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Reviews

Piet van Boxel, Kirsten Macfarlane and Joanna Weinberg (eds), The Mishnaic

Moment: Jewish Law among Jews and Christians in Early Modern Europe. Oxford—
Warburg Studies. Oxford University Press, Oxford, 2022, xv, 411 pp. £102.50.

ISBN 978 0 19 289890 6.

There are books that herald new
paradigms and those that mark their
culmination. Willem Surenhuis’s
bilingual edition of the Mishnah,
published in Amsterdam in six grand
volumes between 1698 and 1703,
appears to fall into the latter category.
Offering the Hebrew text and Latin
translation of all 63 Mishnaic tractates,
supplemented by Jewish and Christian
commentaries, indices and illustrations,
it encapsulated more than a century
of Christian Hebraist endeavour.

As we learn from the introduction

to The Mishnaic Moment by Piet van
Boxel, Kirsten Macfarlane and Joanna
Weinberg, the Surenhuis Mishnah was
read and appreciated by Protestants,
Catholics and Jews alike. Yet its spin-
off appears to have been limited. As
Marcello Cattaneo writes (p. 254), by
the turn of the century the productive
marriage of law and antiquarianism
that had inspired the Mishnaic moment
was heading for a divorce. Accordingly,
Surenhuis’s subsequent plans for
publishing more Latinized rabbinic
learning either failed or, as we learn
from Dirk van Miert’s reconstruction,
were executed by others. And his late
Sefer ha-Mashveh (1729), as Kirsten
Macfarlane argues in her closing
chapter, though meant as an emulation

of the Mishnah edition, was already
out of sync with the latest scholarly
developments.

As a learned tribute to Surenhuis’s
monumental edition, and as the
outcome of intensive Jewish—Christian
collaboration, The Mishnaic Moment
may be called an iconic publication.
In 17 chapters, each exhaustively
researched and meticulously
documented, an impressive line-up
of scholars draws the contours of the
early modern ‘Mishnah consciousness’
—a term coined by Amnon Raz-
Krakotzkin, as one author reminds us
(p- 286). Some essays discuss previous
editions and translations that were
included by Surenhuis on pragmatic
(the editors speak of ‘opportunistic’,
p- 23) grounds. Others are devoted
to parallel endeavours that did not
— visibly — make it into his magnum
opus. Some feature scholars (like
Edward Pococke or Johann Christoph
Wagenseil) who belonged to the heart
of the learned establishment. Others,
like Scott Mandelbrot’s study of the
Arabist and cleric Humphrey Prideaux
(1648—1724), showcase colleagues that
worked in the academic margins.

Although the volume tends to
highlight the Mishnah as a locus of
interfaith encounter and dialogue,
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it also shows that the Christian and
Jewish appropriations of this Halachic
cornerstone varied greatly. Moshe Idel
describes how, in sixteenth-century
Galilee, the ancient birthplace of the
Mishnah, recitation of ‘the supernal
Mishnah’ became a Kabbalistic mystical
technique. Turning the lens to the
young Portuguese-Jewish community
in Amsterdam, David Sclar reconstructs
how pocket-size editions of the
Mishnah, published by Menasseh ben
Israel in the early 1640s, facilitated daily
study. Easily portable and stimulating
memorizing rather than interpretation,
Menasseh’s editions targeted a new, lay
audience, whose Jewish knowledge and
personal religiosity they were meant to
bolster.

By contrast, for the Christian
Hebraists it was the Mishnah’s
antiquity, and especially its proximity
to the New Testament, that defined its
relevance. The subtitle of Surenhuis’s
edition (totius Hebraeorum juris, rituum,
antiquitatum ac legum oralium systema)
mirrors their reliance on the Mishnah
as a well-ordered source of information
on ancient Jewish law, rites, customs
and realia. As many of the essays
reveal, seventeenth-century scholars
had no reservations about using the
oldest rabbinic text as a hermeneutical
key to unlock the Gospel. Wagenseil
(1633—1705), who increasingly put his
sacred philology at the service of his
missionary aspirations, contended that
there was ‘nothing blasphemous in the
whole of the Talmud’ (translation Van
Boxel, p. 225). In Surenhuis’s words,
‘the first and the unrivalled theologians
of the New Testament ... were not
the gentiles, but the Jews’ (p. 215).
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Trained in Groningen as a Hebraist,
Surenhuis (c. 1664—1729) had moved
to Amsterdam to attend the Judacorum
collegia and hear their explanations of
the Mishnah ‘with his own ears’ (pp. 89,
302). In England Robert Sheringham (c.
1604—1678), author of the 1648 edition
of tractate Yoma that was included in
Surenhuis’s Mishnah, even considered
‘the ancient Rabbis inspired by God’
(p- 195) since their oral law had been
part of the Mosaic revelation on Mount
Sinai. He was not the only one to make
this point, but, as Thomas Roebuck
points out in a fascinating chapter, to
some of Sheringham’s colleagues this
‘outrageous’ verdict by an academic
outsider signalled serious Talmudic
contagion.

Whereas consulting the Hebrews
to better understand Old Testament
prophecy had always been fraught with
theological ambivalence, the Christian
philologists readily accepted not only
the authority of the Mishnah, but also
that of its Jewish commentators. On the
pages of Surenhuis’s Mishnah, Joanna
Weinberg observes, the commentaries
by Maimonides and Obadiah of
Bertinoro occupied a prominent
position. In the eyes of scholars like
Johannes Wulferus (1651-1724) they
even outshone Christian experts like
Johann Buxtorf the Elder, who is
indeed conspicuously absent from the
volume. Other recognized authorities
such as Constantijn I'Empereur, John
Selden and John Lightfoot likewise
are confined to the occasional cameo
appearance. Conversely, Weinberg
notices, it was the Tosafot Yom Tov,
compiled by Rabbi Yom-Tov Lipmann
Heller (c. 1579—1654), that — often
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implicitly — informed many of
Surenhuis’s own annotations.

This unprecedented recognition
of Jewish authority also sparked an
interest in rabbinic works as such,
especially the Rambam’s medieval
Mishnah commentary. Benjamin
Williams’s chapter on Edward
Pococke’s Porta Mosis (1655) aptly
illustrates how this new interest went
hand in hand with other academic
innovations. Pococke’s efforts to
publish the ‘authentic’ Maimonides
required knowledge of both Hebrew
and (Judeo-)Arabic and involved
cross—linguistic manuscript comparison,
textual criticism and transmission
history. It did not prevent him,
however, from scribbling annotations
into one of the Rambam’s autographs.
Working on the Mishnaic order of
Zera‘im, Pococke’s pupil William
Guise (1652—1683) preferred to consult
the medieval Arabic dictionaries
that resided in Oxford in Robert
Huntington’s collection. In Alistair
Hamilton’s portrait of this passionate
polyglot, the use of Arabic, deemed
inferior but useful (p. 185), seems
to represent a personal rather than
a religious choice. It also serves to
remind us how in language comparison
the laws of analogy tend to overrule
the hazard of historical anachronism.
One cannot help wondering, though, to
what extent the Christian conception
of Judaism as a stagnant, backward
religion encouraged such anachronism.
Richard Cohen’s detailed discussion
of the engravings included in the
Surenhuis Mishnah, for one, shows
that the editor did not differentiate
between biblical and rabbinic custom

when including (recycled) images of
‘authentic’ Mishnaic ritual.

The fact that, besides old Jewish
texts, contemporary Jewish scholars
were also invited to participate in the
Mishnaic moment is a fil conducteur of
the volume. As the collected essays
show, this invitation entailed both
collaboration and competition, inclusion
and exclusion. If the volume celebrates
the early modern Republic of Letters
as a multifaith poly-system (the preface
speaks of ‘ecumenical scholarship’, p.
vi), it was not a religious neutral space.
Since eschatological baptism was the
only conceivable telos of the Jews, ‘the
logic of conversion’ (Macfarlane, p. 398)
was ever present, especially in the age of
Christian millenarianism.

Many chapters feature Jews as
teachers, as mediators of books and
knowledge, and, occasionally, as
‘friends’. It is less clear, however, if and
how they were appreciated as fellow
scholars. In Anthony Grafton’s careful
analysis of Paul Fagius’s Humanistic
Avot edition (1541), the only sixteenth-
century commentary to be included in
the Surenhuis Mishnah, the collabora-
tion between Fagius and Elijah Levita
(1469—1549) strikes us as a reciprocal,
mutually enriching conversation. By
contrast, in Guido Bartolucci’s reading
of a manuscript by the Wittenberg
orientalist Theodor Dassow (1648—1721)
we find ‘doctor Isaac Abendana’ merely
as an instructor, whose task was to help
Dassow translate and understand the
technical Talmudic material within its
wider rabbinic context.

In the history of the Latin Mishnah,
Isaac Abendana (c. 1638—1699) is both
a prominent and a peripheral figure.



Theodor Dunkelgriin describes how
the Oxford-based Abendana completed
a Latin translation of the Mishnah
that was feared by Surenhuis as a
rival enterprise (p. 89f.). Abendana,
however, never managed to publish
his translation and interrupted his
commentary after the order of Zera‘im.
Was his tone considered too Jewish to
be allowed to shed light on the New
Testament? Was English theology itself
divided on what that light should be?
Was his work eclipsed by Christian
scholarship? Or did its Latin simply
lack finesse? Whatever the reason,
Dunkelgriin assures us, in Abandana’s
days manuscript circulation was still
‘a vital mode of publication’ (p. 112),
which ensured the accessibility of his
work. By comparison, the Spanish
Mishnah translation by his enigmatic
older brother ‘El Sabio’ Jacob Abendana
was lost and is known to us, as Yosef
Kaplan conjectures, only through a
handful of oblique references.

The above summary obviously
represents but one narrative that
may be distilled from this learned
and plenteous volume. Through
their breadth and scope the collected
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essays certainly invite more than

one synthesis, be it diachronic (e.g.
from the perspective of book history,
the history of scholarship, theology,
religion or religions) or synchronic
(with a focus on, e.g., cultural transfer,
institutionalism or the sociology

of knowledge). Besides a wealth of
historical information, modern scholars
will also find much that resonates with
their own professional experience.

For one, we will recognize how the
World of Learning (Surenhuis’s orbis
literatus, p. 375) can be both a rewarding
and an exacting place, where collegial
friendship and callous exclusion may
go hand in hand. Furthermore we find
that, then and now, being engaged

in project-based Grosswissenschaft
means having to navigate between
excellence and expediency, between
genius and compromise. But above all
we are reminded, on every page of
this exemplary volume, that personal
erudition and multilingual competence,
two qualities which today we tend

to outsource to the realm of artificial
intelligence, are indispensable for any
genuine intellectual encounter across
cultures, religions, space and time.
IRENE ZWIEP

UNIVERSITY OF AMSTERDAM,
NETHERLANDS



