was to create in Himself one new humanity out of the two, thus making peace, and in one body to reconcile both of them to God through the cross, by which He put to death their hostility. He came and preached peace to you who are far away and peace to those who are near. For through Him we both have access to the Father by one Spirit.” (Eph 2:14-18). Here Paul makes clear that God’s purpose in Christ was not to remove the Jews from His covenant and replace them, but to create in Christ a new humanity that specifically consists of both Jews and Gentiles who confess Christ. Paul makes clear that God intends peace for the Jews and to reconcile them to God, rather than cast them out of the covenant, and that the Cross of Jesus was meant to put to death hostility between the Jewish people and Christ confessors. This outlook seems problematic, since the Church has historically taught that Jews had to convert to Christianity for these blessings of the covenant to still apply to them. However, Jesus’ words in John 10:16-18 do not suggest conversion, but rather that Jesus Himself is the fulfilment of the Messianic promises of Judaism. Since the idea of a Messiah is a specifically Jewish idea, it does not make sense to say that John intended in writing the Gospel to say that God had decided to replace Jews with Christians, in the sense of starting a new religion and abandoning Judaism. Rather, it makes sense to suggest that he intended to communicate his belief that Jesus was the awaited Messiah for the Jewish people and that Christ intended to bring both believing Jews and Gentiles who will later believe in Him together despite their differences. 
Jesus of Nazareth shows this desire again as He is praying in John 17. He begins His prayer by praying for Jews who believe in Him, and then prays for Gentiles who will also believe in Him; “My prayer is not for them [Jews] alone. I pray also for those who will believe in Me through their message, that all of them may be one, Father... so that the world may believe that You have sent Me. I have given them the glory that You gave Me, that they may be one as we are one… so that they may be brought to complete unity” (Jn 17:20-23). Once again, not one group but two distinct groups who are joined by Christ can be seen.

The Middle Ages
Stemming from the early Church Fathers interpretation of passages within the Gospel of John and elsewhere in the book of Revelation, from the fourth century onwards this process of associating Jews with the devil begins. By the time of the Middle Ages, Jews were detested and accused of possessing the attributes of both the devil and witches. They were said to be assistants to the devil, filled with demons, the personification of evil, and even the devil incarnate. Because of this, they were seen as a sub-human species of the human race[footnoteRef:5]. Where Jews were allowed to settle, they were forced to live in ghettos separate from Christian society and were made to wear pointed hats and yellow badges in order to identify them as Jews. A particular dislike for Jews was evident in Germany, the United Kingdom, France and Italy[footnoteRef:6]. Even after Jews were expelled from Wales and England in 1290, anti-Semitic literature and art continued to be produced. An accusation of the ritual murder of Christian boys at the hands of Jews arose that would become one of the most powerful and long-lasting lies about the Jewish people in Europe. This became known as the blood libel. In 1255, just before Jewish expulsion, the body of an eight year old boy was found in a pit in the city of Lincoln and the local Jewish community were charged with his murder. Ninety of them were sent to the Tower of London and eighteen were hung. The child was canonised a Saint and is known as ‘Little Saint Hugh’. This story was perpetuated and retold through poetry and drama, giving rise to many more charges of the ritual murder of Christian boys. Dan Cohn-Sherbok in his book ‘The Crucified Jew[footnoteRef:7]’ says this about the beliefs about Jews during the Middle Ages: [5:  Dan Cohn-Sherbok, The Crucified Jew, Twenty Centuries of Christian Anti-Semitism, Fount, Pg. 51. ]  [6:  IBID. ]  [7:  Dan Cohn-Sherbok, The Crucified Jew, Twenty Centuries of Christian Anti-Semitism, Fount.] 


In line with much popular Church teaching about the Jews through the centuries, the Jewish population was perceived as possessing the attributes of both the devil and witches. Depicted [in art] as possessing horns, tails, and the beard of a goat, they were accused of producing a terrible odour… Although able to perform magical feats, the Jews were viewed as suffering from malignant diseases which only Christian blood could cure... Such themes are reflected in the accusation of ritual murder... Thus in the Middle Ages Jews were viewed as the personification of evil... At times they were depicted as the devil himself... Given such diabolical attributes, it is not surprising that the Jewish people were relegated to a subspecies of humanity, and as a result butchered without remorse or guilt[footnoteRef:8]. [8:  Dan Cohn-Sherbok, The Crucified Jew, Twenty Centuries of Christian Anti-Semitism, Fount, Pgs. 54-55. ] 


These associations of Jews with the devil, originally preached from the pulpits, were eventually taken outside of theological circles by works of visual, literary, and dramatic art. In paintings Jews were given red hair, red being the colour of the devil in the medieval imagination, and their faces were disfigured including a misshapen nose to make them look like animals. They were also depicted as having horns, wearing their pointed hats to conceal them. 
	Another distinctive feature in this process of Satanization was the emergence of the Judensau[footnoteRef:9]. Jews were depicted as suckling from pigs, riding them backwards, and eating pigs excrement as it came out of the pig. These images were frequently in paintings, on postcards, and even statues above the entrance to churches that can still be found in Germany today. This was a mockery of Jewish purity laws and a depiction of them as an impure people, as the pig is unclean in Jewish law. The image of Jews riding pigs backwards also has demonic connotations and is associated with the occult. Robert Michel in his book ‘Holy Hatred’ argues that Hitlers regime for the mass genocide of the Jewish people had its roots in Medieval Christian Europe: [9:  Joshua Trachtenburg, The Devil and The Jews, Illinois: Varda Books, (2001), Pg. 2. ] 


Nearly every Nazi administrative order—from yellow stars to ghettos, from defamations to deportations, from round-ups to slaughters—had a precedent in the Christian West. Millions of Jews were murdered in Europe before Adolf Hitler was a twinkle in his mother’s eye. Jews were condemned as devils from the time of the Church Fathers and regularly massacred from the Middle Ages onward... They called Jews bugs. A generation later, Germans and their collaborators treated Jews like insects and murdered them in the millions employing an insecticide... The Nazis added a comprehensive organization... to follow through to their horrific end the murderous impulses inherent in Christian antisemitism[footnoteRef:10].  [10:  Robert Michel, HOLY HATRED: CHRISTIANITY, ANTISEMITISM, AND THE HOLOCAUST, New York: Palgrave Macmillan, (2006), Pg. 4.] 


The murders Michel mentions were because of the previously mentioned charges of ritual murder, of which there were an estimated one hundred and fifty between 1140 and 1600, and as a result of their refusal to convert to Christianity. Around the sixteenth century, a shift took place where conversions to Christianity were no longer forced upon the Jews, but religious leaders began to teach that the Jews were so corrupted in their very nature that they could not be saved. This teaching came from Martin Luther, the father of the Protestant reformation, as did the idea of the Judensau:

Speaking to them about [the Law, aside from the Ten Commandments] is much the same as preaching the gospel to a sow... From their youth they have imbibed such venomous hatred... It has penetrated flesh and blood, marrow and bone, and has become part and parcel of their nature and their life. Dear Christian, be advised and so not doubt that next to the devil, you have no more bitter, venomous, and vehement foe than a real Jew... Their lineage and circumcision infect them all... Even if the Jews were punished in the most gruesome manner so that the streets ran with blood, so that their dead would be counted not in the hundred thousands but in the millions, [it would not be] possible to convert these children of the devil![footnoteRef:11]  [11:  Robert Michel, [quoting Martin Luther], HOLY HATRED: CHRISTIANITY, ANTISEMITISM, AND THE HOLOCAUST, New York: Palgrave Macmillan, (2006), Pg. 8.] 


There is a strong theological basis to suggest that this antisemitic sentiment present in Christian Europe during the Middle Ages shows a grave misunderstanding of the life and mission of Jesus of Nazareth. Perhaps the teaching that best captures this mission is “You have heard that it was said ‘love your neighbour and hate your enemy’, but I tell you, love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, that you may be children of your Father in Heaven” (Matt 5:43-45). The Satanization of the Jews was based on the idea that they had killed Christ and therefore were the enemies of God and of Christians and children of the devil, and because of this association with the devil they were persecuted and killed. Even if it were found to be true that Jews were the enemies of God and of the Christian, Christ commands the Christian to love their enemies. Jesus of Nazareth mentions here that loving ones enemies makes one a child of God, the other side of the coin to John 8:44, that the practising of murder makes one a child of the devil. Perhaps if Matthew five had been stressed more than John eight, Christians during the Middle Ages would not have been guilty of becoming that which they accused the Jews of being: ‘murderous Cains’[footnoteRef:12].  [12:  Robert Michel, [quoting Martin Luther], HOLY HATRED: CHRISTIANITY, ANTISEMITISM, AND THE HOLOCAUST, New York: Palgrave Macmillan, (2006), Pg. 3.] 
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