The Journal of Jewish Thought and Philosophy, Vol. 8, pp. 319-353  © 1999 OPA (Overseas Publishers Association) N.V.
Reprines available direcely from the publisher Published by license under
Photocopying permitted by license only the Harwood Academic Publishers imprint,
part of The Gordon and Breach Publishing Group.

Printed in Malaysia.

Torah Study on Christmas Eve

Marc Shapiro

University of Scranton

A fascinating custom exists in segments of the Ashkenazic commu-
nity, in particular amongst the Hasidim, whose origin is shrouded in
mystery. I refer to the practice of not studying Torah on Christmas
Eve. This custom is found nowhere in Talmudic or medieval rab-
binic literature, and it is difficult to determine when it first came
into existence.! However, even before attempting this it is appropri-
ate to examine the word “Christmas” and how it is referred to by
the rabbinic authors we will be examining.

As far as I can tell, the actual word “Christmas” never appears in
all of rabbinic literature. The reason for this is not hard to see, for it
is halakhically forbidden to mention the name of an idolatrous hol-
iday when this name expresses the idol’s divinity and lordship.”
This would, therefore, suffice for most Jews not to mention

! It is also not found in the Shulban Arukb. Louis Jacobs, “Attitudes toward
Christianity in the Halakhah,” in Gevuroth Haromab, ed. Ze’ev W. Falk
(Jerusalem: 1987) XXX, no. 44, writes that Isserles to Yoreh Deah 148:12 refers
to the custom “only in a very indirect way.” This is totally incorrect as Isserles’
comment has nothing to do with the issue at hand. Indeed, there is no reason to
assume that he was even aware of the custom we are looking at. The uncensored
text of Isserles, as found in the first edition (Cracow: 1578), reads as follows:
X>°1 PNPw DU MR T 013 758 102 015 1T 0w ox 10
LT on® o3 DX 11°0 oY% ww IR’ In this comment, Isserles is
only repeating the formulation found in Térumar ha-Deshen, referred to in note 5.

2 R. Eliczer of Metz, Sefer Yereim (Vilna: 1881), no. 245; Mordekhai to
Awvodah Zarvab, no. 809; Shulhan Arukh, Yoreh Deah 147 :1-2. Cf. Sefer Hasidim,
ed. Margaliyot (Jerusalem: 1989), no. 427, that one should even avoid saying
“Michaelmas.”
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320 Marc Shapiro

Christmas.> Of course, even without a clear halakhic prohibition,
Jews were accustomed to use derogatory expressions in speaking of
elements of the Christian religion. This explains why they often
refrained from using the name “Jesus,” although as Haggabor
Maimoniyot points out, there is nothing wrong with saying “Jesus,”
and the name even appears in the Talmud.*

The name for Christmas in rabbinic literature is Nizzel. Once
again, it is impossible to know when this name came into being,
but it is already found in a number of medieval texts.’ As to the

3 Contemporary halakhists have, however, ruled that it is permitted to use
the word “Christmas.” See R. Aryeh Ze’ev Ginzberg, Divre Hakhamim (Brooklyn:
1986) 217; R. Isaac Ratsaby, Olat Yizhak, vol. 2 (Bnei Brak: 1992) no. 159; R.
Yehudah Herzl Henkin, “Hazkarat Shem Avodah Zarah ba-Zeman ha-Zeh,”
Keshor (Adar-Nisan: 5756) 4.

4 Avodar Kokhavim 5:10 (Constantinople, 1509 edition): NMNIPA NI
11nn TN 0730 TH‘?N 1°X1 170501 %I 1w I Mbna. (The
version of Haggabot Maimoniyot in the Venice, 1524 edition is almost identical.
Current editions are censored.) See also the Vilna Gaon’s comment to Yoreh Deah
147:3; R. Solomon Lippman Walder in the journal Vi-Yelaker Yosef 3 (1901),
no. 206; and R. Ezriel Hildesheimer, She'elor u-Teshuvot Rabbi Ezriel (Tel Aviv:
1969) 207-209. However, it must be noted that although 1 appears in the
Talmud, Jesus’ proper name, Y17, does not. This led some, e.g., R. Elijah
Levita, Ha-Tishbi (Bnei Brak: 1976) 29b, s. v. 1¥”, to speculate that since Jews
do not accept Jesus as the redeemer (¥’¥117), the Talmudic sages deliberately
altered his name. See also the similar explanations of R. Simeon ben Zemah
Duran, Keshet u-Magen (Jerusalem: 1970) 4a, the anonymous Amanah (Isnae:
1542) 24 (Hebrew section), and the two versions of Toledor Yeshn in Samuel
Krauss, Das Leben Jesu nach jiidischen Quellen (Berlin: 1902) 68, 140. (Others
claimed that 1@? is an acronym for 17271 1W 1)) It is Maimonides, Hilkhot
Teshuvah 3:10 (uncensored version), Hilkhot Avodab Zavabh 10:1 (uncensored ver-
sion), Hilkhot Melakhim 11: 4 (uncensored version), who actually refers four times
to 1. Similarly, Abarbanel refers co Y1 on a number of occasions (other
times he writes 1¥%). See Samuel Krauss, “Le nom de Jesus chez les Juifs,” Revue
des études juives 55 (1908): 148-151, idem., “Yeshu u-Shemo ba-Sifrat ha-Yehudim
ha-Me’uheret,” Ha-Shiloah 45 (1926): 119-130. Incidentally, a number of authors
(e.g., Louis Jacobs, A Tree of Life [Oxford: 1984]1101) have referred to the above
mentioned note of the Vilna Gaon without realizing that his entire comment is
taken from the uncensored Haggahot Maimoniyot, which he abridged somewhat.

> See Mordechai Breuer, ed., Nizahon Yashar (Ramat Gan: 1978) 32;
Hiddushei Talmidei Rabbenu Yonah (Brooklyn: 1956) 3; Haggahot Maimoniyot
(Constantinople and Venice eds.) to Avodat Kokhavim 9:2; Eliezer Brizel, ed.,
Sefer Agudab to Avedab Zarah (Jerusalem: 1973) 201; R. Baruch ben Isaac, Sefer
ba-Terumah (Venice: 1523) 9b (The uncensored version reads: MXP21 Bn’l
»15nn 9°awa onv [MXP is Easter.] The censored version reads: 1172117 °1°
oasw oo Y1) Ko/ Bo (Naples: 1490), no. 97 (The censored version
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Torah Study on Christmas Eve 321

word itself, there is no doubt that its origin is the Medieval Latin
Natale Dominus® from which the French Noe/ is also derived. Never-
theless, rabbinic authors, not being aware of this, have displayed
great ingenuity in suggesting Hebrew sources for the word. As
Jesus was commonly referred to as “the hanged one” (19017 or
501), it is only natural that some authors would have seen this as
the origin of Nisel (PN1). Another spelling possibility is b1,
which has the connotation of “being taken away.”® This tied in with
the notion that Jesus was killed on Christmas, which I will mention
Jater. Since PN1 is much more common and is also found in the ear-
liest sources, it would appear to be the original form of the word.”

reads: D°21737 OT°K 07%); R. Aaron ha-Kohen of Lunel, Orbor Hayyim, vol. 2,
ed. Moses Schlesinger (Berlin: 1899) 226; R. Moses of Coucy, Sefer Mizvor Gadol
(Jerusalem: 1989), “Negative Commandment,” no. 45; R. Israel Isserlein,
Tevumat ha-Deshen (Bnei Brak: 1971) Teshuvot, no. 195; Pisker ha-Tosafot to Avodah
Zarah, no. 1 (uncensored version in Hesronot ha-Shas [Konigsberg: 1860]); R.
Eshtori ha-Parhi, Kaftor va-Ferah (Jerusalem: 1980) 33b; R. Jair Hayyim
Bacharach, Mekor Hayyim, vol. 2 (Jerusalem: 1984) 39, quoting Kizur Piskei ha-
Rosh (Bacharach also laments the fact that Jews referred to Christmas by this
term); Hagahor Minbhagim, in R. Eisik Tyrna, Sefer ha-Minbagim, ed., Shlomo J.
Spitzer (Jerusalem: 1979) 13, no. 14 (regarding the authorship of these notes, see
bid., 17 of Introduction). This latter source records that the practice was to read
Alenu out loud on Christmas Eve, although normally, due to what Christians per-
ceived as an attack against Jesus found in the prayer (=130 *181), it would
be read quietly. (Although Jewish apologists always denied that there was an
anti-Christian element in Alenz, namely, that the word 77 has the same
numerical value as 1%, we know that Jews did, in fact, make this connection.
See Naftali Wieder, “Be’etyah shel Gematriyah anti-Nozrit ve-anti-Islamit,”
Sinai 76 [1975]: 1-14.) Finally, it is worth noting that Tosafor Rabbenu Elbanan:
Avodah Zarah (Husiatyn: 1901) la, appears to understand %D’J as sometching
other than Christmas. Regarding this, see Israel M. Ta-Shma, “Yemei Eideihem,”
Tarbiz 47 (1978): 202, no. 17.

¢ Dies Natali in old Latin. See _Jewish Encyclopedia, vol. 9, 318.

7 See Brizel, ed., Sefer Agndah, 201, no. 4.

¥ 1 haven’t found any early Hebrew sources that give this derivation.
However, it is attested to by the very learned Johann Eisenmenger in his notorious
Entdecktes Judenthum, vol. 1 (Frankfurt: 1700) 560. Cf. Brizel, ed., Sefer Agudah,

01, no. 4, for a most implausible suggestion as to the origin of the spelling
1”1, See also Appendix for the fanciful suggestions of R. Eleazar Fleckeles.

? See Ephraim E. Urbach, Ba'alei ha-Tosafor (Jerusalem: 1980) 55, no. 85
(called to my attention by Dr. Ephraim Kanarfogel). R. Jacob Hazzan, Ez Hayyim,
vol. 2, ed. Israel Brodie (Jerusalem: 1964) 329, is the only medieval source in
which ?RX11 (Noe/) appears. Nevercheless, Brodie’s emendation of the text to read

10”1 is entirely unnecessary.
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There are different practices with regard to the custom of not
studying Torah on Christmas Eve.!Y To begin with, it must be
noted that the Lithuanian yeshivot never accepted this practice, and
their sages were adamant that Torah study must continue on this
night.!! On the other hand, there were those, such as the Hasidic
master R. Hayyim Eleazar Shapira of Munkacs (1868-1937), who
in addition to not studying Torah would not receive written
requests from their Hasidim on Christmas Eve.'> From midnight,
however, Shapira would resume his studies, and this seems to be
the unanimous practice.!®> Nevertheless, reflecting common senti-
ment, he believed that one should refrain from sexual intercourse
for the entire night unless one’s wife was returning from the mikveb,
in which case one need only refrain until midnight.'* This opinion
is in no way unusual as there are a number of other halakhists who

191 have termed this practice a custom, since that is how it is regarded in
the sources. It is a custom of great authority, to be sure, but a custom nonethe-
less. As far as I am aware, only R. Meir Isaacson, Mevasser Tov, vol. 2 (Brooklyn:
1986) no. 73, and R. Gavriel Zinner, Nit'e; Gavriel: Hilkhot Hanukkah (Brooklyn:
1994) 247, use the word 110K in their discussion of this issue. (This last source
was called to my attention by R. Menachem Silber.)

M See Judah Elzet (Zlotnik), “Mi-Minhagei Yisrael,” Reshumor 1 (1918):
350, regarding R. Hayyim of Volozhin, and Abraham Horowitz, Ovbot Rabbenn
(Bnei Brak: 1990), 193, regarding R. Abraham Karelitz (Hazor Ish). According to
this last source, R. Ya'akov Kanevsky's view was more compromising. While
he would continue to study, he would not use any books on this night so that
the Hasidim would not suspect him of violating their practice. See also Halikhot
ve-Hanbagot mi-Maran Ba'al ha-Kebillot Ya'akov (no place, no date) 72, where no
such restriction is mentioned. I have been told by many who studied in
Lithuanian yeshivot that Torah was studied on Christmas Eve in a manner no dif-
ferent than any other night of the year. For a recent example of Torah study on
Christmas Eve serving as an anti-Hasidic provocation, see the report in Panim
Hadashot, 2 Shevat, 5757. This latter source also reports that there was a toilet
paper shortage in Jerusalem and Bnei Brak in the days preceding Christmas Eve.
Since a number of Hasidim spend this night cutting toilet paper for use on the
Sabbath in the coming year, there was a pre-Christmas Eve run on the product.

12 Regarding taking Avitlekh from Hasidim on Christmas Eve, see also
R. Hanokh Henokh Dov, Lev Sameab be-Hadash (Jerusalem: 1963) 156.

¥ Numerous sources say this explicitly. It is also apparent from the open-
ing comments of a responsum of R. Shraga Schneebalg, Shraga ha-Meir, vol. 2
(London: 1976) no. 52: (211 71 *3 ,712°2 MXM AN T 017 K 7702,

1 R. Solomon Zucker, Zekber Zaddik li-Vrakbah (Kleinvardein: 1938) 31;
Y.M. Gold, ed., Darkbei Hayyim ve-Shalom (Brooklyn: 1987) 327-328.
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also urge a husband to abstain from sex with his wife for the entire
night. Some even go so far as to include a woman who has just
returned from the mikveh. !>

Refraining from sex after midnight is also mentioned by a con-
temporary author, R. Moses Sternbuch, but for him both this and
the question of studying is in the realm of hamra. According to
Sternbuch, the fact that Christians in the United States, Britain,
and other Western countries do not attend church on this night in
the same numbers as in pre-War Eastern Europe means that the
kelippot are not as powerful as they once were. Therefore, Jews need
not behave in any special fashion on Christmas Eve. !¢

Shapira and others in the Slavic lands only took note of the
Orthodox celebration of Christmas in early January,!” which is in
accordance with the Julian calendar. For them, the night of
December 24 passed as any other night. Shapira does not say what
his practice was if Christmas Eve corresponded with Friday night, but
from other sources we see that some believed that the Sabbath is able

15 For those who include a woman who has just returned from the mikveh

or do not permit her to go at all, see R. Raphael Meldola (1754-1828), Huppar
Hatanim (Livorno: 1797) 74b; R. Isaac Hirsch Janowski, Tabarat Yisrael
(Petrokov: 1922) 197:3; R. Joshua Wolhender, Gufer Halakhot, vol. 1 (Brooklyn:
1980) 45 (in the name of R. Joel Teitelbaum of Satmar). See also R. Moses Stern,
Be’er Moshe, vol. 4 (Brooklyn: 1975) no. 69, who does not urge abstinence on this
night, but adds that 1272 15y X120 1HANRG. R. Samuel Wosner, Shiyrei
Shevet ha-Levi (Bnei Brak: 1986) 305, writes: TN ,‘?1:11977 TN 5Tecl 553
MmN IR WRWH. However, it is not clear from this whether sex is only per-
mitted with a woman who has just returned from the mibveh. See also R. Isaac
Zvi Lebovitch, Shulban ha-Ezer, vol. 2 (Monsey: 1989) 88b, and Zinner, Nit'e
Gauvriel: Hilkbot Hanukkah, 261-263. With regard to Meldola, it is significant
that he is Italian, and according to Isaac Samuel Reggio, the practice of abstain-
ing from Torah study was, at one time, also common in this country. See his let-
ter in Ha-Shabar 2 (1871): 433—434. However, Meldola’s sources are unclear.
The passage 1 have referred to appears under the following heading (73a):
275 D1p2 [D°n° NTIAR 2¥2 27AR] 0 27700 3107 2Y DA IR
YIP °73772 DNTI0 WIP NIV and reads: ‘NY22D 29 vIRW WK
NP DRNX 79257 AR 75va% ppIin XD SRTIND D00 All of
this is most strange, for neither the ethical will of R. Judah the Pious nor Hemdat
Yamim mention anything about Christmas Eve!

Y6 Teshuvor ve-Hanbagot, vol. 1 (Jerusalem: 1992) no. 551.

"7 In the twentieth century, Christmas falls on January 7 (Christmas Eve
being the night of January 6).
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to overcome the evil power of Christmas, thus allowing one to study
as normal.'® However, this view is not universal, and there were
numerous rabbis who even refrained from study on the Sabbath. "

It is most interesting that those who lived in Catholic countries
saw the evening of December 24 as the time to refrain from study-
ing Torah, despite the fact that the Gregorian calendar adjustment,
which in 1582 omitted ten days from the calendar (i.e., October 5
became October 15), means that, in actuality, December 25 does
not commemorate anything. Not all rabbis are aware of the calen-
drical innovation, but those who are point out that the entire cus-
tom is dependant not on when Christmas technically should fall
but on when it is actually celebrated. Because of this, there is no
absolute answer about when to “observe” Christmas. One’s practice
must be dictated by the prevailing Gentile custom, be it Catholic
or Orthodox.?®

With regard to our topic, it is worthwhile to consider a passage
found in the Hebrew Megillat Ti'anit and later recorded in the

8 See R. Shalom Perlow, Mishmeret Shalom (no place, no date) 27:3;
Zinner, Nitei Gavriel: Hilkhot Hanukkah, 264. See also R. Joel Teitelbaum (not the
Satmar rebbe), Ozar Minbhagei Hasidim (Jerusalem: 1990) 120, that in Belz and
Zhidachov they did study Torah when Christmas fell on the Sabbath:
792003 1] X7 0ADY 77107 DIARY. In other words, Torah study leads
to devekut, which is not circumscribed. In addition, there are those who believe
one can study as normal in the Land of Israel, since its holiness overcomes the
Satanic powers of Christmas. See R. Joseph Lieberman, “Be-Inyan Leil Hagam ha-
Nikra ‘Nittel,” in R. Joseph Buksbaum, ed., Mif'al Moresher Yahadut Hungaryah
(Jerusalem: 1986), 138-139. Cf. R. Ovadiah Yosef, Yzbiz Omer, vol. 7 (Jerusalem:
1993) 244. Along this theme, see also R. Menahem Kasher, Ha-Tebufah ha-
Gedolah (Jerusalem: no date) 287ff.; Moshe Hallamish, “Kavim le-Ha’arakhatah
el Erez Yisrael ba-Sifrut ha-Kabbalah,” in Erez Yisrael be-Hagut ha-Yehudit Bimei
ha-Beinayim, Hallamish and Aviezer Ravitzky, eds (Jerusalemn: 1991) 216-217.

19 See R. Abraham Horowitz, Kinyan Torah, vol. 5 (Jerusalem: 1988)
no. 92; Elijah Rot, Kedosh Yisrael (Bnei Brak: 1985) 184 (regarding the rebbe of
Vizhnitz); Yehoshua Mondstein in Moriah 14 (Shevat: 5746) 95 (regarding the
rebbe of Lubavitch); Zinner, Nit'ez Gavriel: Hilkhot Hanukkah, 263-264;
Teitelbaum, Ozar Minbagei Hasidim, 119. See also R. Israel Veltz, Divrei Yisvael
(Jerusalem: 1980), Yoreh Deah, no. 21, that R. Moses Grunwald would not study
Zobar on a Sabbath-Christmas Eve. On the power of demonic forces on
the Sabbath, sce Jacob Z. Lauterbach, Studies in Jewish Law, Custom and Folklore
(New York: 1970) 103, no. 45.

20 See, e. g., R. Menahem Mendel Schneerson, Teshuvot u-Veurim (Brooklyn:
1987) 253-254.
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Shulhan Arukh.?' According to this passage, one is to fast on the ninth
of Tevet, although no explanation is offered for this. A number of
nineteenth-century scholars, including Zunz?? and S. J. Rapoport,??
assert that Jews fast because it was on this day that Jesus was born.
They were led to this view by a comment of the twelfth century
Abraham bar Hiyya, who notes that if one were to accept the
Christian reckoning of Jesus’ birth — which he, in fact, rejects —
the ninth of Tevet coincided with December 25 in the year Jesus
was born.?4

According to the explanation of Zunz and Rapoport, the fast
is, no doubt, to be regarded as a sign of mourning for all the perse-
cution that was committed against the Jews in Jesus’ name.
Although there is no mention of this explanation before the nine-
teenth century, it achieved a fairly wide circulation.”” While it is
not directly relevant to the question of abstaining from Torah study
on Christmas Eve, it does show that as far as Jews were concerned,
at least in recent generations, all was not business as usual in the
Christmas season.

Another widespread notion in recent rabbinic literature is that
the day Jesus was born coincided with the tekufah of Tevet. As the
tekufab of Tevet often falls on January 6,%¢ it is obviously only
authors in the Eastern Orthodox lands that make this connection.
Long before the Gregorian adjustment, Emperor Aurelius estab-
lished December 25 as the winter solstice festival (Natalis Solis
Invicti) in 274 CE, and there are a number of scholars who believe
that December 25 was chosen as Jesus’ birthday in opposition to or
in competition with this festival. Thus, we have the correspondence

2L Orah Hayyim 580:2.
Der Ritus des synagogalen Gottesdienstes (Berlin: 1919) 126.
23 Iggeror Shir (Przemysl: 1885) 202.
24 H. Filipowski, ed., Sefer ha-Ibbur (London: 1851) 109.
For a very complete article on the issue of fasting on the ninth of Tevet,
see Sid Z. Leiman, “The Scroll of Fasts: The Ninth of Tebeth,” Jewish Quarterly
Review 74 (1983): 174-195. To the sources cited by Leiman, one should add
R. Solomon Zvi Schick, She'efor wu-Teshuvot Rashban (Munkacs: 1900), Orah
Hayyim, nos. 1 and 209.

% In the twentieth century, three out of every four rekufot fall on January 6,
with the other occurring on January 7. In the nineteenth century, the tekufor were
one day earlier.
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between December 25 and the rekufah of Tevet, which remained
unaffected for those who held on to the Julian calendar.?’

The connection between Christmas and the tekufah of Tevet is so
entrenched that often authors will simply refer to the practice of
abstaining from Torah study on the night of the tekufah, omitting any
mention of Christmas.?® One such example is R. Moses Grunwald,
who goes so far as to point out that the gematria of 75 Mwyb ny
7NN 107 equals 12 n%n1 nav noIPNY 7YY 1.2 In other
words, at the time of the zekufah of Tevet the rabbis make void the
law by preventing one from studying Torah.

Still, it is strange that emphasis should be placed on the rekufab
of Tevet, for often the tekufah falls on the morning of January 6,
which means that by all rights one should abstain from Torah study
on the night of January 5. Nevertheless, the majority practice is to
abstain from study on the night of January 6 regardless of when
the rekufab falls out, and only a minority refrain from study on the
night of January 5.%° According to this latter practice, abstention
from Torah study is not connected with Christmas Eve. Rather, it is
the rekufah of Tevet that is determinative. This is certainly very
strange, for abstaining from Torah study on the fekufab of Tevet
was due to its coinciding with Christmas, not vice versa.

It is not at all clear when the connection between Jesus’ birth
and the sekufah of Tevet began to be stressed, but it is probably no

27 However, there is not complete correspondence between the winter sol-
stice (Julian) and the tekufah of Tevet, which is calculated according to the system
of Samuel. In the twentieth century, the zekufab of Tevet falls on January 6 (three
out of four years), whereas Christmas in the Julian calendar corresponds to
January 7. (Avodah Zarah 8a is usually understood to mean that the Jewish reck-
oning of the rekufabh of Tevet corresponded to December 25, ie., the winter sol-
stice according to the Julian calendar. If this were so, how then to explain why
the tekufah of Tevet now generally occurs one day before December 25 (Julian)?
Because of this perplexity, Dr. E.J. Wiesenberg, a noted calendrical expert, has
written to me as follows: “It is not impossible that in BT AZ 8a, re. the Tekufah
between the Greco-Roman red-lettered days Saturnalia and Calenda [=1st
January], Tek. Tevet stands for 24 December; seeing that some Romans com-
menced their Saturnalia on the 17 December.”)

28 See, e.g., R. Isaac Lipetz, Sefer Mat'amim (Warsaw: 1887) 41b; R. Abraham
Sperling, Ta'amei ha-Minhagim ( Jerusalem: 1957) 500.

2 Ayugat ha-Bosem, vol. 2 (Brooklyn: 1959) 146a.

30 See Lieberman, “Be-Inyan Leil Hagam ha-Nikra ‘Niteel,”” 139—-140.
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carlier than the nineteenth century.’! Indeed, as far as rabbinic lit-
erature is concerned, references to the rekufah of Tevet with regard
to Christmas, not to mention the abstention from Torah study at
this time, appear to be lacking before the mid-nineteenth century.
In fact, R. Joshua Falk (1555-1614) matter-of-factly points out
that the winter nights beginning with the tekufah of Tevet are actu-
ally specially intended for Torah study.??

As for the reasons for abstaining from Torah study, let us turn
first to R. Moses Sofer. He claims to have heard from his teacher,
the famed R. Nathan Adler, that Jews are in mourning on
Christmas.??> Although he does not explain why, this is undoubtedly
due to all of the suffering inflicted upon Jews in Jesus’ name. The
reason for abstaining from Torah study is because it causes rejoic-
ing, which is forbidden for a mourner. This is similar to the mourn-
ing that takes place on the Ninth of Av, when one is also forbidden
to study. Sofer notes that this reason would explain the widespread
practice of abstaining from sex and closing the mzkveh on Christmas
Eve, as is also done on the Ninth of Av when sex is forbidden.

! I have, however, found one early source that does make the connection.
See the version of Toledor Yeshu published in Johann Jacob Huldricus, Toldor
Yeshua ha-Notsri (Leiden: 1705) 5: N3Wn NBIPNA 12 7201 170

32 Perishah, Orabh Hayyim 238. It should be noted that the Zohar sees
the month of Tevet as a bad time. See Zobar, ed. Margaliyot, Bamidbar, 259a:
NaAvaa R P73 KAT DAV KT CWYR WANA TV See also
Margaliyot’s note, ad loc., for parallels. See also R. Hayyim Eleazar Shapira,
Sha'ar Yissakbhar (Brooklyn: 1992) 471, 477-478 (called to my attention by Dr.
Louis Jacobs) and the Vilna Gaon’s comment in his Perush al Kamah Aggadot,
printed in Aharon Feldman, The Juggler and the King (Jerusalem: 1990) 10a
(unpaginated; called to my attention by R. Samuel Flam). However, all this has
nothing to do with the tebufuh of Tevet. 1n addition, it was not merely the tekufah
of Tevet but every tekufah which was associated with bad luck in the popular
imagination. A number of superstitions are recorded with regard to them, and
already in the Geonic era people abstained from drinking water at this time. See
Abudarbam  ha-Shalem, ed. Wertheimer (Jerusalem: 1957) 311-312 and
Wertheimer’s notes bid., 413; Joshua Trachtenberg, Jewish Magic and Superstition
(New York: 1938) 257-258, and the sources cited on 313, no. 12; Abraham
Judah Klein, “Ha-Sakanah li-Shtot Mayim be-Sha’at ha-Tekufah ve-ha-Segulah
le-Hishamer Mimenah be-Sifrut ha-Halakhah,” in Jubilee Volume in Honour of Prof
Bernhard Heller, ed. Alexander Scheiber (Budapest: 1941) 86—-100; and Israel M.
Ta-Shma, “Issur Shetiyat Mayim ba-Tekufah u-Mekoro,” Mebkerer Yerushalayim be-
Folklor Yehud: 17 (1995): 21-32.

33 See also Zinner, Nit'ei Gavriel: Hilkbor Hanukkah, 247 .
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Nevertheless, Sofer rejects this approach, refers to the custom of
abstaining from sex and closing the mzkbveh as a MUY 17N that
should be abolished, and argues that if the reason for abstention from
Torah study was due to mourning this would not cease at midnight.
Although it is perhaps surprising that Sofer does not further ask why
according to Adler the other mourning prohibitions do not apply, he
does question why those portions of the Talmud that are permitted
to be studied by a mourner are not studied on Christmas Eve.

Sofer’s reason for abstaining from Torah study is somewhat dif-
ferent. If, he says, the Jews were to study as normal until midnight
and then go to sleep, it would reflect bad against them in Heaven.
Satan could claim that the Jews have gone to sleep while the
Gentiles are still awake and praying. Because of this, the practice
was that Jews would stop studying Torah early in the evening and
sleep until midnight, whereupon they would get up and study the
whole night. As has already been mentioned, Sofer regards as base-
less and deserving of abolishment the custom of closing the mikveh
and abstaining from conjugal relations.**

It is noteworthy that Sofer’s understanding is lacking any of the
mythical elements we shall see in other writers. According to Sofer,
there is nothing special about Christmas Eve per se. Rather, his
explanation is entirely utilitarian. It is also significant that he sees
nothing wrong with sleeping until midnight, although it is hard to
imagine that Sofer himself did not study Torah at this time. Still,
even this is not impossible as it is reported that one of Sofer’s lead-
ing students, R. Moses Schick, did not study on Christmas Eve.?

Another explanation for the practice is offered by a nineteenth-
century maskil, Eliezer Zvi Zweifel 3° According to Zweifel, in

54 Iggerot Soferim (Tel Aviv: 1970) sec. 2, no. 2, and see H. J. Zimmels,
Ashlenazim and Sepbardim (London: 1976) 159, for important manuscript addi-
tions to the published version of the letter. See also Iggeror Soferim, sec. 2, no. 3,
where Sofer writes: 71121 7N AT 5 PINWI 110K 2 117017 2v NNy
QAN °0? 7 NI, See also Hatam Sofer: Derashot (Jerusalem: 1974) 75b, where
Sofer complains about Jewish merrymaking in the Christmas season.

3 Veltz, Divrei Yisrael, Yoreh Deah, no. 21.

36 See his additional notes to R. Zvi Hirsch Segal, Likkutei Zvi (Zhitomir:
1866) last page. (This explanation is cited by Sperling, 1z'amei ha-Minhagim,
500, who mistakenly identifies the source as Likkutei Pardes.) See also Teitelbaum,
Ozar Minhagei Hasidut, 119.
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medieval times there was an increased danger of violence against
the Jews on Christmas Eve, and therefore, the rabbis ordained that
no one was to come to the house of study. In fact, the Hasidic mas-
ter R. Zvi Elimelekh of Dinov (1785—1841) records that terrible
things did happen to Jews on Christmas Eve. For example, when
various people tried to study, a dog appeared in front of their
homes. He does not explain what this represented, but it no doubt
is to be viewed in the context of the popular Kabbalistic identifica-
tion of Jesus with a dog.’” However, all this is in the realm of the
supernatural and has nothing to do with the practical explanation
suggested by Zweifel. Indeed, R. Zvi Elimelekh’s comments are
preceded by a Kabbalistic analysis of the name “Jesus,” and he is of
the opinion that the reason people do not study Torah on
Christmas Eve — which he identifies as the time of Jesus’ death — is
due to the power of the kelippah associated with Jesus.?®

To return to the comments of Zweifel, it must be emphasized
that whereas this approach may explain why the ber midrash was
empty, it says nothing about the study of Torah per se. Since every-
one was to stay at home there is no reason why they could not sim-
ply study there. If Zweifel's explanation were correct, one would
have to conclude that the general populace mistakenly assumed that
since one was not supposed to attend the bet midrash, all Torah study
was to abandoned. This is certainly a far-fetched assumption.

3’ See Yehudah Licbes, “Yonah ben Amitai ke-Mashiah ben Yosef,” in
Mebkarim be-Kabbalah Mugashim le-Yishayah Tishby, eds. Yosef Dan and Yosef
Hacker (Jerusalem: 1984) 278ft.

38 Regel Yesharah (Jerusalem: 1975) 24b—25a. He refers to Christmas Eve as
0w Jn [ INIPYY NSV 5D, This confirms the accuracy of
Eisenmenger’s assertion (see note 8).

% Alter Meir, “Al Issur Limmud Torah be-'Nittel,” Ha-Yehudi 2 (Dec.
1936) 65, claims without any supporting evidence that the practice began in the
Middle Ages before the invention of printing. At this time, the books were all
kept in the bet midrash, and therefore, staying home was the equivalent of not
being able to study Torah. However, this explanation does not explain why after
the invention of printing people continued to refrain from study even in the pri-
vacy of their homes. Indeed, it is most strange that some who accept this expla-
nation continue to abstain from Torah study, even though the danger of pogroms
no longer exists. See, e. g., Teitelbaum, Ozar Minbagei Hasidut, 119, who is at
pains to stress that the “impurity does not, God forbid, have any power on this
night.”

Copyright ©2001. All Rights Reserved.



330  Marc Shapiro

In fact, there is no need to give much regard to the explanation
of Zweifel. For one, there is absolutely no evidence to support his
contention. Furthermore, there is no reason why Jews would have
been in more danger on Christmas than on Easter. In addition, if
this explanation were correct, one would have expected the rabbis
to abolish public prayer on Christmas Eve in order to ensure that
people not venture from their homes. Yet there is no evidence that
this was ever the case. All this leads me to doubt that “rational”
considerations had anything to do with the origin of refraining
from Torah study on Christmas Eve.

There is no shortage of Kabbalistic reasons offered to explain
the practice. According to Habad texts, one refrains from Torah
study on Christmas Eve N1°1 "|’O'ITI77 X% »72.%0 According to tra-
dition, R. Shalom of Belz had his own reason which is as follows.
The Talmud says: “Before taking leave of his fellow a man should
always finish with a matter of halakhah, so that he should remem-
ber him thereby” (Berakhor 31a). This passage is supposed to have
been interpreted by the Baal Shem Tov to mean “do not take leave
of the devekut of God unless you will be studying the halakhah, for
only one who is studying is permitted to lose some of his devekut.”
R. Shalom explains that although this is true on all other nights of
the year, on Christmas Eve, when the sitra abara is at its peak and it is
crucial that the forces of darkness not triumph over holiness, rather
than studying, which would mean a decrease in devekut, one should
instead strive for an elevated devekur.*' This is a good example of

0 Sefer Minhagim: Minbagei Habad (Brooklyn: 1966) 72. See also the
sources listed in Moriah 14, 93—94,

a Veltz, Divres Yisvael, Yoreh Deah, no. 21. It is doubtful if the Baal Shem
Tov would have accepted this explanation or even advanced the Talmudic inter-
pretation quoted in his name. As Joseph Weiss has pointed out, he was a strong
believer in synthesizing Torah study and devebut. However, R. Shalom’s view
would fit in with the approach of R. Menahem Mendel of Premyslan, who
believed that Torah study and exercises in devekur cannot exist simultaneously, and
the striving for devebut is to be preferred. Thus, he writes: “But we, whose intellect
is small, if we divert our attention from deveknt to the blessed Name, and study a
lot, we will forget the awe of the Lord .... Therefore we should study little and
constantly think of the greatness of the blessed Creator, in order to love and fear
him.” The similarity of this passage with that attributed to R. Shalom is clear. See
Weiss, Studies in Eastern Enropean Jewish Mysticism (Oxford: 1985) 56-68.
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those Hasidic teachers who see the study of Torah and devekur
as opposing elements. According to them, when one is studying,
one cannot achieve true devekns.*> Having mentioned the Baal
Shem Tov, I should also call attention to the view attributed to him
that many apostates were conceived from an intercourse that
occurred on the night of Christmas.*?

Clearly, for both the Baal Shem Tov and R. Shalom of Belz, evil
powers are at work on Christmas Eve. As for the latter’s rationale
for not studying Torah, it is obvious that it only works for segments
of the Hasidic camp, and we must remember that Sofer counseled
sleeprng until midnight. If Sofer or any other Talmudist was inter-
ested in intensifying his connection with God, the way would have
been clear — namely, an increased study of Torah!* Still, the fact that
there were many non-Hasidim, including well-known Talmudists,
who also refrained from Torah study must show that there were
other considerations involved, considerations important enough to
temporarily push aside the most important Jewish activity.

As was already pointed out, the apparently unanimous opinion is
that one should only abstain from Torah study until midnight.
However, exactly when one should cease study is not clear.
R. Abraham David Horowitz reports that in his father’s house the
practice was to refrain from study from the time it got dark on
December 24 but on January 6 they ceased study from midday.
No reason is given for the difference in practice or indeed why one
must “observe” both days, although the double observance is no
doubt due to sefeka de-yoma. The reason for the lack of study is
explained as follows. It is possible that one may study something
which Jesus himself studied. This in turn would be of assistance to
his soul, which remains in hell.*® This notion is related to that found

42 - e .
' This is why it is important for Teitelbaum (see note 18) to stress that for

those Hasidim who do study on Christmas Eve, it is as if they are praying and
thus achieving devebnr.

43 Sefer Baal Shem Tov, vol. 2 (Brooklyn: 1981) 43a; R. Hayyim Palache,
Yimza Hayyim (Izmir: 1874) 72b—73a.

4 CE. Iggeror Soferim, sec. 2, no. 3.

4 See also the various Hasidic practices recorded in Zinner, Nit'ei Gavriel:
Hilkhor Hannkkab, 252—-255.

46 See also Lipetz, Sefer Mat’amim, 41b: 1NN N7 1% TInw? X5V
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in Sanbedrin 90b: “R. Johanan said: ‘If a halakhah is said in any
person’s name in this world, his lips speak in the grave.”” This
desire to prevent Jesus from receiving any benefit is so great that
Horowitz reports that the practice was to refrain from study even if
Christmas coincided with the Sabbath.?’

Well, if students were not to study on Christmas eve, what was
there for them to do? Playing cards was certainly a popular diver-
sion, and Gotthard Deutsch, writing in the Jewish Encyclopedia, says
as follows: “It was also customary among the Jews to play cards on
Nittel night, which was explained as being done in opposition to
the solemn attention of that evening by Christians, while really it
was merely a survival of the old German custom of merrymaking
at this festival.”® Although Deutsch does not mention anything
about abstaining from Torah study, he presumably would also trace
its origin to traditional German merrymaking. I shall have more to
say about this dubious assumption later. For now I should simply
note that R. Moses Sofer also mentions card playing, which he was
able to abolish in his commuity.®

47 Horowitz, Kinyan Torah, vol. 5, no. 92.

48 Vol. 9, 318. There are numerous sources which document Christmas mer-
rymaking in Germany. A standard work remains Alexander Tille, Dze Geschichte
der Dentschen Wethnacht (Leipzig: 1893). Paulus Cassel, Weibnachten: Urspriinge,
Briiuche und Aberglanben (Berlin: 1856), and Clement A. Miles, Christmas Customs
and Traditions (New York: 1976) also contain much important information. Card
playing was just one aspect of the joyful activities and is also known to have been
popular in other countries. Regarding England, see Thomas K. Hervey, The Book
of Christmas (New York: 1845) 141-142.

49 Iggerot Soferim, sec. 2, no. 3. However, in this letter Sofer points out that
by disallowing card playing the masses, out of boredom, were led to commit var-
ious transgressions. He therefore withdrew his prohibition as far as they were
concerned. Nevertheless, the Torah scholars were not to take part in this activity
but wete to continue studying as normal. (Presumably, he is referring to those
scholars who did not wish to follow his advice about sleeping until midnight.)
The Sabbatian Wolf Eybeschuetz was also upset with those who played cards on
Christmas Eve. See R. Jacob Emden’s report in Hit'avkut (Altona: 1762) 72a:
1IR3 197X 09w 9D 1R P27 ADKY K MDD »AiIwD
MR 23 POV R PIAR AR D20 PRARPA 2PMIYY 1PPPYPR PN
I'HD"'?P 1°°1 2°9nn '["7757'11 7% P MY, See also Isaac Rivkind, “Niteel,”
Di Tinkunft 34 (1929): 841; Isaac Samuel Reggio’s letter in Ha-Shabar 2 (1871):
433, regarding card playing in Italy; A. Eckstein, Geschichte der Juden im ehemaligen
Fiirstbistum Bamberg (Bamberg, no date) 111-112, regarding Germany (including
a government attempt to stop the practice in 1767); and Ad. Frankl-Griin,
Geschichte dev Juden in Kremsier, vol. 3.
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The question which now needs to be considered is when this cus-
tom originated. Because it is mainly the Hasidim who currently fol-
low this practice, it has been recently suggested that its origin lay
with the students of the Baal Shem Tov.>® However, as will soon be
seen, this view is entirely untenable for the practice clearly predates
the rise of Hasidism. How much it predates it is what needs to be
determined. When that is answered we will be better able to
understand the true reason for the custom.

In solving these problems, it is important to collect all available
authentic evidence. This means that unsubstantiated reports about
this practice, such as its mention in a manuscript that is said to
have been copied from another work dated 1466, must be disre-
garded until real documentation is available.’! Similar caution
must be exercised when dealing with all second-hand reports.
A prime example of this is the story that a priest asked R. Jonathan
Eybeschuetz how it was that Jews abstained from Torah study on
Christmas Eve when the Mishnah (Avot 1:2) says that the world
stands upon three things, one of them being Torah study.
Eybeschuetz explained to the priest the principle of Minhag Yisrael
Torah and that, therefore, the fact that Jews do not study on this
night is also considered a fulfillment of the Torah.>?

(Breslau: 1901) 46, no. 1, for a 1708 Jewish communal ordinance forbidding
games of chance that, however, adds the following: “ausgenohmen Wey Nachten
kidmen alle Jungen undt Alten frey Spihlen.” The apostate Paul Christian
Kirchner, Jidisches Cevemoniel (Lauban: 1717) 43, claims that Jews continued play-
ing cards and dice for fourteen days after Christmas (four days according to the
1726 Nuremberg edition, 135), because Jesus himself used to play. (Incidentally,
Kirchner identifies himself as a former rabbi.) In the 1726 Nuremberg edition of
Kirchner’s book, there is the following comment by Sebastian Jacob Jungendres
with reference to Jews playing cards on Christmas Eve: “If they show this lack of
consideration it is evident that they only wish to abuse our esteemed Savior, and
the Christian authorities would have great cause to prevent these insults, espe-
cially by forbidding them from playing during this time” (135).

Y Lieberman, “Be-Inyan Leil Hagam ha-Nikra ‘Nittel,” 134.

51 See R. Issachar Dov Babad, Ozar Yad ha-Hayyim (Lvov: 1934) no. 88.
The same author reports a tradition that R. Samuel Edels (1555-1631) did not
study on Christmas eve. However, once again we are not provided with first-
hand confirmation of this. Indeed, in this case the author does not even tell us
where he saw this report.

2 Yoetz Kayyam Kaddish, Sizh Sarfei Kodesh (Petrokow: 1923) 48a. See
also R. Abraham Hirschowitz, Ozar Kol Minbhage: Yeshurun (Jerusalem: 1970)
102-103; Spetling, Tz'amei ha-Minbagim, 500, no. 4; and the journal Or Torah
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A most significant passage that does #o# mention the practice of
abstaining from Torah study on Christmas Eve is found in the writ-
ings of the notorious apostate Johann Pfefferkorn (1469 —after
1521).> After noting that Jews secretly read Toledor Yeshn on
Christmas night,”* he writes:

They believe and maintain that the lord Jesus, punished by God because of his
apostasy and false teaching, has to wander in all pits of excrement or latrines
throughout the world that same night [i. e., Christmas Eve]. Thus did I learn and
believe unthinkingly from my youth on. When it was Christmas Eve I urinated
outside the privy because of worry and fear of the hanged Jesus, for he was acting
in a filthy way that night as mentioned previously.>

A similar accusation is found some years later in the apostate
Ernst Ferdinand Hess’ Juden Geissel,”® where he writes as follows:

Dear Chrisrians, when we are solemnly involved and piously observing our
Christmas, during which on the entire day of the twenty-fifth of December we are
in church, out of solemn habit standing up in our service to God [with] prayer
and thanksgiving songs, through reading and singing to God, for in this same
night the A/ma >’ according to the prophecy of Isaiah gave birth to the Christ, our
Messiah, when you Jews hear the ringing of the bells (for Christmas], you utter
the awful and terrible blasphemous words: “At this time the TTDD Mamser crawls
through all Maschovim™® (or, as they are otherwise called NINAWN) NIRDI3).

That is, now the whore’s son must crawl through every sewer and latrine.®”

(reprt. Brooklyn: 1991) 12a (first numbering). For another legend regarding
Eybeschuetz and one regarding R. David ben Samuel Halevi (1586-1667), see
Meir, “Al Issur Limmud Torah be-"Nittel,”” 64—65. See also Reiner J. Auman, The
Fﬂmz/y Bondi and Their Ancestors (no place no date) 10.
> The most comprehensive treatment of Pfefferkorn is Hans-Martin Kirn,
Das Bild vom Juden in Deutschland des friiben 16. Jabrbunderis (Tibingen: 1989).
4 See Krauss, Das Leben Jesu nach jlidischen Quellen, Oft.

5 Handt Spiegel (Mainz: 1511). The passage appears towards the beginning
of the book (there are no page numbers). I thank Dr. Hans-Martin Kirn for his
assistance in translating this passage.

6 This book was originally published in 1589. I have used the 1703
Frankfurt edition.

7 This word does not appear in Gothic script, and I have indicated this by
placing it in italics.

58 This is Hess’ transliteration of the Hebrew O°2W , which was used as
a euphemism for “sewer” and “latrine” among Jews of this period. Cf. Kirn, Das
Bild vom Juden in Deutschland des frithen 10. Jabhrbunderts, 112, no. 271.

% NIXDID also means “latrines.”

O “Cloac und heimbliche Gemicher;” see Jacob and Wilhelm Grimm,
Deutsches Wirterbuch, vol. 2 (Munich: 1984) col. 629; vol. 5, col. 3138; vol. 10,
col. 876.
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Thereby you instill in your small children a great fright, that they do not go
out to the hidden chambers [privies] on this night even if they need to very
badly.®!

The notion that Jesus is condemned to crawl through the
latrines on Christmas eve is quite significant, as will soon be
seen. The closest parallel is found in Toledor Yeshu, where it is said
that after Jesus’ death he was dragged around the streets of
Jerusalem.®? Another version of Tiledot Yeshu has Jews trampling
Jesus to death after he fell from the sky.63 This version also has
Jesus being placed in a latrine after his death,®® whereas other
versions have him being buried in a garden.®” Whether the
accounts of Pfefferkorn and Hess bear any relationship to the
Toledot Yeshu stories is not clear, but presumably, a passage in Gittin
57a is relevant in this regard and may even be the origin of the
notion that Jesus must crawl through the latrines. According to
this passage, it has been decreed in heaven that Jesus is punished
with boiling hot excrement.®® As for Pfefferkorn and Hess, it is sig-
nificant that neither of them make reference to the abstention from
Torah study. It is clear that both of them were unaware of this
practice.

Apparently, the first reference to abstaining from Torah study
on a Christian holiday is by the apostate Johann Adrian in an

6l 181-182.

%2 See Hugh J. Schonfeld, According to the Hebrews (London: 1937) 53;
Giinter Schlichting, Ein jidisches Leben Jesu (Tubingen: 1982) 160.

;’j Dietrich Schwab, Judischer Deckmantel (Cologne: 1616) 34.

> Lhid.

65 Schonfeld, According to the Hebrews, 52; Schlichting, Ein jiidisches Leben
Jesu, 152. At least one version combines both accounts and has Jesus placed in a
latrine in the garden. See Huldricus, To/dor Yeshua ha-Notsri, 88.

6 This is the authentic reading which also appears in the Munich manu-
script. The standard, censored version substitutes “sinners of Israel” for “Jesus.”
(I thank Dr. Sid Z. Leiman for calling this to my attention.) See also Huldricus’
version of Toledot Yeshu, 88. It was with reference to this passage in Girin 57a
that R. Jehiel of Paris assumed his well-known apologetic stance — namely,
that there were two men named “Jesus,” and the Talmud is not referring to
Jesus of Nazareth. See Vikkwah Rabbenu Yebiel mi-Paris, ed. Margaliyot (Lvov:
1928) 8a.
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anti-Jewish tract he published in 1609.%7 In discussing the negative
way Jews referred to Jesus, Adrian writes as follows (directing his
words to the stubborn Jews):

On Ascension Day® you do not study and pretend that our Lord Christ must do
penance and, as a punishment, must on this night crawl through disgusting
latrines. He also has no rest except when he hears you studying. How-
ever, because you refuse to grant him such rest, therefore you do not study. In
addition, you tell your children when they go to this place [i. e., the latrine] ‘See
that the hanged one® does not pull you in.””°

This passage is important in a number of respects. To begin
with, the practice of abstaining from Torah study is associated with
Ascension Day, not Christmas. The reason for this date is not diffi-
cult to see. Since Jews believed that Jesus was condemned to eter-
nal damnation, it is only natural that they would commemorate
this on the day that Christians commemorated Jesus’ ascension into
Heaven. The special nature of this day is once again explained by
Jesus having to crawl through the latrines and only through Jewish
study can he be spared this. Although there are a number of Jewish
texts that speak of both saints and the wicked returning to earth,
particularly on the Sabbath, new moon, and Sukkot,”! I am
unaware of any sources that discuss the wicked returning to earth
on a yearly basis. Furthermore, it is unclear what the connection is
between Jewish study and Jesus being granted a reprieve from his

7 Send und Warnungs-Brieff an alle hartneckige unnd balssstarrige Jiiden darinn
erzliche Gottslesterungen aus ihrem 328D, oder tiglichen Gebetbiichlein dess gantzen
Jabrs begrieffen kiirtzlich beantworter und widerleger werden (Wittenberg: 1609).
Regarding Adrian and some of the other apostates mentioned in this paper, see
Martin Friedrich, Zwischen Abwebr und Bekehrung: Die Stellung der dentschen evange-
lischen Theologie zum Judentum im 17. Jabrbundert (Tubingen: 1988).

% The Thursday forty days after Easter observed in commemoration of
Jesus’ ascension into Heaven.

% "7, ie., Jesus. Referring to Jesus as “the hanged one” was common
and dates back to at least the Middle Ages. Regarding its origin, see Jacob Z.
Lauterbach, Rabbinic Essays (Cincinatti: 1951) 494ff. See also Rivkind, “Niteel,”
840, no. 1.

0P 29.

7V See Lauterbach, Studies in Jewish Law, Custom and Folklore, 110—111, no.
58; Judah Leib Zlotnik, “Me-Aggadot ha-Shabbat u-Minhageha,” Sinai 25
(1949): 276-287, ihid. 26 (1950) 75-89; Israel M. Ta-Shma, Minbag Ashkenaz
ba-Kadmon (Jerusalem: 1992) ch. 9.
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anguish. Presumably, when Jesus returns to earth he is able to be
helped by the study of the Jews; however, during the rest of the
year when he is in hell, this study cannot neutralize his suffering. It
is obvious that there is some mysterious significance to the absten-
tion from Torah study on this day. Although Adrian has an axe to
grind, one should not doubt the accuracy of his information. As an
apostate, he was aware of Jewish practices and from many other
examples in his book it is clear that he accurately describes circum-
stances in the Jewish community.”?

Clearly Pfefferkorn, Hess, and Adrian are writing independently
of each other, although their descriptions share similar elements.
The fact that none of them mention abstention from Torah study
on Christmas Eve is clear evidence that they were not aware of any
such practice. In truth, there is no evidence that this custom, at
least on a widespread scale, can be dated earlier than these authors.
The accuracy of this last sentence cannot, however, be illustrated
through an examination of Jewish sources, since the fact that no
Jewish texts, including such important repositories of Jewish cus-
tom as Mabaril and Leker Yosher, mention this practice does not
necessarily prove that it did not exist. When one remembers how
dangerous it could have been had the Gentile community found
out about this practice, it is obvious that an argument from silence
is not valid as far as Jewish sources are concerned.””

However, it can still be shown that the practice of abstaining
from Torah study on Christmas Eve (or Ascension Day) was not

72 Nevertheless, the possibility remains that Adrian’s description was based
on hearsay and this is what led him to mistakenly substitute Ascension Day for
Christmas. If this is true, it would support my view that the Jewish practice of
abstention from Torah study on Christmas Eve was a recent — and not wide-
spread — phenomenon. Had it been an old or common practice, Adrian never
would have been able to make such a mistake.

7 In these last sentences, I am anticipating my conclusion — namely, that
the reason behind the practice is not “rational” and is directed against Jesus.
Were Zweifel correct that in medieval times it was dangerous to go out on
Christmas Eve and the rabbis, therefore, decreed that no one should come to the
study hall, there would have been no reason for Mabharil, Leker Yosher, and others
not to have mentioned the absention from Torah study and explained its reason.
In other words, Zweifel’s suggestion can be disproven by an argument from
silence.
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widely known in the generations before Adrian. I say this because
none of the many attacks on Judaism from before this time
mention the practice, something they would not have neglected
had they been aware of it. Perhaps it is too much to expect Gentiles
to have known about a Jewish practice which did not appear in
print. However, even apostates who attacked their former religion
and revealed its secrets’® did not mention the abstention from Torah
study. Clearly, they were unaware of this practice. Thus, Pfefferkorn,”
as well as another notorious apostate, Victor von Carben (1423—
1515),7¢ who go to great lengths to show the anti-Christian nature
of Judaism, do not mention the abstention from Torah study, some-
thing they would have jumped on had they been aware of it. This
is undeniable particularly as Pfefferkorn is quick to point out all
the negative things Jews said concerning Jesus.

The same observation can be made with regard to Anton
Margaritha (CA. 1490-?), who published the very influential Der
gantz Jiidisch glaub.”” Margaritha was the son of Samuel Margalioth
and the grandson of Jacob Margalioth, both of whom served as
rabbi of Regensburg, and was obviously fully aware of all that went
on in the Jewish community.”® Although he is intent on showing
how anti-Christian Judaism is, he doesn’t mention any peculiar
practices with regard to Christmas, a sure sign that he was unaware
of Jewish behavior directed against Jesus. Concurrent with Adrian’s
work, the apostate Christian Gerson (1569-1627) published
a tract of which a large part is devoted to showing how much
Jews hate Christians, and yet he, too, is silent with regard to

" See Elisheva Carlebach, “Attribution of Secrecy and Perceptions of
Jewry,” Jewish Social Studies 2 (Spring-Summer, 1996): 115-136.

73 In addition to Handt Spiegel, other relevant books he authored include
Der Juden Spiegel (Nuremberg: 1507) and Juden Veindt (Cologne: 1509). (Juden
Veindt is how the book is usually referred to; however, its full title is Ich bin ein
buchlin, der Juden veindt ist mein name.)

S He authored De vita et moribus Judacorum (Paris: 1511).

77 (Augsburg: 1530).

78 Regarding Margaritha and his book, see Josef Mieses, Die dlteste gedruckte
dentsche Ubersetzung des jiidischen Gebetbuchs aus dem Jabre 1530 und ibr Autor
Antonius Margaritha (Vienna: 1916). See also Stephen G. Burnett, “Distorted
Mirrors: Antonius Margaritha, Johann Buxtorf and Christian Ethnographies of
Judaism,” Sixteenth Century Journal 25 (1994): 275-287.
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Christmas.”® Even in the years after Adrian the custom does not
appear to have been widely known, as can be seen from the fact
that it is not mentioned in the learned apostate Friedrich Albrecht
Christiani’s Der Jiiden Glanbe und Aberglaube.

The next text that is relevant to our discussion is found in the
writings of another apostate, Julius Conrad Otto.?! In discussing
the terrible things Jews say about Jesus, the author notes in partic-
ular: “They repeat this every year on Christmas day with their
entire household, they say that Christ is the son of a whore.”®? Had
this apostate been aware of the Jewish practice not to study on
Christmas Eve, he would have surely mentioned it here.

Yet immediately following this comes another important passage
which is based on Toledor Yeshu and describes how the Jews
explained the miracles Jesus performed. He was alleged to have
stolen the shem ha-meforash from the Temple, attached it to his foot,
and then flew in the air where he did wondrous things.®> This led
many people to accept him as a god. Finally, God had enough of
Jesus and caused him to fall to the ground, whereupon the Jews
pulled him through the sewers where he was soiled. This last point
is important and should be seen in the original: “Zu letzt aber habe
im [sic] Gott solches nit mehr zusehen wéllen, sondern in [sic]
gesturtzt, dass er auff die Erden gefallen, habe ihn das Judische
Volck durch alle moschabim 3 das ist, durch alle Cloaken gezogen,
in welchen er also verdorben.” Once again we see the connec-
tion between D*2WIN and sewers (or latrines), which also appeared

7 Der Jiiden Thalmud fiirnembster Inbalt und Widerlegung (Goslar: 1607).

¥ (Leipzig: 1705). Regarding Christiani, see Elisheva Carlebach, “Converts
and cheir Narratives in Early Modern Germany: The Case of Friedrich Albrecht
Christiani,” Leo Baeck Institute Year Book 40 (1993): 65-84. I have only men-
tioned texts written by apostates, for these authors would clearly be aware
of Jewish practices. In addition, the texts mentioned are anti-Jewish and/or
descriptions of Jewish behavior and ritual. As such, any omission is a sure sign of
ignorance.

8U Guali Razia Occultorum Detectio (Stettin: 1613).

82 Ibid. There are no page numbers in this book, but the passages referred to
appear in the middle.

8 Schonfeld, Awording to the Hebrews, 39ff; Schlichting, Ein jidisches Leben
Jesu, 96t

81 This is Otto’s transliteration of the Hebrew 0°2W1IN.
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in Hess, but it is clear that Otto is writing independently. Indeed,
in Hess’ passage it is Jesus who crawls through all the
D°2WIN, no doubt as a punishment.

One year after the appearance of Otto’s book, the apostate
Samuel Friedrich Brenz also accused the Jews of anti-Christian activ-
ities.®> His words are most revealing and should be quoted in full:

The Jews also consume much garlic, particularly on Christmas nighe. If one asks
the reason the answer is so that the 70/z,%¢ that is the hanged one, is dishonored,
or so that they might stink more. They inform their servants that God has
imposed upon Jesus that on Christmas night, when the Christians are more
devout than on any other night, he must crawl through all the latrines....” In
this same Christmas night the Jews are very merry [and spend their time] play-
ing, eating, and drinking. The reason they give is that the 70/z has a better rest in
the house in which they study and pray. Therefore [by not studying or praying]
he is not able to crawl through the corners of these houses [but must remain in
the latrines] .58

Earlier in his work Brenz claims that on Christmas Eve the Jews
secretly read “Maese thola” (i.e., Toledot Yeshu).® Clearly, in all of its
particulars, Brenz’s account is independent of any others and is no
doubt the result of first-hand knowledge. Here again we see the
notion of Jesus being forced to crawl through the latrines. We also
have the notion, recorded by Adrian, that by studying Jews enable
Jesus to receive some rest from his heavenly ordained punishment,
although Adrian claims that this occurs on Ascension Day. In fact,
Brenz’s account is the first to combine elements previously found in
Pfefferkorn, Hess, and Adrian. It is true that Brenz also adds the
point that Jewish prayer can help Jesus, but it is difficult to see this
as meaning Jews did not pray the obligatory evening service on
Christmas Eve. Perhaps he is referring to optional prayers, such as
the recitation of Psalms.””

85 Jiidischer abgestreiffter Schlangenbalg (Augsburg: 1614).

86 121N See note 69.

87 “Sprachhiduser”; see Grimm, Deutsches Wirterbuch, vol. 16, col. 2759.

88 Tiidischer abgestreiffter Schlangenbalg, 17—18.

89 Ibid., 12. Eisenmenger, Entdecktes Judenthum, vol. 1, 564, claims to have
observed this in practice.

% Johann Wulfer, Theriaca Judaica (Nuremberg: 1681) 91, quotes a lecter
by a certain Jew, whom he calls “Apella,” in which the latter defends his people
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It is clear that we have a number of independent and truthful
reports of Jewish practices with regard to Christian holy days, in
particular Christmas Eve. The fact that they disagree in certain
essentials precludes one having been copied from another. Once
again, it must be emphasized that the sources for these reports are
apostates who must have been intimately aware of Jewish society.
Of course, this does not mean that apostates are always to be relied
upon in the descriptions they give of Jewish life and literature.
However, in cases where there is no good reason to doubt their
information it should be accepted as valid. All the more so when it
is confirmed by the accounts of both other apostates as well as Jews.

Another interesting point in Brenz’s treatment is his accusation
that Jews would eat garlic on Christmas Eve in order to give them-
selves bad breath. I know of no other contemporary sources that
record this practice, but there appears to be no reason to doubt it.
This is particularly so since Jewish writers have confirmed that
even in recent generations there were many who followed this prac-
tice. One writer reports that garlic-breath helped to discourage one
from engaging in sex on this night.%"

against the charge that they believed Jesus must crawl through the sewers. (As
Dr. David Berger has pointed out to me, “Judaeus Apella” was a standard term
for a Jew, particularly in a pejorative context. It first appears in Horace, Sazéres, 1,
5, line 100. P Michael Brown, in his edition of the Satires [Warminster: 1993]
149, writes: “Apella is the Roman form of a Greek name frequently borne by
freedmen: its application to a Jew here may well involve a word-play relating to
circumcision [Greek privative a-prefix, ‘without,” + pellis, ‘skin.””]) However,
“Apella’s” entire letter rings of disingenuousness. For example, he writes:
D°IRIX DNXY [0 11°1°21 02°1°2 [Mwnanw 23% v XN
ANDW MDD DPMIKIR 1IN OXY 7272 D°WRON 1IXY DPY U XwWw
0% 1777y X1W 172732 1IX D710 AN, As I have already noted, there
are, in fact, a nurrber of texts which speak of the dead returning to earth.
Apella’s explanation of why Jewish children were afraid to venture into the out-
house on this night is also strange. According to him, they must have picked up
this practice from Charistian children! Finally, Apella comments that although his
explanations are satisfactory, before seeing Brenz’s book he had never heard such
nonsense. Needless to say, based upon the evidence so far presented it is unlikely
that a German Jew at the end of the seventeenth century would be unaware of
the practices Brenz describes.

91 R. Isaac Weiss, Siah Yizhat (Jerusalem: 1995) no. 408 (the responsum
is dated 1904); R. Israel David Hatfenes, Yisrael ve-ha-Zemanim (Brooklyn: 1987)
457. Incidentally, the association between Jews and garlic is found in a number
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In fact, there may be another reason to explain the consumption
of garlic. We have already seen how fearful Jews were of coming
into contact with Jesus on this night. Well, it so happens that the
smell of garlic was a well-tested method of keeping demons away,”?
and it is not unlikely that this same method could have been used
to keep Jesus away. It is true that the sources speak of carrying gar-
lic or placing it in certain places in order to scare away the demons.
However, this does not eliminate the possibility that people had in
mind garlic’s protective capability when they consumed it.??

of sources which speak of the “Jewish odor.” See, e.g., Joshua Trachtenberg, The
Devil and the Jews (New York: 1983) 49—-50; Salo Wittmayer Baron, A Social and
Religions History of the Jews, vol. 11 (New York: 1967) 136. Apparently, Jews had
a fondness for garlic, which is not surprising since, according to the Talmud, it
should be consumed Friday night as an aphrodisiac. See Ozar Yisrael, vol. 10
(New York: 1913) 66. (Non-Jews would have also been aware of this for it is
recorded by Johann Buxtorf, Symagoga Judaica [Basel: 1603] 340.) Whulfer,
Theriaca Judaica, 90, speaks of the Jews’fondness for garlic and at the same time
expresses his doubts about Brenz’s report:

These statements, unless they should be proven by sound evidence of having an
insulting intent, seem to me to be obvious calumnies; for I fail to see what kind
of ignominy attaches to our most holy Jesus from this single practice, that they
eat garlic, since it is not just on that night [that they do it]; rather, they have a
habit (and one long habitual to their race) of eating garlic the whole year
through, and just as much [as on Christmas eve]. It makes a far more substantial
charge [to say that] they befoul their minds [mentem; read perhaps mentum, i.e.,
“chin” or “beard.”] by this practice during the whole year than on one night only,
a charge which Brenz himself does not dare to advance against them.

(In describing his first visit to a Polish-Jewish village, Heine recalled the “smell
of garlic” that characterized the local Jews. See his essay “Uber Polen,” in
Heinrich Heine, Sémtliche Schriften, vol. 2 [Munich: 1969] 77.)

92 See the sources quoted by Lauterbach, Stadies in Jewish Law, Custom and
Folklore, 105—106, no. 47. See also Sperling, 1z'amei ba-Minbagim, 293;
Trachtenberg, Jewish Magic and Superstition, 299, no. 17; Isidor Scheftelowitz, Das
Stellvertretende Hubnopfer (Giessen: 1914) 32, no. 4; and Weiss, Sizh Yizhak, no.
408. M. L. Bamberger was unaware of the apotropaic nature of garlic and there-
fore dismissed the Ninth of Av practice of taking it to the cemetery, where
demons are often found, as a “mistaken custom” based on a misreading of an old
text! See his “Uber die Enstehung falscher Minhagim,” Jeschurun 5 (1918):
671-672. Regarding demons in cemeteries, see Shlomo Eidelberg, “Afar Kodesh:
Gilgulam shel Shnei Minhagim,” Proceedings of the American Academy for Jewish
Research 59 (1993): 12 (Hebrew section). See also R. Abraham Gumbiner, Magen
Avrabam, Ovab Hayyim, 519:15. See Appendix for Fleckeles’description of a dif-
ferent custom involving garlic at cemeteries on the Ninth of Av.

93 After suggesting this explanation, I found that Weiss, Sizh Yizhak,
no. 408, gives a similar explanation. According to him, since Torah is not
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Brenz's book created quite a storm when it was published, and a
contemporary, R. Zalman Zvi of Aufhausen, authored his own work
designed to refute all the accusations against Judaism made by
Brenz.?* R. Zalman’s entire work is written in a tongue-in-cheek
fashion and is a perfect example of the disingenuousness often
found among Jewish apologists and participants in religious dispu-
tations. In the course of his response, R. Zalman deals with the
accusation that Jews refrain from study on Christmas Eve and
instead make merry. In what can probably be described as sheer dis-
honesty, R. Zalman denies that Jews exhibit any fun-filled behavior
at this time. It is possible, he explains, that Hanukkah would
fall on Christmas, and this is the reason for the Jews'merriment.
R. Zalman’s point is that when Hanukkah does not fall on
Christmas the Jews make no changes in their pattern of study.

R. Zalman also says that since there are no business dealings
between Jews and Christians on Christmas, the Jews do not have to
avoid bad breath. This explains the consumption of garlic on
Christmas Eve!”> The great lengths R. Zalman had to go to in
order to explain away Jewish practices shows clearly how danger-
ous it was for this information to get into the hands of Christians.
This also explains why the practice of abstaining from Torah study
was, with one exception, not mentioned in Jewish writings of the
seventeenth century.

studied on Christmas Eve, people are no longer protected against the demons. In
place of Torah study, garlic was substituted since it too offers protection. (It is this
vulnerability due to lack of Torah study which Weiss focuses on in order to explain
R. Isaac Luria’s view that people should not visit a cemetery on the Ninth of Av
because of fear of demons. Since Torah is not studied on this day, people are partic-
ularly vulnerable to the demons who lurk in the cemetery. It is thus not surprising
that people who did go to the cemetery on the Ninth of Av were accustomed to
take along garlic, as mentioned in the previous note.) Cf. Gerard Muller, Wezbnacht
der Dentschern (Karlsruhe: 1946) 44, for the Christian superstition that garlic is one
of the foods given to animals on Christmas in order to spare them any bad luck.

4 This work is contained in Wulfer's Theriaca Judaica. We know almost
nothing about R. Zalman’s life; see Raphael Straus, Regensburg and Angsburg, trans.
Felix N. Gerson (Philadelphia: 1939) 69. Regarding the publication of this book,
see Stephen G. Burnett, “Hebrew Censorship in Hanau: A Mirror of Jewish-
Christian Coexistence in Seventeenth-Century Germany,” in The Expulsion of the
Jews: 1492 and After, eds. Raymond B. Waddington and Arthur H. Williamson
(New York: 1994) 208—209.

95 Theriaca _Judaica, 9a—9b (Judeo-German section).
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The exception is found in a recently published work of the
German halakhist R. Jair Hayyim Bacharach (1638-1702). Entitled
Kizur Halakbot, it is published together with his commentary on the
Shulhan Arukbh and is an index of what was contained in a larger
work which has not entirely come down to us. In commenting upon
the section of the Shulban Arukh which discusses establishing a set
time for Torah study which should never be missed, Bacharach
writes as follows: 1198 7130 9791 1% D10°2 3.6 Al
we can tell from this is that in his larger work Bacharach discussed
abstention from Torah study on Christmas Eve. However, whether
he supported this practice cannot be inferred.

To return to the apostates, in 1616 Dietrich Schwab published
his Judischer Deckmantel. In the section entitled “Von der Juden
Listerung,” Schwab discusses the terrible behavior of the Jews on
the holy night of Christmas.

While we Christians out of old commendable custom with great solemnity cele-
brate, with bells ringing, prayers, singing, thanksgiving, and have Mass and a
sermon, when the Jews hear the ringing of the bells [for Christmas] they utter
the startling and blasphemous words: “Now the mamser crawls through all
moschouim, that is, now the whore’s son must crawl through all the latrines. On
account of this banging [is heard] in the house.” They then say: “He is there,” to
instill in their children and other members of the house great fear and horror, so
that they do not desire to go into the latrine on this night unless they are in the
most extreme need and are forced to do so. Occasionally, one loses control so that
on the following day he must send the pants or shirt to the water [to be cleaned].

They are also not permitted to study or pray during the time of Christmas
[Eve], which they call Nizzel, that is, the festival of the hanged one. The reason for
this is that they believe that on this night Christ is in terrible anguish [and by
refraining from study or prayer| he has no rest or respite. Rather, they do nothing
but curse and blaspheme Christ.””

Schwab’s version is not only based on Hess’ version, but some of
it is actually copied almost word for word. However, this does not
mean that Schwab lacked first-hand knowledge of what he records.

96 Mekor Hayyim, vol. 2, 256. The use of the term 1137 with reference
to Christian holidays is also found in Brenz, [idischer abgestreiffter Schlangenbalg,
19. Levita, Ha-Tishbi, 26b, s. v. XAMN, writes: NT12Y 721V 2@ TN 20
Xan WMX 72301 101X mSmI 0’2010, Sofer, Hatam Sofer: Derashot, 75b,
writes: TPXD DX’ MW DRI 7977 11502 K97 7273 701 0K 7
NS RAAA DWW TYY SwoRam.

97 Pp. 30-31.
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We must not forget that modern definitions of plagiarism do not
apply here. Presumably, Schwab was fighting the battle of the Lord
and not trying to make a name for himself. In such a circumstance,
it is, no doubt, excusable to copy from the text of one who has
made a compelling case. Therefore, we can assume that his descrip-
tion of the behavior of Jewish households on Christmas Eve is
accurate.”®

Furthermore, we must remember that Hess’ text says nothing
about refraining from study on Christmas Eve. Schwab could have
copied this from another work, but it is more likely that he is sim-
ply recording his own experiences. He also notes that Jews do not
pray on Christmas Eve, an assertion which earlier appeared in
Brenz. Yet as I already pointed out, it is difficult to imagine that
there were Jews who refrained from prayer. Assuming the reports
of Brenz and Schwab are not based on mistaken hearsay — which
itself would be proof that the custom we are examining was not yet
widespread and observable in all Jewish communities — perhaps
these two authors are referring to optional prayers such as the

% This is not the case with regard to other texts that were not written by
apostates and merely copied what appeared in Hess, Adrian, and Brenz. Clearly,
these sources cannot be regarded as, and indeed never claimed to be, indepen-
dent testimony of the practices we are examining. In fact, they usually cite the
source from where they have obtained their information regarding Jewish prac-
tices on Christmas. See, e.g., Johann Praetorius, Saturnalia (Leipzig: 1663) 129
(on 146, he writes: “Wenn wier unsere heiligen Weyhenachten celebriren, so
haben sie ihre heuligen oder heulenden Schweinachten”). See also Caspar
Bertram, In sanctum Sancti Mattaei evangelium notae (Amsterdam: 1651) 19;
Caspar Tivius, Loci Theologics Historici oder Theologisches Exempel Buch (Leipzig:
1684) 504-505; Johann Christoph Minnling, Denkwiirdige Kuriositaten (Leipzig:
1713) 208-209. Although he does not cite a source, Salomon Glass, Epistolae
Dominicales (Jena: 1636) 323-324, clearly copied his information from another
text, probably Hess. David Christiani, De Messia Dispuiationes IV (Giessen: 1657)
61, adds a new element. He claims that the spirit of Esau has migrated into
Christ, and it is this which forces him to crawl through the latrines on Christmas
Eve. Although Christiani does not give a source for this idea, he no doubt was
familiar with the Kabbalistic view, mentioned by Abarbanel, that Jesus was the
gilgn! of Esau. As Abarbanel further points out, this is hinted at in the letter
equivalency of 1’W¥ and M. See his commentary to Isaiah in Perush al Nevi'im:
Abaronim (Amsterdam: 1641) 550 (end of ch. 35); Mashmia Yeshuah (Amsterdam:
1648) 19d. See also Moshe Idel, “Ha-Yahas le-Nozrut be-Sefer ha-Meshiv,” Zion
46 (1981): 81-82.
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recitation of Psalms. Other possibilities are that the authors have
exaggerated, that the word “pray” is being used synonymously
with study, or that they are referring to public prayer.

I have already noted Zweifel’s opinion that the abstention from
Torah study was because Jews were afraid to leave their homes.
With this in mind the lack of public prayer on Christmas Eve
would be very understandable. However, the fact remains that
there is no evidence that public prayer was ever abolished on this
night. Furthermore, since the early sources speak of abstaining
from study even in private, this is probably how Brenz and Schwab
are to be understood when they mention prayer, and indeed, this
is the clear sense of both authors. As for Schwab’s point about
Jews being fearful of venturing into the latrine on Christmas
Eve, Eisenmenger claims to have actually observed this in
Frankfurt.””

From the sources I have discussed, it is obvious that the practice
of refraining from Torah study has an early origin, dating back at
least until the sixteenth century. The fact that it is not recorded in
Hebrew literature of this time led to the notion that it is a late
practice, perhaps instituted by the Hasidim. However, even before
the recent publication of R. Jair Hayyim Bacharach’s commentary
on the Shulhan Arukh, the evidence was clear as to its early exis-
tence. The difficulties this practice would have created had
Christians become aware of it is obviously the reason why it was
not recorded in print. It was, however, a popular oral tradition, and
although the reasons behind it were forgotten in Germany,'%" they
remained alive and well in the more superstitious atmosphere of
Eastern Europe. A clear illustration of this is seen in the fact that a
nineteenth century writer records what he terms a well-known rea-
son for the practice — namely, so that Jesus does not receive any

99 Entdecktes Judenthum, vol. 1, 563. Sec also Johann Jacob Schudt
(1664 -1722), Jiidischer Merckwiivdigkeiten, vol. 2 (Berlin: 1922) 318, regarding
the antics of some Jews of Frankfurt on this night.

199 Wich regard to Germany, it is interesting to note that in the nineteenth
century R. Samson Raphael Hirsch actually speaks positively about the
Christmas Eve celebration, calling it an “echo of Jewish bliss,” the description of
which Jews should enjoy. See Mordechai Breuer, Jéidische Orthodoxie im Deutschen
Reich 1871—1918 (Frankfurt: 1986) 90.
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benefit from Torah study.'®! It should not surprise us that this sort
of explanation was advanced hundreds of years previously. What
we are confronted with is none other than a deeply ingrained oral
tradition.

As to the ultimate origin of the practice, it is clear that there is
no proof for any of the “rational” reasons which have been offered.
As we have seen, Deutsch’s opinion is that any Jewish activity out
of the ordinary was due to the Gentile practice of merrymaking
during this time of year. However, it is difficult if not impossible to
imagine that the study of Torah would be suspended so that Jews,
including Torah scholars, could participate in Gentile amusements.
If Jews did play cards, it was simply because they were not study-
ing Torah, and this only begs the question of why Jews were not
studying. The other “rational” reason that Jews were afraid to go
out on this night also cannot explain the lack of Torah study.
Indeed, from what we have already seen it should be obvious that
the abstention from Torah study on Christmas Eve was just one of a
number of Jewish practices associated with this holiday, all of
which appear to be in the realm of the supernatural.

Nevertheless, H.J. Zimmels writes as follows:

The real reason for the custom seems to be the following: in the Middle Ages the
Jews used to be attacked on that night, therefore the Rabbis forbade their stu-
dents to attend the house of study and no lectures were held. In the course of
time, however, the reason was forgotten and only the custom remained. Two
facts may be quoted which support this view: (i) in some communities it was cus-
tomary to shut the ritual baths on that night, which can only be explained by the
fear of being attacked by non-Jewish neighbors; (ii) the custom of refraining from
studying the Torah on Christmas Eve is not found among the Sephardim. All this
clearly points to the reason mentioned above.'"?

Zimmels offers no evidence that in the Middle Ages Jews used
to be attacked on Christmas Eve, and the objections I noted previ-
ously with regard to Zweifel, who also put forth this view, obvi-
ously apply here as well. In addition, although it is unclear when
the custom originated, it does not appear to have been earlier than
the sixteenth century, at least not on any widespread scale.

YOV Yipetz, Sefer Mat'amin, 41b.
Y2 Ashkenazim and Sephardim, 160.
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As for Zimmels’ proofs, it is incorrect to say that the custom of
closing the mikveh can only be explained through fear of attack.
Rather, it was because people did not have sex on that night that the
mikveh was closed, not vice versa. We must not forget that all people
were to abstain from sex, not merely those going to the mikveh.
Clearly, non-rational reasons must be at the heart of this abstention.

In addition, it is not known how prevalent the practice of closing
the mikveh was. Although Sofer does refer to it as a widespread
practice, all of the later discussions about having sex with a woman
who just returned from the mzéveh show that it was not closed.!??
In any event, it must once again be emphasized that there is no
record that any community ever abolished public prayer, and there
appears to be no rabbinic text that advises Jews not to leave their
homes on Christmas Eve. The Jews knew better than to wander
into a Christian area during a Christian festival, but there would
normally be no reason why they could not quietly walk the Jewish
streets. % Furthermore, none of the apostates’ texts we have looked
at mention anything about Jews not leaving their homes on
Christmas Eve. In fact, although there were numerous medieval
decrees forbidding Jews from appearing in public during the Easter
season,'?’ T have not found any which forbid Jews from doing this
this during Christmas. Zimmels’ second point is also inconclusive,
for assuming I am correct in believing that non-rational considera-
tions are at the heart of this practice, one would still never expect
Jews in the Muslim lands to show the same sensitivity to Christmas
as their Ashkenazic brethren. This explains why they would not
have been receptive to the Ashkenazic anti-Christmas practices.

In short, Zimmels has provided no reason for us to disregard the
assumption that the abstention from Torah study is to be explained
by non-rational considerations, in particular the notion that Jesus is

103 As far as I am aware, there is no Hasidic community that closes the
mikveh. See also Wolhender, Gufei Halakhot, vol. 1, 45, that R. Joel Teitelbaum
(the Satmar rebbe) refused to close the mikveh even though he believed that
women who just returned from there should refrain from sex the entire night.

104 This is noted by Schudt, Jidischer Merckwiirdigkeiten, vol. 2, 318.

10> See, e.g., Solomon Grayzel, The Church and the Jews in the XI1Ith Century
(New York: 1969) Index, s. v. Easter; vol. I, ed. Kenneth R. Stow (New York:
1989) Index, s. v. Easter Week.
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spared punishment when Jews study. The basis of this notion is not
exactly clear. Eisenmenger'% cleverly calls attention to a Kabbalistic
source,'?” which based on a Zoharic passage,'’® declares that the
wicked are spared suffering when Jews pray. Two more points are
also relevant. First, the mourner’s kaddish as well as other prayers,
Torah study, and good deeds were popularly understood as a means
of bringing repentance to a dead man’s soul.!'?? Second, there is the
well-known ancient belief that the wicked are spared punishment
on the Sabbath as well as possibly Rosh Hodesh and holidays.!'"

Presumably, the notion that Jesus is spared punishment when
Jews study Torah on Christmas Eve is to be placed in the context of
the beliefs just mentioned, all of which are concerned with the
influence human actions have on the fate of the dead. To be sure, it
is possible that there were other factors, as yet unkown, which were
also influential in the development of the practice we have exam-
ined. Yet since the abstention from Torah study on Christmas Eve is
just one of a number of anti-Jesus and anti-Christian practices that
Jews engaged in on this night and since, I believe, all would agree
that these other practices cannot be explained “rationally,” there is
no reason why the abstention from Torah study should be viewed
any differently.!'!

Y6 Butdeckres Judenthum, vol. 1, 564.

W97 R. Nathan, Nata Spira (CA. 1585-1633), Megalleh Amukot (Fuerth:
1691) 41c.

108 Margaliyot, ed., Zobar, vol. 1 (Jerusalem: 1984) 62b.

109 See Bernard Heller, “Notes de folk-lore juif,” Revue des études juives 82
(1926): 308-312; Zvi Karl, Ha-Kaddish (Lvov: 1935) 80ff.; David De Sola Pool,
The Kaddish (New York: 1964) 101-106; Solomon B. Frechof, “Ceremonial
Creativity Among the Ashkenazim,” in Joseph Gutmann, ed., Beauty in Holiness
(New York: 1970) 489; Ta-Shma, Minbag Ashkenaz ha-Kadmon, ch. 16; Meron
Bialik Lerner, “Ma’aseh ha-Tanna ve-ha-Met — Gilgulav ha-Sifrutiyim ve-ha-
Hilkhatiyim,” Asupor 2 (1988): 2970, esp. 64—66

110 See Zlotnik, “Me-Aggadot ha-Shabbat u-Minhageha”; Ta-Shma,
Minhag Ashkenaz ha-Kadmon, ch. 9, 16; Yaakov Hayyim Sofer, Zekbut Yizhak,
vol. 2 (Jerusalem: 1994) no. 20.

UL Although there does not appear to be any direct evidence pointing in
this direction, it is possible that the popular German Christian perception of
Christmas Eve as a dangerous time given over to demons and ghosts (see Tille,
Die Geschichte dev Deutschen Weibnacht, 173; Cassel, Weibnachten: Urspriinge, Brauche
und Abevglanben, 276, 287-288) had some influence on the atmosphere in the
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Appendix

Rabbi Eleazar Fleckeles (1754—1826) carried on a fascinating
Hebrew correspondence with the Christian censor and translator
Karl Fischer (1755—1844), even including a responsum to the latter
in his Teshuvah me-Abavah, vol. 1, (Prague: 1809) no. 26. Although
the two men appear to have shared a genuine friendship, one must
not forget that Fischer was a Christian as well as a government offi-
cial. Because of this, I think it is obvious that one cannot conclude
based on Fleckeles’ letter that he or his teachers (who included
R. Ezekiel Landau) studied Torah on Christmas Eve. The same skep-
ticism is probably also warranted with regard to his assertion that
he never heard of the practice of consuming garlic on this night.

The Fleckeles-Fischer correspondence is found in the University
of Prague library, which graciously granted me permission to pub-
lish the material in the Appendix.

German Jewish community, where the practices we have been looking at are first
attested. For example, as we have seen, Jews believed that Jesus’ earthly punish-
ments only occur on Christmas Eve and that, therefore, Torah study is permitted
after midnight. Many also permit sex after this time, believing that the demonic
forces are no longer as powerful. Perhaps the origin of all this is to be found in
popular Christian superstition, which also claimed that the demonic forces are
neutralized after midnight.

After this article was completed, Jeffrey Shandler kindly sent me a copy of his
unpublished paper “Jewish Responses to Christmas, Old World and New: The
Yiddish Evidence.” Of particular relevance to this article, Shandler mentions a
number of interesting Eastern European Jewish Christmas Eve superstitions that
are based on the notion that demonic, impure forces are unleashed on this night.
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See Proverbs 27:3.1
One word unclear.2
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