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Moses Mendelssohn and the Jewish Enlightenment

Enlightenment
( Profound effect on Western modernity.

( Movement/question of absolute intellectual and spiritual authority of the Church (challenge to the Church’s claim to be the posessor and arbiter of absolute truth).

( Enlightenment stressed that truth was to be determinted by human reason.  Essay contests were typically held.

( “What is enlightenment?” ( intellectual and spiritual, individuality and independence.

( Philospher Immanuel Kant:  “man’s emancipation from his self-imposed nonage (childish dependency).”

( Nonage is the condition in which a person accepts beliefs of others when he can’t himself.”  ( “Have the courage to use your own reason.”
French Enlightenment

( Radical response to organizational religion (French Catholics).

( Voltaire – severe critic of Catholicism, Christianity.

German Enlightenment (Aufklärung)

( More moderate approach to enlightenment.

( Many Protestants.

( Culturally more conservative than France.

( Critical of organized religion and churches, but not severe criticism.

( Redefinition of religious responsibility – compromise between reason and faith.

Jewish Enlightenment (Haskalah)
( Brought about for Jews, by Jews.

( Sought to critique traditional Judaism while finding compromise to reform and modernize.

( Haskalah – wisdom, understanding.

( First emerged in Germany (no coincidence).

Moses ben Maimon (Maimonides/RaMBaM)
( Great scholar.

( Medieval philosopher (what is universally/logically true is attainable by all through intellectual thought).

( Sought to reconcile philosophy and faith.

Moses Mendelssohn (1727-1786)

( Center of Haskalah – Dessau, Germany.

( Son of a sofer (scribe).

( Raised to be a Rabbi.

( Had mostly a Jewish education.

( Studied a lot of languages on his own.

( Studied a lot!

( Made his living in a silk factory.

( Kept his orthodoxy – was a protected Jew in Berlin.

( In Germany, became best friends with Gotthold Ephraim Lessing (philospher and playwright of German Aufklärung).

( Faban (1767) – became international bestseller in its day, ready mostly by Gentiles.

( Became renowned as the “German Socrates.”

( Mendelssohn also wrote works in Hebrew to instill a notion to Jews that Europe is changing and they must have contact with the non-Jewish world.

( Mendelssohn was a SYMBOL of what Jews could become.

( Jew and Christian achieving such a high level of spirit.

( Wrote a book entitled “Jerusalem.”

Mendelssohn in the 1780s

( Crisis set in (early 1780s) – issued by Enlightened Christians – reformed Christianity perfect according to them.  Moses Mendelssohn was pressured to convert – “why was he still a Jew?”

( Prejedices still existed against the Jews.

( “Religion marked by superstition and arbitrary legalism.”

( Christianity – spritual; Judaism – practice/law/custom.

( Moses Mendelssohn asked Jews to give up rights to punish people for religious laws.

“Searcher for Light and Truth”

( In 1781, an anonymous “Searcher for Light and Truth” said to leave Judaism for Christianity.  “If they were giving up legal rights, why not go all the way?”

( Mendelssohn’s response:

· Since Christianity is based on Judaism, you’ll destroy Christianity if you destroy its foundation.

· Jews and Christians should work together to seek a common basis.

· Judaism doesn’t command beliefs; it commands laws.

· Judaism is a logical religion based on what Jews must observe and therefore more rational and tolerant than Christianity.

· Judaism is not a religion tending towards superstition and dogma.

· Christianity “backward” and Judaism “progressive.”  Most Christians believe Jesus was a messiah, which was a contradiction to tenets of Enlightenment (concept of G-d as benevolent, kind, and generous).  Judaism is not arbitrary, punishing, and dictatorial.

Mendelssohn and Newtonian Physics

( Newtonian Physics – World is governed by great unchanging law.

( Reflection of eternal, perfect, logical creator.

( Challenged the idea of miracles and said that G-d rules through laws of physics.  “Book of Nature is more profound and universal than the Bible.”

( Judaism demands laws of Jews only, which is a “special responsibility.”

( Judaism is a “natural religion.”

Two Foci of Moses Mendelssohn
( Gentiles

· Give us toleration and rights.

( Jews – “utopian dream of the Enlightenment”

· Don’t isolate yourself.

· Regard yourselves as Europeans.

· The world is more accepting, less intolerant.

· Form friendships with non-Jews.

Ueber die Bürgerliche Verbesserung der Juden – Christian Wilhelm von Dohm

( “Of the the Civic Improvement of the Jews” – first volume 1781.

( Major landmark in the plea for toleration and civic betterment for Jews, written by a Gentile friend of Mendelssohn.

( Argued that Jews were more involved in crime because of the state in which they lived.

( Classical liberalism – people area a product of their circumstances/environment, therefore change the environment and you will change people.

( John Locke – man is a blank slate.  “People are essentially good and human nature can be shaped.”

( Institutions, such as schools, are capable of improving people.

( Commerce leads to character flaws.  One looks at people as objects of benefit or loss, not as human beings (tempted to use them, not see them as equal).  Therefore, we should become artisans – be producers.  We should make things that are beneficial/useful rather than trading things.  These things become more valued and are looked at differently.  When you make something, you use your hands, creativity, and nature.  Nature is transformed into a product of man’s creativity and capacity for art.

( Farming too uncertain and too close to commerce.  Jews should adopt professions that instill calmness.

Toleranzpatent – Edict of Toleration

( First stage of civic emancipation in Europe (equal rights to Jews).

· Jews could attend schools with Christians.

· Not required to have humiliating restrictions such as medieval badges.

· Jews had to have beards, special garb, and live only in sections of towns.

( * Insistence – Jews must be admitted to Guilds (closed societies).

