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But that was not the experience, for instance, of Renaissance

Venetian Jews when they were first forced into isolated

ghettoes in the years 1511- 15.
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Most of these Jews were strangers to Venice, many having

fled the persecutions of the Inquisition in Spain after 1492,

others being traders from the Levant who lodged in the city
during the first decade of the sixteenth century.
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Segregation of these foreigners in the islands of the ghetto
forced Jews to practice communal reading of the Bible and
Talmud at night, when they were shut in; to stay awake, Jews
became avid coffee drinkers.
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For a generation, no one thought about the habit of drinking
coffee; the most profound experience open to the ordinary
Jew, reading Talmud, stayed intact—a symbolic métissage of
the sort Levi-Strauss envisioned, this migration of the Word
to the night.
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In a second generation, though, that change came under
scrutiny: was this artificial stimulus to religion a good thing?
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The Talmud makes no mention of coffee, but the Venetian

Jews argued about what the Talmud would have said, if only

the Fathers of the Word had known its taste.
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The second generation was making difficulties, the older

generation said, when none need be; survival in the closed
ghettoes was hard enough.
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But to the young the historic message of the Talmud had taken

on a renewed life, “the Word in Diaspora” incorporating in its
meanings the new conditions of enforced nightly segregation.
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Such a narrative rhythm shaped the cultural migration of
Muslims and Christians as well as of Jews. Levi-Strauss has
riposted that in these journeys the sacred texts themselves
were not rewritten, indeed could not be revised; only
commentaries, addressing fragments of the whole, could be
added.
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But this reply fails to take into account the power of the Word,

whether in Jewish or Islamic form, as a living presence in the

lives of believers, a presence in their lives only because they

feel present, themselves, in the sacred text.
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