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modern transport, media, and weaponry, no community can “go hom
to France” and isolate itself from the religious other. Nor can on
forcibly reorder another community’s lives and affairs, then assume,
Charlemagne did, that it will be possible to separate oneself from thi

11. The Second Moses
and Medieval Medicine

consequences and repercussions. To assume the posture of the outside
is as naive as to imagine that Muslims, Christians, and Jews can today
carve out completely separate futures in a world that will continue ¢
grow smaller with each passing generation. :

El Cidand Roland close with starkly different images. Roland’s audi-.
ences are left contemplating Christendom’s mightiest emperor alone.
and weeping in the black of night, bewailing “how wearisome my li

is.” In El Cid’s last stanza, the storyteller simply reminds the audienc
that the Cid is “el que en buen ora nacié” {“he who was born in 2 good
hour,” or more simply, “the fortunate Cid”). The weeping Charle
magne is trapped on a treadmill to nowhere; the Cid glimpses a way:
forward.

As the Crusading vanguard seized territory and booty, the scholarly
ing Alfonso VI, who in 1085 conquered Muslim Toledo (and
who banished the Cid in 1089), once proclaimed himself Spain’s Em-
_peror of the Two Religions, or so an anonymous Muslim chronicle

rear guard wete to gingerly wander into more prosperous towns and
better-stocked libraries than any in Christendom. While the Recon-
quest lurched along around them, medieval Spaniards thought about
the human body and how to heal it, learned new ways of manipulating

tells us.
numbers, reflected on whether their religious faith could ever be recon- :

Spain’s third religion was unworthy of his recognition, it would
ciled with whac science and reason taught them. They learned or recov-
ered knowledge the West had never known or had long forgotten, some
of the lost wisdom that Bishop Braulio had so lamented and his friend
Isidore had tried to recover.

seer.
But Spain’s Jews were sometimes best off when least noted. It rarely

"benefited them to occupy the forefront of public or royal conscious-
ness. Indeed, it usually redounded to their catastrophic detriment,
most tragically in 1492, when tens of thousands of Jews boarded leaky,
. overcrowded ships and sailed into uncertain exile just as Christopher
" Columbus struck out for the brighter promise of a New World.
Granted a scant four months by Ferdinand and Isabella to embrace
Christianity or flee Spain forever, many Jews remained and con-
verted—at least nominally. Large numbers of forced converes surrepti-
tiously honored their ancestral Jewish faith while hoping to escape the
potentially fatal gaze of Inquisition authorities determined to round up
every last crypto-Jew. Suspected false converts were paraded through
Spair’s towns and villages in gaudily horrific autos da fe (demonstra-
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Some of what Europe learned or rediscovered was mediated by the
perpetual minority in this ever changing Spain: its Jewish population.




AT

Lhris Lowney

tions of faith), then roasted alive at the stake
watery exile. J

and Spain’s Jews were ex i
‘ pelled in 1492. Yet El Cid’s epi '.
:wn v;gl_le hints of. trouble ahead. The Cid’s honor coecllj:e:arl(zpcfl) i)d :
Ll')ef,terf'e Ig(;ous devotion, and fair dealings with others. Well nZt .
pietely. Une community was conspicuously exempt fron; the %)irc?’

honorable treatment.

Before venturing i i
g into banishment, the Cid co i |
‘ g ed with '
:'n entrepreneurs would call a cash flow Squefie. l‘;vcjrbi‘cilvclllfjL : ?Od
¢ ;nsgorlz;qg his wealth into exile, the Cid lacked “startup ca 1'ltall;om
. .
is knights over until they garnered booty from frontli)er riilds I-;O.

" )
ricked two Jewish moneylenders, Rachel and Vidas into advanci
\ cin

of love into a mangled emblem of contempt: “Thou [Jesus] didst alk
oW

Thyself to be taken by the Jews, and on Moun

called Gol
I; ;N ; ig::ih; They put Thee on the cross.”

len i
y lizs. ’I;:E brF players Rach.ef and Vidas are hastily sketched stick
rhctori,c pTh fi_z;umng aﬁstock‘ caricature of the Jew in later literature and
ihe eagﬁ.r " rcaémgr nanciers, a bit too clever for their own good and
oo cager to I}las c;ht_ r(c)im a hard-pressed Christian, succumb to the greed
o occasions ¢ ajir ownfall. No nff:ed for the Cid to regret swindling
T 5 Cid’, to paraPhrase h1s. prayer, the Jews crucified Christ,
the ottt § portrait of Spanish Judaism fills 2 mere twenty of
et , o erses, those twenty lines tell enough of a story. On
em the roots of a weed that was nursed rather than uprry(*)otecie

t Calvary in the place

das briefly resurfaced
: to nag the Cid’s [ .
:iiznllent. of ;llmr loan. They were bundled off Wilthsbiftl;:: Illfzm o |
» leaving the audience doubting th lchy
e ! oubting that the now fabulousl
e 1ic Zoul:li ever honor his obligation. The same question m? Se)rfe‘gealiy
: i °c Els;: }; not that many audience members enjoying thegCid’s a.;lseroe :
ave spared much thought for two swindled Jewish mone ]
y__ .

A Vanished world haniininiall

soming into the overgrowth of religious enmity that choked off
ain’s Jewish civilization.

w1t El Cid’s britde caricatures belie the far richer reality of medieval
sh Jewry in the centuries before the ugly thistle of anti-Judaism
ed full bloom. Spain’s legacy includes the most creative, pros-
ojis Jewish civilization of the medieval era, and only against this
agnificent legacy do Spain's stake burnings, expulsions, and forced
versions emerge in their most hostific poignancy. Spain's Jews cre-

d and nurtured what dazzled scholars have called a Jewish Golden

Age.Their legacy still enlightens Jewish and world thought, long after

Jiving flame of that Golden Age was swamped in watery exile or
ffed out at the charred stake.
Prominent among Spain’s Golden Age heroes is Moses Maimonides,
om the soberly objective Fncyclopedia Judaica deems “the most illus-
ous figure in Judaism in the post-Talmudic era.” Another modern
olar seconds the judgment in simpler terms, calling Maimonides
‘the ourscanding representative of Jewish rationalism for all time’;
‘hapter 12 will explore Maimonides' enduring intellectual contribu-
ions to Judaism. This chapter will focus on Maimonides the physician
d on other profoundly influential thinkers and translators who

helped rouse European medical science from a centuries-long torpor.

This Jewish physician’s

improbable story begins with the fanatical

North African Muslim dynasty that spurred his odyssey from Spain to
greatness in the Near Fastata Muslim royal court.

Moses Maimonides was thirteen when North African invaders
uched down in Cérdoba in 1148, like other religiously inspired war-
riors who had battered Iberia since Tariq ibn Ziyad’s 711 invasion. As-
cetic Almohad fighters had surged from their Adas Mountain base (in
present Morocco) and dominated much of North Africa before launch-
ing their jihad into Spain. Like the eleventh century Muslim Al-
“moravid dynasty they displaced, the Almohads aimed to both shore up
2 faltering Muslim Spain and restore it to greater religious fervor.

"The name Almohad reflects the dynasty’s fervent embrace of Islam’s
core belicf: they were the al-Muwahiddun, those “who affirm the One-
ness of God.” In their reforming zeal, these Almohads had no room in
their Spain for Jews and Christians equally committed to the same
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iination, talent, and often some mix of all these. Moses tapped
r reservoirs of strength that spurred intense creativity and pro-

dogma of God’s absolute unity. Judaism and Christianity were
scribed; synagogues were closed. An Almohad commentator was
fronted that Jews “had become so bold as to wear Muslim clothi
and . . . mingl[e] with the Muslims in external affairs.” That out agt
was soon remedied. Jews were forced to don distinctive costumes;

und religious devotion while bringing him marerial success. Within
f-years of his brother’s death, Maimonides the Jew, a religious exile
m Almohad discrimination, had won appointment as personal
both Christians and Jews were pressured to convert. Some did, often .
name only. By day they marched to the cadence of new religious p
tices; locked away at home they recited older, familiar prayers,
doubredly with greater fervor, and undoubtedly plagued by doubt
the choice they had made. Others fled, and Spain’s exilic “sheep wa
began anew as Christians and Jews streamed from Almohad al- Andal I
in search of more tolerant spiritual pasture. '

Rabbi Maimon ben Joseph, Moses’s father, wandered Spain w1th
three children for nearly a dozen years seeking a hospitable religious
mate. In 1159 the family quit Spain for exile further aficld. Historic
perspective makes it easy to second-guess his choice: What sense to fle
Almohad fanaticism by retreating to the sect’s North African base? T

ysician and advisor to the Muslim al-Fadil, vizier to the famed war-
“sultan Saladin, who had wrested control of the Holy Land from
the .Crusaclers.

aladin’s 1193 death brought Maimonides yet a further step forward.
was named court physician to Saladin’s eldest son and successor, al-
dal Nur al-Din Ali. With the prestigious post came personal sacri-
e: “I am obliged to visit him [the Sultan] every day, carly in the
orning, and when he or any of his children or concubines are indis-
sed, 1 cannot leave.” The sultan’s priorities were Maimonides’ priori-
es. “Office hours” for others began only affer Maimonides returned
from court. He recounts receiving patients at his home until all hours,
even while lying down from sheer fatigne. When night falls, I am so
exhausted I can hardly speak.”

‘Though the sultan’s entourage undoubtedly considered their health
concerns urgent, such concerns would not strike dispassionate ob-
ervers as crises. While father Saladin devoted himself to recovering
Islam’s lost territories, son al-Afdal and his cohort indulged in sybaritic
pleasures closer to home. Dr. Maimonides' Treatise on Cobabitation re-

dictably, a few years later, the family was again on the move, by sdin
accounts escaping an increasingly hostile Morocco only through th
compassionate intervention of a Muslim friend.

Nearly twenty years after fleeing Cérdoba, Maimonides’ family set
tled in Fostat (old Cairo) in Egypt, where Moses would live, work
worship, raise his son, and die. If exile, persecution, and refugee life
hadn’t yet sufficiently tested this family’s endurance, other grief would
Moses’s father died a year after arriving in Egypt. His younger brothe

sponded to one courtier’s request for a “regimen that is helpful in in-
creasing sexual potential, because he said that he has a weakness in this
David drowned not long after, during a business expedition; he nearl :
pulled the whole family under with him, for his trading income hay
supported the extended family. Suddenly, David’s life, livelihood, fam:
ily assets, and precious jewels consigned by customers were all swept
away. Moses found himself liable for the lost wealth and sole guardian
of his brother’s wife and child. The toll nearly crushed Moses’s spiri
He seldom rose from his bed through the course of the succeeding’
year.

What happened next epitomizes the profound resilience of the
human spirit and the wonder of an era when a Jew’s fortunes could
swing wildly with a changing dynasty, a brother’s drowning, luck, de

regard.” Such attenuated virility may seem unbecoming in a powerful
royal, but consider the prince’s extenuating circumstances. He com-
plained-—if “complained” is the right word—that the “multitude of
young maidens” available to him were sapping his energies.

Maimonides’ home-concocted virility aid wouldn’t Jure most mod-

ern males away from the more expensive potency aids now marketed
by major drug companies. Indeed, one wonders whether an exasper-
~ ated, exhausted Maimonides wasn’t merely toying mischievously with
 the dissolute royal when he prescribed “a wondrous secret which no
_ person has (heretofore) described: take one liter each of carrot oil, and i

radish oil, one quarter liter of mustard oil, combine it all and pla_é_;‘.’-_' :
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therein one half licer of live saffron-colored ants placed in the sun for+
week, then massaged on the member.” One hopes for the prince’s sak
that the ants died before the ointment was applied.

Most of Maimonides’ medical secrets were not in fact original
Though one of medieval Europe’s outstanding medical minds and.
prolific author, he pioneered few new approaches to diagnosis and.
treatment. Instead, he digested and synthesized medical wisdom inher-
ited from ancient authorities like Galen and Hippocrates, wisdom long
lost in the West but revived in the Islamic East. Maimonides™ diagnos-
tic indicators of incipient pneumonia seem as if they could be drawn
from a modern medical text: “acute fever, sticking pain in the side,
short rapid breaths, serrated pulse and cough, mostly with sputum.”
But Maimonides had merely embellished the insightful diagnosis out-
lined a millennium eatlier by Galen.

Even more striking, however, is the contrast between the Greek and
Islamic wisdom synthesized by Maimonides and medicine’s primitive
state in the Latin West. Christian Europe’s so-called doctors were mired
in a swamp of ignorance and sinking deeper each passing generation.
Sixth-century John of Beverly had castigated nurses who were foolish
enough to bleed patients while the moon was in its unpropitious wax-
ing phase. Well, no grear surprise: he was writing in the darkest days of
Europe’s Dark Ages. Yet, seven centuries later, Europeans remained
bogged down in the same murky morass. No less an authority than the
Aragon royal court decreed in 3312 that barbers should bleed their pa-
tients only when the astrological signs were favorable. _

Granted, many of the practices that now seem so patently supersti-
tious had also been inherited from those same wise ancients. The great
Galen, not some illiterate medieval sorcerer, had linked the efficacy of 2
bloodletting to the moon’s phases. The Greeks had championed the
“science” of bloodletting, convinced that the ill suffered an imbalance .
of the four “humors” constituting the human body: yellow bile, black
bile, phlegm, and blood. What better than a therapeutic bloodletting
to restore the bodily humors to equilibrium? Although the ancient
Greeks and Romans had occasionally endorsed some (in retrospect)
bizarre practices, at least they were thinking, debaring, and writing, In
contrast, the medieval West had descended into an intellectual funk

e

L his tenth-century ivory perfume jar exemplifies the superb craftsman-
ship and refined sensibilities of Muslim Cérdoba. The inscription explains
the artisan’s inspiration: “The sight I offer [i.e., the jar's shape] is of the fairest,
the firm breast of a delicate maiden . ..”
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from which no medical writer of note emerged for nearly a millennium
fter Galen; worse vet, most volumes of classical authors had been lost

Bro Berruguete’s Sz. Dominic Burning Books depicts the saint’s Christian
text miraculously leaping from the flames while heretical books are con-

sumed. Not long after this work was painted, Archbishop Cisneros was orga-
nizing bonfires of Muslim holy books in Granada.

in barbarian rampages. Absent any stimulus to progress, European
- medicine regressed. Baseless practices like bloodletting became further
encrusted with layers of follk medicine and superstition as so-called
 physicians stumbled around a dark medical alley.

A lirtle light was shed onto these archaic practices from the Islamic
- East, often cnough mediated by Spain. A decade or so before Mai-
- monides’ family fled Spain, the Italian Gerard of Cremona arrived in
' Toledo, destined to unlock a treasure trove of Greco-Arabic medical
knowledge for fellow Furopeans. Gerard was one of a long procession
of European scholars drawn by Spain’s intellectual riches. Gerbert of
Aurillac, the French mathematician and future pope, had been one of
Spain’s first intellecutal pilgrims in the tenth century. A polyglot, multi-
national scholarly parade followed. The Slav Hermann the Dalmatian
settled in Spain’s northeast and completed the first translation of the
Quran into a European language in the early 1140s. The Italian Plato of
Tivoli labored over astronomical and mathematical texts from his base
near Barcelona. The Briton Daniel of Morley first headed to Paris, but
distressed at its intellecrual aridness, journeyed to Toledo and found
the libraries and intellectual stimulus he sought.

Toledo, most sophisticated of Spain’s scholarly centers, boasted one
of Europe’s most diverse ethnic and cultural mixes even before these
scholar-imuigrants arrived. It was a thriving Muslim city when Al-
fonso VI conquered it and proclaimed himself Emperor of the Two Re-
ligions. Many Muslims had remained, despite Christian rule. Three
generations later, the Almohad invasions had chased Jews and Chris-
tians from Spains southern coast. While some, like Maimonides, fled
Spain completely, others headed for Christian Toledo, its architecture
and customs evoking the Andalusian culture with which they were so
comfortable.

So a scholar like Gerard of Cremona entered a Toledo already
crawling with every conceivable ethnic and religious permutation.
Christian immigrants from Spain’s north had trailed the Reconquest
armies; Muslim Toledans were pursuing livelihoods under Christian
rule; Arabic-speaking Christians and Jewish refugees arrived from
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tion was the first of at least thirty editions prepared over the succe
five centuries. Spain’s medical school at Salamanca was still usin

al-Andalus after the Almohad invasions. There was no shortage of lan--
guage coaches to help new arrivals master alien Arabic texts. Nor did
creed or ethnicity stifle academic partnerships, as, for example, Arch-- cenna’s text in 1650, probably an all-time record for a SCiCIltiﬁ:
deacon Dominic Gundisalvi of Toledo teamed with the Jewish scholar’
Avendauth.

One final ingredient was needed to ignite the cultural explosion.:
Twelfth-century academics plied an even less lucrative trade than their-
modern counterparts (if that’s possible). There were no universities to-

speak of; a steady teaching post, a paid sabbatical, and academic leave

book—a record that unfortunately speaks less to Avicenna’s undoub
genius than to the abysmal pace of progress in Western science; H
ever advanced the medical science of our own age, one dearly b
that fledgling neurosurgeons in 2650 will not still be consulting
same textbooks as did the class of 2004. F

Though medical science did (fortunately} eclipse Avicenna eventu
are all inventions of a much later age. Medieval scholars often relied on: ally, the so-called Prince of Physicians fully anticipated modern pr '
the Church’s patronage. To humanity’s good fortune, an eatly wave of: tice in at least one field. Medieval pharmacology was a vibrant busines
scholar-translators arrived just as the enlightened Archbishop Ray- with unregulated apothecaries and quacks peddling every conceivab
potion for every conceivable ailment. The physician to tenrh—centm'y.

Cérdoban Abd al-Rahman III sought to cure a caliphal earache b
pouring a dove’s blood into the ear of his imperial patient. Maimo

mond of Toledo resolved to sponsor the retranslation into Latin of Ara-:
bic translations of Greek classics by Aristotle, Galen, and others. :

Gerard of Cremona emerged as the most prolific translator-scholar:
of the whole medieval era. One medieval chronciler reported that Ger~
ard was staggered by what he discovered in Toledo, and, “secing the :

ides’ premodern virility recipe was no more outlandish than this me
dieval Celtic concoction for combating baldness: “Let calcine [ig;;

abundance of books in Arabic on every subject, and regretting the’ burn] a raven, his ashes boil in sheep’s suet, and rub to the head;it

poverty of the Latins in these things, he learned the Arabic language.” cures.” Humanity'’s health concerns haven't much changed in a millen-
The indefatigable Ttalian ferreted through Toledo’s libraries, churning
out translations of at least seventy major works previously unavailable
in the Latin-speaking West. _
Translators like Gerard didn’t follow a predefined road map. Afte

all, there was no master list of ancient manuscripts and no way of.

nium: preening, insecure males still guarantee a booming market for
impotence and baldness remedies. !

But if health concerns have changed little, the regimen for testing
prospective cures fortunately has. Government agencies review exten- -
sive clinical trial results before approving drugs for sale—almost exactly

knowing which would be most enlightening. Translators gravitated to-: what Avicenna proposed a millennium ago. He advocated group trials

ward whatever struck them as most interesting, As Gerard’s colleagues to ensure statistical validity, recommended hurman trials as a late stage

put it in a rather frivolous remembrance, their mentor worked like a of drug testing, and stressed the need to monitor each drug’s long-term

: “wise man who, wandering through a green field, links up a crown of : impact and potential complications.
flowers, made from not just any, but from the prettiest.” :

Medicine was one of the fields thart struck Gerard as, well, “prerti--

st.” He provided Europe’s first translation of the Canon of Medicine,

Unfortunately, not all of Avicenna’s ideas were thoroughly grounded
in the scientific values of observation and experiment. It’s no coin-
cidence that medieval medicine’s great authorities all scemed w0 be
an exhaustive treatise on health and medicine by the eleventh-cencury philosopher-doctors: Avicenna, Maimonides, and another brilliant _:' -
Persian philosopher-doctor Ibn Sina {(Avicenna in the West). As Gerard

plowed through the Canon’s million words, he could not possibly have

Spanish Muslim named Averroes. No tormented appendicitis sufferer:

today would relish an appendectomy inflicted by some stereotypically
predicted Avicenna’s long-lasting impact on Western medicine. The tweedy, pipe-smoking philosopher ever prone to distracted absorption

Canon is the most famous text in medical history, and Gerard’s transla-

in deep thought. But educated medieval Europeans saw nothing odd
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the joint profession of philosopher-doctor. Indeed, quite the opposite

- discipline. But Avicenna’s approach was not thoroughly scientific. And
Those falling under the sway of ancient Greek wisdom revered philos:

: - because he held Europeans in his thrall for centuries by dint of his sheer
ophy as the highest science, uncovering logically demonstrable and: '

therefore unquestionable truths. Study of the human body was only
one part, and most definitely 2 subsidiary part, of the broader intellec
tual quest for timeless certainties. Ancient and medieval Europeans un
derstood the term “philosophy” much more broadly than moderns do
as encompassing the sciences and all other fields that pursued truth via
rational speculation. .
Scholars like Avicenna arrived at truth by deduction from basic prin
ciples, not by the inductive process of scientific method, where hypo
theses are tested by observation and experiment. The medical pioneer
Galen was convinced of the (in retrospect) wacky theory that the body .
was constituted of four humors not because of detailed observarion, but
because the theory elegantly paralleled Aristotle’s theory that the whole
material universe was constituted of four elements (fire, earth, water,
and air). The same reverence for philosophical truth (and for Aristotle)
infected medieval thinkers like Avicenna, who summarily dismissed ap
parent facts that happened to contradict Aristotle’s theories: “Although
their [the physicians’] view appears to be superficially more plausible,”
he once wrote about a disputed point, “the philosophers [Aristotle’s]
view is really the correct one.” Why? Because Aristotle said it. '
Nor were medieval philosopher-doctors particularly interested in
verifying the so-called truths that reason uncovered. Avicenna boldly.
parroted Aristotle’s conjecture that there were three heart ventricles fu~
riously pumping away inside us, never attempting to investigate th
claim. Thus, even as Avicenna and others liberated Christendom from:
numerous medical fallacies, they also misdirected medicine by empha--

genius, Europe long lacked the confidence to identify his shortcomings
- and steer medicine onto more solid scientific grounds.

The quest for greater professionalism faced another stumbling
block. All well and good that translators like Gerard of Cremona
gamely exposed Europe to Avicenna’s wisdom. Unfortunately, Gerard
preached science to a society more interested in faith. At about the
same time Gerard labored to translate Avicenna’s massive Canon, the
French monk (and saint-to-be) Bernard of Clairvaux was advising his
fellow Churistians, “To consult physicians and take medicines befits not
religion and is contrary to purity.” A full century later, the Fourth Lat-

eran Council of bishops in 1215 seconded Bernard’s sentiment: “[We]

order and suictly command physicians of the body, when they are
called to the sick, to warn and persuade [the sick] first of all to call in
physicians of the soul.” In one respect, these churchmen were giving
sage advice: one undoubtedly increased one’s chances of reaching old
age by steering clear of the barbers, surgeons, village healers, and as-
sorted charlatans passing themselves off as the medieval equivalent of
doctors.

But Bernard was not protesting medieval medicine’s deficient qual-
ity. Rather, he feared that medicine was violating the fundamental
Christian disposition to lodge trust in God rather than man. With the
Roman Empire’s collapse, the sparse medical care available to the pub- -
lic had fallen disproportionately into the laps of cathedrals and mon-
asteries, much as the Church had similarly served as illiterate Europe’s
educaror of last resort. The Church’s involvement in health care
worthily honored the legacy of Jesus, who spectaculacly healed the
blind, deaf, and lame during his short life. '

sizing theory over experimentation. Avicenna and contemporaries -
belittled surgery, for example, as little better than manual labor to be*

ormed e Buzt these gospel accounts could be read two ways. Every Churistia
performed by hacks.

_ agreed that Jesus challenged followers to minister to the sick, but notall
On the one hand, Avicenna’s systematic compendium pushed Euro

pean medicine forward. His medical texts exposed Europeans to the
valid insights of ancient Greek physicians, as updated by Muslim schol-
ars in the Near East. More important, he helped rescue medicine from:
dominance by amateur folklore and transformed it into a professional

commentators interpreted that challenge as encouragement to unde
stand the science of medicine. Some drew exactly the opposite conclu
sion: Jesuss miraculous healings demonstrated that only God: hel
power over illness and health, and that humans should trust div
rather than human intervention. As a result, a large dollop of faith



154 Chris Lowney
often stirred into medieval pharmaceutical compounds. A ten
century manuscript prescribed, “Against dysentery, a bramble of whi
both ends are in the earth, take the nether root, delve it up, cut n
chips with the left hand and sing three times the Miserere Mei D
and nine times the Pater Noster {i.e., the Our Fatherl.”

Other medieval Spaniards could have steered European medi_c
onto the right track. Among Gerard’s many translation projects wel
excerpts of a treatise by the Spanish Muslim Abu-1-Qasim, also kno :
as Abulcasis (936—1013). Whereas our blunter age offers up books W1
titles like Medicine for Dummies, the more considerate Abulcasis chri
tened his masterwork 7he Recourse of Him Who Cannot Compose
Medical Treatise on His Own). Unlike Avicenna, who sniffed at med
cine’s messy practicalites, and Christian theologians, who shunned:
on theological grounds, Abulcasis seems to have gotten his hands qui
dirty in the everyday wavails of yanking decayed teeth, delivering
squalling infants, setting fractures, and cauterizing wounds. g

Seems to have gotten his hands dirty. Though scholars are unsure to
what extent Abulcasis actually practiced surgery, his writings o
surgery, translated by Gerard of Cremona, became the practical coms
panion to Avicenna’s theoretical Cznon. Abulcasis baby-stepped readers
through the basics of repairing hernias, amputating limbs, treating al
dominal wounds, removing bladder stones, and even fashioning artifi-

cial teeth from beef bone. He not only provided instructions for
common surgeries but illustrated the tools of the trade. His encyclop
dia depicted more than two hundred dental and surgical instruments;
many of them apparently designed by Abulcasis himself and some of
them previously unknown in the West: a tonsil guillotine, the syringe,
a prototype of the plaster cast, and the use of animal gut for sutures. No
medieval surgeon could ring up a local medical supplier for a new for-
ceps. Forced either to engineer one’s own tools or coach some black-
smith to do so, Abulcasiss sketched prototypes were invaluable to
medieval physicians. Unfortunately, copyists embellished each new.
edition with their own exotic renderings of Abuleasis’s tools, treating’
the surgical instruments as decorative doodles that prettied up the
manuscript rather than as life-saving equipment.

Abulcasis and Avicenna accounted for only a tiny share of the flour-

_comparing thick and turbid waters to pure and light waters . .

A Vanished World

ishing Arabic-language medical literature. Historians have catalogued
medical writings authored by some seventy Muslim scholars during the
period from 800 to 1300. In contrast, the full medical school library at
Europe’s showcase University of Paris shelved a grand total of nine vol-
umes at the end of the fourteenth century. L
 What did Maimonides add to this mix other than his dubious for- -
mula for rejuvenating a libidinous sultan? He made few groundbreak-
ing contributions to diagnosis or treatment, but there was something

original in his medical work: a holistic vision that a healthy life paid -

equal atrention to body, environment, and spirit alike. Maimonides
was not the first to advocate a “healthy mind in a healthy body,” an idea
already promoted by his classical sources. But he articulated a further-
reaching, more integrated notion of human health than either his an-
cient sources or even most moderns. As a Spanish Jew, he straddled a
fault line of medieval civilizations. His viewpoint was unique: the Is-

 lamic East exposed him to the most developed medical knowledge of
:_ his day; as a rabbi’s son, he filtered that knowledge through a religious

vision of the human person.
In our modern specialist culture, the doctor tends to the body, pub-

- lic health specialists to the environment, psychologists to the mind,
- and preachers to the soul. Maimonides would have balked at rigid de-
- marcations among medicine, public health, psychology, and spiritual-

ity. The human person is a whole being, not divided into slices. Body,
mind, and soul are interrelated. What sense does it make to segregate
health practitioners into arbitrarily narrow, rigid boxes of expertise?
Maimonides instead treated the continuum of body, soul, spirit, and
environment. Long before public health researchers documented the
correlation between asthma incidence and inner-city pollution, an in-
tuitive Maimonides warned against the health risks endemic to city liv-
ing: “Comparing the air of cities to the air of deserts and forests is like
.And if

you . . . cannot emigrate from the city, at least try to live on the out-

skirts.”

Maimonides staked out even more adventurous arguments by ex-
ploring the nexus between psychological and physical weli-being.
Modern research linking positive patient attitudes to speedier recovery
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from serious illness wins only grudging acknowledgment from mény
medical professionals who are accustomed to treating only the body?
physical machinery. Yet Maimonides pressed doctors to consider thei
patients’ emotional state and not just their bodily parts: “One must pay
. In all these
the physician should not give precedence to anything before improving

attention and constantly consider emotional activiries . .

the state of the psyche by removing all these (extreme) emotions.”

Maimonides’ final step along the body-environment-spirit contin
uum was his boldest, suggesting that the sou/s health could impact the
bodys, that religion and medicine are complementary and related dis;
plines, utilizing different tools but ultimately linked. Body and spirit
are inseparable, and physical health and happiness entail proper atten-
tion to spirituality. Worldview, values, and religious practices do not
merely concern the afterlife but this bodily life as well. Illness could be
caused or exacerbated by what might be called “moral unhealth.” In
such cases, treating the body as a machine was useless; rather, said Mai-
monides, “These situations can (only) be obtained through speculatlvc
philosophy and from moral admonitions of the [religious] Law.”

In fact, speculative philosophy and religious law absorbed the greater -

part of Maimonides” mental energies. Though Maimonides the physi-

cian complained that his labors left him so exhausted he could hardly

sleep, he was not too drained to focus his incisive intellect on his reli-

gious faith. If his contributions to medicine are limited, his contribu-

tions to Jewish thought were revolutionary. The same Greek wisdom -
thar burtressed his medical knowledge spurred daring analyses of Jew- i

ish law and Scripture. His approach would alternately invigorate and -

terrify his Jewish contemporaries.

12. Rethinlzing Religio:n

“To Long with an Exceec]fng Longing”

L magine the mind-set of Maimonides, who championed this advice

- for a healthy night’s sleep: “A person should not sleep on his face or on
his back but on his side; at the beginning of the night on the left side
and at the end of the night on the right side.” Forget entirely whether
the odd regimen actually benefits health. Who would bother to wake

up in the middle of the night and calculate whether it’s time to flip over?

Well, Maimonides apparently. Now imagine the same disciplined
mind-set applied to Judaism’s sacred tradition, anchored by its Torah
(“Law”). Narrowly understood, the Torah comprises the Hebrew Bible's
first five books (Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteron-
omy). Orthodox Jews understand this Written Law as God’s direct reve-
lation to Moses atop Mt. Sinai, immortalized in the Exodus episodes
that culminate in Moses’s presentation of God’s Ten Commandments
to a Jewish nation fotlornly wandering the desert in search of their
Promised Land.

The Mt. Sinai revelations also included a body of Oral Law, so Jew-
ish. tradition holds. More fragile than hand-copied parchments, the
precious Oral Law was inscribed not on stone wblets but on Moses’s
heart and mind, then passed from one generation to another of Jewish
religious leaders and eventually compiled as Talmud (Hebrew for
“teaching” or “learning”) in the fifth and sixth centuries.
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We often perceive law with a negative connotation: certain beh:
iors are proscribed to prevent civilized societies from disintegraﬁ_i_n‘
into chaos. But Jewish tradition celebrates law’s equally rich positive di
mensions. Proscriptions declaring certain foods unclean sanctify
totality of human existence, reminding pious Jews to reverence Go
even in the minutest details of daily life’s most mundane chores. Whe
the gospel Jesus famously rails at the Pharisees’ punctilious observar
of their seemingly arcane laws, the Pharisees never get to tell their si
of the story: that the treasure of Jewish law was a divine gift enabli_h_.
Jews to heed Scripture’s injunction to keep the Lord’s word ever or
their hearts, minds, and lips. .

Like any compilation of ancient religious wisdom collected ove
centuries, the Torah and Talmud are messily organized, to say the leas
Inconsistencies abound, starting with two contradictory Creation ac
counts that tumble unapologetically from Genesis: in its first chapt'_c:'
the human person finishes God’s creative activity; yet a chapter lates
Adam is molded from clay early in God’s creative endeavors, even be
fore vegetation is introduced to Eden. Similarly confused is the belove
tale of Noah’s ark. In Genesis 6:19, “ewo [animals] of every sort . . . mal
and female” waddle, slither, hop, or gallop up the ark’s gangway. Yet
few verses later, Noah’s embarkation orders are inexplicably differen;

“Seven pairs of all clean animals . . . and a pair of the animals that are
not clean.”

Apparent contradictions are equally rife throughout the Talmud’s:
often-dueling interpretations of scriptural texts and expansive, free.
wheeling digressions. Competing or contradictory scriptural interpre-
tations are never reconciled, nor does a workable index enumerate:
competing interpretations. A devout Jew hoping to reap Talmud and

Torah wisdom relating to Sabbath practices, for example, undertakes
an exasperating harvest of countless scattered citations.

The disciplined, well-ordered Maimonides sought to rescue the de-
vout Jew who lacked Talmud texts or the education to decipher them,
or who simply wanted to understand his or her Sabbath duties clearly.
Maimonides’ Mishueh Torah (Repetition of the Law) eschewed encyclo-
pedic compilation of competing rabbinical viewpoints to offer instead
his judgment of the “correct” interpretation of Jewish law wherever
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ossible. Maimonides inherited over a thousand years of learned rab-
inical commentary, yet was bold enough to assert thar “a man who

rst reads the Written Law and after that reads chis {Mishneh Torahl,

will know from it the entire Oral Law and will have no need to read any

ther book besides them.” True to his word, he painstakingly parsed
ewish law on marriage rituals, sabbath practices, clean and unclean
oods, prayer, and countless other matters. The Mishnebh Torah closes by
magining Jewish history’s longed-for end time: “In that era there will

“be no famine, no war, no envy, no strife.” Wisdom and knowledge,

ather than unbridled pursuit of earthly delights, will characterize this

halcyon age: “The things that are now vague and deeply hidden will be
revealed . . . and the land shall be full of the knowledge of the Lord, as

- the waters cover the sea.”

The vision epitomized Maimonides’ conviction that God had cre-
ated a rational world, blessed the Jews with a rational law, and gifted
humans with the intellectual prowess to decipher God’s ordered design
of nature. Accordingly, the Mishneh Torah did not merely elaborate
what the Law taught but why one interpretation was demonstrably su-
perior to another, or why a certain Genesis passage should be under-
stood metaphorically, not literally. Maimonides believed thar revelation
was reasonable and would not contradict what logic or science could
discover independently.

Maimonides explored these ideas in the Guide for the Perplexed, a
follow-up to the Mishneh Torah for educated Jews whose faith had been
shaken by exposure to philosophy and its reasoned dissection of as-
sumptions about ethics, religion, and the human person. The Islamic
world had rediscovered long-forgotten works of Plato, Aristotle, and
the other ancients. Maimonides sought to teach fellow Jews that phi-
losophy—and by extension, all science and rational inquiry—-was not
only compatible with their beliefs but would enhance faith and deepen
understanding of Jewish law.

More to the point, practicing philosophy—zhinking—was distinctly
divine behavior that embodied one’s most God-like trait. Maimonides
analyzed a beloved Scripture passage to prove his point. What did God -
mean on that sixth biblical day of creation by declaring, “Let us make
man in our image, after our likeness”? Surely not thac human beings.




ished World 161
160 Chris Lowney A Vanisghe 0

brains being filled with the superstitions of old women.” His thet‘alog‘i»
cal musings betrayed a deep debt to the ancient thinkers he studied in
Spain and in the Islamic East. Plato and Aristotle, for example, had glo-
rified the intellect as seat of the human soul. Maimonides likewise por-
trayed the intellectual soul as “God’s image and likeness” and shook
many Jewish contemporaries by asserting that this soul, freed of the
meddlesome body after death, might live eternally with God.

One medieval rabbi wrote of devout Jews deeply dismayed by Mai-
monides’ teaching about this purely spiritual aftelife, “Their hope had
turned to despair and their longing had been in vain.” For as they
understood Maimonides, their bodies would perish, and “Only their
souls will hover about the world and fly in the air like angels.”

Maimonides’ death-defying spiritual soul, though perfectly compat-
ible with Greek wisdom, was alien to his own Jewish tradition. Deu-
teronomy’s authors would have fumbled fucilely for a suitable Hlebrew
word to express so alien a concept. Even later books of the Hebrew
Bible, which explicitly begin to broach a concept of afterlife, contem-
plate bodily resurrection rather than some disembodied spiritual par-
adise. The prophet Daniel assured (and warned) Jews, “And masy of
those who sleep in. the dust of the carth shall awake, some to everlasting
life, and some to shame and everlasting contempt.” One medieval
rabbi accordingly attacked Maimonides’ Greek-inspired notion that
glorified the intellectual soul over the body: “In what way is the soul of
the righeous man superior to his body ... ? ... both ... [bod.y and

soul] have an equal hand in their righteousness as well as their wicked-

physically resemble God. Faces and internal organs are common to all
earthly creatures, and however superior the human may consider h
snout to the manatee’, the difference between physical artributes is re

refer to some quality uniquely differentiating humans from other an
mals, “which no other creature on earth possesses . . . [therefore] on ac
count of the Divine intellect with which man has been endowed he is
said to have been made in the form and likeness of the Almighty.” Ap
plying one’s divine intellect to interpret religious law and Scripture wa _
therefore, God-like, prayerful activity. Or, as Maimonides put it else-
where, humans must strive to “harmonize the law with what is intell
Maimonides may not have feared unfettered rational inquiry to har-
monize faith and reason, but not all his contemporaries were so san.
guine. Some Jews feared he had pried open a Pandora’s box. Wh
should decide, for example, which passages of Scripture and which ar
ticles of faith were open to rational scrutiny; and whose reinterpretation
was valid? _
Maimonides scandalized some by applying his logical scalpel even to”
the beloved Genesis passages poruaying the God of creation. Genesis:
depicted an unmistakably fleshy, potter God who, after a misty rain:
softened the earth, “formed man of dust from the ground, and:
breathed into his nostrils the breath of life.” Many generations later, the
God of Exodus chiseled out Ten Commandments, “and the writing
was the writing of God, graven upon the tables.” How clse to mold the.
human or hammer out commandments bur with Divine Hands? But:
literal interpretation of such passages made no sense to Maimonides
However extraordinary a pair of Divine Hands one might imagine, the*
fingertips would mark the finite limit of their reach. Yet God was an -
fonite being and therefore a purely spiritual entity. Moreover, physical
bodies have parss, yet Deuteronomy assured Jews thar God is One. ;
Maimonides understood the Creation story as anthropomorphic °
metaphor that helped simple minds grasp the harder to fathom con- -
cept of a spiritual Deity creating a material world out of nothing. He
railed against rabbis who clung to literal interpretation of such stories:
“Most ignorant of human beings and more erring than the beasts, their -

ness.”
Maimonides’ ideas about God and afterlife were not afl new; some

had even won fairly wide acceptance among well-educated Jews. But
never had a Jewish thinker, and rarely a philosopher in any of the three
monotheistic traditions, so comprehensively pondered questions that
many modern believers never seriously grapple with: What is God like?
What does it mean to be a human person? Should I accept Scripture,
law, and revelation as written, or are they open to interpretation?
Maimonides’ incisive intellect and unflinching embrace of philo-
sophical method prompted a crisis in Judaism. What was later dubbed
the Maimonidean Controversy swept Spain and southern France as
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rabbis debated Maimonides’ opinions. Passionate letters traded charg
and excommunications. The controversy featured the unlikely spe
cle of Jews denouncing Maimonides to Christian inquisition autho
ties. Not that Jewish rabbis regarded inquisitors as authorities
anything Jewish, but some derived satisfaction from seeing. M:
monides’ works in flames, even in Christian-kindled bonfires.

Still, however ingenious his effort to reconcile reason and faith, M;
monides’ most profound gift to modern generations may be his simp
piety and humility before God. The brilliant archrationalist who
so much farther than his contemporaries also saw and acceptec
human mind’s inability to fathom God’s infinite majesty, power, :
goodness. “Our knowledge,” he wrote, consists in knowing nothin
more than that “we are unable truly to comprchend Hi ¢
“endeavor to extol Him in words,

i 't
olved. It was one thing for Mai}r:loréldes :; ;uffgis; tﬁitfn:c;i:ii S
: ith divine hands; m:
ol rr:fld f’l*iﬂliﬁ if;l:l interpretation of this passage. B‘ut
"‘L__‘:i: S ll;e iinci? It became quite another thing some four centuries
h?"‘e dIaWCt}rj'l o a: ed from natural reason that the earth revolved
3 o, Z fyliu a scriptural worldview stubbornly defe.rlcfled.by
'und'the Sun’h een %1’ when modern Muslims reject corehglomsts
athOhC' Churcullrcli-b;e suicide bombers with the promiSfa of lftcrallﬁ
] 'h-O. o WIZce opulated by “Companions with beautlﬁll,- big, an
pj:tsrl:itzy;g (muPc,h Jess whether anyone will get there by raking his or
- o hfe'zn N th:c;frf H:zzetrcl)tbtlliziiat faith need not feau‘f reason.
Ma}moéi :1:’5 Z?(traoriﬁnary gift of intellect to dearly held behf::fs does
Apply{ifrrlg othcsz Creator, but praises God. Yet, at the same time, h.e
each oit limits of our intelicctual capabilities. The genius Mai-
té'ac:lzsest;ho ultimately falls silent before the Cﬂrleator God gives pause
o measure of all things.
to';%‘:i;‘jggﬁi?i;:j;ﬁf and reason gripped not only twelfth-

i istianity as well.
and thirteenth-century Judaism, but Islam and. Christianity v
™ ms were to ignite in Islam the sam

m.” Even .,
all our efforts in speech are m
weakness and failure.” Because our finite minds cannot plumb the infi
nite, we can only accurarely proclaim what God 7 not, never what God
is. A devout Maimonides finally falls silent in awe, urging believers
heed the fourth Psalm’s admonition: “Commune with your own heart
upon your bed, and be still.” Or, as Maimonidics expressed it in the
words of another psalm, “Silence is praise to Thee” (Psalm 65:2). -
The depth of Maimonides devotion belies the st
mote intellecrual sterilely divorced from emorional engagement with
his God. Rather, as Maimonides exclaimed, “When a person conter
plates His great and wondrous works and creatures, and from them ob-
tains a glimpse of His wisdom which is incomparable and infinite, he
will straightway love Him, praise Him, glorify Him, and long with an
exceeding longing to know His great Name.”

: ingeni ish Musli
Two ingenious Sparnis . : thesame ™
tense ir;gtellectual friction that the Maimonidean Controversy sp |

i d:
in Judaism. Indeed, in the coursic{ (()if a Ce;lt;rr};ﬁdca;i?éeﬁin;;ai :
‘Christianity would each be wracked—and fo :
..Ciiggtizﬁ:zeconcﬂe faith and reason, philosoph}.r ani/[ theln.:)logzgvaii; eiz .:
: modernism and orthodoxy. One Spam:.;h uslim, A =
vould disi ish himself as his era’s foremost thinker, surpassing eve
WOI'lld dl’_;;mgu d out-thinking any contemporary phllosopl.ler in’
Chsirondon arllJtterly rejected by his own Muslim comn'numty,. he;
e most creative generation of Christian thinkers in a.

creotype of a re

Christendom.
would inspire th

millennium. . . T
Averroes would be brought to prominence by a friend a )

ical
ivi lete work, a slender allegoric :
fayl, whose only surviving comp !
F:lr; I;Ll:.ai{enged his Muslim coreligionists and warns of the awesome re .:_
tale, : b .
sponsibility humans inherit as stewards of God’s creation

Maimonides’ ewelfth-century analysis of sacred texts and religious b

lief foreshadowed an approach that discomfics many twenty-first-

century believers committed to iteral interpretation of Scripture: God:
said what God meant, and humans should not question but simpl):fﬁ_
obey. The Maimonidean Controversy prefigured a struggle that be

came only more challenging across centuries as scientific method, liter-
ary deconstruction, archaeology, and historical criticism developed and
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y darling boy was taken, and his good name

20. Columbus, a New World,
and the End of History

“A Deed Forbidden Ly Fvery Faith”

dasy 1o overlook among refugee-burdened ships crowding Spain's
harbors in the summer of 1492 would have been a three-ship flotilla
being readied for an August departure. While thousands of Jews and
Muslims sailed south to North Africa or east to Turkey, ninety sailos
readied the Nifia, Pinta, and Santa Maria 1o head west. While King
Ferdinand was slowly tightening the noose around Granada through-
out the 1480, the Italian adventurer Christopher Columbus was vainly
pitching an expedition plan to Portugal’s King Jogo 11. Joao's advisors
had pooh-poohed Columbus’s absurd idea of reaching the Indies by
sailing directly west. Jodo's navigators were making increasingly ventur-
ous sallies along the African coastline; they were committed to opening
a route to the Indies by reaching Africds southern tip and heading east.

Ferdinand and Isabella’s initial response to Columbus’s scheme had
been almost as discouraging. They met him in 1486, with their crusade
to drive Muslim power from Granada weighing heavily on their minds
and pocketbooks. With war draining their resources, Columbus was
Jucky the monarchs hadn't dismissed outright his far-fetched plan. In-
stead, they referred it to a commission headed by Queen Isabella’s con- .
fessor, friar Hernando de Talavera. Isabella trusted Talavera; he could
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read; he knew Scripture. That more or less sums up his qualifications t
head the commission. As Columbus’s son put it, “There were not s
many geographers then as now, [so] the members of this committ
wete not so well informed as the business required.” :

Not so well informed indeed. Some commissioners argued tha
Columbus sailed west he could never get back, for they imagined th
ocean sea sloping in such in a way thar Columbus “would be goir
downhill and so could not return . . . even with the aid of the strong
wind.” Equally grave theological objections were piled on top of th
“scientific analysis.” Columbus’s world map seemed to situate the An
tipodes at the globe’s far south. Yet Church tradition affirmed th
Jesus’s apostles had preached the gospel message “to the ends of th
earth,” and because no record existed of an apostolic visit to these s
called Antipodean tribes, it was obvious that neither they nor the pla,
they supposedly inhabited could possibly exist. ;

There were, of course, better reasons to have doubted Columbu

However their discassions unfolded, Columbus’s fine-tuned second
wch struck economic, messianic, religious, and geopolitical chords
at all rang sweetly to the monarchs. He later wrote in his diary th.at
after promising “all of the profit from my enterprise should be. spent in
e conquest of Jerusalem . . . your Highnesses smiled and said that it
pleased them.” The Ottoman Turks had gained a menacing foothol_d
on Christian Europe’s eastern flank, and Columbus portrayed Ferdi-
nand’s takeover of Muslim Granada as prelude to a cataclysmic global
showdown with Islam. His expedition would reconnect Europe with
supposed long-lost Christian kingdoms cut off by Islamic territ?ry n
between. By reuniting the forces of global Christendom, Ferdinand
and Columbus would unleash a unified assault that Islam surely
could not withstand. Such grandiose considerations aside, there were
straightforward attractions to Columbus’s plan, not least the chance to
leapfrog Portugal’s steady imperial progress by establishing overseas
colonies for Spain.

So, in August 1492, Jews and Muslims sailed toward exile and
Columbus toward a New World. He brought along a fluent Arabic
spealcer, presuming that with Islam’s broad ‘global dominance, 3ty peo-

after sailing a mere two thousand or so nautical miles west. Neith
Columbus, Talavera, noz, for that matter, any other European unde;
stood just how large was the globe they inhabited: a two thousand-mil
journey would have stranded Columbus in mid-Arlantic, a good eigh
thousand miles short of Asia and well short even of the Americ
{(which, of course, were nowhere at all on Columbus’s map).

Credit Columbus with perseverance, if only the perseverance of a':
desperate man running out of options. While Talavera’s commission’
dilly-dallied and Ferdinand waged war on Granada, Columbus drifted:
toward abject poverty and solicited sapport from anyone who might ‘
further his suit with the king and queen. It paid offin late 1491 with his
second royal audience. The steady progress of their Granada siege had -
brightened the monarchs’ outlook and placed them in a more expan- .
sive frame of mind. Romanticized accounts portray Columbus with-
drawing from the royal court withour a formal commitment, only to
be chased down by royal messengers summoning him back to the mon-
archs’ presence with the good news that Granada had just surrendered.
Relieved of ongoing sicge costs, it suddenly scemed no great hardship
to subsidize half of Columbus’s expedition expenses.

ples he encountered before finding his lost Christian tribes would likely
be Arabic-speaking Muslims.

Columbus wasn’t the only one concerned about effective diplomacy
with Islam. Friar Hernando de Talavera, chairman of the erstwhile
commission that so gravely doubted Columbus, had since been named
archbishop of the newly conquered Granada. He showed considerabl?f
more imagination in the role than he had when assessing Columbus's
navigational plans. Talavera met regularly with Muslim religious lead-
ers, had Christian liturgical prayers translated into Arabic while at-
tempting to learn the language himself, and founded a sch(.)ol o train
Christian preachers to serve what he hoped would be a growing Arabxc}—
speaking flock. To be sure, his initiatives were geared to lure Granada.s
Muslims to Christianity, not exactly embodying the spirit of the sur-
render treaty pledge to “ever afterwards allow . . . all the common peo
ple, great or small, to live in their own [Muslim] religion.” But Te_tl_av
at least refrained from the heavy-handed approach char other roy:
visors advocated in this moment of Christian triumph.
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'That heavier fist fell soon enough. Archbishop Francisco Jiménez ¢
Clsn(.eros of Toledo toured Granada in 1499. No surprise that this fii
ture 1nf:1uisitor general and cardinal promoted an uncompromisiﬁgl
aggressive brand of proselytization. He eschewed Talavera’s patien
dialogue-based ministry, preferring the more efficient approach of pre
sured mass conversions. Lest any of Granadas Moors mismderst:;.n

ment. Cisneros cited the riots that inevitably ensued as proof that T
la\.rera’s tactics had been too soft for so stiff-necked a people nev
mind that Cisneros’s own provocations had actually incited the ’unré :
Goaded by Cisneros and others, Ferdinand and Isabella summaril

voided Muslim rights under the decade-old surrender treaty, issuing )
new edict requiring Muslims in Granada and Castile to convert or b

exiled, the same dilemmma over which so many Jews had earlier ago-
nized., ®

.As Granadans stewed over the injustice that a treaty entered in good
faith had been unilaterally revoked from a community now stripped of

a-ll military power and negotiating leverage, one bitterly aggrieved Mus
lim appealed to the Ottoman sultan in Constantinople:

Therefore ask their Pope, that is to say, the ruler of Rome, why
they

permitted treason after having [granted] amnesty,

And why they harmed us with their betrayal with no wrong or

crime on
Our part?

-

As for him who grants a treaty and then betrays it, that is a deed
forbidden by every faith.

_In the event, most Granadans converted, but the same writer de;
scribes their dim view of their new faich: “Tt was the fear of death and of

religion nor what they say on the subject of the Trinity.”
Columbus’s glory days lasted only about as long as the Granada sur-

burning that caused us to convert . . . we accept neither our change of .
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render treaty. His October 12, 1492 Jandfall at the island he christened
San Salvador (also known today as Watling Island in the Bahamas) vin-
dicated his decision to sail west, even if what he had discovered was not
exactly the Astan island of Cipangu (i.e., Japany}, as he believed. Spain’s
grateful monarchs named him Admiral of the Ocean Sea and governor
general of all he discovered. Yet, within a half dozen years, Spain’s inter-
est in his New World was already waning. While he gushed over the
New World's incomparable promise, veterans of his voyages instead de-
scribed a miserable backwater tyrannized by Columbus’s overbearing
rule. Columbus could staff his third voyage of 1498 only by enlisting
convicts to round out his crew. Two years later, Ferdinand and Isabeila
dispatched a legate to the Americas investigate persistent reports of

Columbus’s harsh leadership style.

The Admiral of the Ocean Sea was returned to Spain in chains in
late 1500. Deeply insulted, he kept the shackles "as a mermorial of how
well he had been rewarded for his many services.” He set out to vindi-
cate himself, scraping together raw material for what later appeared as
bis Libro de las Profectas (Book of the Prophecies). Spaniards may have
begun regarding him as a tyrant who had stumbled on a few worthless
spits of land, but Columbus regarded himself as a man of destiny, lead-
ing a great apocalyptic journey that was hastening history toward the
conversion of the whole world to Christianity. Or, as he rather
grandiosely imagined, “God made me the messenger of the new heaven

and the new earth of which he spoke ini the Apocalypse.”

His Book of the Prophecies teased out-of-context snippets of Scripture
and Bible commentary to bolster his case. Isidore of Seville hadn
dared guess when the world might end, but Columbus seized on Al-
fonso the Wise’s world history to argue differently. From the world’s
creation, Columbus asserted, “according to the account of King Alonso
which is considered the most certain,” only 155 years remained until the
7,000th anniversary of creation, “in which years I said above according
to said authorities, the world must end.” With so little time remaining,
chere was much to do before the Messial's Second Coming, starting
with Jerusalem’s reconquest and the conversion of all humanity to
Christianity. Columbus saw himself catalyzing this unfolding drama of
human history careering toward its climactic close.
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The Libro de Profecias was never circulated beyond Columbus’s own
intimate circle during his lifetime. But if it had been, it would probabl
not have been dismissed as the kooky musings of a man slowly comin;
unhinged. Millennial speculation was rife in Spain, and fevered predjé
tions won currency even at the royal courr. ng Ferdma.nds courtier

In 1496, Pope Alexander VI christened Ferdinand and Isabella ¢ the_ :-

Catholic Monarchs.” The lofty tribute was at a minimum truer of them
than of Pope Alexander himself: this notorious Borgia pope, a Spaniar
who remains the poster child of corrupt Renaissance pontiffs, purport
edly maintained an incestuous affair with his illegitimate daughter, Lu

crezia, while elevating another of his illegitimare offspring to the rank.

of cardinal.

Alexander’s indiscretions notwithstanding, he rightly discerned th::ef

glimmer of hope that the expectations so many centuries ago investe

in Spain and her monarchs might finally be fulfilled. Isidore had ex: '.

claimed that Spain was the “ornament of the world.” The lfate ninth:

century author of the Chronicle of Alfonso 111, writing when Muslim

power dominated Spain, recalled Jesus’s parable of the tiny mustard
seed becoming the greatest of trees and predicted that a decimated

Christian Spain would rise again, and “the well-being of Spain and the :

army of the Gothic people will be restored.”

Such prophecies may have seemed laughable when the guerrilla "
Pelayo was holed up in Spain's mountainous north as the last thing -
standing between Islam and total domination of Iberia. Or when the’
ninth-century King Alfonso 1T founded a small church in northwest *
Spain to commemorate the miraculous discovery of St. James’s remains.
at Compostela, preoccupied with hanging onto his tiny kingdom, not:"

reconquering all Spain for Christendom.

The barely flickering dreams of recreating Visigoth glory blazed to
life only many generations further along Pelayo’s jagged family tree;:
when Alfonso VI in 1085 claimed the old Visigoth capital of Toledo -
and the renegade Cid battled his way soon after through Muslim terri-
tory to the Mediterranean coast. Fernando III's thirteenth-century. -
conquest of Cérdoba and Seville gave that Reconquest dream concrete

shape, though its promise remained unfulfilled for over two more cen
turies, until the Catholic Monarchs in two busy decades united Chrls
tian Spain, vanquished the last remnant of Muslim rule, expelled
Spain’s Jews, and opened a New World. Given all he accomplished; ns
wonder Ferdinand was prophesied as the monarch destined to reclaim

Jerusalem for Christendom and restore Spain’s place at the head of na

leave, the Catholic Monarchs had restored Spa.lns Edenic purity. In
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tions, as Isidore had so fondly hoped.

The Eden that was Visigoth Spain had been a homogeneous Chris
tian kingdom, at least as reinvented in the imagination of later chroni
clers. By delivering Jews and Muslims the ultimatum to converc

deed, as a fevered Columbus saw i, Spam stood on the verge of castin
the whole New World in the same pristine mold: “Your Highnes
ought not to consent that any foreigner do business or set foot here,
cept Christian Catholics, since this was the end and the beginning
the enterprise, that it should be for the enhancement and gloryio'f "
Christian religion.”

Columbus saw the jigsaw of world history finally falling into-place
with Granadd’s fall, the Jews” expulsion, and his own New W(_)r_l_d

coveries. But not everyone shared Columbus’s vision of the Mess

age, and not everyone saw it arriving on Columbus’s timetable
Perspective is everything, and from exile in Italy Isaac Abrab

viewed history from a rather different vantage point. Shunted fro
Spain to Portugal to Italy as Europe’s doors swung shut behind
Jews lamented the pressed conversions of grandsons and gran
to Christianity and longed for the Messiah’s promised adyer
deem the wandeting Jewish nation, liberate Jerusalem, and gath
Jews into a promised land. Redemption could not come sot
for long-suffering Jews, so it's understandable that Isaac Abr
vined in the scriptural tea leaves a more imminent Mess1
than Columbus did.

Like Isidore of Seville and Columbus, Isaac also saw Wo
unfolding in great epochs paralleling the biblical days o
Christian Isidore had believed humanity’s sixth (and M
had been initiated by Jesus; the Jewish Isaac still awaited 2
usher in that sixch age. He found hope in the Book of Dan
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imagery, where the prophet had plaintively wondered how long Y.
weh would allow His “sanctuary” to be “trampled underfoor.” Tsa
read in Daniel this unambiguous heavenly rejoinder: “for two: tho
sand and three hundred evenings and mornings; then the sancﬁl
shall be restored to its rightful state.” Abrabanel composed his Wells of
Salvation in the year 1496, calculating that from the biblical division o
the kingdom of Israel exactly 2,300 years would have passed in the:ijr' :
1503, one year for each of the prophet Daniel’s evenings and morﬁiijg
Isaac scratched out his calculations, consoling himself that Israels ;

dgfmer woul_d soen make himself known, indeed must drea&%;;h

amid the Jewish diaspora’s scattered communities. Perh.

aps even among

Isaac’s own circle of Spanish exiles in Italy. g
As it turned out, Israels redeemer didn’t arrive in 1503. Instea
Judah Abrabanel that year composed his doleful lament over his soirs
forced conversion to Christianity. .
One year later, Queen Isabella died. Garbed in a Franciscan hab.it,
she was entombed in Granada’s cathedral, its one-time grand mosq.t}:.'.“ .

or what they say on the subject of the Trinit.y.” Arabic rerlnalned a hvmdg
language in Granada a century after its Muslims were for_cxbly conver:fd:
By 1609, Spain’s monarchs had grown exasperated with thES; rec e
rant moriscos as an embarrassing blot on efforts to mold a homoge- pd/ ©

neous Christian Spain. They were expelleidfr?mﬁSpam startfﬁ_g that
e year. Tt had become unacceptable not only o be @ Muslim or

Jew, but even to be descended ﬁ?f ML}%IIHSOI]E_WS The renegzile C.hd
had regarded honora distiniction earned r_hrou.gh deeds ratélfar an ;nc-l
herited through blood: the trustworthy Muslim f'%:ben.gal én ’;n;n eh
honor; the treacherous Christian infantes of Flarnon ch.d not.h ou%l i
Spaniards still lionized the semilegendary Cid as 2 ne'Ltior'lal ;ro, T

code of honor he exemplified had been supplanted. Limpieza ed mng?;
(“purity of blood”) became more the criterion of ht? nor than .dee $ a.nh
 Bloodline increasingly dictated what roles one might play in ip:;;lils

socicty. Descendants of Jews and Muslims x;fe're barr:.ld from olding

. - offices or from entering most religious Ordeis.
mo;‘(:fiiﬁbtﬁz ?492 extermination of Muslim rule in Spain, St. James the

E—
et

She followed the great tradition of St. Fernando IiI in Seville and Al—
fonso VI in Toledo, two other Crusader monarchs whose remains p;i.
tiently awairt the resurrection of the dead in mosques-turned-cathedral
in the cities of their greatest Reconquest triumphs. Isabella’s husband
Ferdinand, joined her a few years later. Despite the Catholic Monarchs'
many accomplishments over their long reign, the epitaph chiseled onto:
their sepulcher pointedly memorializes just two: “Destroyers of the:

Mohammedan sect and the annihilators of heretical obstinacy [i.e,, of
the Jews].” -

Columbus died in 1506. His will set aside money to fund Jerusalem’s
liberation from Islamic rule. It’s not known whether this wish was
heeded, and if so, how the fund was used.

The Messiah didnt arrive to end the world in the mid-1600s, as-
Columbus had confidently predicted. The world had, however, changed a
good deal by then. The descendants. of those Granadan and Castilian
Muslims forcibly converted to Christianity in the early 1500s remained as
stubbornly (though clandestinely) committed to their former faith and
customs as the poet had predicted: “Tt was the fear of death and of burn-
ing that caused us to convert . . . we accept neither our change of religion

Moor Killer had scemingly outlived his militam': usefulness' and coid
have been retired to bestow once again undivided attention on 1e
grieving, lame, repentant, ot merely curious who throngeé COH;POH?I-&
each year seeking St. James the Pilgrints favor. Bur Santiago :i e r:flt i-
cant was drafted to combat a new enemy. Some four dec'a esd er
Columbus first dropped anchor in the New Wo_rld, the Spanish a ven-
cuger Brancisco Pizarro stumbled on an unimag?nably wealthy Inc; ch—i
ilization:ér;gr‘éami“n what is today Peru. As his grossly outnuén ezd
conquistadors plunged into the bartle that marny surely assume wo
end their lives, they howled Spain's traditional bjdt:t)le ary, Saifz;czgc;g
cierra Espaia (“St. James and dose [ranks] for Spain )..One 50 16:117 c—i
cerward swore to seeing St. James swoop down ona wh1t:e horse to1 e
the miraculous Spanish vicrory that day; just as he had miraculously in-
tervened to barde Islam along Spain's frontief. So t%le ba.ttlf:’-weary'
apostle embarked on a new phase of his career, 1ts reminders still reso-
pant in South American atlases, from the benignly named Santiago,
Chile, to the more sinister-sounding )_M@Xi&a_nyymwn..nﬂMﬂamor_o.s-.:..

(“Ml_lfl:lm h@gr”) .

Thanks in part to Inca gold, Spain entered what historians typically .
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enturies-deferred dream of return to the promised land, albeit not ac-

mpanied by a hoped-for Messiah but with the tolerant forbearance

f the Holy Land’s Muslim rulers.

Some returnees settled a remote, hilly corner of the Mideast where

sraclis, Lebanese, and Syrians today maintain vigil over each other’s

sorder patrols. Sixteenth-century Safed held no such interest for mili-

 tary strategists, or for many others except textile weavers. A few mystics

climbed winding trails through infertile hills to found a community of
prayer and study a half-mile above sea level and close to the traditional

burial site of Rabbi Shimon bar Yohai, that revered second-century
ipiritual leader under whose name Moses de Leén had penned the
Zohar.

Many Safed settlers traced Iberian roots; Joseph Caro’s family hailed
from Toledo and Moses Cordovero’s from Cérdoba. They nursed a re-
vival of Jewish spirituality like the reawakening once sparked by Moses
‘de Ledn and the Iberian kabbalists. An Egyptan Jew, Isaac Luria,
oined the Safed community after spending the better part of a decade
absorbed in meditation and reflection on the Zohar; after two intensely
productive years in Safed, an outbreak of plague cut short his life. One
noted scholar has deemed the Safed movement “one of the most signif-
_icant and remarkable chapters in the history of Judaism.”

Like the ancient Greeks and Christian Isidore, the Safed kabbalists
wondered where human history was going. Their Hebrew Bible taught
- them, like Isidore, to regard human history not as a meaningless cycle
but as the journey forward of fallen humankind toward redemption.
' Yet it was not easy for sixteenth-century Jews, long ago scattered from
- Jerusalem by the Romans and more recently shunted from Spain, to
read history’s tea leaves optimistically. History’s pattern seemed to vin-
dicate the ancient Greeks: an ever recurring cycle, often of tragedy and

call her Golden Age. The age was golden in one obvious respect
cious metals lifted from New World colonies gilded Spain’s altars
financed her European conflicts. Yet, in other respects, the Golde
label is at a minimum incomplete. For this was at least the mird Gold
Age Spain had enjoyed. Spain’s Islamic Golden Age had blessed Eiro
with new models of architecture, mathematics, ceramics, agncultur
philosophy, medicine, and astronomy, to name a few dlsc1phnes am
many. Spains Jewish Golden Age had nurtured Furope’s most pre
perous, accomplished, and largest Jewish population, and through
Maimonides and Moses de Leén bequeathed masterworks tha
fundamentally influence Jewish thought and worship.

The enduring contributions of medieval Spain’s Muslims and ]eW "
reveal an unfortunate gap in Spain’s third Golden Age. Cleanse
non-Christians and striving for homogeneity, Spain’s encounter wi
alien cultures now occurred almost exclusively beyond Iberia’s border
most notably in her New World colonies. And whar she extracted from
that Golden Age encounter with other civilizations was for the 1 most
part only, well, gold.

Tourists to Spain are everywhere reminded how profoundly Spai
once benefited from her encounter with Islamic civilization, from €4
doba’s cathedral rising from the roots of her dizzyingly arcaded gre
mosque, to the Almohad minaret that dominates Seville’s skyline asi
cathedral bell tower, even to Moorish churches in northern provinces
never ruled by Muslim Spain. Visitors to the Inca remains at Mach
Picchu can’t help but note thar Inca architects might have made: :'_
equally profound contribution to Spanish masonry and constructio
technology. But the Spain of this (thitd) Golden Age was no longer
forced to encounter and absorb the gifts of foreign civilizations on her
own home soil and perhaps had lost the knack of doing so elsewhere.

Still, if foreign cultures no longer blessed Spain, those exiled from
Spain blessed their adopted homelands. By some estimates, 20 perceﬁt'
of the World 3 ]ews, and half of Israel s, trace their hneage to Iberlas‘jew

humiliation.

Yet, the Safed kabbalists taught, it was the Jews' duty not merely to
suffer history’s misfortunes in passive vigil for the Messiah, but to strive
to bring the Messiah into their midst. They were called to accomplish
Tikkun olam, the “perfecting” or “setting straight” of a disordered
world where evil too often conquers good. Humans were tasked and

discourse. Many Sephardlm Hed to Ottoman Turkey, North Africa, or
Italy after the 1492 expulsxog. A few years later, many fulfilled the

privileged to restore the perfect order that had reigned on that seve_nth':__'_ﬁ.j-- SR
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day when God finished His creative work and pronounced it all v
good. The Jews would accomplish this awesome task by pra}qng wit
pure heart and virtuous intent, by wishing no evil on another; ari
following God’s commandments. Moses Cordovero exhorted lus
lowers to understand that “in everyone there is something of his fel
man. Therefore, whoever sins, injures not only himself but a.lso |
part of himself which belongs to another.”

Indeed, each human act of goodness or evil figured into the
drama of salvation history by hastening or delaying the hoped-for
demprion. Every single moment of every single life was endowed with
supreme significance. It was no longer the Messiah’s task to achieve
demption and humans’ merely to wait, hope, and pray for i, bu
whole Jewish nation was swept up into that task of healing the wo
that catastrophe whereby evil had entered the world. Tens of thou'
of Sephardim, descendants of these exiles from Spain, live and pr
Jewish communities scattered all over the globe, many of them
these Safed mystics of long ago, undertaking the prayer and g
works that redeem a fallen humankind.

What does medieval Spain teach us about history? Are we going | "
ward, or trapped in a meaningless cycle, or merely lurching abou fr
generation to generation, foolishly deceiving ourselves whenever
imagine we have discerned in events some pattern where none rea]i
exists? Though much has changed in the centuries since seven
century Isidore pondered Spain’s history, not everything has. In
the Inquisition was abolished in Spain; in 1966 Spain’s Constitut
formally established the principle of religious toleration; in 197
government proclaimed Spain a country without a state religion. Mu
lims, Christians, and Jews continue to believe in the same One G :
Today; even though few Muslims and fewer Jews call Spain their hom
all three faiths are practiced freely there, as for so many centuries in me-
dieval Spain. The optimistic can only regard this as a sign of humam
moving forward.

Isidore of Seville’s encyclopedia taught us to count more efﬁc;en v
on our fingers; Pope Sylvester dazzled contemporaries with Hm

Arabic numerals and his superabacus; Spaniards today brandish poc

culators packing power to solve problems that all medieval Spain’s

hristian, Muslim, and Jewish mathematicians together could never

have tackled. Isidore imagined a world surrounded by the ocean sea and

populated with headless Blemmyes and one-legged Sciopodes; Al-

fonso’s multifaith translation teams prepared the celestial maps and
configured the astrolabes that enabled sixteenth-century navigators to

remap that primitive, poorly understood world sketched out by Isidore;

today, astrolabes are arcane museum pieces, and astronauts and chauf-
feurs navigate with previously unimaginable precision by global posi-

tioning satellite systems. Who can behold human knowledge surging
forward and possibly parrot Aristotle’s morose plaint that “each art and
science has often been developed as far as possible and has again per-
ished,” a conjecture that seems more wrongheaded with each passing
generation.

And yet.

- Those same global positioning systems that so comfort chauffeurs
also target munitions far more lethal than the swords, rocks, and spears
with which Fernando III assaulted Seville and Cérdoba. Has human-
ity progressed when one fighter pilot needs but seconds to obliterate
more fellow humans than a Reconquest army could sfay in a lifetime?
Or when sophisticated aeronautical equipment enables suicide-pilot
fanatics to immolate two great towers and thousands within them in
September 20017 Or when a cell phone’s exquisite electronics help
madmen to shred trains and the lives of Spanish commuters in March
2004¢

In one undeniable respect there is terrifying truth in Asistotle’s claim
that all we've achieved in every art and science could perish. If the
twenty thousand years or so of human history is reduced to a day, in the
last ten minutes of that long day we've acquired and multiplied at a
frightening pace the capacity to exterminate our species and reduce our
carthly habitat to a lifeless husk, annihilating along the way those few
remaining manuscripts of Isidore’s encyclopedia, those Romanesque
churches lining the Santiago pilgrimage route, the silver casker protect-
ing Santiago’s remains in Composteld’s cathedral, the grand Umayyad
mosque from which rises Cérdoba’s cathedral, the Nasrid Alhambra
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whete Ferdinand and Isabella marked the end of Muslim Spain;;

all else that we consider the patrimony of our shared human civil
ation.
Aristotle never foresaw the terrible power we would someday h
ness, nor did the medieval Spaniard Ibn Tufayl, who nonetheless: p
sciently proclaimed humanity’s duty “not to root out a whole specie;
Ibn Tufayl’s Hayy could withdraw to his isolated island and conter
plate God i solitude. No such solitary island remains. Instead, tec
nology has shrunk the globe and transformed our whole world in
medieval Spain: we Jews, Christians, Mushims, believers of all oth
faiths, and those who profess none are now and forever thrown togeth
by technology, whether that reality delights or dismays us. We can:ne
ther wish away the religious other nor pretend he or she does not exist;
The globe has become one of those medieval Andalusian village
where we buy from and sell to each other, brush against one another in
streets and alleys, marvel at or recoil from each others beliefs and
habits, hear the cry of muezzin and cantor and chorister, and find that
the music, words, and ideas of Muslim, Christian, and Jew have seepé_ {
into a pooled cultural groundwater. Humanity in the twentieth ce
tury empowered itself to become copreservers of God’s universe. And
50, as those Safed mystics observed, redemption or catastrophe now lies
with us. .
What will we make of our new medieval Spain? Will we realize hu-
manity’s potenial to live and work harmoniously alongside those who
worship differently, as medieval Spaniards did at their bese? Or will we
like them, veer off into a violent thicket, forever imbibing the poison of
our own. resentments? Our troubled age has sometimes mirrored me=:
dieval Spaniards ac their very worst: killing the innocent in God’s
name, expelling the “infidel,” rallying coreligionists by slandering other
taiths, refusing to understand our neighbor’s sacred beliefs, and infring,
ing his or her right to worship God freely. Wherever such acts trample:
human dignity and freedom, no just and lasting peace can be possible..
Resentment and anguish, for a time submerged, inevitably erupt anew’
in violence that mimics the pessimistic cycle of history imagined by

the ancients: “and new wars again shall arise, and a new Achilles go to
Troy.”
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Still, even in medieval Spain’s saddest stories one finds not the stulti-

fying air of inevitability but the realization that humans could have
i . o
chosen to act differently. Those ancients who imagined history’s ever-

epeating cycle were only observing what they and predecessor genera-

dons had wrought by misusing what may be God’s most WOIldl'Ol-.lS
gift: entrusting humans with free choice and, as a result, stewardship
' over the created world’s destiny. Medieval Spain teaches that history’s
pattern is shaped by us, not imposed by gods. We choose to adopt San-
_tiago the Killer’s ever-resentful posture, where each backward glanc:e
 through history is a prelude to settling old scores. Or, we choose Santi-
ago the Pilgrim’s optimistic journey forward, glancing back to learn the
- lessons from our past that might enable reconciliation in our future.

All three faiths counsel adherents to look forward toward this

brighter future, where, as Maimonides describes, “there will be no
famine, no war, no envy, no strife . . . and the land shall be full of the
knowledge of the Lord, as the waters cover the sea.” That happier fu-

ture will not come to pass through some lucky turn of history’s wheel,
but when we each play a part in what the kabbalists called zkkun olam,
the “setting straight” of our disordered world.

Tt is true, as Isidore of Seville surmised, that “the remainder of the
age is known to God Alone.” But it is equally true that the One God
worshipped by Muslims, Christians, and Jews alike has endowed us
with the freedom to shape the remainder of this age, to make of it a
never-ending cycle of antagonism or to leave old antagonisms behind
to undertake hopeful common pilgrimage forward.






