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Timeline

1263

13371483

1340

1343

1344 1343-1351

1349

Hasdai Crescas is born in Barce-

lona, the capital of Aragon.

Disputation between Ramban (Nah-
manides) and Pablo Christiani before
King James I of Aragon. Notable
among disputations in that the king
gives Ramban freedom to speak
against Christianity. This relative free-
dom is characteristic of Jewish rights
in Spain.

Rabbi Yaakov ben Asher, known as
the Baal HaTurim, dies in Toledo. His
Arbaah Turim, ah ugely influential
halakhic code, forms the basis for the
even more influential Shulhan Arukh.

King Kazimir I1I (the Great) invites
the persecuted Jews of Western
Europe to settle in Poland.

Rabbi Levi ben Gershom (Ralbag,
Gersonides) author of Milhamot
HaShem, dies. His philosophical work
adhered to Aristotelian thought, and
his rationalism led him to explain
away some biblical miracles. Crescas
was among his critics.

Jews are blamed for the Black Death
and suffer persecution across Europe.
Hundreds of Jews are burned alive in
the Strasbourg Massacre.

ix

The Hundred Years' War
between England and its
allies against France and its
allies. Spain is not directly
involved.

Geoffrey Chaucer is born in
London, becomes known
as “the father of English lit-
erature.”

The Black Death (bubonic
plague) kills about one third

of Europe’s population.
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1387 1383 1380 1370

1389
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Crescas emerges as merchant,
poet, and communal leader.
Crescas is briefly imprisoned,
along with Rabbi Isaac ben
Sheshet (Rash), Rabbi Nissim
ben Reuben (the Ran), and oth-
ers on a trumped-up charge of
host desecration.

Crescas participates in a poetry
competition between Hebrew
poets of Barcelona and Gerona.

Crescas is among the delegates
of the Jewish community to the
Crown of Aragon, which negoti-
ates the renewal and extension
of privileges for the Jews of
Aragon.

Crescas attains the title of
“member of the royal household”
of Aragon.

Crescas is invited to serve as
rabbi of Saragossa, replacing
Rabbi Isaac ben Sheshet.

Crescas is appointed crown
Rabbi of the entire state of Ara-
gon by King Joan I and Queen
Violant de Bar.

Crescas is appointed by Queen
Violant supreme judge in mat-
ters pertaining to informers in
Jewish communities; he is given
the right to impose punishment.

Up to 38,000 Jews die in the civil war.

Joseph Albo, philosopher and rabbi
who was Crecas’s most famous dis-
ciple and later wrote Sefer Halkkarim,
is born in Aragon.

Rabbi Israel Isserlein, author of the
Terumat HaDeshen, is born in Styrian
Maribor (present-day Slovenia).

Civil war in Spain between
King Peter and his illegiti-
mate brother Henry of Tras-
tamara over the right to the
crown.

University of Pavia, still
active today, is founded in
Italy. One of a number of
universities founded in this
era that served as new intel-
lectual centers.

The 1383-85 Crisis in Portu-
gal: A period of civil war and
disorder begins after King
Fernando dies without a
male heir to the Portuguese
throne.



1391

1396 1393

1397-1398

1401-1402

1410

Crescas’s only son dies in Barce- Antisemitic priest Ferrand Martinez

lona’s anti-Jewish riots.

Crescas publishes Epistle to the
Jews of Avignon, chronicling the
devastation of Jewish communi-
ties by the anti-Jewish riots.

King Joan I appoints Crescas to
lead the effort to reconstitute
shattered Jewish communities
in Barcelona and Valencia.

Crescas receives permission
from the King of Aragon to take
another wife, who bears him
one son and three daughters.

Crescas frames regulations to
reform communal represen-
tation and to strengthen the
power of the administrators of
the Jewish community.

Crescas publishes Refutation of
the Christian Principles.

Crescas publishes The Passover
Sermon. (Date unknown but
predates the publication of Light
of the Lord.)

Crescas travels to Pamplona,
having received 4o florins from
King Carlos III, perhaps to dis-
cuss the state of the Jewish com-
munity there and the possibility
of resettling Aragonese Jews in
Navarre.

Crescas publishes Light of the
Lord.

travels throughout Spain inciting
riots against Jews. Pogroms erupt in
Seville, the violence spreads through-
out Spain and Portugal, especially to
Toledo, Barcelona and Mallorca.
Perhaps as many as 50,000 Jews are
massacred and more than 150,000
convert to Christianity. This event
marks a turning point in the history
of Spanish Jewry, with most of the
survivors leaving the Iberian Pen-
insula.

Timeline | xi

Battle of Nicopolis: The
Ottomans defeat a joint cru-
sade by Hungary, France, the
Holy Roman Empire, Eng-
land, and Wallachia, led by
King Sigismund of Hungary.
This is the last large-scale
crusade of the Middle Ages.

1402: Conquest of the
Canary Islands (off the coast
of northwest Africa) begins,
marking the beginning of the
Spanish Empire.

Foundation of St. Andrew’s
University in Scotland.
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Crescas dies in Saragossa.

Don Isaac Abrabanel, statesman, phi-
losopher, Bible commentator, and
financier, born in Lisbon.

Queen Isabella of Spain issues the Cristopher Columbus sets
Alhambra Decree banishing all Jews sail on his first voyage of
from Spain. discovery.



General Introduction

Roslyn Weiss

This volume contains all of Hasdai Crescas’s extant works, along with
English translations of each. The translation of the Epistle to the Jewish
Communities of Avignon is the work of F. Kobler. Both the Hebrew text
and the English translation of The Refutation of the Christian Principles
were prepared by Professor Daniel Lasker. Roslyn Weiss translated
both the Sermon on the Passover, whose Hebrew text was produced
by Professor Aviezer Ravitzky, and Light of the Lord, whose Hebrew
text was produced by Daniel Levin.

Crescas’s Life

Hasdai Crescas was born in or around 1340, in Barcelona, Spain. He
is descended from a long line of Torah scholars and was a student of
the great Talmudist, Rabbi Nissim ben Reuben Gerondi (Ran). He
counted among his friends the renowned Rabbi Isaac ben Sheshet
(Ribash) and Rabbi Simeon ben Tzemah Duran (Rashbatz), and
among his students the esteemed Rabbi Joseph Albo. Crescas relied

xiii
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upon his students as colleagues and acknowledged in Light of the
Lord their help in composing it.

In the first period of his life, Crescas lived relatively peacefully in
Barcelona. He was a student at the local yeshiva, which was headed
by Rabbi Nissim, where, in addition to the standard curriculum of
Bible and Talmud, Crescas also studied Kabbala, science, and philoso-
phy. In his twenties, Crescas was a merchant and communal leader
and, following the death of Rabbi Nissim, he and his friend Ribash
became the most prominent authorities on matters of Jewish law and
practice, not only in Aragon, but possibly in all of Spain.

In Christian Europe of the 13t century, hatred of the Jews was
rampant both among the Catholic clergy and in the general popu-
lace. Riots and savage attacks on Jewish communities gradually made
their way from Germany and France to Spain. By the 14th century
the condition of the Jews in Spain had worsened, as the priests pro-
claimed: one state, one nation, one faith. The Jews were forced to
choose between conversion and death. The intellectuals were the first
to opt for conversion, having no firm commitment to one religion
over another. It was the simpler Jews who, for the most part, remained
faithful to their Judaism and whose lives were consequently imperiled.
Crescas became an unfortunate and undeserving target of the anti-
intellectual sentiment that ensued among traditionalists. In 1367, he
was falsely accused and imprisoned (along with Ribash the Ran and
others) — though he (and they) were soon released.

In 1387, Pedro IV of Aragon died, and his son became king. The
new king, Joan I of Aragon, was, along with his French queen, Vio-
lant de Bar, a patron of the sciences and arts; their palace in Saragossa,
the capital of the Crown of Aragon, became a cultural and scientific
center. In 1389 Crescas left Barcelona for Saragossa, and a year later
was appointed by the royal couple chief judge of the Jews of Aragon.
In 1391, while Crescas resided in Saragossa, the Jews of Barcelona
fell victim to horrific pogroms. The massacres began in Castilla, but
spilled over into Aragon. The king and queen tried to save the Jews
and to prevent the pogrom, but they were successful only in Sara-
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ity — original sin, redemption, the Trinity, incarnation, the virgin birth,
transubstantiation, baptism, the messiahship of Jesus, the New Testa-
ment, and demons — and thereby to challenge the Christian claim to
superiority. Another work, Sermon on the Passover (Derashat HaPesah
or Maamar Or LeArbaa Asar), considers, in its first part, how human
will and miracles affect faith in God and Torah. Its second part con-
tains a concise summary of the laws of Passover. As far as we know,
Crescas, who was in his day a recognized and renowned halakhist,
produced no other halakhic works. Light of the Lord, which amplifies
and modifies some of the ideas set forth in the Sermon, was surely
motivated by Crescas’s perception of the need to shore up a deci-
mated Jewish community. He had hoped to produce a two-volume
work, to be called Lamp of the Lord, that would provide a creditable
alternative to the two Maimonidean works he regarded as deeply
problematic, the Guide of the Perplexed and the Mishneh Torah. His
intention in this work was to set the record straight on matters of
both Jewish belief and Jewish law. Unfortunately, the second volume
(to be called Lamp of the Commandment) concerning Jewish law was
never written. Only the single volume, Light of the Lord, his challenge
to the Guide concerning Jewish belief, was completed.

Crescas’s bold philosophy had fewer adherents than it should
have had. Later thinkers tended either to toe the Aristotelian line or
to return to a less philosophically inflected Jewish traditionalism. In
addition, history was not kind to Crescas: Spanish Jewry was shattered
by the 1391 pogrom and by further persecutions at the start of the next
century. Nevertheless, Light of the Lord continues to be known and
studied. Moreover, Crescas’s philosophical views — particularly those
on the infinite and on free will — influenced two major later think-
ers, Giovanni Pico della Mirandola, who quotes Crescas extensively,
and Spinoza, whose views on freedom, necessity, and love, as well as
on extension and infinity, bear Crescas’s stamp. Spinoza refers to R.
Hasdai explicitly in his Epistle 12 to Ludwig Meyer (April 20, 1663),
in which he paraphrases Crescas’s version of the cosmological argu-
ment for God’s existence.
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It is hoped that this volume will spark renewed engagement with
a profound, and profoundly Jewish, thinker who merits far more
attention and study than he has hitherto received.
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Epistle to the Jews
of Avignon

Translated by Fritz Kobler
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Hasdai Crescas to the
Community of Avignon

“Among the many who sanctified the name of the Lord was my only son.”
[Saragossa, 19 October 1391]

If I were to tell you here all the numerous sufferings we have endured
you would be dumbfounded at the thought of them; I will therefore
set before you only in brief detail the table of our disaster set with
poisonous plant and wormwood, giving you a bare recital of the facts
so that you may satiate yourselves on the bitterness of our worm-
wood and drink from the wine of our grief." As I suppose that you
have been told the story already, I will recount it as briefly as possible,
commencing as follows:

On the day of the New Moon of the fateful month Tamuz in the
year 5151 [ July 1391] the Lord bent the bow of the enemies against the
populous community of Seville where there were between six thou-
sand and seven thousand heads of families, and they destroyed their
gates by fire and killed in that very place a great number of people;
the majority, however, changed their faith.

1. Jer. 23:s.



8 | Hasdai Crescas: Collected Writings

NP WP YR 1335 0TI D0 DORNY WX RS Dwn
13709 A 8237 7N oW o3, TR

WY AYaw AR 12 19933W O AN I8 ova
TN KXN QWP WK WP Y 9y N3 ‘n o nen L, 1nna
X237 179 /7 WTpna IR L, nbap KO,/ 9aT
Y97 ,90237 WOR YT 077 ,7°327 8°372 0w DX WIp 7w
OW 03 .07 P50 0331 07 ,7292% P78 90T WK 37 20
own1 By Tnys 1927 X% 0737 170

T7°N12°20 NINR MPAR 7291 PR TR 10K whw By
O 92w BY 19 1IMIR NXT 9033 ,7° D°YaW 1D 771507 X2
X177 Y92 2R WD 2y awa 7Y . nwnd ovm avehn 1ub
DONMN 1P ,0°N32 292 79X 13 172 7 ,IR039Y Nonpa Han
;301 7177 DIRWIM ,DOWIR DUWRM DONRR 10 Wi NwITpa
AR 02 DLy WPRN



Epistle to the Jews of Avignon | 9

Many of them, children as well as women, were sold to the Mus-
lims, so that the streets occupied by Jews have become empty. Many
of them, sanctifying the Holy Name, endured death, but many also
broke the holy covenant.

From there the fire spread and consumed all the cedars of Leba-
non [ Jewish scholars, here Jews generally] in the holy community
of the city of Cordova. Here, too, many changed their faith, and the
community became desolate.

And on the day of misery and punishment on which the suffer-
ings were intensified, the wrath of the Lord was discharged on the
holy city, the source oflearning and the word of the Lord, namely, the
community of Toledo, and in the temple of the Lord the priests and
the learned were murdered. In that very place the rabbis, the descen-
dants of the virtuous and excellent Rabbi Asher of blessed memory,”
together with their children and pupils, publicly sanctified the Holy
Name. However, many who had not the courage to save their souls
changed their faith here, too.

The country trembled even on account of these three communi-
ties, yet seventy other communities in the same vicinity were struck
as well. And withal, we were in the greatest danger here, and had to
be on the alert day and night. On the 7th of the month of Av the Lord
destroyed mercilessly the community of Valencia, in which there were
about a thousand heads of families; about 250 men died, sanctifying
the name of the Lord; the others fled into the mountains; some of
these saved themselves but the majority changed their faith.

From there the plague spread over the communities of glorious
Majorca, which is situated on the shore of the sea. On the day of the
New Moon of Elul, the bloodthirsty villains came there, profaned,
plundered and robbed them and left them like a net in which there are
no fish. There died, sanctifying the Holy Name, about three hundred
persons, and about eight hundred took refuge in the royal castle; the
others changed their faith.

2. Viz. Rabbi Asher ben Yehiel; he died in 1328.
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Epistle to the Jews of Avignon |11

On the following Sabbath the Lord poured out his fury like fire,
destroyed His sanctuary and profaned the crown of His teaching,
namely the community of Barcelona, which was destroyed on that
day. The number of murdered amounted to 250 souls; the rest fled into
the castle, where they were saved. The enemies plundered all streets
inhabited by Jews and set fire to some of them. The authorities of the
province, however, took no part in this; instead, they endeavored to
protect the Jews with all their might. They offered food and drink
to the Jews, and even set about punishing the wrongdoers, when a
furious mob rose against the better classes in the country and fought
against the Jews who were in the castle, with bows and missiles, and
killed them in the castle itself. Amongst the many who sanctified the
Name of the Lord was my only son, who was a bridegroom and whom
I have offered as a faultless lamb for sacrifice; I submit to God’s jus-
tice and take comfort in the thought of his excellent portion and his
delightful lot. Amongst them were many who slaughtered themselves
and others who threw themselves down from the tower and whose
limbs were already broken before they had reached half-way down
the tower. Many also came forth and sanctified the name of the Lord
in the open street. All the others changed their faith, and only few
found refuge in the towns of the princes; a child could register the
names of these. However, these were precisely the most esteemed.
Consequently, because of our many sins, there is none left in Barce-
lona today who still bears the name of Jew.

In the town of Lerida, too, many died and others changed their
faith. There were only a few people who saved their lives.

In the town of Gerona, where knowledge of the Law could be
found combined with humility, the Rabbis of that place sanctified
the Name of the Lord publicly, and only few changed their faith. The
majority of the community escaped to the houses of the citizens and
are today in the castle.

In a word, in the state of Valencia not one single Jew remained,
with the sole exception of the place called Murviedro. In the province
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Epistle to the Jews of Avignon |13

of Catalonia, too, not one single Jew remained except in the towns of
the princes and administrators, who nowhere attacked them.

For us, however, who are still in the country of Aragon, there is
no more trouble and complaint, because the Lord has taken pity on
us and has preserved the remnant of us in all these places after vehe-
ment supplication, although nothing but our bodies is left us after the
distribution of our belongings. In spite of this, fear fills our hearts,
and our eyes are directed towards the Father in heaven, that He may
be merciful to us and may heal us of our wounds,’ and keep our feet
from wavering. May this be His will, Amen.

‘I am the man that hath seen affliction by the rod of His wrath,*
Hasdai son of Abraham son of Hasdai son of Judah Crescas, who
writes here in Saragossa, on the 20th day of the month Marheshvan
in the year 5152 of the creation.

3. Jer.30:17.
4. Lam.3:1.
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The Refutation of the
Christian Principles

Translated by Daniel J. Lasker
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Joseph ben Shem Tov's

Introduction

Your Commandments Make Me Wiser than My Enemies;
For It Is Ever with Me'

[I shall begin] after praise and glory to the infinite God who, from
His essence, has apportioned for us that equity and felicity through
which we can become perfect and happy. He has guarded us from
perplexity and confusion and has taken us from among the nations
to be a people of His own possession,” a kingdom of priests and a
holy nation,? servants of the Most High. [We are] those who reflect
the truth, expert in war,* and separated from blunders, for God has

separated us from those who go astray® in order to bask in the ema-
nation of His glory. He has not designed our destiny to be like theirs,
nor our lot like that of all their multitude.® All of them act shame-
fully and disgracefully’ because of their doctrines and beliefs. They
are like an animal in the shape of man, separated from the sensible,
isolated from the intelligible.® The father teaches lies and deception

to the children.” They bow down to vanity and emptiness and pray
to a god that cannot save.'® But we, His people, the sheep of His pas-
ture,'' bow before the King,'* the Lord above all nations, mighty to

save."* He shined upon them the Torah of truth from the place He

31
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The Refutation of the Christian Principles, Introduction | 33

made His abode.'* His throne is in the heights of the world - a divine
throne' - and the justice of is righteousness reaches to the ends of
the earth. Yours, O Lord, is the greatness and the power.'® You are
blessed and exalted above all blessing and praise!"”

I beheld the rigor of exile, the exile of Jerusalem in Sepharad,'®
with enemies devouring us and crushing us every day,'” enemies who
intend to destroy us,*® boasting,*! saying to me the whole day: “Our
fathers inherited naught but lies;”>* my heart was filled*® with a will-
ing spirit,”* and I commented upon an important epistle dealing with
the principles of their belief according to rational demonstration. Its
foundation uproots their principles, saying: “Raze it, raze it! Down
to its foundations.”* This is the well-known Epistle of En Profiat.>
At the beginning of my commentary, I mentioned six ways in which
our righteous predecessors polemicized against the spokesmen of
this nation.?” In the fifth one, I mentioned what was done by Rabbi
Hasdai, of blessed memory, in a treatise, small in quantity but great
in quality and eminence,*® which he composed in the vernacular.”
Because of its brevity and depth, its benefit has escaped the members
of our nation. In addition, its language is strange for those who have
not been accustomed to study science except in our holy language,
and, therefore, its contents have remained like the words of a book
that is sealed.*®

As I have been tranquil and peaceful, guarding my house of study,
His lamp shining upon my head,*' my students surrounding me, I
translated it for them into our language in order to show the power
of His works to the nation of God, His heritage.*” Since, however,
believers have been removed and men of science have been lost,>?
only those who do not know the law of the God of the land have
been left.** They were not able to derive from it the secrets of exis-
tence and the divine mysteries, because of the brevity of his language
and his excessive use of indirect allusion, both in what he noted and
in what he omitted. Most of those in our generation who engage in
speculation®® cannot understand his intentions, may his memory be
for a blessing. The most worthy of its benefits have been lost to them,
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for there is no one who is understanding and wise in this land*® who
can understand him without a true guide.*” And so, because of my
love of truth — the Lord is the true God!**- and my desire to cause
sons — sons of the living God**- to ascertain the truth, and to put in
their hand a double-edged sword*® in order to arise in war — an obliga-
tory war — to give a true answer*’ to the pursuer; to give instruction
in the foundations [of the truth] to youths without blemish, endowed
with knowledge, understanding learning, and competent to stand** in
the breach, who have requested that I return to the labor of transla-
tion, [this time] not merely to transpose the language but to translate
its contents,** and to add a complementary commentary in such a
perfect manner so that its benefit and desirable fruit be publicized, so
that his teachings live unforgotten in their mouths;** I have acceded
to their request.*

I hope that God, may He be blessed, will reward me, a fugitive and
a wanderer in the land*® of my affliction, by allowing me to behold
His majestic glory soon, as He removes abominations from the heart
of men,*” as all flesh shall come to worship before Him,** accept-
ing the yoke of the kingdom of heaven, which He gave at Sinai, for
the earth shall be full of the knowledge of the Lord.* I begin to do
this with the help of God, translating the content of this treatise, not
merely translating its language. I will try with all my might to preserve
its intention, clearly explaining its secrets and hints, expanding the
discussion of each principle so that [the treatise’s] benefits spread to
allits environs.*® He®' said:



