
1

The Moment
Imagine being in an argument with someone 
about something in which you really believe. Now 
imagine that if you win, your friends will be in 
trouble. And if you chose to not to be involved, 
you’ll be in trouble. This is what some people call 
a “lose-lose situation,” because no matter what 
choice you make, you lose.

This was the situation in which Rabbi Moshe 
ben Nahman (who is often identified by his 
nicknames, “Ramban” and “Nahmanides”) 
found himself in 1263 when he was forced to 
argue in a public debate with a Christian named 

Pablo Christiani. Rabbi Moshe was known as 
one of the wisest people in all of Spain. King 
James, who ruled the Christian part of the country, 
forced the Ramban to be in the debate so that 
the Christians could prove that their religion was 
correct.

It was the one of the hardest decisions a rabbi 
would ever have to make: Win the debate, and the Jews of Spain 

are persecuted. Lose it, and the world thinks that Judaism is inferior to 
Christianity.

The Times
Moshe ben Nahman is a major figure in Jewish history during the 13th 
century. Many things were happening in Spain. It was a crazy time 
for Jews because it was a time of conflict between two other religious 
civilizations: Islam and Christianity.

Prior to the 1200s, Spain was ruled by the Moors. The Moors were 
Muslims who came from North Africa. Their name for Spain was 
Andalusia. Jews were very happy in Andalusia. The Jewish community had 
been established almost 1000 years earlier, when Spain was under Roman 
rule. Wealthy Jews owned large farms and employed many people. Jews 
were also craftsmen. They were famous for being skillful at everything 
from jewelry-making to bookbinding to shoemaking.

The time period of Moorish rule in Spain was called a “Golden Age” 
for Jewish learning. The Jews and the Moors got along. They sometimes 
learned together. Jews in Spain wrote books, studied Torah, and analyzed 
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the Talmud. They contributed greatly to Jewish knowledge. One of their 
important contributions was to Kabbalah, the study of Jewish mysticism.

Things changed in the 1100s. Christians from France and Italy started to 
conquer parts of Spain. They first took over areas in the northeast of Spain 
called Aragon. In 1118 Alfonso I conquered the city of Saragossa, the capital 
of the region. The Christians and the Moslems fought each other, and the 
Jews were caught in the middle.

In the middle ages,Catholics believed that 
they had to convert everyone to Christianity. 
They called the Moslems and Jews “heathens” 
(non-believers). Moslems believe in a book 
called the Koran. They consider a man named 
Mohammed to be God’s prophet. This made 
Christians uncomfortable because Moslems said 
that Mohammed came after Jesus. They also said 
that Mohammed was a “truer” prophet than 
Jesus.

In the Middle Ages Jews were a little more 
difficult for Catholics. Catholics wanted to 
convince people that Jesus existed and died 
to save humanity from its sins. They said that 
he was a good Jew, but his life, death, and 
resurrection created a new covenant with God. 
Jews believe in an “old” covenant that has 
to do with following God’s laws. Christians 
believe Jesus’ new covenant made the laws less 
important. But to convince people that the new 
covenant was the important one, Christians had 
to acknowledge that there once were “old” laws. 
So it made sense to keep some Jews around, 
because Jews helped remind people of the 
original covenant (or, as Jews believe, the only 

covenant). In the meantime, the Christians were conquering more and more 
of Andalusia and were kicking the Moors out.

While this was going on, the Pope was worried about the Jews. He worried 
that they might have too much influence if they were allowed to be 
prominent members of society. This was difficult for the Christian rulers 
in Spain because they greatly relied on Jews. The Pope wanted the Jews to 
be forced to live in their own areas of town away from everyone else. He 
wanted to forbid them to work for the king in official positions. He wanted 
to forbid them to own lots of land and to sell their crafts to Christians. It was 
hard for the kings to obey the Pope’s orders.
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Even with all of this going on, Jews continued to prosper in Christian Spain. 
The center of Jewish learning was Gerona, a city in Aragon located on the 
Mediterranean coast.

Nahmanides’ Story
Moshe ben Nahman was born in 1194 in Gerona. Like a lot of other gifted 
students of his time, he was trained as both a physician 
and a rabbi. It wasn’t too unusual to be both a rabbi 
and a doctor. Nahmanides made his living as a doctor, 
but he was really great at being a rabbi. As a young 
man he made a name for himself as an expert on 
halakhah (Jewish law). Nahmanides was a student of 
rabbis from France and Germany. They taught him 
that Talmud study was the greatest kind of Jewish 
study. He studied and taught Talmud and wrote about 
the works of other legal experts like Maimonides.

Maimonides (who is called the Rambam) was from 
a generation before Nahmanides. He was also a 
physician, and he was a doctor for the Caliph (ruler) 
of Egypt. Rambam wrote commentaries on Torah and 
Talmud. He also wrote a book of philosophy called 
The Guide for the Perplexed. It explained many aspects 
of Judaism to people who needed answers to their 
questions.

Nahmanides was an expert on Maimonides. He 
read the Rambam’s commentaries and wrote his 
own opinions about them. Rambam’s writings 
were hard for people of Nahmanides’ generation. 
They thought of him as a sage because he said such 
wise things about Torah and explained complex ideas in clever ways. At 
the same time, some people disagreed with Rambam because he had some 
controversial opinions (for example, he didn’t believe in miracles). He was a 
rationalist. Maimonides taught that we should apply the rules of philosophy 
and science to Torah study. This conflicted with what some people believed 
about Judaism. They said that non-Jewish philosophical methods were bad 
for Torah study because the Torah is unique. All this created a big argument 
about the Rambam’s value.

Ramban, the leader

In his mid-thirties Nahmanides became chief rabbi of Spain. But he became 
really famous all over Europe in 1232, when he tried to settle the Rambam 
argument. Some Jews thought that Rambam’s writings should be considered 
law, and others disagreed. The argument was getting out of hand. It was 
tearing the Jewish communities of Europe apart. In 1232 Nahmanides tried 
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to show each side that the issue wasn’t worth fighting over. He wasn’t very 
successful, but the argument ended anyway. King Louis, who ruled France, 
ordered that every copy of the Talmud in the city of Paris be burned. This 
made Jews realize that they had to get along if they were going to stand up 

to anti-Semitism.

Another important thing happened to Nahmanides in the same year. 
As Chief Rabbi he was valuable to the Christian and Moslem leaders 
in Spain. To some of them, it was important to know what the Jewish 
community thought about certain issues. King James I of Aragon 
(who was called Jaime el Conquistador, or “James the Conqueror”) had 
some Jewish advisors. He had met with Nahmanides a few times, 
and he knew the Ramban was a wise and powerful rabbi. In 1232 
he asked the Ramban for advice about a family named Alconstantini. 
King James was thinking about giving them jurisdiction over the 
Jews in Spain (which would have given them powers over laws that 
applied to Jews and over the taxes that Jews had to pay). Nahmanides 
advised against the Alconstantini family, and King James took his 
advice. King James trusted Rabbi Nahman.

Over the years Nahmanides was very useful to King James. The 
Ramban was a leader in the Jewish community, so the king used him as a 
political ally. Nahmanides advised King James on many issues that involved 
the Jews.

The king was in a difficult situation, though. He didn’t believe in being cruel 
to the Jews. He knew lots of Jews, allowed them to hold government jobs, 
and let them practice their religion. But King James was also a Catholic. In 
those times Catholic kings had to follow the rules of the Church. They had 
to do what the Pope, the head of the Catholic Church, told them to do.

The Pope was worried about the Jews. In the 1200s Catholicism was trying 
to become more powerful. They were having trouble in Spain because of the 
Moors who lived there. The Moors had been in Spain for many years, and 
they were still pretty powerful. They were also nice to the Jews. The Pope 
(and other church leaders) wanted all of Spain to be ruled by Catholic kings, 
and he was worried about Muslim influence in the territory already ruled 
by the Church (like Aragon). The church leaders told King James that he 
shouldn’t be so easy on groups that weren’t Catholic.

To please the church leaders, King James made some laws that would make 
life more difficult for Muslims and Jews in Aragon. But he didn’t enforce 
them. Once the church leaders figured out what was going on, they got 
upset with the king. It was a tough situation. King James wanted to conquer 
land and rule a Catholic country. But he also believed that Catholicism was 
the truest religion, and that the best way to have a Catholic country was to 
convince non-Christians that their religions were wrong. He wasn’t very 
interested in forcing people to be Catholic.
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The Debate

Some other Catholic rulers were like James. They thought that it was a 
good idea to convince Muslims and Jews to be Catholic. In the 1200s these 
rulers (some of them were royalty and some of them were priests) organized 
debates called disputations. In the debates Christians would argue with Jews 
in front of lots of people. They figured that if the Christians won the debates, 
the Jews would convert to Christianity.

Right from the beginning the debaters knew they had a hard job. The Jews 
they debated were very knowledgeable (because who would convert if a 
Christian won a debate against a Jew who didn’t know his stuff?). Also, very 
few people were convinced to convert. But the Christians kept trying. Many 
of these religious experts studied Hebrew and the Torah, and some of them 
even studied Talmud.

In 1263 King James was convinced by the Pope and 
a group of Catholic monks called Dominicans that it 
would be a good idea to have such a debate between a 
Christian scholar and a Jewish one. In some places the 
debates weren’t really debates. The Jewish participant was 
often scared to win because he worried that his opponents 
might burn copies of the Talmud or persecute Jews. In this 
case, however, the Dominicans and King James decided 
that they would give the Jews a fair chance. They thought 
this because they believed they had an ace up their sleeve. 
They were pretty sure they’d win.

The ace was man named Raymund de Peñaforte and 
his student, Pablo Christiani. Peñaforte was interested 
in converting Jews, but he also had some respect for 
Jewish knowledge. He knew that if he was really going 
to get people to convert, he needed to play by their rules. 
Christiani was a convert himself. He had been born and 
raised Jewish. He studied Torah and Talmud. He was pretty 
good at debating Jews, because he used to be one.

King James thought the idea of a debate was amusing. He liked arguments, 
especially between really smart people. He also believed that some of his 
Jewish friends were pretty smart, and he wanted to prove to the Pope and 
the Dominicans (who were mad at him because he wasn’t mean enough to 
Jews) that they were worthy of a good argument. So King James went to the 
smartest guy he knew: Rabbi Moshe ben Nahman.

The debate between Pablo Christiani and Nahmanides was held in 
Barcelona in 1263. It was not actually a single debate (like the presidential 
debates you may have seen on TV), but a series of debates that took place 
over a few weeks. The premise of the debate was simple: Pablo Christiani 
made claims that Jesus Christ was the messiah, and Rabbi Nahman had to try 

Disputation from a 
sixteenth century woodcut



6 7

to prove him wrong. It was a strange situation for Nahmanides. King James promised him that he could 
say anything he wanted, so that the debate would be fair. But Nahmanides knew the debate wouldn’t 
really be fair. The Pope was watching the debate closely from Rome, and Nahmanides knew that he 
might be in trouble if he won the debate. The Pope wouldn’t like losing, and he’d make things bad for 
Nahmanides.

But Rabbi Nahman wasn’t afraid. He did a courageous thing: He won! Pablo tried using passages in the 
Torah and Talmud to prove that Jesus was the messiah. Nahmanides was a great scholar, though, and he 
knew that Pablo wasn’t properly interpreting the Jewish material. He was able to show how Pablo was 
wrong.

King James had made an edict that said Nahmanides could not get in trouble for what he said. This made 
the Pope mad, but he didn’t punish Rabbi Nahman. The Pope was a tricky guy. He told Christian monks 
to go to synagogues on Shabbat. At Shabbat services the Jews were forced to listen to the monks talk 
about Christianity and Jesus. This, of course, made Nahmanides mad. He had to do something.

What he did was publish a book called the Vikuah. The Vikuah is a play-by-play description of the 
Barcelona debate. It shows each argument that Pablo Christiani made, and then each thing that 
Nahmanides said to show how Pablo was wrong. Nahmanides had a really good memory, and he took 
notes during some parts of the debate, so the book is very detailed.

Publishing a book about winning the debate did not make the Christians in Spain happy. Raymund 
de Peñaforte and the monks complained to the Pope, who ordered the kings in Spain (including King 
James) to punish Nahmanides and the Jews. They made laws that raised the Jews’ taxes. They banished 
Nahmanides from teaching in certain towns. They beat up Jews and damaged some synagogues.

Nahmanides realized that his presence was not good for the Jews. One by one, each kingdom of Spain 
kicked him out. Everywhere he went, Jews were persecuted. In 1267 he picked up and moved to Eretz 
Israel.

Israel was in bad shape in the Middle Ages. Very few Jews lived there. Muslims (who were mostly kind 
to Jews) ruled, but Christians from Europe had tried to conquer the land in wars called Crusades. The 
Christian conquerors destroyed a lot of the land.

But Nahmanides loved it there. He became a rabbi for a small Jewish community. He studied and taught 
Kabbalah. He wrote letters to rabbis in Spain telling them about the Holy Land. He was one of the first 
people to say that moving to Israel is a mitzvah. “Even in this destruction,” he said, “it is a blessed land.” 
He died there in 1270.

Review Questions
1. Why is a specific period of Jewish history called the “Golden Age”?

2. What changed for the Jews of Spain when the Christian conquerors took over?

3. Define: rationalist, Kabbalah, Guide for the Perplexed. Why are these concepts mentioned when 
discussing Nahmanides’ early life?

4. Why did the Pope want Jews and Christians to debate? Why did King James?

5. What do Jewish historians mean when the call Nahmanides the first post-Biblical Zionist?
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Activity 1: Nahmanides and Kiddush haShem
The Hebrew phrase kiddush ha-Shem means to “make God’s name holy.” Our rabbis taught that it is every 
Jew’s job to make God’s name holy. This is a pretty big job, and it’s even bigger because the rabbis also 
taught that kiddush ha-Shem also means we have to “make holy” all of am Yisrael. What does that mean? It 
means every Jew is responsible for the reputation of all Jewish people. We always need to remember that 
when a Jew does something good, she makes all Jews look good.

The most famous example of kiddush ha-Shem is a story about Simon ben Shetah. Simon bought a 
donkey from an Arab man. When he took it home he found that the donkey had a precious jewel around 
its neck. Simon’s friends told him to keep the jewel. But 
Simon told them, “I bought a donkey, not a jewel,” and he 
returned the stone to the Arab man who sold him the camel. 
The Arab was impressed with Simon’s honesty, and he said, 
“Blessed be the name of Simon ben Shetah. Blessed be the 
God of Israel.” Simon taught us that doing the right thing 
makes God’s name holy and makes all Jews a little holier.

Below are seven things that Nahmanides and some other 
famous Jews did. For each one answer two questions: Is it an 
act of kiddush ha-Shem? Did the person do the right thing?

1. Nahmanides was a doctor and saved lives.

2. In 1232 Nahmanides tried to settle a dispute in the Jewish 
community over how to treat Maimonides’ writings.

3. Nahmanides participated in the Barcelona debate. He 
didn’t just participate; he did the best he could do, even 
though he knew it would make some people (like the 
Pope) pretty mad.

4. When some Catholics published a version of the debate 
that said Pablo Christiani won, and the Pope had monks go and give speeches in Jewish synagogues, 
Nahmanides published the Vikuah. It got him in trouble.

5. Hank Greenberg was a Jewish baseball star in the 1930s. He had to put up with a lot of anti-Semitism. 
He never fought back or said anything. He just played his hardest.

6. Hanna Szenes was a young Hungarian Jew who lived in Palestine. She was a farmer and poet. It was 
World War II, and she was worried about what was going on in Hungary, where her family lived. In 
March of 1944 she parachuted into Nazi-occupied Europe to help organize resistance to the Nazis. 
She was captured and tortured. The Nazis wanted to know about the resistance movement, and 
Hannah may have had a chance to live if she told them what she knew. Instead she was executed by a 
firing squad in November 1944.

7. Meyer Lansky was a gangster in New York. He was a part of the mob, and his gang committed lots 
of crimes. In 1947 and 1948 the new country of Israel needed weapons, but no country would sell 
them any. It was illegal to send guns to the Israeli army. Lansky used his money and his connections to 
smuggle guns to Israel. The weapons were very important to the Israeli Defense Force’s victory in the 
War of Independence.
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Activity 2: The Master Debater
In 1263 Nahmanides debated Pablo 
Christiani. The debate covered a lot 
of complex points, but basically it was 
about explaining to Christians why 
Jews didn’t believe in Jesus. Pablo 

Christiani made claims and asked questions, and 
Nahmanides had to answer them.

Below are some questions from the debate with 
possible answers. For each one, pick which answer 
you think is the best one. Be prepared to explain 
your choices. How do you think Nahmanides 
responded?

1.  In Genesis 49:10 Jacob is blessing his twelve 
sons. This blessing was also a prophecy. Jacob 
tells his son Judah that his descendants will be 
rulers and that one of his descendants will be 
an ultimate ruler. Christians believe that this is a 
reference to Jesus Christ, who will establish an 
“everlasting kingdom” in the future. Jesus was 
born about 2000 years after Jacob died. Jesus’ 
ancestry is traced back to Jacob’s son Judah in 
Luke 3:23-34 and in Matthew 1:1-16. Isn’t 
Jacob’s prophecy proof that Jesus is the messiah?

A. Jacob doesn’t mention a messiah, just a ruler. 
He could be talking about almost anyone.

B. Jacob is talking about King David, who we 
know was a descendant of Judah.

C. Who cares what it says in the Christian 
books of Luke and Matthew? Jews don’t 
believe that stuff anyway.

2.  In one part of the Hebrew scripture the prophet 
Isaiah talks about a “suffering servant.” Christians 
believe that this is an obvious reference to Jesus 
Christ. Jesus was a servant of God and “suffered” 
many times in his life, including being executed 
on a cross. Doesn’t this make perfect sense? Why 
don’t Jews believe it’s true?

A. When Isaiah talks about a “suffering 
servant” he is actually talking about the 
suffering of the Nation of Israel.

B. If Isaiah meant Jesus, he would have been 
more specific.

C. There’s no way of knowing what Isaiah meant.

3.  But in the Talmud one rabbi says that Isaiah is 
talking about the messiah. See, even the rabbis in 
the Talmud knew Isaiah was talking about Jesus. 
How do you explain that one?

A. The rabbi was talking about the messiah of 
Jewish tradition, the one who has not come 
yet.

B. There are lots of comments from rabbis in 
the Talmud. But many of them are just for 
the sake of argument or are not considered 
“right.”

C. If the rabbi meant Jesus, he would have 
been more specific.

4.  There’s a passage in the Talmud where it says the 
messiah was born on the day that the Temple 
was destroyed. See, even the Talmud says the 
messiah has already come. Explain this.

A. History shows us that the Temple’s 
destruction and Jesus’ birth happened many 
years apart. So clearly the Talmud isn’t 
talking about Jesus.

B. The messiah’s birth and the coming of the 
messiah could be different things. Maybe 
the messiah was born but won’t officially 
“come” for thousands of years.

C. This piece of Talmud is a metaphor.

Thinking Questions
1. Why do you think Spanish Jews got along so 

well with the Moslem Moors?
2. In the Middle Ages there were several famous 

rabbis that were also physicians. Why do you 
think this is? Do the two professions have 
anything in common?

3. Why was it important for Nahmanides to win 
the debate? Can you think of any situations in 
your life when someone thought something 
incorrect about Judaism?
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