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Engaging the Jewish World 
Their 4000-Year Story and Why It Matters to Everyone 

Era / Lesson # 4 -The Islamic Age / Sephardi Jews  
By Bill Bjoraker, PhD 

bill.bjoraker@wciu.edu  

 

Introduction 
 

This lesson is an overview of the fourth era—The Islamic Era. We are dividing 

Jewish history roughly into seven eras, though these are necessarily fuzzy boundaries 

that overlap. This period covers about 700 years; from the rise of Islam in the mid 700s 

to the decline of the so-called Spanish “Golden Age” and the high tide of Sephardic 

Jewish civilization at the end of the 1400s.   

The fourth era is about both the Jewish encounter with the Arab and Muslim 

world and the rise of Sephardic Jewry and from roughly AD 700 to 1200. This difficult 

encounter is still ongoing as the Arab-Jewish / Palestinian-Israeli conflict continues. The 

Going Deeper” article for this era, “Who are the Arabs?- Ishmael and His Descendents” 

explores the origin of this conflict and articulates its only resolution.  

 Mohammed lived from 570-632 AD, and Islam burst out of the deserts of Arabia 

during his lifetime and following his death. The Muslim armies conquered most of North 

Africa and the Middle East  and much of Spain with bewildering speed and set up 

Islamic caliphates or kingdoms (as ISIS, the Islamic State, has currently attempted). 

The era in brief—from the rise of Islam to the close of the Spanish “Golden Age.” 

The period of the Spanish Inquisition and the Great Expulsion of the Jews from 

Spain in 1492 could as well be included in the European era. These are included here 

because they involve the Sephardic Jewish communities, largely using the Arabic and 

Ladino languages, and Spain living under the Moors (Muslim) rule until the Catholic 

reconquest of Spain. 
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      Biblical        Hellenistic        Rabbinic     Islamic      European   Modern….. Zion 

I----------------------I---------------x----I-----------------I--------------I---------------I----------------i---- 

2000 BC            300 BC            100 AD          700 AD       1400          1700            1948 
 

 

Each era has three developments in common: 1) Adoption of a new Language, 

2) Learning; involvement in new realms of cultural activity, and 3) Lasting Effects on the 

Jewish mind and a lasting Legacy to the human race. Look for these as you read. Then 

after reading, fill in the blanks at bottom for the three developments for this fourth era. 

 
ERA 4) The Islamic Age: and the Rise of Sephardic Jewish Civilization 
 

Jews in Muslim Lands from Antiquity 
Over the course of the fourteen centuries Islam has existed, Jewish people have 

lived at various times in fourteen Muslim-ruled countries: Afghanistan, Algeria, Bukhara 

(Uzbekistan), Egypt, Iraq, Iran, Lebanon, Libya, Morocco, Ottoman Turkey, “Palestine” 

(when under Muslim rule), Syria, Tunisia, and Yemen. So the Jewish experience in 

these lands over centuries forever culturally shaped the Jewish peoplehood. 

When Yemen was ruled by the Queen of Sheba, in 900 BC, the trading and sea-

faring networks created by King Solomon brought Jewish merchants from Israel to 

Yemen. Then as a result of the  Babylonian Exile, beginning in 586 BC, Jews lived in in 

Mesopotamia (now Iraq) and Persian (now Iran).  So there were Jewish people living in 

what were to become Muslim lands for 1000 years before the birth of Mohammed. 
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In 312 BC, the Ptolemaic ruler of Egypt settled Jews in Cyrenaica (now Libya). 

The Gospels record how that Simon of Cyrene, a Jew from that Libyan community,  was  

compelled to carry the cross of Yeshua (Matthew 27:32).  

By 212 AD, there were Jewish communities throughout Europe, including France 

and Spain. By 1000 AD, the great Rabbinic academies in Babylon had declined, shifting 

the center of Jewish culture to the Arab world of North Africa and Spain.  

 

Mohammed and the Jews 
Mohammed was born in 570 AD of the Quraysh tribe, in Mecca on the Arabian 

Peninsula. He is the founder of Islam, and its prophet. After he received his purported 

revelations from the Angel Gabriel in a cave, he went to the Jewish community in Mecca 

to announce to them his revelations and his prophethood. The Jewish community did 

not believe him. Nor did his own Arab tribe; in fact they plotted to kill him. So 

Mohammed fled to Yathrib, which later became known as Medina. His journey from 

Mecca to Medina became known as the hijra and marks the first year on the Islamic 

calendar. 

Mohammed first drew up a military pact with the Jews to form an alliance against 

his Arab enemies. This did not last long, because of Jewish communities of Medina put 

up a resistance to Islam. There followed a series of three victories by Mohammed and 

his fighters over the Jewish tribes. In 624 AD, the first was after fighting broke out at a 

Qaynuqa market and the Banu (B’nai “sons of”) Qaynuqa Jewish tribe held out in a 

stronghold. Mohammed and his fighters overwhelmed them and demanded their 

surrender. This they did.  
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http://www.crossingtheoceansea.com/OceanSeaPages/OS-08-Rise-Of-Islam.html 

 

A short time later,  in 625 AD, Mohammed’s fighters defeated Banu Nadir Jewish 

tribe of Medina and expelled them from the city, this being his second initial victory. 

Some fled north all the way to the land of Israel.  

But he discovered another tribe of Medina Jews, the Banu Qurayzah, who had 

allied with Mohammed’s Arab enemies. Mohammed was able to sow dissent in this 

alliance and divide and conquer.  In 628 AD, the Qurayzah Jews were left to face 

Mohammed’s army alone. He besieged them in their holdout for twenty-five days. He 

demanded their unconditional surrender. Starving, the Jews were left with no choice 

and were taken prisoner. The Jews asked for leniency. Mohammed refused. He decided 

the Jewish men were to be put to death, the women and children sold into slavery, and 

their possessions divided as spoils among the Muslims. The next day, 700 Jewish men 

were taken to the market square at Medina, the Muslims dug trenches and they were all 

beheaded. This treatment set a precedent for later jihad (holy war) policies. 
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Mohammed chose as his wife one of the Jewish women, named Rayhana, 

whose husband had been among those executed. This was Mohammed’s third initial 

victory over the Jews. 

By this time. Mohammed reached agreement for a ten-year truce with his Arab 

Quraysh tribe enemies, freeing him to attack the last major Jewish community in 

Khaibar (Khaybar) near an oasis north of Medina. His fighters first assassinated some 

of the leaders of the community, burned down their date palm groves, then laid siege to 

the fortress there over the course of a month. When the Jewish leaders surrendered, 

they were allowed to remain and tend to what remained of their date palms and 

gardens. They were granted permission to continue practicing their Jewish faith. They 

were required to give 50% of their harvest to the Muslims annually, and all the land 

would belong to the Muslims. 

 

The terms imposed upon the Jews after the Battle of Khaibar set precedents in 

Sharia Law for subsequent treatment of all non-Muslims under Muslim rule. This battle 

symbolized the defeat of their Jewish infidel enemies. Conquered non-Muslims would 

be referred to as dhimmis, subjugated peoples. They were protected from murder, but 

had to pay the heavy jizya poll tax. This was intended to be a means of discrimination 

and humiliation, not just for income to the rulers. Each person of the dhimmis had to 

personally pay, so that it was exacted directly from the person such that they would be 

humiliated. It was a means of shaming them, bringing them low before Islam and the 

Muslims. 
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https://tryingtofollowthesalaf.com/2015/08/31/seerahsummaries-the-conquest-of-

khaibar/ 

 

The legacy of this battle casts a long shadow down through history. It has 

remained in the collective memory of Muslims over the centuries as a battle cry for 

victorious jihad by Muslims over their infidel enemies.  

Just two of many examples— In 2003 when one of the “Bali Bombers,” Amrozi 

bin Nurhasin, appeared for sentencing in a courtroom in Bali, Indonesia court, he 

shouted before the cameras, “Jews: Remember Khaibar! The Army of Mohammed is 

coming back to defeat you!”  
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Then also in 2010, the Turkish sponsored “Gaza Freedom Flotilla” supposedly a 

humanitarian shipment to Gaza, turned out to be full of Muslim terrorists who attacked 

IDF Navy officers on board and tried to kill them with knives and clubs. Nine of the 

terrorists were killed by the Israeli forces as they boarded the ship. But the terrorists 

were heard to shout, “ “Jews: Remember Khaibar! The Army of Mohammed is coming 

back to defeat you!”  

 

 
 

By 629 AD Mohammed established full control over the Arabian Peninsula. In 

630 AD he returned to Mecca with 10,000 fighters and took the city without a battle. 

Islam then spread rapidly across the Middle East and North Africa.  

 

Muslim forces conquered Israel (or “Palestine”) and ended Byzantine rule there. 

Often even Jewish historians call the land of Israel “Palestine” during these periods, 

since there was no Jewish statehood then.  Jewish life revived somewhat in the land, 

but they lived as “dhimmis” (second class citizens), under Muslim rule.  
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 The caliph Abd el-Malik built the famous golden-domed “Dome of the Rock” (or 

“Mosque of Omar”) on the Temple Mount in 691 AD. It is actually a shrine, not a 

mosque. It is called “Haram al Sharif” in Arabic and by Muslims. He followed this by 

building the al-Aqsa mosque. These make Jerusalem important to Islam, but  Muslims 

continue to pray facing Mecca. Jerusalem is not mentioned in the Quran (Koran) but is 

mentioned 654 times in the Hebrew Bible, and is the site of Judaism’s two destroyed 

temples. 

 

 
The Dome of the Rock on the Temple Mount, the Western Wall on the right. 
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Muslims swept into Spain in 711 AD and defeated the Germanic Visigoth rulers, 

who had been violent persecutors of the Jews there.  Because the Jewish communities 

welcomed the relief they received from the Muslim invaders. The Muslim rulers of Spain 

set up an independent state called “Al Andalus” which allowed a degree of toleration for 

Jewish communities.  Large numbers of Jews immigrated there from the east. 

 

Note: I am heavily indebted in this section above to the fine work by Sir Martin Gilbert, 

entitled In Ishmael’s House: A History of the Jews in Muslim Lands. New Haven and 

London: Yale University Press. 2010. Pages xviii- 53). I highly recommend this work for 

further study. 
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A (Relatively) Golden Age  
 The early history of Mohammed and the Jews, cited above, was grim. It was not 

a good start for Jewish-Muslim relations. But during the first four centuries under Islam 

there were also times of tolerance and co-existence. Jews, through dhimmi status, were 

protected and allowed religious freedom.   

Jewish scholars, merchants and professionals were allowed to flourish, and 

helped the Muslim regime to flourish; the rulers drew upon their Jewish subjects’ 

knowledge and expertise. In the words of David Levering Lewis, “Andalucian Jews 

possessed unique assets for their Muslim conquerors, contributing more than loyalty, 

wealth and numbers to the amirate; they showed the Muslims how to run it.”(quoted in 

Gilbert 2010: 40). 
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This freedom of intellectual life allowed the Masoretic Jewish scholars (the 

“Massoretes”), in their center in Tiberius, on the Sea of Galilee,  to develop, analyze and 

steward the text of the Hebrew Bible and formulate the vowel points, vocalization and 

punctuation still used today for the text of the Hebrew Bible. 

While Europe was going through its “Dark Ages” (though they were not totally 

dark), the Arab and Islamic world was not dark at all but experiencing a flowering of 

culture and civilization with many literary and scientific developments, and Jews were 

major contributors.  After 750 AD, Spain became the most important center of Jewish 

life.  By 1130 AD, the majority of the world’s Jewish population lived in Spain. 

The Muslims rulers of Spain were generally called “Moors” (term used of the 

Berber and Arab Muslims of North Africa and Spain). Abd al Rahman III, the Caliph 

(ruler) of Cordova from 912-961 AD, was a patron of the arts, especially architecture. 

Under his rule, Cordova became the most important intellectual center of Western 

Europe. He expanded the city’s library and held court with scientists and scholars who 

presented their work and inventions. Many of these courtiers were Andalusian Jews.  

Scientists, probably Jewish, perfected an instrument called the “astrolabe,” used for 

navigation and astronomy. At least one survives from this period bearing Hebrew 

letters. There are also reports with some credibility that several of those onboard 

Christopher Columbus’s three ships were Jews, and that perhaps even Columbus 

himself was a converso. 

The Jewish people lived in the Arab and Muslim world as second-class citizens, 

called “dhimmis”, but they were usually better off than those in were those in “Christian” 

Europe. They adopted Arabic and also Spanish and Ladino in Moorish Spain, the latter 

being a mixture of Hebrew and Spanish written in Hebrew script. This was known as 

“the Golden Age of Spanish Jewry”, especially in Spain and Morocco. Though it was 

really not so “golden.” This was not a paradise by any means; Jews had to pay very 

heavy taxes, but they were free enough to flourish in cultural life as doctors, scholars, 
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scientists, poets and merchants. Many built fine homes and synagogues and produced 

a flood of books on a great many subjects.  

From 750-1150 AD, Jews and Muslims lived fairly peaceably together in Spain. 

Many elements of Jewish culture developed during this period. Jewish people found 

themselves in a rare lengthy period when life in the Diaspora was relatively good and 

stable and for them. 

The Jews entered into many of the cultural activities of the Arab world. The 

Jewish people were highly competent and intelligent, such that many of the Muslim 

caliphates employed them as court physicians, translators, or advisors. They entered 

into the best of the knowledge and culture of the time and branched out into science, 

medicine, secular poetry, music, mathematics, and linguistics. Their excellence and 

competence sometimes provoked antisemitism. 

One remarkable story is that of the achievement of Yacob ibn Killis (930-991 

AD). Born into a Jewish family in Baghdad, he moved to Egypt where he eventually 

became a political and economic advisor to the Muslim Fatimid Caliph of Egypt. Long 

story short, he engineered the establishment of  al-Azhar University in Cairo in 988 AD, 

which became the most important center of learning in the Islamic world. Remarkably, a 

Jew founded Islam’s most important university! It was at al-Azhar that US president 

Barack Obama made his speech in 2009 appealing to the Muslim world for dialogue 

and understanding between the United States and Islam. 

The “Golden Age”  came to an end, symbolized by a massacre in 1066. The 

Jewish vizier of the Berber kingdom of Granada, Samuel ibn Nagrela was assassinated 

when it was found out that he wanted to set up a Sephardic Jewish principality in 

Almeria, on the south coast of Spain. There was a savage attack by local Muslims on 

the Jewish population of Granada; about 5000 Jews were murdered. 
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Ashkenazi, Sephardi & Mizrachi  
The Jewish people today are divided into two, sometimes three, broad 

categories: Ashkenazi and Sephardi (and sometimes Mizrachi). Ashkenaz is the 

Hebrew word for Germany, and the Ashkenazi are those who dispersed northward into 

Europe and Russia. They look northern or eastern European, having lighter features. 

Sepharad is the word for Spain, and the Sephardi are those who stayed in the Middle 

East, North Africa, or Spain, which was under Muslim rule for quite a while. They’re 

usually darker in complexion, like the Arabs. Mizrach is the Hebrew word for East, so 

the Mizrachi Jews are those who migrated further east; Egypt, Yemen, Iraq, Iran. These 

are the Middle Eastern Jews. This division, at least the first two, became recognizable 

during this period. 

 

 

  
https://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/an-overview-of-jewish-music#Middle 
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https://www.quora.com/Whats-the-biblical-relevance-of-Ashkenazi-Judaism  

 
Hebrew Arabesque 

For about four hundred years Jews had been learning Arabic and Spanish and 

were increasingly involved in society. Jewish and Muslim scholars worked and studied 

together translating ancient Greek and Latin texts into Arabic.   

From the tenth to the twelfth centuries, the Arabic language was the primary 

vehicle for Jewish contributions in the sciences, such as medicine, astronomy. This is 

the era in which a newly positive attitude toward science was implanted in the Jewish 

mind.  

In this period, Arabic then became a new major language for the Jewish people 

in their long saga. The Arabic people have great love for their language, almost a love 
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affair with it. Sometimes they write it in a big circle. You may have seen some of the 

Arabic calligraphy artwork. And when they talk they love to wax eloquent and can talk 

circles around you in discussions. In the same way, the Jews adopted a similar attitude 

toward Hebrew and began a love relationship with Hebrew the way the Arabs loved 

Arabic. Thus, with this focus on the language arts, coming out of this era were 

thousands of Hebrew poems, and not just religious poems but poems about romantic 

love, nature, wine, and secular themes. 

Yehudah ha Levi (1075-1141) was a physician , philosopher and probably the 

greatest poet of the “Golden Age.” He wrote love songs, exile poems, Songs of Zion, 

and religious poetry, some of which became part of traditional synagogue liturgy. 

 

Maimonides 
The foremost legal and philosophical Jewish thinker of this time, and in the 

opinion of many Jewish historians one of the greatest of all time,  was the Moses 

Maimonides, called “the Rambam” by the acronym: Ra MBa M (Rabbi Moses Ben 

Maimon) (1135-1204 AD). He was the leading rabbi of Sephardic Jewry and was a 

physician in the royal court of the Islamic Sultan Saladin, who defeated the Crusaders at 

the decisive battle of Hattin in Galilee in 1187AD. He acquired the best of the medical 

knowledge of his day. He mastered the works of Plato and Aristotle. 

Maimonides’ father, Rabbi Maimon ben Joseph, was a Jewish judge in the city of 

Cordova.  He came from a long line of rabbis, and his family tree featured King David 

and Rabbi Yehudah ha Nasi, who compiled the Mishnah.  In 1135AD, his wife gave 

birth to a son named Moses ben Maimon (“ben” means “son of”). At an early age, 

Moses became interested in science and philosophy, which he could read in Arabic, 

showing signs of unusual brilliance. 

 In 1148, when young Moses was thirteen years old, the Almohads, Berber 

Muslims from North Africa, invaded Spain and defeated the more tolerant Moorish 

rulers. They gave the Jewish communities the choice of conversion to Islam, death, or 
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exile. Rabbi Maimon’s family, along with most other Jews, chose exile and moved about 

southern Spain for the next ten years, finally settling in Fez, Morocco. Now in his early 

twenties, Moses continued to study. He was able to attend the University of Fez where 

he studied Aristotle in Greek. He wrote the famous Commentary on the Mishnah in 

Arabic, from 1166-1168, the first of his three major literary works. 

  

After one of Maimonides’ teachers in Fez was killed for not converting to Islam, 

the family left Morocco and journeyed eastward. Moses’ father died during their travels. 

Moses lived briefly in the Holy Land, before settling in Egypt, near Cairo. He was now in 

his early thirties. He continued his Torah studies while his brother David supported the 

family as a dealer in diamonds and precious stones, metals, perfumes, and dyes. 

Tragically, David perished in a sea voyage; Moses was deeply grieved. Now the burden 

for family support fell on him. Since he had already studied some medicine in Fez, he 

decided to become a physician, Within a short time he became a very skilled and 

sought-after doctor. He became the greatest physician of his day, earning an 

appointment in the Court of the Sultan, Saladin in Cairo in 1183.  

 Maimonides was a highly energetic man who produced a remarkable output of 

work and writings. He was constantly reading and writing. He wrote two of the most 

revered literary works in Judaism— his Mishneh Torah, and The Guide for the 

Perplexed. Because he was so highly educated in the more rational, logical, classical 

traditions of thought, Maimonides worried about the growing popularity of mysticism, 

superstition and the Kabbalah.  

 He became the head of the Jewish community of Egypt. He spent the rest of his 

life there until his death in 1204 AD at age seventy.   He was buried in Tiberius, Israel 

and a statue of him stands today in Cordova, Spain. 
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Maimonides 

 

In the opinion of many Jewish people, after Moses the Biblical Lawgiver (“Moshe 

Rabeinu”) there was no one like him again until Moses Maimonides. As the popular 

Jewish saying goes, "From Moses to Moses, there was no one like Moses.” 

 
Things Go South 

As the so-called “Golden Age” was ending, the Jewish people faced injustice, 

persecution, expulsions  and massacres at the hands of Muslim rulers during the later 

1100s. While Catholic rulers slowly pushed the Muslims southward from north and 

central Spain, the situation of the Jews “went south” as well, as the idiom goes.  

In 1066, the Granada Massacre took when a Muslim mob stormed the royal 

palace in Granada and crucified the Jewish vizier (high ranking advisor) Joseph Ibn 

Naghrela and killed much of the Jewish population of the city.  
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The Jews fled to North Africa, Italy, or to north to Christian Spain.  See maps of 

Spain below, showing the progress of “the Reconquista” (Reconquest): 

 
 

 
 
Christian antisemitism and persecution also increased. There were many smaller 

Christian kingdoms, such as Portugal, Barcelona, Leon and Castile, Navarre and 

Aragon, which allied to push out the Almohad Muslims (Berber tribes who had invaded 

from Morocco): 

 
 
 
The Great Expulsion from Spain and the “Conversos” 
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The Spanish Inquisition (1478 – 1830s) and the Great Expulsion of all Jews  (and 

Muslims) from Spain in 1492, during the Inquisition, when all non-Catholics—Jews, 

Protestants and heretics— were tortured until they confessed Catholicism, or died. As 

American school children we learned, “In fourteen-hundred and ninety-two Columbus 

sailed the ocean blue.” Well that same Christian King and Queen who sent out 

Columbus, Ferdinand and Isabella, in that same year also expelled all Jews and 

Muslims from Spain. This was the period when the “Conversos”  emerged. These were 

Jewish people who outwardly converted to Catholicism to save their lives, but inwardly 

and secretly remained Jews. Those Jews who were willing to suffer and die for their 

faith and identity, called those who outwardly converted to Christianity— or “Marranos” 

(Spanish for “pigs” and hence very derogatory for Jews).  

Later the term “Marranos” became less offensive. Many immigrated to Latin 

America. By the 1530s there were conversos in Mexico, Cuba, and Brazil. To this day, 

many Latinos, who are nominally or culturally Catholics, discover that , say, their great 

grandmother left them a menorah or Sabbath candlesticks, and upon research find that 

their family is descended from Marrano stock. Many such people have recovered their 

Jewish identity. Many Conversos/Marranos who come to Faith in Messiah, are 

especially motivated to recover their Jewish identity. 

 
The Kabbalah 

Another development during this time was Jewish Kabalistic mysticism. Arab 

traders and Jewish merchants had contact with India, and influence from Hinduism was 

coming into the Arab world. The Jewish people picked that up and developed the 

Kabbalah, which has a lot of Hindu thinking in it but with Hebrew/Jewish terminology 

and veneer. The mystic Abraham Abulafia (1240-1291), was a major figure in the 

development of the Kabbalah. The book called “The Zohar” is the major Kabbalistic text. 

This was not a positive development because it represented a syncretism with Hindu 

and non-Biblical, non-Hebraic thought. 
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The Rambam rejected Kabbalistic mysticism because it was not a rational 

interpretation of the Torah or the Oral Torah. Jewish merchants during the Spanish 

Golden Age traded with India brought influences from Hinduism into the Arab world. 

Popular Jewish thought also absorbed ancient Greek and Gnostic ideas. In the 1280s 

Moses De Leon compiled the major book of Kabbalah called The Zohar (“Radiance”). 

The Zohar teaches that God is completely unknowable because humans are in a lower 

world.  In most versions of Kabbalah, there are “four worlds—the Archetypal World, the 

Creative World, the Formative World and the Material World. 

The sixteenth century rabbi Isaac Luria was a leading and influential scholar of 

the Kabbalah. It has a pantheistic view of God: God is in everything and everything is 

God. But God in essence is completely unknowable and ineffable and is absolutely one. 

He is called “Ayn Sof” (the Infinite, literally “No End”). It is claimed that the Ayn Sof 

emanated the “Ten Sephirot”—ten divine personal subsistences. Some Sephirot are 

masculine and some are feminine. Sound complicated? It is, which tells us this is a 

foreign addition into the normally easily understood Biblical Judaism.  

Kabbalah contradicts the Bible’s view of the God of Israel as the Creator of all 

things out of nothing, being separate from His Creation, being Sovereign Ruler of all, 

and knowable through His incarnation in the Messiah Jesus. 
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“The Tree of Life” the central mystical symbol used in the Kabbalah 
also known as the 10 Sephirot 

 

 

Kabbalistic practices include meditating on the twenty-two letters of the Hebrew  

alphabet. Kabbalah teaches the pre-existence and the reincarnation of souls.  

Kabbalists seek to have a mystical encounter with God. There is a revival of  

Kabbalah today, similar to the New Age movement in the late modern Western  

world. Kabbalah is contrary to the worldview and teachings of the Bible. There’s been a 

modern resurgence of Kabbalah among Jewish people in the West, since people in the 
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materialistic post-Christian West are more and more hungry for spiritual experience. 

Kabbalah (or Cabala) is present in Hasidic Judaism today and is featured to some 

degree in all most all traditional Judaism. There has been a resurgence of it in popular 

cultic practice in our time, not just among Jews, but in Hollywood circles and in the 

prevalent New Age movement.  

 

Summary: Language, Learning and Legacy of the Era 
The major languages of acquisition of this era are Arabic and Ladino (or Judeo-

Spanish), spoken by the Sephardic Jews. Ladino was a mix of Spanish and Hebrew, 

using Hebrew Script (just as Yiddish became a mix of German with Hebrew script).  

The new learning consisted of all the news fields of secular studies and cultural 
flowering that Jews were allowed to develop, including science, medicine, philosophy, 

secular Hebrew poetry, and more. The lasting effects (legacy) of this period is the 

establishment of the Masoretic text of the Hebrew Bible with its vowel points and 

vocalizations still the standard today. As well, the cultural factors that have influenced 

Judaism ever since, especially Maimonides, Yehudah ha Levy and Solomon Ibn Gavirol 

for whom streets are named in Israel today, and the Kabbalah (not a beneficial legacy).  

 
Quotes 
Think about these quotes about apply to the essay you just read. Write out an 

insight you received:  

 
"From Moses to Moses, there was no one like Moses.” 

 

“The Jews are like all other people, only more so.” (unknown origin) 
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The Islamic Age – 700 AD - 1400AD 
 
Review of the Three Developments of Each Era: 
 
1) Language: adoption of a new one. 
2) Learning: Involvement in new realms of cultural activity 
3) Legacy: to the world and/or the retained Lasting Effects (on the character or culture 
of the Jewish People). 
 
 
Fill in the blanks : 
 
1) Language(s) -__________________ 
  
2) Learning - ___________________________________________________________ 
 
 
 
 
3) Lasting Effects/Legacy – _______________________________________________ 

 

 
Jewish Humor/Classic Folk Tale – Challot in the Ark 
 
Introduction: 
This is a classic Jewish folk tale. It is Jewish humor, but not a joke per se. It is light 
humor that will bring not laughing-out-loud, but rather a smile. Primarily, it is a heart-
warming story with moral and spiritual applications embedded within. Some historical 
and cultural background for those that may lack it—The couple in the story are 
Sephardic Jews who had migrated from Spain after the Expulsion, so likely Ladino and 
Spanish-speaking. Challah (challot is plural in Hebrew) is a special Sabbath day bread, 
braided and often glazed. The Holy Ark is the special cabinet in the synagogue that 
holds the Torah Scroll. The Ark is opened each Shabbat service to be read, and then 
returned to the Ark after reading. A shamash (or shammes) is a worker, usually 
salaried, who takes care of the synagogue property and records and performs various 
related practical duties for maintenance of the house of worship.  Rabbi Isaac Luria (d. 
1572) is considered the father of contemporary Kabbalah (mystical teachings), and is 
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nicknamed the “Ari” (the lion). Tzafat (Safed) is the city in the Galilee famous for its 
centers of Kabbalistic practice, to this day. 
 
 

In the year 1502, a man named Jacobo, and his wife Esperanza, came to settle in the 

city of Tzfat, high on a mountain, in the holy land of Israel. Jacobo and Esperanza had 

been born in Spain, but in 1492, Spain expelled all her Jews. Jacobo and Esperanza, 

then young and strong, traveled from Spain to Salonika in Greece, where they lived for 

several years. There they heard of the great rabbi, Isaac Luria, who was known as the 

Ari, who led the Jews of Tzfat, a community steeped in kabbalah, the mystical 

teachings. Rabbi Luria taught that God is hidden and mysterious, but can be seen in the 

actions of those on earth who acknowledge God's creative power and seek to obey 

God's will. And so, in Salonika, Esperanza and Jacobo boarded a ship and sailed for 

Eretz Yisrael. 

In Tzfat, they found a community of Jews dedicated to serving God, but struggling to 

feed themselves. One Shabbat, the rabbi, an elderly man, taught the congregation that 

when the Holy Temple stood in Jerusalem, before it was destroyed by the Romans, God 

was offered 12 loaves of bread each week just prior to Shabbat. Jacobo was a simple 

man, whose honesty, integrity, and kindness far exceeded his learning. He did not 

understand much of what the rabbi had said, but did remember about the loaves, so 

when he arrived home, he told Esperanza, "Next Friday morning, let us bake 12 loaves 

of challah. The rabbi taught this morning that God loves challah for Shabbat. I will bring 

them to the synagogue and give them to God."  

Now Esperanza was a wonderful baker, and Jacobo was filled with joy at the thought 

that he and his wife would be able to please God in this manner. That week, they baked 

the finest 12 loaves of challah they had ever made. They kneaded the dough with love, 

expressing their awe of God and their love of mitzvot through their efforts. 
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When the loaves came out of the oven and had cooled, Jacobo carefully packed them 

in a burlap sack, hoisted them onto his shoulder, and headed for the synagogue. When 

he arrived in the synagogue, he looked around to be certain that no one saw him, then 

tiptoed to the Holy Ark. Opening the Ark doors and placing the loaves of challah in the 

Holy Ark, Jacobo whispered, "Senor Dios, I have brought You the challah You love so 

much. My Esperanza and I made it just for You. Tomorrow, on Shabbat morning, when 

they open the Ark to take out the Sefer Torah, I am going to look to see if they are gone 

-- every crumb -- so we will know that You like our gift." With that, Jacobo closed the 

Ark, drew the curtain closed across it, and tiptoed out of the synagogue.  

No sooner had he left, than the shammes entered the room to sweep the floor and 

prepare the synagogue for Shabbat. When his eye caught sight of the Holy Ark, he put 

down his broom and approached it. "Lord," he prayed, "I don't ask for much. You know I 

am not paid for being the shammes of the synagogue. I do this job out of love for You 

and the Holy Torah. But my children are hungry. I need food for them. Even if the 

people of Tzfat cannot pay me, perhaps You can feed my children, Lord." It was then 

that the shammes noticed the enticing aroma of warm bread emanating from the Ark. 

Impulsively, he took a step forward and opened it. Gasping, he exclaimed, "My Lord, a 

miracle! I knew You would feed my children, just as we pray ha-maycheen mazon le-

chol b'riotav. Oh, thank you, Lord, thank you so much!"  

The shammes gathered the challot and ran home to his wife, who was overjoyed to see 

the food for their children. They decided to eat two challot that evening for their Erev 

Shabbat meal, two challot for lunch after they davened the next morning, two more for 

later in the afternoon at Se'udah Shlishi, and save one for each day of the coming week. 

"Next week, we shall see what happens," the shammes's wife told him, for her faith was 

strong. 
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The next morning, the congregation assembled in the synagogue to celebrate Shabbat. 

Jacobo waited eagerly for the Ark to be opened. He grew more and more anxious. 

Would the challot still be there? Had God accepted their gift? Had God enjoyed the 

challot? When the rabbi opened the Ark, Jacobo's prayer was answered. There was not 

a crumb in the Ark! "Baruch hashem! Thank God!" he prayed, and smiled at Esperanza. 

As soon as three stars appeared in the sky, Esperanza and Jacobo made Havdalah to 

end Shabbat and set about discussing their plans to bake challot for God every Friday 

morning. The following Friday, they removed 12 beautiful challot from their oven, 

wrapped them in burlap, and took them quietly to the synagogue. Jacobo checked that 

no one was about before placing them lovingly in the Holy Ark. A short time later, the 

shammes came to clean the synagogue and, approaching the Ark, found his challah 

waiting for him, still warm from the oven.  

This scene repeated itself each week, just before Shabbat, for thirty years. 

One Friday morning, as Jacobo was placing the challah in the Ark, as he had done 

every week for three decades, he felt a hand on his shoulder. He turned to see the 

rabbi, now a very old man. "What are you doing?" the rabbi shouted at him angrily. 

"What do you mean by putting bread in the Holy Ark?"  

"I bring these challot to God every week," Jacobo stammered. "I have been doing this 

for 30 years." 

"You have been bringing bread to God each week for 30 years?" the rabbi asked in 

amazement. "Whatever for?" 

"Because of what you taught," replied Jacobo, and he recounted what he remembered 

of the rabbi's sermon about the loaves of bread in the Holy Temple in Jerusalem. 
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"You fool! God doesn't eat food like people!" said the rabbi. 

"Ah, you are learned and wise," said Jacobo, "but you don't know everything. You see, 

every week God accepts our gift of challah. For 30 years, there hasn't been a crumb left 

in the Ark come Shabbat morning." 

Now the rabbi was curious, so he said, "Jacobo, let us hide in the back of the 

synagogue and see just what happens to your challot." So the two men hid behind the 

last row of benches and waited patiently. They didn't have long to wait. 

Several minutes later, the shammes entered the room and immediately approached the 

ark. Opening the door, he prayer, "Lord, for 30 years you have fed my family and 

sustained us in good times and bad. We give you thanks." 

The rabbi jumped up and screamed, "You, too, are a fool! Do you think that God bakes 

bread and leaves the loaves in the Ark?" 

The shammes hung his head in shame and began sobbing. "I don't get paid for cleaning 

the synagogue, Rabbi. I thought this was God's way of repaying me for my work." 

At just that moment, Rabbi Isaac Luria, the Ari, walked into the synagogue and, hearing 

the loud and angry voice of the rabbi and the sobbing of the shammes, asked what was 

happening. The shammes was miserable because he knew he would never find challah 

in the ark again. Jacobo was miserable because he had simply wanted to please God 

and now he could no longer do this.  

When the entire story had been explained to him, Rabbi Luria smiled and turned first to 

the rabbi. "Rabbi, never since the Destruction of the Temple, has God had such 

pleasure as from watching what has gone on in your synagogue each week. Thirty 

years ago, you were an old, sick man and God had decreed that you would soon die. 
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But since your teaching resulted in so much righteousness on the part of these people, 

God wanted you to live."  

Then the Ari turned to Jacobo and the shammes. "Now that you know who is eating the 

challot, it will be more difficult to continue as you have for 30 years. But I want you to 

continue as you have, and believe with perfect faith that if you, Jacobo, bring your 

challot directly to the shammes, God will be pleased no less than before, for it is through 

acts of love and kindness that we serve God and repair the world. And you" the great 

Ari turned to the shammas, "know that these challot were baked by Jacobo and 

Esperanza, but they come from God, as well, because Jews are commanded to do the 

work of God in this world, feeding the hungry and binding the wounds of those who 

suffer." 

From that day on, Esperanza and Jacobo baked a dozen loaves of challah each Friday, 

as they had for three decades, and brought it to the home of the shammas, who 

gratefully accepted the loaves. 

And so it was… and so it is…. 

(as told by Rabbi Fred Davidow) http://scheinerman.net/judaism/Stories/challot.html  

 

Sabbath Challah Bread 
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* Reflection: The endearing Jacobo did not get his theology or doctrine quite right 

about the Showbread (Hebrew: םינפה םחל  lechem ha panim, literally: "Bread of the 

Face/ the Presence") offered by the priests in the Holy Place in Temple in Jerusalem 

(Exodus 25:30). The 12 loaves of showbread were set out each Sabbath, one for each 

tribe, to symbolize that Israel was sustained constantly under the watchful face and care 

of God (not to feed Israel’s God as food offered in shrines to pagan gods often was). 

The bread was eaten by the priests each Sabbath (Leviticus 24:5-9). But Jacobo’s heart 

was right. He was making an offering in sincere faith and devotion to God.  

 And the shames also had a heart of faith. He prayed for provision of food for his 

family and he believed God was continually answering his prayer, week by week. 

 When the truth was found out, the rabbi at first rebuked both Jacobo and the 

shames for their bad theology. The rabbi was, of course, theologically correct. And 

when it was exposed both the Jacobo and the shames that there was a natural human 

explanation for this provision and disappearance of the challot each week, surely their 

faith in the miraculous provision of God was shattered.  

This disillusionment of believers has often been the case in modern era as 

scientific explanations have been discovered for things that previously were thought to 

be acts of God and supernatural. Where there was a gap in understanding the natural 

world, God was invoked as the answer. When scientific knowledge of natural laws 

increased, God’s role and that of miracles, receded. For example, in the modern 

creationism vs. biological evolution debate.  

Or consider the story of Joseph in Genesis— there were naturalistic explanations 

for how Joseph got to Egypt (betrayed by his brothers). But at the end of the story, 

Joseph has the insight that “you meant it as evil against me, but God meant it for good, 

in order to bring it about as it is this day, to save many people alive” (Genesis 50:19-20). 

Like in the story of Queen Esther, the providential hand of God often works through 

natural and even evil human actions to bring about his purposes. 
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In this story, the mystical, spiritually receptive Rabbi Luria has deeper insight 

than the theologically correct rabbi. He sees the hand of God nevertheless in the natural 

causes and effects. And he affirms and commends all three characters, the rabbi for his 

good teaching, Jacobo for his devotion and acts of love, and the shames he exhorts to 

continue to believe that the provision of bread was coming from God, even though it 

was mediated by Jacobo and Esperanza. 

Surely this is New Testament faith. Jesus taught that in giving to his brothers, we 

give to him— “And the King will say, ‘I tell you the truth, when you did it to one of the 

least of these my brothers and sisters, you were doing it to me!’” (Matthew 25:40 NLT). 

By giving the challot as offering to God, even though it actually was going to feed the 

shammes and his family, Jacobo can know he was still giving to God! 

And the shammes, can know this about the gifts of daily bread he received— 

“Every good and perfect gift is from above, coming down from the Father of the 

heavenly lights, who does not change like shifting shadows.” (James 1:17 NIV).  

And the theologically correct rabbi can know that his solid orthodox teaching 

through the years did produce righteousness in those who listened to him. And that it 

even ministered to those of his congregation who were not scholars; who did not listen 

too well to his sermons, and so didn't quite get their doctrine right, but their hearts and 

their faith were right. 

 

Can you see the hand of God working in the natural causes and effects around 

you?  

Are you a pastor or teacher who, like the rabbi,  sometimes despairs of your 

students or congregational members ever correctly grasping your teaching or 

preaching?— can you trust that your ministry is producing spiritual fruit in ways you 

cannot currently see? Do you have any Jacobos and Esperanzas in your congregation? 

Do you have a deacon in your church like this shammes? If so, affirm them, be grateful 

for them.  
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Have you been available lately to be a channel of God’s love and grace and 

truth, as were Jacobo & Esperanza or as the shammes? 

 

 

 
Accompanying Stories/Studies to Period #4: 
 
Who Are the Arabs:? Ishmael and his Descendants. 
 
The Marranos” by Peter Hocken 
 
Mateo’s Mezuzah: A Story from 2011 (519 Years After) 
 


