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Perhaps the greatest explanation for the plague was the practices and actions of corrupt and sinful people, particularly the heathen Jews and godless priests. 


As plague swept eastward across France, Germany, and Switzerland in the summer of 1348, rumors began to spread that the mortality was a Jewish plot. In its earliest iterations, the rumors were just that: vague accusations. But as the rumors took root, Christians, it was said, were dying because their wells were being contaminated with a Jewish poison. Even the poison used to contaminate Christian water supply was described in meticulous detail. It was “about the size of an egg” and came packaged in “a leather pouch”. The poison was variously made from lizards, frogs, and spiders – when it was not made from the hearts of Christians and from Holy Communion wafers. 


In January 1349, the city of Basel, Switzerland burned its Jews on an island in the Rhine River, while hygiene-conscious Speyer in Germany, fearing pollution, put its dead Jews in wine barrels and rolled them into the river. On Valentines Day, 1348, the metropolis of Strasbourg, France marched its Jews to a local cemetery and burned them. Marchers who tried to escape were chased down in the streets and murdered. By one estimate, half of Strasbourg’s Jewish population – 900 out of 1,884 – was exterminated at the cemetery. 


The menacing figure of the hook-nosed Jew, whom author Geoffrey Chaucer described as “hateful to Christ and all his company,” first appears in Twelfth Century paintings of the crucifixion. Supposedly, all Jews had suffered from hemorrhoids since they called out to Pilate, “His blood be upon us and our Children.” And according to Jewish sages, the only known relief for the condition was Christian blood.


At the Fourth Lateran Council in 1215, Church authorities decreed that “Jews…of both sexes in every Christian province and all times shall be marked off…from the other people through the character of their dress.” From this measure emerged the yellow badge of the French Crown, which became the more infamous yellow start of the Nazi state. Distinguishing dress throughout Christendom was echoed with the pointed green hat of Polish Jews and the tablet-shaped cloth strips that English Jews wore across their chest. For a people in need of a new profession, money lending offered many attractions. It required neither travel nor land ownership – activities restricted for Jews. And money, being a highly mobile commodity, could easily be transported in case of expulsion. Most of all, in the matter of interest placed on loans, medieval law actually favored the Jew. Though Christians often subverted the ban, it was against canon law to loan money for a profit, but not against Judaic law. 





In his account of the siege of Caffa, Italian lawyer Gabrielle de’ Mussis writes:                 “In 1347, countless numbers…were struck down by a mysterious illness.” 


This must be the result of the common people within our midst!





“Fault of the People”





Date: October 31, 1347





Pope Clement V and his successors transformed the Church into a spiritual Pez dispenser. The fertile minds of the Church had managed to create an indulgence for every imaginable sin. For a price, an illegitimate child could be made legitimate, as could the right to trade with the infidel, or marry a first cousin, or buy stolen goods. “The simple fishermen of Galilee” are now “clad in purple and gold,” complained Petrarch. 


Perhaps the greatest blame (and subsequent cause of the plague) can be assigned to Clement’s slovenly and gluttonous practices. At the papal palace in Avignon, France, feasts were a royal affair. Each course consisted of three elaborate pieces montées, or centerpieces, such as a pastry castle made of roast stage, roebucks, and hares. Between the fourth and fifth courses, the guests presented the pope with a magnificent white platter valued at 400 florins (one florin could buy a man a good sheep) and two rings, one of sapphire and one of topaz. To show his appreciation, Clement gave each guest a special papal ring. 


A fountain spouting five different kinds of wine was then rolled out. The margins of the fountain were garnished with peacocks, pheasants, partridges, and cranes. At an interval between the seventh and eight courses, guests were treated to an indoor jousting match. Following the ninth course and a concert, dessert was served. It consisted of two edible trees; one, silver-colored, bore-gilded apples, peaches, pears, figs, and grapes; the other, garden green was laden with candied fruits.  The pope also had a staff of more than 400, who worked in several kitchens, dining halls, money chambers; a papal steam room with a boiler; a zoo for the papal lion and the papal bear. Said Clement VI, “My predecessors did not know how to be popes.” 


Nonetheless, the Church continued to tell the faithful that the pestilence was a blessing from God, part of the “small still flame in which the dark core of human suffering reveals the will of God in action, unfailingly transforming evil into good.” While most clerics remained at their post during the plague, many performed their duties in a less heroic manner. “The picture one forms,” writes historian Phillip Ziegler, “…is that of a clergy doing its daily work but with reluctance and some timidity.” There are some notorious examples of priests deserting their entire flocks. The plague would weaken the authority and prestige of the institutional Church. Put simply, the universal pestilence had shown it to be utterly powerless. After the Black Death, there were far fewer priests to comfort or minister to the laity, and since many talented clerics had died, ecclesiastical leadership deteriorated. 
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