
Page 1 of 2

The Jews of England 1066 to 1290 Part 5 Converts and Martyrs R’ Jeremy Lawrence

The Jews of England 1066 to 1290

Rabbi Jeremy Lawrence

Part 5 – Converts and Martyrs

Christian teachings on usury had been one of the principal factors in

establishing a network of Jewish communities in mediaeval England;

they had also contributed significantly to the Jews being identified and vilified as moneylenders. It

was expedient for the Crown to avail itself of Jewish finance and its literate infrastructure and for

kings to offer qualified protection to the Jews as Royal assets. Nonetheless, the kings were

Christians; good relations with the Pope and Christendom were essential; the church was very

powerful and influential throughout the realm; church teachings and leaders did not favour the

Jews.

Christian hostility to Judaism drew upon two broad themes. First, the Jews had been blind to truth,

ignored messianic revelation and continued down a dark and irrelevant alley. Instead of embracing

the Gospels, they adhered to the past. Secondly, the Jews were responsible for the death of Jesus.

For this, they deserved no place in Christendom and were destined to suffer and wander in shame.

From a Christian perspective, the Five Books of Moses, the Prophets and Writings were of

importance in establishing the foundations of their own faith, their prophecies pointing to a new

covenant. That the Jews continued to develop their own post-biblical literature made the Talmud

the emblem of stubborn, misguided Judaism. In 1240, Pope Gregory denounced the Talmud as “so

abusive and so unspeakable that it arouses shame in those who mention it and horror in those who

hear it,” requiring all copies to be seized. The 12th century Archdeacon of London wrote a treatise

“against the perfidy of the Jews.” Disputations were show trials where converted Jews would join in

testifying to the Talmud’s dark teachings.

Conversion was an option for those who wanted to join the right path. Sometimes, it was the only

way to escape the tallage, as Jews were not allowed to emigrate and failure to pay was punishable

by death. In 1232, Henry III established the Domus Conversorum to protect and buttress converts

from Judaism. In the 1250s it became so full that 150 converts needed to be housed in various

monasteries.

Upon baptism, a convert’s property passed to the Crown. Consequently, they began their new lives

destitute. In 1275, under pressure from the Pope, Edward allowed converts to retain half their
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property. The remaining half, as well as a poll tax on all Jews aged above 13 went to the

maintenance of the Domus. Even after the exile in 1290, the Domus remained functional, receiving

displaced European converts until 1603.

European church measures against Jews were gradually adopted. The Third Lateran Council (1179)

decreed that Jews should not have Christian servants and that the testimony of Christians should

always be accepted over that of Jews. From 1220, synagogues were required to be non-

ostentatious. The church successfully enforced an edict against supplying food to Jews in Lincoln,

Norwich and Oxford. In the 1250s, Henry enacted the canons of the Synod of Oxford (1222) which

banned building new synagogues, worshipping noisily, Jews discussing religion with Christians and

Jews eating meat in Lent.

Anti-Jewish sentiment increased from the 1140s. The first Blood Libel was in 1144, with claims that

the Jews had sacrificed William of Norwich, an innocent Christian for Passover. Over the next

century, similar accusations were levelled against the Jews of Gloucester, Bury St Edmunds,

Winchester and London. In 1255, following the death of Hugh of Lincoln, the city’s Jews were

arrested and threatened with torture. One of them, Copin, confessed after being offered immunity.

He incriminated several members of the community, stating it was the Jewish custom to crucify a

Christian child every year. Nineteen Jews, including Copin, were hanged.

The supposed “victims” of the blood libels were buried and celebrated as martyrs. Pilgrims were

drawn to their shrines. Though Pope Innocent IV (1247) and Gregory X (1272) would repudiate the

blood libels, the embellished stories of ritual murder would live on in England, would follow the Jews

to Europe, resurfacing through the centuries and not yet laid to rest.


