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Review of Paul Lawrence Rose, Bodin and the Great God of Nature: The
Moral and Religious Universe of a Judaiser
Abstract

Judaism's influence on Jean Bodin has long been appreciated by students of the French thinker's extraordinary
career and multifaceted writing but never full understood. Paul Lawrence Rose examines the matter again,
elevating it as a critical linchpin in comprehending Bodin's intellectual universe. For Rose, "Bodin's categories
[of thought] and religious vision stemmed …from the Jewish tradition represented by the works of Philo and
Maimonides." To demonstrate his thesis, Rose chooses to deemphasize the study of Bodin's thought in
relation to that of his contemporaries and proposes instead a methodology based on "(1) the completeness or
integrality of Bodin's thought and writings and (2) the integration of Bodin's ideas and personality." By the
first method, Rose hopes to decode Bodin's remarkable treatise on comparative religion, The Heptaplomeres,
by using Bodin's other writings 'as a control upon the ambiguities of the the Heptaplomeres," establishing the
extent of agreement among the various speakers of the treatise, and subsequently Bodin's own views on the
subject. By the second method, Rose attempts to reconstruct the details of Bodin's supposed three-staged
conversion to a prophetic religion in order to illuminate more clearly the "interplay of religion, politics, and
personality" characterizing both Bodin's thought and behavior.
Disciplines

History | History of Religion | Intellectual History | Jewish Studies
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The results of this two-pronged analysis appear to me to be only
partially successful. No doubt Rose offers a most coherent and comprehensive examination of Bodin's vision ofjudaism as found in his
writings, including his more neglected educational works. Rose correctly defines Bodin's judalzing as an attempt not to reform Christianity, like that of Pico or Reuchlin, but to refute its claim as the true
religion. In this sense, Bodin actually moved closer to Judaism than
any other sixteenth-century thinker without formally adopting Jewish faith and practice. Rose9s account of Bodin's gradual conversion,
while admittedly conj'ectural, is a plausible reconstruction of Bodin's
spiritualjourney. And Rose's emphasis of Bodin's reading of Philo as
"his mainjudalsing resource" is clearly helpful in understanding the
genesis of Bodin's religious vision.

Yet with all this, Rose's elaborate reconstruction is seriously
deficient. In the first place, Rose inadequately studies Bodin's other
Jewish sources. Some seventy-five years ago Guttmann identified an
impressive array of Jewish legal, homiletic, kabbalistic exegetical,

and philosophical works which Bodin had consulted. Undoubtedly,
Philo and Maimonides are two of Bodin's most influential sources,
but they hardly exhaust the richness and diversity of Bodin's Jewish
learning. It seems highly arbitrary to me to conclude so decisively
that the first-century philosopher is "the key to Bodin's religious biography" without considering more closely the potential impact of
medievaljewish thinkers, especially Neoplatonists like Abraham Ibn

Ezra, on Bodin. And most surprising of all is the lack of any extended discussion of Bodin's relationship to the Cabala. The late
Frances Yates recently argued that thejewish Cabala was indeed "the
sublime secret" of the Heptaplomeres and called for a more systematic
investigation of the question. Rose is aware of the distance separating
Bodin from Christian Cabalists like Pico in the former's reluctance to

Christianize Jewish mystical teachings or to amalgamate them with
magic. But this in no way obviates the fact that Bodin was still.indebted to these thinkers, at least as much as the other ancientjewish
texts he had read. Even a casual reading of Bodin's Heptaplomeres reThis content downloaded from 165.123.108.74 on Thu, 27 Jul 2017 20:42:05 UTC
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the Old Testament and Christian religious doctrines. A careful reading of Bodin's critique within the context of this literature might disclose additional sources of Bodin's Jewish knowledge.
Beyond a more thorough search for Bodin'sjewish sources, there

is a further need to explore the contemporary social and religious
context of Bodin'sjudalzing. In this regard, Rose's work is not helpful. First is the most obvious question of Bodin'sjewish and Hebrew
teachers. Whether or not he was fluent in Hebrew, Bodin clearly preferred to examine Biblical passages in their original language. French
Hebraists such as Cinquarbres, Mercier, or Paradis were apparently
in a position to instruct Bodin in Hebrew andjewish subjects. Would

a comparison of their writings with those of Bodin prove useful?
Even more decisive is the potential influence of certain Ma'rrano cir-

cles on Bodin's thought. The question is an old one and has usually
been limited to the sole issue of his mother's alleged Marrano ancestry. Regardless of whether Bodin was Jewish or not, there is clearly
enough evidence to suggest an unmistakable similarity of views on
Judaism and natural religion between Bodin and a number of Marrano thinkers in the late sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Pines9
recent study of Bodin and Spinoza strongly suggests the fruitfulness
of such an investigation. Even more intriguing are the clues Bodin
himself divulges: his oft-mentioned remarks on the Spanish expulsion and Jewish suffering at the end of the Heptaplomeres and. especially his less noticed account of the Marrano massacre at Lisbon in

i5o6 (recently studied by Y. Yerushalmi). How might the French
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