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INTRODUCTION 
 

 During the late second century, Melito, bishop of Sardis (d. ca. 180) upbraided the Jews for 

murdering God and celebrating the Passover while Christ suffered in his Peri Pascha, imprecations 

that were and that continue to be echoed in the improperia, recited on Good Friday.1 For, despite 

Rome’s admitted pre-eminence in the proceedings that led to Jesus of Nazareth’s crucifixion and 

death, the church has blamed the Jews almost since its inception. Certainly, the gospels and epistles 

of the Christian New Testament held the Jews to be culpable or complicit, even as they 

acknowledged, directly or otherwise, that Roman officials and soldiers carried out Jesus’s trial and 

execution. Then, as the early church “staggered its way to orthodoxy,”2 and Jesus the Christ became 

the son of God, became God, his crucifiers became deicides, a unique and uniquely inflammatory 

accusation that has reverberated through the long, convoluted history of Christian attitudes toward 

and relations with Jews.3 

 Although the closely related accusations of ritual murder and host desecration continue to 

draw enormous scholarly attention,4 there are far fewer studies on the twin accusations of killing 

Christ (christicide) and killing God (deicide). Jeremy Cohen has, of course, written on the portrayal 

of Jews as killers of Christ, most notably his 1983 article, “The Jews as Killers of Christ,” and later in 

his book, Christ Killers.5 Cohen focuses primarily on Augustine and the mendicant friars of the later 

Middle Ages, and the ways in which their views of Jewish guilt affected their ideas about the Jews’ 

proper place, or lack thereof, within Latin Christendom. Similarly Jack Watt has discussed 
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responsibility for the crucifixion, among other questions, in the works of Augustine and scholastic 

theologians.6 More recently, J. Christopher Edwards has explored accusations of deicide in the 

context of early Christians’ efforts to shift responsibility for the crucifixion from Rome to the Jews 

in order to evangelize and exist under Roman authority.7 Finally, several scholars, including Barbara 

Hurwitz, Andrew J. Scheil, John Tolan, and David Timmer, have examined specific authors’ 

utilization of chirsticide and deicide within the context of those individuals’ lives and works.8 

 In order to excavate medieval discussions of deicide and rejection further, here I shall focus 

on when and how Latin authors writing before 1200 developed and deployed the charge that the 

Jews had knowingly or intentionally killed Christ or Christ as God. After an overview of the 

scriptural and patristic traditions — that the Jews were indirectly responsible for Jesus’s death, but 

ignorant of his identity as messiah and son of God — I will explore when and how this tradition 

began to fracture. Arguably, the Venerable Bede (673–735) was the first to break with the patristic 

consensus by intimating the Jews had crucified the son of God out of animus and envy. Facets of 

his definitions of Jewish culpability were adopted and adapted by several later exegetes, but arguably 

the work of Petrus Alfonsi (fl. 1106–1116) in the early twelfth century represents a second, larger 

fracture. Petrus not only asserted that the Jews had knowingly killed Christ and the son of God, he 

carried this act of intentional deicide into the present, arguing that his Jewish contemporaries would 

perpetrate this sin themselves were they able. Petrus, moreover, sat at the confluence of several 

major shifts in twelfth-century Latin Christendom: resurgent and more vitriolic anti-Jewish polemics; 

deteriorating perceptions of and escalating violence toward Jews; the emergent and deepening 

devotion to the human Christ; and evolving theological and legal understandings of intention and 

guilt. Though only two other twelfth-century authors, Rupert of Deutz (d. ca. 1129) and Robert of 

Melûn (d. 1167), would go so far as intentional deicide, others would charge the Jews with 
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intentional christicide, extend deicide or christicide into the present, and more viciously excoriate the 

Jews for their rejection and crucifixion of Christ.   

By its nature, deicide was deeply enmeshed with how Christ could be simultaneously human 

and divine, and the origins and effects of the passion, the central act of Christian salvation. Deicide 

and christicide thus became inextricably entwined with ideas about Christ, eschatology, election, 

knowledge, intention, guilt, and myriad combinations thereof. These topics, christology especially, 

were so foundational, so fundamental to Christianity itself that medieval discourses on deicide, along 

with their discussions about rejection and christicide, tend to retain a maddening degree of 

ambiguity. Thus, while I will sometimes be more precise in distinguishing between rejection, 

homicide, christicide, and deicide than my sources — not least because these authors were often 

arguing that the crucifixion constituted all four simultaneously — readers may find that I am less 

precise than they would wish.9 Further, accusations of intentionality and deicide did not so much 

evolve, as they were borrowed, disassembled, and adapted to suit their authors’ concerns and needs. 

There was not, I will suggest, a single engine driving the emergence of intentional deicide and 

christicide, but multiple streams of thought feeding and being fed by these charges.10  

 

“THESE BLIND MEN, THESE KILLERS OF CHRIST”: DEICIDE BEFORE 1100 

 As Jeremy Cohen demonstrated in his seminal article, “The Jews as Killers of Christ,” the 

ways in which the Christian New Testament defined and discussed the Jews’ purported role in and 

responsibility for Jesus’s death tend towards ambiguity, in no small part because they were so 

thoroughly rooted in the needs and preoccupations of the nascent Christian community.11 These 

passages include Luke 23.34, in which Jesus entreated forgiveness for his crucifiers on the grounds 

of their ignorance; Acts 3.17, in which Peter declared that the Jews of Jerusalem acted in ignorance; 

1 Corinthians 2:7–8, in which Paul stated that had the princes of the world understood, they would 
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never have crucified the Lord; Matthew 21:33–39, Mark 12:1–8, and Luke 20:9–15’s parable of the 

wicked tenants; John 9:39–4, in which Jesus said that the Pharisees are guilty because they claim that 

they can see; and John 15.22–24, in which Jesus that “they” hated him and his father. In addition, 

later Christians not infrequently referenced Matthew 27:22–23, Mark 15:13–20, Luke 23:21, and 

John 19:6–15, wherein the crowd calls for Jesus’s crucifixion during his trial. The contradictions 

between these texts created the hermeneutic space for medieval theologians, polemicists, and jurists 

to employ the crucifixion to myriad ends and reach diverse conclusions.  

 Reading the New Testament’s accounts of the crucifixion and fault through the lens of their 

own theological priorities and opponents, patristic authors generally maintained a relatively static 

stance: although the Jews were to blame for Jesus’s death, they acted in ignorance. In Ambrose of 

Milan’s (339–397) influential summation: “The Jews did not see him, for their hearts were blinded 

(cf. Mark 6:52),” nor did those “who shouted ‘crucify, crucify him,’ because ‘if they had seen, never 

would they have crucified the Lord of majesty’ (1 Cor. 2:8).”12 His famous protégé, Augustine of 

Hippo (354–430), offered at least three different explanations for the Jews’ rejection and crucifixion 

of Christ, but each of these readings maintained that, although they were indirectly culpable for his 

death, the Jews acted in ignorance of Christ’s identity as messiah and God.13 Commenting on the 

gospel of John, for example, Augustine argued that the Jews had killed Jesus with their tongues by 

clamoring for his death,14 but had acted in ignorance. In their ignorance, Augustine compared them 

favorably to the Arians, because unlike the Arians, “these blind men, these killers of Christ, yet 

understood the words of Christ. For they did not understand that he was Christ, nor did they 

understand that he was the son of God,” but they understood that he claimed to be “the son of 

God, who is equal to God,” which the Arians did not.15 Taking a slightly different tack, Pope 

Gregory I (c. 540–604) reached a similar conclusion. He held that the hearts of Jesus’s persecutors 

were clouded by wickedness. Thus, Paul said both that “a veil is over his heart” (cf. 2 Cor. 3:15) and 
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“if they had recognized him, never would they have crucified the Lord of glory” (1. Cor. 2.8).16 

While far from exculpatory, the tradition exemplified by Augustine held that the Jews were to blame 

for Jesus’s death but had not been, indeed could not have known him to be the messiah or God. 

 As the Latin Church, its theology, its christology, and its enemies evolved, so too did its 

thinkers’ and theologians’ conclusions about Jewish culpability for rejecting and crucifying Christ. 

Writing in the late seventh or early eighth century, Bede advanced a new assessment of guilt and 

intention based on the parable of the wicked tenants17 and Luke 23:34 (“Father, forgive them, they 

do not know what they do”). Concerning the latter, hitherto read (not surprisingly) as evidence that 

Christ’s crucifiers had acted in ignorance, Bede argued that Jesus had not prayed “for those who, 

goaded by the spurs of malice and pride, preferred to crucify rather than confess the one whom they 

knew to be the son of God.”18 Christ entreated forgiveness, Bede asserted, only for those who acted 

in ignorance.  

 While Bede did not specify who had recognized Jesus as the son of God in his commentary 

on Luke, he was more explicit in his exegesis of Mark’s parable of the vineyard. Reading the parable 

as a history of disobedience, rejection, and election, Bede argued unequivocally that Jewish leaders 

had known Jesus to be the messiah. Of the tenants’ statement, “this is the heir, come let us kill him” 

(Mark 12:7), Bede stated “The Lord clearly demonstrates that the princes of the Jews crucified the 

son of God, not through ignorance, but through invidia. They understood that he was the one about 

whom it was said, ‘Ask me, and I will give you the nations as your inheritance’ (Ps. 2:8).”19 

Accordingly, the son’s inheritance was acquired, not relinquished, by his death and thus did the 

vineyard pass to believers. Bede reiterated this argument in commenting on Mark 12:12 and added 

that the princes and priests and scribes who sought to kill the Lord thus revealed (docebant) that he 

spoke the truth, as Jesus is the heir whose unjust death he said would be avenged by the father.20 

While there were, in so far as we can now determine, no Jews then living in England, this 
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discussions of deicide fit snugly within Bede’s larger arguments about supersession and election, of 

the church generally and the English church specifically.21 Within this context, the crucifixion 

arguably operated as a kind of rhetorical chiaroscuro, sharpening the hermeneutic contrast between 

the new Israel, an identity that Bede was staking for the English, and the old, that is the faithless 

Jews of Christian exegesis.  

 Several eighth- and ninth-century exegetes adopted or adapted Bede’s charge. While this may 

indeed be attributable to their respect for the venerable monk, as Jeremy Cohen has suggested,22 

Johannes Heil has shown that Carolingian exegetes were far from averse to adapting authorities to 

suit their ends.23 Bede’s commentaries on deicide were no exception. Writing amid new 

controversies over Christ’s nature — most notably that sparked by theologians positing that Jesus 

was adopted as the son of God at his baptism24 — several Carolingians selectively used Bede’s 

exegesis of election for their own arguments about Christ’s divinity. Rabanus Maurus (c. 780–850) 

incorporated Bede’s reading of the parable of the wicked tenants directly into his commentary on 

Matthew,25 but he parted ways with the monk of Jarrow in commenting on 1 Corinthians 2:8. Unlike 

Bede who read this passage in terms of election and rejection, Rabanus read it christologically. He 

declares that the princes of the world, who included Jews, knew Jesus to be the one who was 

promised by the law, but “they were yet ignorant of his divine mystery by which he was the son of 

God.”26 This ignorance, Rabanus insisted, was not wholly exculpatory. Consistent with his focus on 

the simultaneity of Christ’s humanity and divinity, however, Rabanus ended his commentary on 

Christ’s plea for forgiveness: “still the Lord of glory was crucified, for such was that undertaking that 

made God man and man God.”27 

 Deicide serves other ends in the exegesis of Paschius Radbertus (c. 785–c.860) and 

Walahfrid Strabo (c.809–849). In his commentary on Matthew and its version of the parable of the 

wicked tenants, Paschius followed the outlines of Bede’s interpretation, but did so in an explicit 
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effort to refute heterodox assertions grounded in Matthew 24:36 (“No one knows that day and hour, 

neither the angels in heaven nor the son, but only the father”), and in so doing explicitly rejected 

what Cohen terms “the prevalent tradition of Jewish ignorance.”28 Indeed, the abbot of Corbie 

argued that the Jews crucified Jesus, not because they did not know he was the son of God, “as 

some heedlessly assert,” but because — blinded by invidia, arrogance, and greed — they were 

obstinate.29 Indeed, seeing the “signs and the portents, they understood that he was the Christ (John 

7:31),” Paschius continued, but strove to kill him rather than confess or believe in him.30 Walahfrid 

Strabo, a student of Rabanus, similarly argued that the chief priests killed Jesus out of invidia, not 

ignorance, because they knew him to be the one to whom Psalm 2:8 referred, namely the messiah.31 

In his commentary on Luke, Walahfrid followed Bede in arguing that Jesus’s plea to forgive his 

crucifiers did not extend to those who had understood him to be the son of God, which presumes 

that some of them did, “when they denied and crucified him” out of invidia and pride.32 The monk 

of Reichenau was not so adamant or unequivocal as Bede, however. In his commentary on 

Corinthians, he declared that had the Jews recognized Jesus, “either the minores that he was the 

messiah or the maiores that he was God or the son of God,” they would never have crucified the 

Lord.33  

 Carolingians exegetes were, however, no more inclined to consensus than their modern 

counterparts. Most maintained that the Jews had acted in at least partial ignorance. Alcuin (d. 840), 

one of Rabanus’s teachers, referred in passing to Jews, who “crucified him whom they did not 

believe,” within a polemic against adoptionism.34 Similarly, Haimo of Auxerre (d. 855) and Sedulius 

Scotus (fl. 848–860), though far from exculpatory, implied that the Jews had been unaware of Jesus’s 

divinity.35 Bede and later authors’ intimations of intentionality proved influential nonetheless. 

Perhaps most significantly, Bede’s readings of Jewish guilt were adopted by Anselm of Laon (d. 

1117) and the Glossa ordinaria. Anselm borrowed Bede’s exegesis of the parable of the wicked tenants 
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and argued that the Jews had killed Christ, knowing him to be the son of God, because they feared 

him.36 To those who would object on the grounds of Corinthians, Anselm maintained that Bede 

answered this objection, and “therefore, the Jew was not induced to crucify him because he thought 

that he was Christ or the son of God, but because he did not foresee that he would be damned by 

his death.”37 More significantly for later medieval exegesis, the Glossa ordinaria also used Bede to 

explicate Luke 23:34 — “He prayed not for those who understood him to be the son of God but 

denied and crucified him through invidia and pride, but for those who, having zeal for God but not 

according to knowledge, did not know what they did”38 — and Wahalfrid to gloss 1 Corinthians 2:8 

— “If they had known, either the minores that he was the messiah promised in the law, or the maiores 

that he was God or the son of God: they never would have crucified the Lord of glory.”39 Given the 

Glossa’s centrality to later medieval exegesis and polemic,40 these “deviations from the Augustinian 

tradition,” as Cohen terms them,41 would prove significant. 

 

“THAT THE JEWS CRUCIFIED HIM, WILLFULLY, AND BY DESIGN”: PETRUS ALFONSI 

  After 1100, questions about intention and guilt at the cross wended their way out of 

exegesis into polemics, treatises, chronicles, and apologiae. The crucifixion, already the archtype for 

rejecting Christ and killing God, became more “present” and so too did its perpetrators. 

Concomitantly, questions about the crucifiers’ cognizance and culpability grew more pressing and 

more pointed. Even Anselm of Canterbury (d. 1109) who made the otherwise unexceptional claim 

that “no one could ever, knowingly at least, want to kill God,” did so in a chapter dedicated to the 

crucifiers’ sin within a treatise on redemption and incarnation.42 Several of the authors who followed 

him not only dedicated more ink to the question of deicide, they reached far more damning 

conclusions. First and arguably foremost among them was Petrus Alfonsi, who argued not only that 

Jesus’s Jewish crucifiers knew him to be the messiah and son of God, but they continued or would 
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continue, were they able, to crucify him into the present. Petrus, moreover, did so in dialogue with 

Moyses, the Jew he had been before his conversion.  

 Baptized in 1106 at the court of his godfather, Alfonso I of Aragon, in Huesca (the city had 

only recently reverted to Christian hands ten years prior), Petrus composed his Dialogus, one of the 

Middle Ages’ most popular and enduring anti-Jewish polemics, sometime between 1108 and 1110.43 

Perhaps as a result of its dialectic nature, its author’s liminality, contemporary violence, or some 

combination thereof, Petrus was more damning than earlier exegetes, including Bede and his 

followers. Petrus argued that some Jews had knowingly committed deicide out of invidia, as Bede 

had, but also out of hatred and malice; he used Jewish post-biblical texts as evidence for the Jews’ 

culpability; and he implied that all Jews, including those living in the diaspora were complicit in 

Jesus’s execution. Although deicide was only one facet of his representation of the Jews — whom he 

also deemed foolish, irrational, overly literal, ritually impure, and unable to please God — it was 

nonetheless a fundamental one. When he set forth “what is to be believed and hence what is to be 

understood” in the prologue to the Dialogus, Petrus included “that the Jews crucified [Christ] willfully 

and by design,”44 making intentional deicide as much an article of faith as Christ’s death and 

resurrection. Petrus further developed this charge in two chapters (tituli), integrating it into both his 

critique of Judaism (chapter 2) and his defense of Christianity (chapter 10). Although his contentions 

overlap and tend toward repetition, because deicide functions slightly differently within the two 

parts of the Dialogus and because these accusations sit at the confluence of so many important 

developments in twelfth-century thought, I will explore them separately and in some depth.  

 The Dialogus’s second chapter is dedicated to explaining the Jews’ captivity and exile. From 

the outset, Petrus explained that denying Christ and choosing not to serve him precipitated the 

diaspora, which he argued was exceptional for its length and severity.45 In dialogue with his Jewish 

self, he argued that this captivity had lasted countless generations because successive generations 



 

10 | Killers of Christ — Sherwood Working Paper 

shared in the ancestral crimes for which it was punishment. And, through Moyses, Petrus concluded 

that “all the following generations remain in their fathers’ captivity, because they follow (execuntur) 

their fathers’ deeds in so far as they are able.”46 As exsequor carries with it the sense of following to 

the end or to the grave, Petrus’s choice of it here suggests that subsequent generations did not 

merely follow their ancestors’ deeds but followed them to the bitter end. Were those descendants to 

forsake their forbearers’ deeds, Petrus added, their own captivity would be at an immediate end. The 

present captivity’s length and severity, Petrus continued, was also evidence that it resulted from a 

particularly grievous sin: namely “you killed Christ, the son of God, calling him a sorcerer and son of 

a whore,” who would lead the nation into error.47 The maiores said these and similar things, Petrus 

asserted, until they convinced all the people, and so they unjustly led a just man to judgment, 

crucified, and killed him. By preceding this assertation that Jews in the first century killed Christ and 

the son of God with the argument that their descendants, that is contemporary Jews, shared or 

would share in that deed, Petrus effectively and affectively cast the historic crime of the crucifixion 

as an ongoing sin, freezing the Jews at the moment of Christ’s death.48 

 Petrus further charged that the Jews had acted maliciously and knowingly, and he used, 

among other sources, Jewish post-biblical texts in doing so. After Moyses challenges him to 

expound on whether “that man” was the son of God and by what authority he could be considered 

the cause of “our tribulation,” Alfonsi argues that Jewish leaders knew not only that Jesus was the 

messiah but also that his death would result in the Temple’s destruction and the Jews’ dispersal.49 

Titus razed the Temple forty years after Christ’s death, he details, and forty years before its 

destruction, there were premonitory signs and omens to which the Jews’ post-biblical texts attest: 

red wool tied to the horns of the scapegoat that did not whiten, referred to in the Mishnah’s Yoma 

6.5–6; a candle extinguished before its customary time; the doors of the Temple thrown open and R. 

Johannen ben Zakai declaring that fire would possess it.50 Alfonsi concludes that Johannen ben 
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Zakai and other learned men of his day said that invidia and malevolence caused the captivity, but 

“kept silent about the true reason: namely the Jews’ invidia and malevolence were the reason for 

Christ’s death, but Christ’s death was the reason for the captivity.”51 

 As in much of the Dialogus, Moyses does not so much refute Alfonsi’s contentions as hone 

them. Here, he replies that if such were the case, no Jew deserves to live. If it is a sin to deny the 

invisible, incorporeal God, Moyses inquires rhetorically, how much graver a sin would denying God 

in the flesh, inflicting injuries on him, and affixing him to a cross be? Petrus did not contradict 

Moyses; rather, he used this interjection to reiterate his argument in a sharper key. God suffers the 

Jews to live in servitude and blindness, as “a reproach and a tale, accursed in everyone’s eyes” as 

Deuteronomy 28.37 foretold.52 Had God destroyed the Jews at the time of the crucifixion, their 

infamy would have died with them. Finally, Petrus argued that the Jews were allowed to survive 

because God foresaw that some would believe and be saved.53   

 As this chapter draws to a close, Alfonsi expands on the theme of the Jews’ collective 

responsibility, again in response to Moyses’s counterarguments. Moyses advances, among other 

objections, that the Jews were already scattered through the world in the first century, so could not 

all have taken part in Christ’s death.54 Alfonsi answers that, although they were not present, when 

they heard what their co-religionists had done, all of Israel praised it, consented to it, and so shared 

in it and the culpability for it. Further, he continues, Christ was sold with their “consent, aid, and 

counsel,” and thus Jews living everywhere committed that evil (scelus) no less than those directly 

involved.55 Selling the human Christ, namely the son of God, was, Alfonsi adds, equal to denying 

God. Indeed, of the four sins that are equal to denying God, Petrus declared this to be the gravest.56 

By all these authorities, he concluded, it is clear that the present captivity was the result of Christ’s 

death and Jewish malevolence, and could only be escaped through conversion, an exhortation with 

which Alfonsi concludes each chapter.57 
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 Petrus returned to the crucifixion and the sin of deicide in his tenth chapter, titled “That 

Christ was crucified and killed by the Jews of their own will,”58 a chapter dedicated to proving 

Christ’s divinity. As before, Alfonsi’s arguments are prompted by Moyses’s protestations. The first 

of which was if Christ were divine, why had he allowed himself to be killed, and if, as Alfonsi 

contends, Christ died willingly to redeem humanity, why did Christians condemn the Jews for his 

death?59 Alfonsi replies that had the Jews acted to fulfil Christ’s will, they would not have committed 

a sin, but “they denied him and killed him out of invidia, and so they are answerable for such an evil 

deed; and they will not escape misery and tribulation either in the present or in the future so long as 

they persist in their wickedness.”60  

 Alfonsi deploys two analogies to evince the justness of this condemnation. If, Alfonsi asks 

Moyses, someone wanted to burn another’s boat for its nails and some charcoal, or another wanted 

to pull down his house to repurpose its stones, how would Moyses judge their enemies if they 

inadvertently fulfilled the owners’ desires by burning the boat or destroying the house out of odium 

and invidia? In answer to Moyses’s concession that he would consider these enemies culpable, Petrus 

concluded that those “who killed Christ not to fulfil his will but from the poison of hatred and 

invidia” are (in the present tense) likewise culpable.61 Jeremy Cohen has read these analogies as 

evidence that Petrus deemed Christ’s crucifiers to have been blind to his identity. Because these 

hypothetical malefactors were ignorant of the owners’ intentions, Christ’s crucifiers “too must have 

been ignorant of Jesus’s intentions and, therefore, of his identity.”62 Yet this conclusion rests on the 

somewhat precarious assumption that to be ignorant of the son of God’s intentions was to be 

ignorant of his identity. Petrus, in contrast, only stated that the malefactors were ignorant of the 

owners’ intentions. Within his hypothetical, moreover, their enemies knew exactly who owned the 

boat and house in question. Nor did Petrus suggest that envy, much less malice or hatred, precluded 

understanding or intention.  
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 Petrus also expanded on this argument. When Moyses protests that Jesus was a magician 

whose execution was warranted, Alfonsi rebuts this claim by expounding on the miracles attributed 

to Jesus, arguing that Jesus must have been a friend and faithful servant of God, sent by God. Thus, 

Jesus must have spoken truly when he called himself the son of God.63 Moyses marvels that the 

learned men of Jesus’s day could have failed to recognize him, because “if they had recognized 

[him], why did they spurn his faith and teaching, and knowingly (scienter) incur the damnation of their 

souls by crucifying him.”64 Alfonsi informs Moyses that the educated Jews of Jesus’s day acted out 

of invidia and the fear of losing their authority and renown. Comparing them to Jereboam, Alfonsi 

further scolds his interlocuter that “you should not marvel if the teachers of the Law and the scribes 

killed Christ with the poison of invidia, since they feared that they would lose their honor and 

renown through him.”65 In short, Petrus plainly stated twice in short order that the Jews had acted 

out of invidia and fear, not ignorance. Finally, Petrus concluded this chapter with a reference to Luke 

23:34, declaring that Christ loved his crucifiers despite their actions and invoking the day when the 

sons would acknowledge their fathers’ iniquities, lament their sins, and convert.66  

 It is not entirely clear why Petrus elected to wield the accusation of intentional deicide. In 

writing the Dialogus, he was undoubtedly numbering himself among those who believed, in contrast 

to his Jewish interlocuter, and did so to counter doubts and questions about the sincerity and 

completeness of his own conversion.67 Thus, his deployment of deicide may reflect the 

precariousness of his own status within his chosen community, an apostate’s awareness of Jewish 

objections to Christian contentions, the hostility of the recent convert, or some combination 

thereof.68 Akin to Bede’s use of deicide for contrast, Petrus may also have deployed deicide to 

exculpate himself and establish himself as a Christian by heightening the difference between who 

had been and who had become. And, regardless of its impetus, the Dialogus represents an inflection 

point in intentional decide and polemic, as it presaged a number of twelfth-century developments. 
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Whether due to its influence and authority,69 or because Petrus’s liminality made him an early 

adopter, several polemicists and exegetes advanced similar arguments in subsequent decades. 

Though only two went so far as intentional deicide, several authors depicted the Jews as having 

willfully or knowingly rejected and crucified Christ, the son of God, often in ways that echo Petrus. 

 

“LED TO HIS DEATH NOT BY DOGS, BUT BY THE JEWS”: POLEMIC  

 Not all twelfth-century polemicists abandoned the patristic consensus. Most continued to 

maintain that the Jews were blind to Christ’s divinity,70 and no other surviving polemic deployed the 

accusation of intentional deicide. After 1100, however, the Jews’ role in the crucifixion was a 

standard topos within the genre. Even Peter Abelard (c. 1079–1142), who elsewhere argued that the 

Jews would have sinned had they not killed Christ, still nodded to the crimes of crucifixion and 

deicide in his Dialogus inter philosophum, Iudaeum, et Christianum.71 As Petrus Alfonsi had and other 

polemicists would, moreover, he did so in colloquy with a Jew, an imagined Jew to be sure, but one 

who was presumably meant to represent real, living Jews with whom both the author and his readers 

might interact.72 A few polemicists, moreover, directly or indirectly picked up threads of Petrus’s 

arguments, most notably, and perhaps dangerously, the willful rejection of Christ and the image of 

the Jews as persistent, ongoing crucifiers, tying the Jews’ supposed enmity for Christ and his church 

more firmly to their imagined role in his death.  

 Writing in 1126, between 1147 and 1149, and in 1198 respectively, Rupert of Deutz, Peter 

the Venerable, and Peter of Blois echoed elements of Petrus’s Dialogus in their polemic, among their 

century’s most strident and innovative, and they used deicide and rejection to most effect.73 Of the 

three, Rupert’s assessment was arguably the harshest, though Peter the Venerable’s is likely the 

better known. In his Anulus, or “a dialogue on the sacraments of the faith,” Rupert claimed that the 

Jews were led into captivity, because they were Christ’s enemies and did not wish to become his 
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friends through faith.74 Indeed, the fictional Jew of the Anulus defines himself in these terms, 

repeatedly referring to Jesus as the man “whom my fathers crucified.”75 Rupert also exhorted his 

Jewish interlocutor to confess that “due to the sin of denying Christ, whom you denied before Pilate 

and killed,” Jerusalem was destroyed and the people scattered. He added, “you (tu) are not the 

people of him, whom you denied.”76 With Rupert’s use of the second person singular, it is not the 

Jews of first-century Jerusalem, or even the Jews collectively, but the individual (albeit imagined) Jew 

with whom he was debating who denied and killed Christ.  

 Similarly, Peter the Venerable scolded the Adversus Iudaeorum inveteratam duritiem’s Jewish 

interlocutor, “Acknowledge that this is the reason for your dreadful damnation, that you did not 

acknowledge, accept, and worship the coming Christ ... rather you scorned, mocked, and killed him 

in your detestable way,” albeit in the second person plural.77 He also concluded in the chapter 

dedicated to proving that Christ is God that in denying Christ and Christianity, the Jews had denied 

God.78 Peter of Blois also attributed the Jews’ captivity to their purported role in the crucifixion in 

his Contra perfidiam Iudeorum. Like Petrus Alfonsi decades before, he implied that they knew that 

Christ’s death would bring it about. As the prophets foretold the messiah’s coming, he argued, the 

Jew would have seen his own desolation before he denied Christ.79 Indeed, such is the obstinance of 

the Jews, this Peter declares, they “are sensible of the vengeance for their evil deed (scelus) and still 

obdure in their wickedness.”80 According to Peter of Blois, moreover, both Pilate and Josephus had 

blamed the crucifixion on the chief priests’ invidia, with the former even declaring that the priests 

had handed Christ over to Pilate, who had had him tormented, but the priests crucified him.81 

The theme of persistent enmity is especially pronounced in the polemics of these two Peters. 

Likening the Jews to dogs, Peter the Venerable asserted that in calling for Christ’s death, they had 

displayed canine bloodthirstiness. Isaiah had foretold, he wrote, “that Christ would be led to his 

death, not by dogs, but by the Jews, who are far worse.”82 Although he was ultimately more 
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condemnatory of their denial of Christ, for Peter the Venerable it was the Jews’ rejection and 

crucifixion of Christ that made them less than human, indeed less than dogs, exemplifying how 

integral crucifixion and deicide were to the dehumanizing discourse that proliferated in the later 

Middle Ages.83 The dangers inherent in this rhetoric and the ways in which it elided the historic sin 

of Christ’s crucifixion with contemporary Jews’ ongoing rejection of Christianity, tying difference 

ever more indelibly to enmity, is even more evident in Peter of Blois’s polemic. In Peter of Blois’s 

telling, the Jews were not only the descendants of Christ’s crucifiers, they continued to perpetrate 

the crucifixion quite literally, as “they abduct Christians’ children and crucify them in secret.”84  

 Peter of Blois was, of course, referring to the charge, which first emerged in the 1140s, that 

Jews were in the habit of re-enacting the crucifixion by kidnapping and killing Christian children.85 

Because the link between deicide and ritual murder has been discussed extensively, I will not wade 

into the scholarly firestorms over ritual murder here;86 rather, I will underscore the shared logic 

between claims that the Jews killed Christ, the son of God, intentionally and those that they re-

enacted his death by killing a Christian in his stead. In Thomas of Monmouth’s vita of William of 

Norwich, an early exemplar of the accusation, young William was seized, tortured, crucified, and 

killed in the manner and in the place of Christ. While tormenting him, the vita’s Jews fasten William 

to the cross in mockery and mimicry of Christ’s passion: “And they did so, as if to say, ‘Just as we 

condemned Christ to a shameful death, let us condemn this Christian.’”87 In this and other narratives 

from the period, in which Jews reportedly killed a child in contempt of Christ or out of hatred for 

Christianity, contemporary Jews continued to “pursue the deeds of their fathers” by intentionally 

crucifying Christ, the son of God, in the person of a Christian child, as they had in the polemics of 

Petrus and others.88 Deicide was, arguably, the archetypal act of imagined Jewish violence against 

Christians, one that would drive actual violence, both popular and juridical, against Latin 

Christendom’s Jewish communities for centuries after.89 
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“THEY HATED AND KILLED CHRIST, THE SON OF GOD”: CHRISTOCENTRIC PIETY  

 Latin Christendom’s burgeoning devotion to the human, suffering Christ, exemplified by the 

appearance of the dying or dead Christ on western crucifixes and portrayals of Jews crucifying him 

after 1000, arguably underlay much of the potency of charges of ritual murder and deicide.90  As 

Christ’s suffering and death became more intimate and immediate concerns within Christian praxis 

and piety, responses to it became more visceral and assessments of his crucifiers, more 

condemnatory. The tie between imitatio Christi and intentional deicide is particularly evident in the 

exegesis of Rupert of Deutz, whose own piety was marked by devotions to and ecstatic union with 

the crucifix, and, to a lesser extent, Robert of Melûn, who not coincidentally also accused the Jews 

of intentional deicide. In Rupert’s Anulus, he contrasted his own devotion to Christ with his 

rhetorical Jew’s rejection and crucifixion of the same;91 in his biblical commentaries on the gospels 

and the minor prophets, on the other hand, devotion and deicide served less as contrast and more as 

buttresses for Rupert’s christology. Similarly, in Robert’s commentary on the Pauline epistles, the 

charge of deicide flowed from a discussion of Christ’s nature (in this, as in so many other things, 

Petrus Alfonsi was a trendsetter). 

 Rupert maintained that the Jews denied and killed Christ intentionally, out of hatred or 

enmity, in various ways and through several commentaries over the course of at least two decades. 

In his commentary on John, completed in 1116,92 Rupert contended that not only had the Jews 

rejected and sought to kill the Lord in the past, but also that  

the Jews, those foolish and malicious killers, spillers of Christ’s blood, who even 

today curse Christ in their synagogues, [bear] the same blood of Christ inherited 

from their parents. We say that they are Jews, not because they are, but because the 

liars say that they are Jews, when they are the synagogue of Satan.93  
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A decade later, in his De gloria et honore filii hominis super Mattheum, Rupert argued that the Jews did not 

deny Christ due to ignorance but blasphemed him out of invidia.94 The accounts of Christ’s 

crucifixion and death were not, however, the primary lightning rods for deicide in Rupert’s exegesis 

of the gospels. Of the crowd clamoring “take him away, take him away, crucify him” (John 19:15), 

Rupert stated only “Regard that the wretched Jews said: ‘Take away the king from us, take away the 

prince, take away the priest ... Take away the savior, crucify the proprietor’ and thus they squandered 

salvation, and they have no defense.”95 In contrast, Rupert excoriated the Jews as spillers of Christ’s 

blood and members of the synagogue of Satan in commenting on a less obviously inflammatory 

passage recounting how no one spoke openly of Jesus out of fear of the Jews (John 7:13).96 

 Rupert’s most unambiguous condemnations of the Jews’ supposed role in the crucifixion 

were made not in his commentaries on the gospels, however, but in his exegesis of the minor 

prophets, which he dedicated to revealing Christ’s mysteries within the Old Testament.97 

Commenting on Amos, for example, Rupert carried the willful denial of Christ to the point of willful 

damnation. Such is their implacable hatred of Jesus, he argued, that the Jews prefer (in the present 

tense) to be damned rather than confess the name of the Lord.98 More stridently still, in his 

commentary on Hosea, completed between 1122 and 1123, the iniquity (iniquitas) of Ephraim and 

the malice (malitia) of Samaria (Hos. 7:1) occasion repeated imprecations against the Jews for 

denying and killing Christ. According to Rupert, Ephraim’s iniquity prefigured the Jews, and 

Samara’s malice prefigured the Pharisees and the scribes. The Jews’ withdrawal from the house of 

David and murder of past prophets was thus fulfilled, he declared, by their crucifying the son of 

David, the son of God.99 Although Rupert implied that the Jews’ rejection and crucifixion of Christ 

might well be attributable to blindness, that blindness was not born of ignorance: “their very malice 

blinded them, so they did not see and did not know” that Christ’s cross was a blessing to every 

nation, and thus Christ cut off their branch.100  
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 Yet determining the exact degree of guilt that the Jews were to bear was not always, or even 

often, the point. Rupert’s focus was on Christ and the degree of intention and guilt borne by his 

crucifiers existed in service to that christological focus. As a result, Rupert’s exegesis on this point 

was not entirely consistent. In the same commentary on Hosea, Rupert argued that some Jews, the 

chief among them, did know that Christ was God. Explicating Hosea 8:4 — “they made kings and 

not through me; they elected princes and I did not know them” — he turned to the parable of the 

wicked tenants. Like Bede and others before him, Rupert argued:  

the scribes and Pharisees, seeing Jesus, were not ignorant, but hated him, just as he 

says, “But now, they have seen and hated both me and my father” (John 15:24). And, 

since the tenants said, “This is the heir,” there is no one among them who may 

absolve himself on account of ignorance. Thus, when they say, “Come, let us kill 

him, and the inheritance will be ours,” rightly and truly [they] say who is killed.101 

Rupert not only affirmed that the scribes and Pharisees were not ignorant of Jesus’s identity and 

Christ’s nature, he shifted from the past to the present tense as he did so. Jewish leaders knew (non 

ignoraverunt) and hated (oderunt) Christ and the tenants said (dixerunt) “this is the heir” in the past 

tense, but the Jews cannot absolve themselves (se excusent) and the tenants say (dicunt) “come, let us 

kill him” in the present, much as Christ himself continued to suffer and die in the present tense in 

much of contemporary Christian thought and devotion.102 Within Rupert’s intense identification 

with Christ’s humanity and suffering, the crucifiers were no more time bound than the crucifixion.  

In this section of his commentary, however, Rupert did not attribute the Jews’ actions to 

animus or invidia but, consistent with the passage on which he commented, to a love of lucre. Hosea 

8.4 bemoans Israel making idols of gold and silver, and Rupert read this to mean that the Jews loved 

gold and silver more than God: thus, “they hated Christ and God, his father; they hated and killed 

Christ, the son of God.”103 While much might be made, and perhaps rightly so, about this mid-
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twelfth-century accusation of avarice,104 arguably it was due as much (if not more) to Rupert’s 

reigning need to read the prophets in light of Christ than to any contemporary exigencies. Certainly, 

the gold and silver to which he alludes belonged to the first-century Jerusalem, not to twelfth-

century Deutz.  

 Rupert’s christological reading of both Hosea and the gold and silver it referenced is 

comprehensible in light of his exegesis of John. When the Jews deny that Christ is their king because 

he makes himself the son of God, they antithetically affirm Rupert’s own christology, because 

“Truly, these are the three names of the one Christ, our Lord: man, king, God, or son of God.”105 

Denying Christ because he claimed to God, son of God, man, and messiah attests that he was God, 

son of God, man, and messiah in Rupert’s estimation. His very nature, Rupert continues, incites the 

ire of Christ’s enemies and the veneration of his friends, evidence of the church’s supersession. 

Christ’s nature and the church’s election were the twin poles around which his accusations of 

intentional deicide revolved.  

 Robert of Melûn, who taught at Melûn and Paris before he became the bishop of Hereford 

in 1163, rooted his assessment of Jews as deicides less in christology and in Christ’s sufferings. His 

conclusions about intention and ignorance flowed from his arguments about Christ’s nature and 

passion in commentary on Paul’s epistles, written sometime between 1145 and 1155.106 From trying 

to balance belief in Christ as human and divine with that in the Trinity as one in essence and three in 

person in his reading of 1 Corinthians 2, Robert reads 1 Corinthians 2:8 against the grain to state 

that it would seem that the demons and sapientes mundi knew Christ on the grounds of Matthew 8:29 

and Mark 1:34.107 Whatever doubts there may have been, after Lazarus’s resurrection, when the devil 

judged that Christ was God, he allowed the Jews to seize, bind, and whip him, so the devil knew he 

was human. Christ’s sufferings at the hands of the Jews were then, the crux of Robert’s argument 

that Christ was fully human. Returning to question of knowledge and the contradictions between the 
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passage on which he was commenting and Bede’s interpretation of the tenants’ parable, Robert 

sought to resolve the central paradox of his suggestion that the Jews knew Jesus was the messiah 

and God but, nonetheless, sought his death: 

Indeed, the Jews seem to have known him. For in the evangelical parable, it is 

written: “Behold the heir; come, let us kill him” (Mark 12:7) But this blindness was 

incredible, if they knew that he was the one through whom they would be delivered, 

and still sought to kill him. Likewise, if they knew that he was God, they knew that 

he was immortal, and why he could not be killed. How would they seek his death, if 

they knew that he could not be killed? 

Yet, this can also be said, that they are said to have recognized him, because they 

thought that they had recognized him. Some of them believed because he was, yet 

spurred by invidia, they did not leave off persecuting him. For, this is the nature of 

invidia; that it seeks what is contrary to its own good.108 

In Robert’s telling, invidia was not a blindfold, but a goad, one which explained how the Jews could 

know that Jesus was divine and still try to crucify him.109 Invidia did not blind the Jews; it resolved 

the contradiction inherent in the established reading of the parable of the wicked tenants and the 

literal reading of 1 Corinthians 2.8.110 

 

“BOTH THE DEED OF JUDAS AND THE JEWS WAS WICKED”: SIN AND INTENTION  

 In moving from exegesis into other spheres, responsibility for the crucifixion also became a 

case history for law and theology, as well as a more engrained part of how Christians viewed their 

Jewish neighbors.111 Perhaps most infamously, Christians departing on crusade during the twelfth 

century sought to avenge Christ against the Jews in their midst and the Muslims abroad, not 

infrequently invoking the crucifixion in the present tense as they did.112 Like the polemics of Petrus, 
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Rupert, Peter the Venerable, and Peter of Blois, this violence was at the bleeding edge of deicide. 

Less cutting assessments of Jewish intentions and guilt for rejecting and crucifying Christ appear in 

other sources, including scholastic theology and law, often as a means of working out other 

questions. Arguably because of the passion’s very centrality to Christian thought and identity, 

theologians and canonists explored questions of sin and guilt, ignorance and intention, using the 

crucifixion as a test case while trying to reconcile the very contradictory biblical texts on which their 

conclusions rested.113  

 Within a philosophical discussion of sin and intent in his Sic et non, Peter Abelard concluded 

that those who persecuted Christ sinned, but they would have sinned more gravely had they acted 

contrary to their consciences and done otherwise. Because of the crucifiers’ good intentions, their 

sin was venial, rather than mortal.114 Rather less-well known are the similar ways in which the 

Decretum and a few decretists used the crucifixion to determine the degree of guilt incurred by the 

sins of others and unintentional sins.115 Harkening back to Augustine, the Decretum used the 

crucifixion to demonstrate that those who urge others to homicide are guilty of homicide and that 

people might bear the guilt for others’ crimes. Granting that the Jews did not kill Christ with their 

own hands, the Decretum nonetheless maintains that “they are charged with the death of the Lord 

because they killed him with their tongues, saying ‘Crucify, crucify him.’”116 According to Augustine 

and so to the Decretum, this accounts for the discrepancies in the gospels as to the hour of Jesus’s 

death: the Jews crucified him with their tongues at the third hour, but the soldiers with their hands at 

the sixth. As the Decretum itself was subject to explication and reconciliation, later canonists used its 

canons to explore new issues. Peter Cantor (d. 1197), for example, used the Decretum’s treatment of 

collective responsibility for the crucifixion to argue that a “people had the power and duty to resist 

its prince’s sins,” a stance which justified the use of interdicts.117 
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 In a further indication of how invasive responsibility for the crucifixion was, commentators 

on the Decretum even used deicide to discuss sin and guilt when the canon they sought to explicate 

made no reference to the passion. Huguccio of Pisa (d. 1210), among others, used Christ’s death to 

illustrate the choice between two evils. Perhaps alluding to Abelard’s conclusions in Sic et non, 

Huguccio wrote that some claim that while the Jews sinned in killing Christ, they would have sinned 

more in not killing him because they would have acted against their conscience, which dictated that 

whoever made himself the son of God ought to die. In this instance, Huguccio argued that there is 

no perplexity, because the Jews could have avoided sinning by not killing Christ. It was possible to 

know through the law and the prophets that they sinned by killing and not by not killing. They could 

have consulted the apostles and others who knew the truth. Anyone in a comparable case of 

perplexed conscience could, and should, Huguccio continued, consult those wiser than 

themselves.118 

 The Jews’ purported role in rejecting and crucifying Christ were also used as a jumping off 

point for discussions of ignorance and intention. The Decretum, for example, used the Jews’ assigned 

role in the passion to illustrate the boundaries of exculpatory ignorance of facts.  Expounding on 

ignorantia facti and ignorantia iuris, the Decretum asserted that the ignorance of the Jews and other 

infidels, who do not know that Christ fulfilled what the prophets had foretold, exemplified 

ignorance of what ought to be known. It was consequently inexcusable.119 Peter the Lombard, 

author of the twelfth-century’s other great textbook, put the crucifixion and deicide to similar use. 

Commenting on 1 Corinthians in the Collecteana,120 the Lombard expanded on Walahfrid’s and the 

Glossa ordinaria’s distinction between the maiores and the minores, arguing that the latter had committed 

intentional christicide, though neither were intentional deicides. The chief priests, scribes, and 

Pharisees knew that Jesus was the messiah, but did not know that he was God, and “thus, of both it 

can be said, ‘if they had known, either the minores that he was the messiah promised in the law, or the 
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majores that he was God or the son of God, never would they have crucified the Lord of glory.’”121 

Even those who knew that Jesus as the messiah did not grasp the mystery of his incarnation, 

passion, and redemption, which Peter then explicated in greater detail.  

Much like the Lombard, Peter of Poitiers (d. 1205), another well-known Parisian theologian 

and teacher, resolved the contradiction between the blame traditionally accorded to the Jews and 

Paul’s exoneration in 1 Corinthians, by distinguishing between the maiores and the minores.122 He 

argued that had the maiores believed Jesus to be God or the son of God, they never would have 

crucified him. The maiores did, however, believe Jesus to be the messiah but crucified him out of 

invidia and because he seemed to be the law’s destroyer. The minores, on the other hand, did not rate 

him as messiah or son of God, and they never would have handed him over if they had. Thus, it was 

for the minores’ forgiveness, because their actions seem excusable, that Christ prayed. Those same 

minores then “converted, as is read in the Acts of the Apostles, four thousand on one day, five 

thousand on another (Acts 4:4),”123 defining all contemporary Jews as descendants of the maiores, 

who had acted out of invidia, not the minores who had acted from misguided zeal. 

 Peter the Lombard and Peter of Poitiers further used christicide and deicide to explore the 

question of whether God wills the evil that people do. Returning to the vexed question of God’s 

role in Christ’s death in the Sententiae, Peter the Lombard argued that God wanted Christ’s death 

“with good will” (bona voluntate), but the Jews crucified him with “impious will” (impia voluntate). God 

and the Jews alike wanted Christ to suffer and to die, but to different ends. According to the 

Lombard, God wanted the passion but did not want Christ to die, “because it was an evil deed and a 

sin.”124 In attempting to address the inherent contradictions in this position, the Lombard simply 

concluded that God’s good will was fulfilled through the Jews’ wicked will.125 Elsewhere in the 

Sententiae, he summarized this argument as: “Christ and the father’s deed was good, because the 

father and the son’s will was good; the deed of Judas and the Jews was wicked, because their 
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intention was wicked.”126 In his own. Senteniarum libri quique, written a decade or so later, Peter of 

Poitiers likewise wrestled with the problem of how to blame the Jews for fulfilling God’s will. 

Although Christ’s will and the Jews’ would seem to be in accord, Peter of Poitiers asserted 

otherwise, because Christ’s will was out of love or charity, while the Jews’ was out of hatred.127 

Launched on a disquisition as to how the Jews could be blamed for the passion but not responsible 

for this, the central act of Christian redemption, Peter of Poitier repeatedly returned to the question 

of intent. Some Jews’ part in the proceedings was wicked because it proceeded from wicked intent, 

whereas Christ’s was good because it was due to good will.128 Further, although some Jews acted out 

of zeal for God, it was wicked to kill a teacher and an innocent, especially since they had heard the 

messiah promised in the law.  If they were ignorant, Peter of Poitiers maintained, their ignorance 

was stupid, but “those who acted from invidia sinned more than others” nevertheless.129 

 

CONCLUSIONS 

 Summarizing previous centuries’ arguments in his Summa theologica, Thomas Aquinas (d. 

1274) reiterated many of the competing scriptural passages and disagreements about how they ought 

to be read. His dialectic illustrates how far from Augustine, or even Anselm of Canterbury, Latin 

theologians, polemicists, and jurists had migrated since 1100. Beginning with the parable of the 

wicked tenants, Thomas marshalled several exegetical arguments that would suggest that the Jews 

knew Jesus to be the Christ or the son of God when they crucified him (a premise long since 

established since the patristics). He cites 1 Corinthians 2:8 and Acts 3:17 as evidence that the Jews 

acted in ignorance. Aquinas concluded, however, with the Lombard’s argument that the maiores and 

the demons knew that Christ was the messiah, but not divine. Nonetheless, he continued, their 

ignorance did not exculpate them, because it was affected. The maiores saw the signs of Christ’s 

divinity, but their invidia and hatred blinded them. On the other hand, the minores did not understand 
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scripture, so they did not understand that Jesus was Christ or God, and they were deceived by their 

rulers.130 Aquinas’s conclusion reiterated that the Jews’ ignorance was affected and so does not 

excuse their actions; indeed, it exacerbates their guilt, and the Jews sinned regardless as Christ and 

God’s crucifiers. Their sin was the more serious on account of its nature and their malice. Further, 

the Jews’ sin was graver than that of Pilate who condemned Jesus or the soldiers who carried out his 

execution, because Judas acted out of greed and the chief priests out of invidia and hatred.131 

Although it modulated some of the bitterest charges, Aquinas’s dialectic illustrates how entangled 

crucifixion and deicide had become in the ways in which Christians thought about Jews and their 

place in Christendom, as well as Christian understandings of Christ, guilt, and intent.  

 Aquinas was, as Jeremy Cohen has argued, writing on the cusp of another major fracture in 

the history of deicide.132 Even harsher condemnations would become more common in subsequent 

centuries. Aquinas was not, however, looking forward so much as he was looking back at the 

exegesis of figures like Bede and Peter the Lombard, the treatises of polemicists like Petrus Alfonsi 

and Peter the Venerable (albeit indirectly), and the divergent scriptural references on which they had 

all built their conclusions. While Aquinas and his predecessors were drawing from a common well, 

namely the Christian Bible, they were not, as we have seen, always or even often doing so for the 

same reasons and consequently did not reach the same or even similar conclusions. Arguing for 

Christ’s divinity within newly (or partially) Christian Rome and against competing Christian sects, 

Ambrose of Milan, Augustine of Hippo, and others maintained that the Jews were to blame (while 

acknowledging that technically speaking they were not) for Christ’s death but had acted in ignorance 

of his identity as messiah and son of God or God in rejecting Jesus and calling for his crucifixion. 

Reading the same scriptures three hundred years later and in newly (or partially) Christian England 

and seeking to establish the election of both the church and the English, Bede concluded that some 

Jews had known Christ to be the son of God and sought his death regardless. Adapting Bede’s 
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supersessionist exegesis to their own christological and epistemological battles, Paschius Radbertus, 

Rabanus Maurus, and Walahfrid Strabo intimated that the Jews had known Jesus to be the Christ 

and, possibly, God at the time of his death. 

 The twin accusations of rejection and crucifixion assumed new force and ferocity, and much 

of their present form, over the course of the twelfth century when Petrus Alfonsi, Rupert of Deutz, 

Peter the Venerable, and others turned to deicide with new preoccupations. Writing at the 

confluence of evolving anti-Jewish enmity and polemic, christology and piety, and notions of 

intention and guilt, Petrus Alfonsi portrayed all Jews, not only the Jews of Jesus’s day, as intentional 

and ongoing deicides who knowingly rejected and killed Christ, the son of God, out of invidia and 

enmity. Petrus’s charge was to prove remarkably sticky. Wrestling with questions of sin and intent 

within the spheres of law and moral theology, Peter the Lombard, Peter of Poitiers, the Decretum, 

and other jurists and scholastics used the crimes of christicide and deicide to test their notions of 

knowledge, ignorance, and culpability. Like the Carolingians, they tended to concur that Jewish 

leaders recognized Christ as the messiah, but not as God, and lesser folk acted in ignorance, though 

these authors disagreed about the degree of culpability or fault that each group bore as a result. 

Within the innovative invective of Peter the Venerable, Rupert of Detuz, and Peter of Blois, first-

century Jews’ assigned role in the crucifixion fed arguments both about Christianity’s supersession as 

well as Jews’ enmity, eroding further perceptions of the Jews’ very Jewishness and even humanity. 

Rupert of Deutz and Robert of Melûn advanced their charges of intentional deicide in service to 

their individual christological needs and devotions, illuminating how deeply enmeshed deicide and 

crucifixion were with the emerging devotion to the human, suffering Christ, and how inextricably 

entangled with medieval, Latin Christianity.   



 

28 | Killers of Christ — Sherwood Working Paper 

The form each accusation took depended on its author’s own preoccupations and ends, and which 

of the prevailing streams — christology, christocentric piety, antagonism toward Jews and Judaism, 

intention and ignorance, among them — served as their arguments’ headwaters.  
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