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   A Jewish chronicle in the 16th century, Shalshelet ha-Qabalah, contains interesting 

folktales on Moses Nahmanides, a leading Jewish scholar in the 13th century of Catalonia. For 

example, there is a Jewish saint’s tale. <Citation number 1 in the handout> In his last years, 

Nahmanides decided to move to the Land of Israel. According to the tale, when he departed 

from Spain, his disciples asked him to show a sign for his death in Palestine. So, he predicted 

that on the day of his death, the gravestone of his mother would be split, and an image of 

menorah would emerge inside it. Three years later, a disciple discovered the very miracle that 

he had predicted. On the day all the Jewish people in Catalonia recognized the death of 

Nahmanides in Palestine, and mourned for their great Jewish leader. 

  Another example is a magic tale. <Citation number 2> One day, Nahmanides was walking 

on the beach of Barcelona, and saw artisans working for a new ship. But, this ship was too 

heavy to be carried from the land to the sea. In watching the trouble, Nahmanides boasted 

and said, “With the breath of his lips (Isa. 11:4), I will take the ship to the sea.” Unfortunately 

the Catalonian king heard it, and soon after that, he commanded Nahmanides to accomplish 

what he had said on the beach. Recognizing that he was in trouble, Nahmanides decided to 

show a magic performance. He prepared a small boat with a sailor, and wrote on a small paper 

a Divine Name, Shem Qefitzat ha-Derekh, meaning “Name of Skipping the Way,” and put it 

on an edge of the boat. Soon the boat skipped the way and moved far away from Barcelona in 

a moment. The sailor, sleeping during the teleportation, was so astonished when he woke up, 

and complained that he could not go back to Barcelona with such a small boat. So Nahmanides 

wrote on the paper the same Divine Name again, and advised him to throw the paper into the 

sea when the boat arrived in Barcelona. But when he put the paper on the boat, the sailor fell 

in a sleep also this time, and forgot his advice. The boat soon arrived at the beach but kept 

going on the land because the sailor forgot throwing out the paper. The boat entered the midst 
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of the city and destroyed many buildings. Finally the sailor woke up with crying of the people, 

and in a hurry tore the paper of the Divine Name. Then, it stopped immediately. After that, 

the people of Barcelona built a monumental tower for this miraculous event. 

 

   This magic tale on Nahmanides as a master of the Divine Name was connected with 

another tale of transmission of the secret wisdom. Jewish historian Eliyahu Capsali recorded 

the folktale in his Seder Eliyahu Zuta. I translated it into English from citation number 3 to 8 

in my handout. 

   According to the tale, it was an Ashkenazic elder who transmitted the secret wisdom to 

Nahmanides. He was sent to Spain from a circle of kabbalistic sages in Germany and France. 

He was afraid because Nahmanides did not like such secret wisdom, but at first sight this 

Ashkenazic elder was completely attracted to Nahmanides for his wide knowledge and 

profound understanding. So he decided to teach his kabbalistic wisdom by all means.  

In order to draw his attention, the Ashkenazic elder took an unexpected action. He 

deceived Nahmanides and went to a brothel, a market of harlots. As prostitution was strictly 

prohibited in Spain, he was immediately arrested and thrown into prison. Eventually he was 

sentenced to be burnt at the stake on the Shabbat. Hearing this news, Nahmanides became so 

angry and blamed him in front of the prison. But the elder didn’t mind it, and asked him to 

prepare the Shabbat meal to eat together. Then, the time of execution was coming, and the 

Ashkenazic elder did a secret practice of the Divine Name. He put all the guardians and the 

chief jailer to sleep, and easily got out of the prison. 

Besides this prison break, the Jewish elder did another miracle. On account of the prison 

break, the king blamed the chief jailer and decided to execute him. On the other hand, the 

elder had pity on the chief jailer because he was not responsible for this matter at all. So the 

Jewish elder tried to save him in an astonishing way. He started a fire in the city with the 

power of the Divine Name. Once the fire was started, no one could stop it. The fire spread 

wider and wider, and the king was at a loss. He didn’t know what to do. Soon the elder 

commanded Nahmanides to go to the king, in order to suggest a proposal that if the king 

released the chief jailer, the elder would extinguish the fire. Finally the king accepted it, and 

asked him to extinguish the fire. The Jewish elder willingly responded, and used the Divine 

Name again. Then, all the fire in the city has immediately gone. The king appreciated and 
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blessed him. 

After it was all settled, the elder enjoyed the Shabbat meal and revealed all the truth to 

Nahmanides, saying that he was so impressed that Nahmanides was an excellent Torah 

teacher; that he was arrested in prison in order to show the miraculous power of the Divine 

Name; and that the secret wisdom that he would transmit was nothing but the truly divine 

wisdom. Eventually he gave Nahmanides a secret book on which all the German and French 

Jewish sages had signed. As the Ashkenazic elder expected, Nahmanides became an excellent 

master of the Kabbalah, I mean, a master of the Divine Name. In the end of this folktale, the 

author Capsali praised him and said, “The Land of Sefarad was filled with the knowledge of 

the Lord as if water covers the sea.” (p. 170) 

 

I am not sure but it is possible that Nahmanides actually would meet somebody from 

Ashkenaz and receive secret wisdom. However, his historical figure as the kabbalist was almost 

completely different from his folkloric image in Seder Eliyahu Zuta. The Kabbalah of 

Nahmanides, which was transmitted from the kabbalists in Provence, was a theosophical one, 

not a practical one. The practical Kabbalah of the Divine Name based on the teaching of 

Nahmanides was developed by Abraham Abulafia. <Citation number 9> In the Torah 

Commentary, Nahmanides refers to a mystical tradition that the whole Torah is Divine Names, 

and when Abulafia formulated his Kabbalah of the Divine Name, he actually referred to this 

Nahmanides’ concept of the Torah as the Divine Names. I mean that there is a huge gap 

between the historical figure of Nahmanides and the folkloric image of Nahmanides. 

However, my concern is not just to point out the difference between the historical fact and 

the folkloric fiction. Rather I will pay my attention to purposes of such Jewish folktales of the 

Divine Name and clarify the polemical elements against Christianity in such tales.  

 Ram Ben-Shalom analyzes this folktale on Nahmanides in Seder Eliyahu Zuta, and argues 

that the tale which was told by the Spanish Jews after the expulsion is reflected their historical 

consciousness of harmonious coexistence between the Jews and the Christians in the past days 

of Spain. Nahmanides actually kept good relationship with King James I. The intimacy 

between the Catalonian Jewish leader and the king of Aragon was a symbol for the fine 

coexistence, convivencia, between the Jews and the Christians in the memory of the later 

Jewish people who were banished from their motherland. 
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This argument of Ben-Shalom is convincing and I will agree with him. But I will also 

assume another important element in the folktale on Nahmanides. I think that even in their 

memory of the harmonious coexistence within the Christian society, the Jewish people kept 

polemical consciousness against Christianity. I will especially focus on an interesting account 

in the tale of Nahmanides in Seder Eliyahu Zuta. Please look at the citation number 7. After 

the miracle of the fire in the city, and the blessing of the king, a short account continues. I will 

read the passage, citation number 7: 

These matters were heard among the gentiles (goyim) in the land of Spain, and they believed in the 

Lord, the God of Israel. They were worshipping the Lord covertly, but did not reveal. Then, the 

Pharisees increased in Spain. They increased more and more. 

End of quote. This passage said that the miracle by the Jewish master of the Divine Name 

caused a mass conversion of the Gentiles into Judaism. The Christian people in Spain who 

heard the miracle converted to Judaism. But they concealed their new faith in Judaism. They 

did not reveal their worship for the God of Israel, but seemingly kept living as the Christians. 

What does it mean? I think, this is a kind of an imaginative interpretation on the forced 

conversion in Spain before the expulsion. Since the second half of the 14th century, the 

Spanish Jews were forced to convert to Christianity, and these new Christians were often 

suspected that they kept their Jewish practices secretly even after their conversions. However, 

the tale in Seder Eliyahu Zuta offers a complete reversal narrative. Who were the hidden Jews? 

They were not the Jews who were forced to convert to Christianity, but the Christians who 

willingly converted to Judaism. What did they conceal? It was not their ancestors’ tradition 

after their forced conversion, but a new faith which they willingly accepted after the miracle 

by the Jewish kabbalistic master. 

 

The motif of the master of the Divine Name, which is the folkloric image of Nahmanides, 

is intimately connected with a critical discourse against Christianity in the medieval Jewish 

world. I will take an interesting example from the Jewish tales on the blood libel. <Citation 

number 12> In Shevet Yehuda, there is a folktale on the blood libel and a Jewish master of 

the Divine Name. One day, a corpse of a Christian boy was found in the home of a Jewish 

man. Soon a libel spread that this Jewish man killed the boy for a ritual purpose of the Passover. 

At the time, a Jewish kabbalist came and put the Divine Name on the tongue of the dead boy. 
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Then, he awoke and revealed who had killed him in order to pretend the Jewish ritual murder. 

In this tale, the kabbalistic practice of the Divine Name has a crucial role to reveal the anti-

Jewish discourse of the blood libel in the Christian society and the truth which the Christians 

concealed. 

Moreover, the very folkloric image of Nahmanides as the master of the Divine Name also 

emerges in a Jewish polemical literature against Christianity, Sefer Magen va-Romah of 

Hayyim ibn Musa. <Citation number 13> In a discussion about the miracles by Jesus in the 

Gospels, a Christian theologian Nicolas de Lira argues that not only the Christians but also 

the Jews admit the miracles of Jesus, such as healing of the sick and resurrection of the dead. 

<And citation number 14> According to Nicolas, the Jews have a popular book on Jesus in 

which he did such miracles with the power of Shem ha-Meforash, the Ineffable Name of 

Tetragrammaton. Then, Ibn Musa criticizes Nicolas that if Jesus were really God, he should 

not had to learn the Divine Name a posteriori. And he continues to say that miracles with the 

Divine Name do not derive from the Laws of Moses, but from the way of tradition, derekh 

qabalah, the secret tradition which was known to certain medieval Jewish scholars including 

Nahmanides. In other words, Nahmanides for ibn Musa is a master of the Divine Name, and 

he is in the same category of the Jewish folkloric image of Jesus according to Nicolas de Lira. 

Ibn Musa argues that the tradition of the master of the Divine Name never indicates the 

Jewish people’s belief in Jesus as the Messiah, but rather clearly denies the Messiahship. 

In the polemic of ibn Musa, the Jewish popular book on Jesus in the argument of Nicolas 

is Toledot Yeshu. Toledot Yeshu is a famous another story on Jesus in the Jewish world, and 

Nicolas probably knew it through a Latin translation by Raimundus Martini in his Pugio Fidei. 

In Toledot Yeshu, Jesus is described as a rebellious magician against the rabbinic authority. 

<Citation number 15> Jesus attempted to steal Shem ha-Meforash from the Temple in 

Jerusalem. He cunningly passed through the bounds fixed by the rabbis, broke into the sacred 

place, and stole the Divine Name engraved on the Foundation Stone there. After learning 

Shem ha-Meforash, he could do miracles. In the eyes of the rabbis, his deeds must be sinful 

just because he broke the rabbinic norms and prohibitions on the usage of Shem ha-Meforash. 

This is a kind of counter reading of the Gospels, whose purpose is to depict Jesus as a person 

who committed a serious sin for the capital punishment in the rabbinic laws, namely the sin 

of stealing the Divine Name from the Temple. 
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Moreover, we can find a similar counter narrative also in an interesting Jewish tale on 

Peter, a disciple of Jesus. It was also very popular among the medieval Jewish people. 

I will briefly introduce it. <Citation number 16> Peter, named Simon Cephas, was a head 

of the Jewish court Sanhedrin, and the followers of Jesus felt so jealous over him because of 

his profound knowledge and venerable personality. One day, when Simon made a pilgrimage 

to Jerusalem for Sukkot, he was captured by the Christians and threatened if he had not 

converted to Christianity, his Jewish people would be killed. The Jews entreated him to accept 

the conversion, and he did it. But he required the Christians two terms on his conversion: to 

protect the Jewish people, and to build a tall tower for him. Simon spent all his days in this 

tower, and lived in a quite ascetic way, seemingly a behavior of mourning for Jesus in the eyes 

of the Christians. But his purpose was completely different. In the tower he secretly kept 

writing Jewish ritual poetry Piyyut, and sending them to different local Jewish leaders. He 

wished his name to be memorized in the Jewish prayers as “Rabbi Simon”, not as “Saint Peter.” 

This image of Peter in the Jewish folktale is a kind of a hidden hero who saved the Jewish 

people in his self-sacrifice of conversion into Christianity. I think, this Peter as a hidden Jew 

is a model for the Spanish Jews who were confronted with the forced conversion. To invent a 

counter narrative on Peter in the Jewish version is an attempt to encourage and comfort the 

Jews who were forced to become Christians in late medieval Spain. 

 

As a conclusion, we can find a common feature of counter narrative among these Jewish 

folktales. In spite of the difference in their stories and contents, all of these folktales share a 

polemical attempt to invent subversive counter narratives against Christian traditions and to 

reverse their values. 

In the small details within the folktales on Nahmanides, we find an imaginative 

interpretation on the historical fact of the forced conversion for the Jewish people. The 

converts were not the Jews who were forced to convert to Christianity and suspected in their 

secret practice of Judaism, but Christians who willingly converted to Judaism after the miracle 

by the Jewish kabbalist and concealed their new faith. The folktale on Nahmanides as the 

master of the Divine Name contains a polemical element against Christianity within the good, 

nostalgic memory of the later Spanish Jews after the expulsion on the harmonious coexistence 

between the Jews and the Christians in the past days. There is a short but significant narrative 
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which could bring a new interpretation on the problem of the forced conversion in the 

Christian societies. And similar counter narratives could be also found in another Jewish 

folktales, especially subversive another stories on Jesus and Peter against the New Testament.  

I will continue my focus on these medieval Jewish folktales from the perspectives of the 

Jewish counter-narratives and polemical literature against Christianity.  

Thank you for your attention. 
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Moses Nahmanides, Moshe ben Nahman (Ha-Ramban), 1194-1270 

1194 Born in Gerona, Catalonia 

1213 King Jaume I for Aragonese Kingdom (-1276) 

1215 The Fourth Lateran Council 

1232 Commitment with the Maimonidean Controversy upon the Study of Philosophy 

1263 Barcelona Disputation against Dominican friars 

1267 Aliyah 

1270 Died in Acre, Palestine 

 

 

Shalshelet ha-Qabalah, by Gedaliah ibn Yahya (1526-87)        *English translation is mine. 

1. Hagiography: A miracle at the moment of Nahmanides’ death 

I saw in an old pamphlet: Nahmanides had his fixed apartment in the city of Perpignan, the district of Ca[ta]lonia. In 

his old age, he chose to go to the Land of Israel to die there. When he went, his disciples, accompanying with him, 

asked him that he would put a sign and mark to them so that they could know his departure from the world. He said 

to them, “You will know by that at the day of my death the gravestone of my mother, buried in this town, will be split 

into underground, and you will see something like an image of menorah drawn in the split,” and the Rabbi 

(=Nahmanides) went to the Land of Splendor. Three years after the trip of the Rabbi, a disciple among them found 

the gravestone split and the menorah which was found in it. The matter spread to all the people in the district and 

they mourned upon him. After that, it was heard that the Rabbi was buried on the way that the redeemed came, which 

would be for the future. (p. 125) 

 

2. Magic tale: Skip of a boat with the power of the Divine Name 

I heard and also saw a writing in a pamphlet: When Nahmanides was in Barcelona, he [walked] on the beach with 

his disciples to see the artisans who were carrying to the sea a new ship which they made on the land. The king was 

there among the spectators; and they (=the artisans) could not drag it. As he (=Nahmanides) boasted, he said that 

“with the breath of his lips” (Isa. 11:4) he will take it to the sea. This matter was told to the king; and he compelled 

him to bring it to the sea as he boasted. When Nahmanides recognized that there was no room for him to escape and 

that it would be necessary to instruct the king a way of swearing—otherwise he would be accused as a magician, he 

commanded to prepare for him a boat on the sea with a sailor. He entered it, and after that swore that the boat would 

come to him in the sea. Immediately he wrote in a note ‘the Name of Skipping the Way’ (Shem Qefitzat ha-Derekh), 
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and put it on one side of his small boat. The sailor fell into a sleep and the boat went so far in short time. When it 

arrived at a region that he wanted, the sailor woke up. And he (=Nahmanides) said to him, “You should go to your 

land”. The sailor was so surprised, feared and understood that he was so far from Barcelona. He (=the sailor) said to 

him, “How can I go with a boat like this in this large sea, as I fear noise of wave.” The Rabbi had mercy on him, gave 

him a note on which the Holy Name (Shem Qadosh) was written, and said to him, “Put this note on the edge of your 

boat. Then, go to your way. Don’t be afraid. But remember to take the note from the place when it comes near to the 

city, and throw it into the sea.” The man went to him, lied down, and fell into a sleep. The boat arrived from there at 

the beach of Barcelona, and kept going until the city gate. Even it entered the land and made all the city chaos behind 

it. With their crying the sailor woke up. He took the note in hand and tore it. Then, the boat stopped in the midst of 

the city. People of the city built a tower there for its memory. It stands until now. (pp. 127-128) 

 

 

Seder Eliyahu Zuta, by Eliyahu Capsali (c.1483-1555)        *English translation is mine. 

A tale of transmission of the kabbalistic wisdom to Nahmanides (Chapters 51-52, pp. 166-170) 

(*Its short version is in Shalshelet ha-Qabalah) 

3. An Ashkenazic Jewish elder visited Nahmanides 

It was heard in Ashkenaz and Tzarfat: Nahmanides opposed the Kabbalah and did not receive it. He was so angry to 

them (=the kabbalists). Then, all the elders of Ashkenaz and Tzarfat assembled and sent a man among them. He was 

venerable, gave good advices and was a sage among artisans—he could make anything like artisans. They 

commanded him to go to Nahmanides in order to force him to admit knowledge of the kabbalists (ha-mequbalim). 

And if he didn’t want to hear him, he would expel him. All the masters of Ashkenaz and Tzarfat signed on a book 

and handed it to the aforementioned elder. He departed from Ashkenaz and came to Sefarad; and he came upon a 

certain place. Nobody knew his power because nobody knew the man. 

In the next day, Moshe (=Nahmanides) sit [in the court] to judge the people. The elder also came among them, 

and saw all his wisdom, width of his understanding, session of his disciples, and status of his fellows. There was no 

longer spirit in him; spirit passed over his face and all hairs of his body became stiff. [He said in his heart,] “Who 

sent his hand to the Messiah of the Lord with impurity (1Sam. 26:9) from sin!” The elder, this was the elder who got 

wisdom, considered to let Nahmanides approach the wisdom of the Kabbalah so as to receive and admit it. He went 

home of Nahmanides, of blessed memory, but nobody knew him that he was a scholar. 

 

4. Practice with the power of Divine Name: Escape from the prison 

On the fifth day for the Shabbat, he (=the Ashkenazic elder) went to a market of gentile harlots. Policemen saw him, 

surrounded him, chased him, took him to a rest place and imprisoned him in a jail, a place which captives of the king 

were imprisoned. For, according to the Spanish law, anyone who went to a market of harlots should be sentenced to 

death, and burnt on the Shabbat at the time of prayers in synagogues. The news came to Nahmanides: the Ashkenazic 

elder turned after the market of harlots, and was brought to the jails. He became so angry and rushed to him; and he 

saw him imprisoned in the prison. He said, “Did I not command you to say, ‘Don’t pass the market of harlots’? Why 

did you not hear my voice? Why did you not listen to my words?” 
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   On the sixth day, men of the kingdom concluded the judgment for the aforementioned Jewish elder, to burn him 

on the Shabbat as it had been sentenced—on the Shabbat there will be rest in the city. Nahmanides came to him in 

the prison and said to him, “Know that you will definitely die because the king has decided so. Now you should 

confess, and your sin would be removed and your misdeed would be atoned.” Then, the elder answered and said to 

him in good heart, “Go, go. Please remove a lot of your songs from me and ‘kill’ your harp. I will not hear anymore. 

You should do this and get life: Prepare for me a Shabbat meal from good meat, oil, and good bouquet wine, because 

we will have the Shabbat meal together with the help of the God.” Nahmanides left there and came to his house. He 

was in fury and so angry. He said to his disciples standing before him, “It is not enough for this elder to be killed, but 

he became crazy [and said that] I should prepare a Shabbat meal. He never knows that it is crucial and proper to bless 

‘On the Shabbat there will be rest in the land of life, Selah’.” 

   In the day of Shabbat, when the enemies thought to take out this elder from the prison in order to burn him in the 

fire, he practiced in his wisdom, width of his understanding, and with the Name of the Holy Names (Shem mi-Shemot 

ha-Qodesh) according to the way of kabbalists. He got out of the prison. Nobody watched, nobody knew, and nobody 

understood. For sleep of the Lord fell on the guardians and the chief jailer, and the chief jailer did not see anything 

that was in his charge. At the time the king said, “Take him out and burn.” The persecutors came and sought in the 

every jail, but did not find [him]. The king became so angry and his fury burned in him. He said to the chief jailer, 

“Why did you release [that] man? Immediately I will excommunicate [you]. His blood will be in you.” However, he 

answered and said to the king, “As your servant, I have never done such like thing! I did not release the Jew, I did 

not let him escape. I don’t know what happened to him. We don’t know because the God took him!” The king did 

not believe in his voice. He was so angry and said, “Why do you cheat me thus? Why will you [not] confess that you 

had released the Jew to escape? I cannot not imagine nor conceive.” Then, the king commanded the policemen and 

persecutors to persecute and execute him. His servants did to him as he commanded him. He began to be tortured. 

This matter was known to the elder: the king was torturing the chief jailer on the sake of him and his deeds. He saw 

it bad, and said that he should save him. For he knew that there was nothing to do in his hand. 

 

5. Practice with the power of the Divine Name: Fire in the city 

At the time the elder practiced in the wisdom of kabbalah (Hokhmat ha-qabalah), and a fire seized the tower of the 

king. The king became afraid: he hold but released the chief jailer not to torture him anymore because the fire was 

becoming greater. Many people came to extinguish the fire, but they could not. The city became chaotic. The elder 

heard and said, “Why is the city in such an uproar?” They said to him, “Because the fire is consuming until 

destruction”. Then, the elder commanded Nahmanides and sent him to the king. He said to him, “Go and say to your 

master, ‘Unless comes the Jew whom you imprisoned to execute in order to extinguish the fire, a perpetual fire shall 

be kept burning on the alter, not to be extinguished’.” Nahmanides did so. When he mentioned the imprisoned Jew 

towards the king, he said to him, “Please tell me where he is”. Nahmanides answered to say, “Now he is in my house, 

in my wall. Send anyone and take him. For the fire will not be extinguished until he comes here.” 

   Then, runner runs to meet runner, messenger to meet messenger, in order to bring the elder in front of the king. 

They came to Nahmanides’ house and saw the elder. He was wearing a coat. They bent before him and said to him, 

“Man of the God, the king told, ‘Go down’.” And the Jew came in front of the king and looked. The fire was burning 
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until the heart of the sky, and nobody could extinguish. He answered to say, “May be peace to you, it doesn’t matter. 

The Lord lives.” The king of Spain answered to said to him, “May I be dear in your eyes. Do as you told, and remove 

from me nothing but this death.”  

That word was told in the mouth of the king. The elder practiced by the Name. The fire became silent, the flame 

was extinguished, and the blaze became rest. There was no disaster in the city.  

 

6. Blessing of the king 

The king and his servants watched and were astonished. They said, “You have resurrected us!” [The elder said,] “May 

be found grace in the eyes of my Lord.” Then, the king answered to say, “I really know that the God is not in all the 

land but in Israel. Now please take my blessing that is brought to you.” He gave him a reward as a hand of the king 

and willingly blessed him. Then, the king released the chief jailer because it became clear to him that he had not 

betrayed and that the Jew had done with his power what he had done, and the Lord had worked all this. 

 

7. Conversion of the gentiles in Spain after this miracle 

These matters were heard among the gentiles (goyim) in the land of Spain, and they believed in the Lord, the God of 

Israel. They were worshipping the Lord covertly, but did not reveal. Then, the Pharisees increased in Spain. They 

increased more and more. 

 

8. Transmission of the Kabbalah to Nahmanides 

After that, the Jew stayed in Nahmanides’ house to eat and drink the Shabbat meal that he had prepared to do. 

Anything from all the matters that he had said never fell on the ground. After eating and drinking, the Jewish elder 

called Nahmanides to a room and said, “Master, I have a secret to you.” Said he, “Tell.” Then, the elder approached 

Nahmanides in the door and said, “You should know, I came here from Ashkenaz so as to get you out and 

excommunicate you. I was sent to you for this harsh [judgment], because they heard of you to say that you mock the 

knowledge of the kabbalists, and you [say], ‘please examine these seal, cord and staff’.” He showed a book to say, 

“There are signs of all rabbis of Ashkenaz and Tzarfat: all of what the elder will do for him is to be done, and no one 

will erase in his hand. When Nahmanides saw the sealed and the revealed, he was frightened so much. 

   The elder answered, “Do not fear, be not afraid. At the beginning I went to the market of harlots in order to show 

you the power of the kabbalistic sages, because when I saw him, an angel of the Lord of hosts sat on the Shabbat, 

[saying,] ‘Make me wise.’ He sits and learns, and [people of] every land will come to hear Torah from your mouth. 

You are the one who will lead out and bring out Israel. I comforted and concentrated to let you approach the Kabbalah. 

Therefore I have done what I have done so as to show you today that the kabbalistic wisdom is nothing but the 

wisdom of the Lord, God. You see and see: if you want and hear, you will eat the good things of the earth. But if you 

refuse and disobey, [you will be devoured [by] the sword] (Isa. 1:19-20). Know that you should do [what] I did for 

you, as all that I commanded. I have never lessen even one thing from their commandments.” 
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Introduction to Torah Commentary, by Moses Nahmanides (1194-1270)   *English translation is mine. 

9. Mystical tradition: Torah as the Divine Names 

Moreover in our hands there is a ‘tradition of truth’ (qabalah shel emet) that the entire Torah is the Names of the Holy 

One, blessed be He, and that the letters are divided into Names in another matter, as if you think by way of example 

that [the letters of] the verse of Bereshit (בראשית ברא אלהים) are divided into another letters, like ‘ בראש יתברא

 The entire Torah is thus, aside from combinations and gematorias of the Names. (p. 6) .’אלהים

 

10. Original conclusion: Plain meaning and ‘HeN’ (Hokhmah Nisteret=hidden wisdom) 

Now know and see what I shall answer to those who ask question when I write the Torah Commentary. But I shall 

behave like custom of the early scholars, namely to give rest of mind to the disciples, who have been tired of the exile 

and the afflictions, who read in the Torah portion (seder) on the Shabbats and festivals, and to attract their heart with 

the plain meaning and with some pleasant things for those who hear and know ‘HeN’ (grace, Hokhmah 

Nisteret=hidden wisdom). (p. 7) 

 

11. Additional conclusion: Rigid prohibition on speculation of the hidden meaning 

Now I bring in a faithful covenant, which gives proper advice to everyone looking into this book: Do not guess, do 

not consider on anything from all the allusions that I write on the hidden matters of the Torah (sitrei ha-Torah). For I 

firmly make known to him that my words will not be comprehended nor known at all by any intellect or understanding, 

except for from the mouth of a kabbalistic sage. (p. 7) 

 

 

Shevet Yehuda, by Shlomo ibn Verga (second half of 15th–first quarter of 16th century) 

*English translation is from E. Yassif, The Hebrew Folktale. 

12. The blood libel and the practice of the Divine Name 

I heard that in Spain there were some libels that a youth had been found in the home of a Jewish man, killed and with 

his chest torn open, and it was said that [the Jews] had taken his heart for use in a ritual. Don Solomon ha-Levi, a 

wise man and kabbalist, came and put one name beneath the youth’s tongue, and the boy awoke and told who had 

killed him, and who had removed his heart in order to slander the Jewish poor. And I did not see it in writing, and so 

I heard it. (text p. 126; translation p. 300) 
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Magen va-Romah, by Hayyim ibn Musa (c.1380-1460)          *English translation is mine. 

13. A Jewish tale on the miracles of Jesus 

Nicolas [de Lira, c.1270-1349] said: Also all the matters in doubt, namely the signs and the miracles indicated the 

truth. In the days of Jesus and his disciples miraculous matters showed that Jesus was the Messiah and one who was 

more than the Messiah. In a book of the Jews called ‘Book Concerning Jesus’ (Sefer ha-Yahas le-Yeshu), it is said 

that Jesus healed a man from leprosy, passed from his mother’s womb, and that he resurrected a dead. (pp. 106-107). 

 

14. Masters of Divine Name: Jesus and Nahmanides (and so on) 

Nicolas said: In the same aforementioned book it is mentioned that Jesus did these [miraculous] matters with the 

power of the Name of Tetragrammaton, His Name. One who knows to pronounce it will do miracles. And he 

(=Nicolas) said: The Jews said that he (=Jesus) found it on a stone in the Holy Temple on which the ark of the Lord’s 

covenant had already been placed; and the same Shem ha-Meforash (the Ineffable Name) was engraved on it. He was 

proper as one who was worthy of remembering it. (……) 

   We answered: Even if it was written, we are not obliged to believe it as the Law of Moses (dat Moshe). And if 

we are obliged to believe it, the belief is not as of one who believe in the Sacred Scripture. It (=the aforementioned 

Jewish book on Jesus) may help us because Jesus should have done miracles by way of kabbalah/ tradition (be-derekh 

qabalah). And David al-David (David al Daud/ al Roy) did so. And many sages [did so]. In our age, Jacob al-Korsono, 

R. Moshe Botril, and already Nahmanides, R. Asher [ben David], R. Josef Gikatilla and others [had done so]. All of 

them should be for the life in the World to Come. If so, what is different between him and them? Also Nicolas says 

that this is the Divine Name which Jesus learned. It shall not be false witness. [If so] his ears should hear what his 

mouth tells. For if Jesus is the Messiah—we wish that Heaven forbid it!--, he would not have to learn the Name. (p. 

109) 

 

 

Toledot Yeshu, MS Strasbourg BnU 3974   *English translation is from Meerson and Schäfer, Toledot Yeshu. 

15. Jesus stole the Divine Name from the Temple. 

In that time the sway over Israel was in the hands of a woman, and her name was Helene. And in the Temple, there 

was the Foundation Stone (Even Shetiyah), which means “God had founded it”: that stone on which Jacob had poured 

oil and on which the letters of the Ineffable Name were written. Everyone who learned them could do whatever he 

wanted, and the sages were afraid that the young men of Israel might learn them and destroy the world with them. 

They, therefore, had made an arrangement for this matter, so that they would not be able to learn: copper dogs 

suspended from two iron columns of the central gate. Whoever entered and learned those letters, at the moment of 

exit, the dogs were barking at him; and when he looked at them, the letters escaped his memory. This Yeshu came 

and learned them, and wrote [them] on parchment. He then cut his thigh and put the parchment inside it, [and 

pronounced] those letters, so that his wounded flesh would not hurt. Then, he returned hid flesh to its place. When 

he left [the Temple], the copper dogs were barking at him and the letters escaped his memory. He went home and cut 

open his flesh with a knife, and took away the writing and learned the letters. (text pp. 84-85; translation p. 170) 
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16. A legend of Simon Cephas (Saint Peter)      (*originally an independent legend of Toledot Yeshu) 

A quarrel arose between them (=Israel and the followers of Jesus) for a long time. Simon Cephas [was] the head of 

the Sanhedrin. Why was his name Kefa? Because he used to stand on the stone (kefa in Aramaic) on which Ezekiel 

prophesized at the River Chebar, and on that stone the Divine Voice from heaven answered to Simon. When [the] 

Christians (Notzrim) heard that Simon Cephas was one of those who can hear the Divine Voice and [that] he had great 

wisdom that cannot be fathomed, they became jealous with Israel because there was [such] a great man in Israel.  

   And the Lord, blessed be His name, had put into the heart of Simon [the desire] of going to Jerusalem in order to 

pray [there] on Sukkot. All governors and the Great Elder of the Christians assembled and came to Simon Cephas at 

the Mount of Olives on the day of Hoshana Rabbah. When they saw his wisdom, they all agreed that a man like him 

should not [remain] in Israel, and convert him to Christianity. They forced him, saying, “If you do not return to our 

faith, we will kill you, and we will not spare anyone in Israel who goes to the Temple.” When Israel saw this, they 

implored him, “Agree to their conditions and use your wisdom, and you will not be liable for sin and transgression.” 

   Therefore, when [Simon] realized that the ordeal was too hard for Israel, he returned to the Christians and said to 

them, “On this condition I return to your law: You may not kill a Jew, nor may you beat him. But allow him to exit 

and enter the Temple.” And the Great Elder and the Christians accepted all these conditions. [Simon also] made a 

condition that they should build for him a tall tower; and he would come into it, and would eat no meat and nothing 

else except for bread and water: He would drop for them a basket on a rope and they would give him only bread and 

water and would [allow] him to live in that tower until the day of his death. 

   He did all this so that he would not become impure and unclean by them, and would not intermingle with them, 

for the sake of heaven. But to the Christians he said that, according to their opinion, he mourned Yeshu, and 

[therefore] he did not eat meat or anything else except for bread and water. They built a tower for him and he dwelled 

inside it and was not polluted with food, nor did he prostrate himself to the idol. 

   After a while, he composed in the tower Kerovot, Yotzerot, and Zulatot [on Jewish liturgical poetry, Piyyut] in his 

name, like Eliezer ben Qalir did. He sent and summoned the elders of Israel and gave them everything that he 

produced by his wisdom, and he commanded them to teach those [poems] to cantors, so that they would read them 

in prayers, and he would be remembered in good [memory]. They also sent it to Babylonia, to Rabbi Natan, the 

Exilarch, and showed it to the heads of the schools, to the Sanhedrin. They said it was good, and they taught it to the 

cantors of all Israel. Everyone who wanted to commemorate the name of Rabbi Simon in his song was praying with 

these [poems]. Commemorate his memory for the World to Come! And the Lord, blessed be His name, in his mercy 

will provide him a good advocate! (text p. 95; translation pp. 183-184) 
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