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reference to the circumcision.® He took the name Abraham lzakowicz and wan-
dered around until he reached the small town of Ilia, near Wilno, where he was ap-
prehended. He was then examined by secular and religious authorities but refused
to return to Catholicism and was therefore sentenced to death by being burned
alive, “so that,” as the decree states, “infectious desire [ pestilential fames] conta-
minating the faithful in the Catholic kingdom, may not go unpunished according
to the rigor of the laws.™7 The execution was to be performed outside of town on
June 2, 1753. Before burning, Sentimani’s tongue, “which had uttered blasphe-
mies,”® was to be ripped out by the executioner and his ashes were to be shot into
the air through a mortar.5*

Sentimani’s case resembles the ger zedek legend. As in the Polish translation
of the legend, so here the convert was apprehended in the town of [lia. Also, in both
texts, the tongue of the convert was ripped out, but in the legend this act was ac-
companied by God’s punishment of those who laughed when this happened. His
name, however, is different, as is his social status, and the date of his death, which
according to the legend was to take place on Shavuot 1749 (or 1719), not in 1753.
In 1749, Shavuot fell on May 23-24, and in 1753, on June 7-8, not on June 2.
Still, the timing of Sentimani’s execution was close enough to Shavuot that year to
allow for a conflation of the dates of the festival and the execution. Moreover, it
actually fell on Saturday, the Shabbat.

The question still remains as to why this case found its way to the Jewish
lore but not the other true stories, such as those of Katarzyna Wejglowa and Mary-
na Dawidowa, which, instead, inspired a negative reaction, like that of Solomon
Luria, or have been passed over in silence by contemporaries or later scholars.
While the gender of these earlier converts may have played a role, the timing in the
second half of the eighteenth century appears to be an important factor as well. In
the second half of the eighteenth century, things began to change in Poland among
both Christians and Jews. In 1768, on pressure from Russia, Prussia, Denmark,
England, and Sweden, Polish Christian law repealed the death penalty for aposta-
sy.%0 But the legend seems to be more than a reaction to the change in law. 1t ap-
pears to be a response to a number of challenges the Jewish community faced at
the time, and polemical elements within that story highlight just that.
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