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16 GHORGE L, MOSSE

ceivable thar someone like Hitler, apparently without Bildwng or the
proper comportment, could occupy Otto von Bismarck's chair in the
Reich's chancellery.

The embourgeoisement of the German Jews in all jts hopes and frus-
tration must be scen against the background of the embourgeoisement of
German society as a whole. Bildnng and respectability were two impor-
tant aspects of the wismph of the middle classes, exemplified by the
spread of decent and correct manners and morals—of a cermin way of
life—long before it was completed by the sharing of political power. The
ideals of Bildung and respectability, once so promising, cventually proved
dangerons to that process of emancipation which they had once encour-
aged. Bildung turned away from Humboldr's concept, falling into the
haads of parrow-minded academics and bureaucrats. Sintlichkeit ws re-
spectability played a more complex role through stigmatizing and iden-
tifying those supposedly outside social norms, presenting a potential dan-
gor to Jews as new arrivals. Emancipation made all aspects of German
life relevant to the Jewish sitvation in Germany, especially those social
and cultural factors apt w be taken for granted as an integral pare of a
way of life that dated from the past and would never change.

The historical payths of nationelism both narrowed the base of this
way of life and gave it a new dimension of immutability. Jews had to
transcend this historical base even while attempting to maintain Bildung
and respectability—ideals that in reality were not immuable but chang-
ing with the passage of time, just as they had triumphed only in the age
of Jewish emancipation. Thus the process of emancipation reflected some
basic demands of modern socicty that, for bester or worse, both Jews and
Germans were forced to fulfill. German Jews became Bildungsbitrger,
exemplifying until the end of their history the ideals current ar che time
of their emancipation.

ALEXANDER ALTMANN

Moses Mendelssohn as the Archety pal
German Jew

The term “archetypal” as used in the title of this essay needs some clarifi-
cation, It does not correspond to the way it was used by Carl Gustav Jung,
who associated the archetypal with myth and the coliective unconscious.
The term as uaderstood here implies aothing of the sort, Ft simply sug-
gests that the image of Moscs Mendelssohn man, Jewry 8
mgedel upon which to form itself, as a porent directive, and as an assuring
symbol of what it stood fos. In_many. ways Mendeissoht, was_the first
modern German Jew, the prototyps of what the world came to recopnize
as_the speciic chiraciee, for better or worse; 6f German Jewry. The
uniqucness of that character can hardly be dispuced.’

There is ample evidence of the fact that the Jews of Germany were
acutely conscious of the role Mendelssohn's image played in their. lives.
A steady sream of literary production was devoted o an evaluation of
his personality and the works he had left behind. The litcratare is pot-
meated with a sense of Mendelssohi's relevance for the basie aspirations
that animated German Jewry, The private correspondence of prominent
Jews like Leopold Zunz and Moritz Lazarus contains frequent references
to Mendelssolin; he was obviously much alive in their conscionsness, Out-
standing anniversaries of Mendelssohn's birth and death were L'hEl‘iSil.Cd
oceasions for public commemoration and fresh spurts of litcrary activity

L. The uestion as t6 whether German Jowry faced problems diﬁcrcnt_ from thase
encountered by other Burnpean Jewries was discussed ata c_ollaqmum held in Jerusalem
in 1070, See Zur Geichichte dev luden iw Duwtschland fur ry. wnd 20, Jabrbendert
(Jerusalem, 1971}, pp. 20734,
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18 ALEXANDIER ALTMANN

about him* To all intents and purposes, he was the patron saint of Ger-
man Jewry, The numerous anecdotes that circulated and the many wisti-
cisms—some in rhyme—that were ateributed to him were often spurious,
bue, preciscly on this account, they testify to the popularity and almost
legendary status he had atained as the very incarpation of wisdom and
virtue, There was a teadency among the rank and file to lose sight of the
more strictly defined contours of the philosopher and writer by indulging
in a purely sentimental approach & la Gartendanbe? Yet the awareness
of his tenly histarical accomplishments was ncver seriously in jeopasdy.

‘These observations apply to the bufk of German Jewry, which was
determined o uphold the Jewish heritage in one form or another. Those
who chose the path of total assimilation were, naturally, at loggerheads
with Mendelssokn. Karl Marx had only harsh, disparaging words to say
about him, Heinrich Heine, on the other hand, was sufficiently imbued
with Jewish values to feef a greac respect for the man. Moses Hess, who,
from Marxism, retasned to the fold, gave the mose concise expression to
his view of Mendelssoln’s significance by pointing out that Mendelssohn
had shown how a modern intellecrual may remain 2 Jew.*

The questions that this essay seeks to answer are, In what manner did
the archetypal function of Mendelssohn’s image operate? What are the
specific arcas in which it came to fruition? In reply, altogether four points
may be elaborated.

I

Tirst, Mendelssohn was the first Jew to identify himself with the cultoral
concerns of Germany and to make the Geeman wngue the medium of his
{iterary creativity. Although a master of biblical and rabbinic Hebrew
and continuing, in some not inconsiderable measure, to use it for liccracy
purposes, he confessed that his most personal thought could be adequarcly

1. Herrmoann M. 7. Meyer, Meser Mendelssobn Bibliographie {Dettin, 1965), pp.
12174 and passim.

3. Frite Bamberger, "Die geistige Gestalt Moses Mendeissolms,” Monatssehrift fiir
Geschichte wnd Wissenschaft des Judeninms 73, ws, 37 {1929): 81; Heary Wasser-
mana, “Jews and Judsism in the Garioslanbe” Leo Bueck Yastitute Year ook (here-
after LBIYHY 23 (v978): 6o,

4. Karl Mars—Fricdsich Eagels Briefwechsel, Abt. 3, B, 4 of Marx-Engels Gesamt-
apsgabe {Bedin,d 1931), 1. 3407 Kard Mars—Trivdrich Bugels Werke, vol, 32 {Beslin,
1965}, p. 686. On Heing, see §. S. Prawer, Heine's fewith Comedy: A Study of it
Porivaits af Jews and frdeiom (Oxford, 1983), pp. 56-57 and passim. For Moses Hess,
see his Rowr wnd ]ormnfc'w Die letzie Nationalititsfrage, 2d ed. (Leipedg, 1899}, p.
4t where Mendelssohn is listed with Saadia, Maimenides, and Baruch Spm(uu, who,

“despile tieir progressive inteitectual development, did not become apostates.”
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expressed only in the German language, This may have been duc pactly
to the stultified growth of Mebrew, buc it is explained, above all, by his
nearly total immersion, n his late adolescence, in the modalities of Ger-
man langaage and literature. Already his anonymously published first
work, the Philosopbival Dialvgres (1755), was suliciently distinguished
in its diction to be mistaken, by one of the reviewers, as a work by
Gotthold Bphraims Lessing? It is well known that Mendelssoha's con-
and Juhmn Woligang 3 von
spoke of the new Gcrman

temj_lor'lrms zncludzng Immanuel Kﬂut

¢ a2 factor that mede the writing of the grcat leg__]atzve emerpnse
of :he age of Yrederick IE (1794) possible® In November 1783, when
Mendelssohn, in the anguish over the Jacobi affair, needed to hear some
wotds of encouragement, August Hennings reminded him of some of che
accomplishments he had o his credit: in his early metaphysical wtitings,
he had been the first 10 present the depth of speculative thought in grace-
ful fashion; io his concributions to Literaturbriefe, he had molded che
literary taste of the Germans.” Menrigisgohn was, no doub: the anht.typ'll
ﬂgure of Jewish Fterati in Germany, b -

e was,-ac.the_same time, the spirital ancestor-of-ail-those number-
less Jews who cherished in the German Janguage “the sweer sound of the
mother tongue. *The i intimacy with German, for which Mendelssohn had
to struggle hard, came naturaily to generations of Jews afrer him. What
a travesty of the truth it was when, on April 12, 1933, one of the “Twelve
Statements of the German Student Body” said: "When a Jew writes Ger-
man, he lies."® Roberr Schumann would hazdly have ser poems by Heine
to music had he felt them w be anything but German and authentically
human, The agthensicity of Mendelssoho’s. German prose remained che
hallmack of rhc best of German-Jewish weiters down to Karl Wolfskchi
and Frane Kafkn,

This Ieads us to the much-debated question as to whether one muy
speak of 2 Ge Jewish symbinsis. Selma Stern-Tacubler concluded

5. Alexander Atmans, Moses Mewdelisohu: A Biographical Stedy (University, Ala.,
1973}, pp. 39740,

6. Wilhelm Dilthey, Gesammelre Schriften, 3d ed. (Stuttgast and Giittingen, 1964),
12143,

7. August Hennings tw Moses Mendelssohn, November 1783, in Moses Aen.
dclisaln Gesammelte Sebriften Jubiliumsansgabe, ed. Alexander Altmaon {Berlin,
1929}, 133326,

8. Quoted by Ingrid Belke, fr don Katabomben, special issue of Marbacher Magazin
25 (1983}, Chronik 1933, p. 67.
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the final chapter of the thitd volume of her greae work, The Prassian
State and the Jews, by quoting Martin Buber describing the dinlogue be-
tween Lessing and Mendelssohn as “the earliest stage of the symbiosis
between the German and the Jewish spirit” She added, “The dialoguc
ended in 1933, when the symbiosis had not been accomplished though it
had been a 'teal possibility."® In other words, the friendship between
Lessing and Mendelssehn was the first and last instance of a true dialogue
. or symbiosis between German and Jew. This bleak appraisal bas w0 be
qualificd on two counts. Lirst, Mendelssohn's relationship to Lessing was
nat the only exemplification of that "real possibility,” though ir undoubt-
edly was the one he most cherished. He bhad other close and intimate
friends— Friedrich Nicotai, Thomas Abbt, Hennings, and, to a lesser ex-
tent, Dr. Johann Georg Zimmermann and Elise and Johann A, H.
Reimarus. Second, during the ncarly 150 years between Mendelssohn's
death and 1933, many instances of friendship and true dizlogue did oceur,
as Gershom Scholem, the most outspoken opponent of the symbiosis
theoty, readily admitted.™® Ingrid Belke's admirable edition of the cor-
tespondence between Heymann Steinthal and Gustav Glogau is an apr
reminder of this face.™ Though severely limited in scope, the precedent
set hy Mendelssohn and his German friends did not remain without fruit-
ful consequencs.

n Jews Increqsingly mt'lched to
di

[ effores for _§9_(_rli“ age

sohn’s image as Tnked 1o Lasing's fepresented an ideal that had e!udcd
them. Recatling and celebrating thae friendship berween che “Dioscuri”

was mote of an incantation than auything clse. The archetypal figure of
Mendelssohn assumed here the aura of mythical rather than prototypical
reality. “This is equaliy true of the dream role he played as the model of
the hero in Lessing’s deama Nathan the Wise. When it figst appeared in
print (1779}, it was at. once Tk 3 51_1_5: figure of Nathan
porrrayed none. gther than ‘Mendelssohn ™ Gerinan Jews eagerly adopted
this {nterpretation, How firmly they clung to it may be gauged from the
fact that Nuthan the Wise was sclected for the premidre of the Jewish

9. A condensed English version of the rlmple: appeared in Selma Stern-Trenbler,
“The Tiest Generation of Emancipated Jews,” LBIYE 15 (1970):

1o. Getshom Scholem, Jrdafea, vol. 2 (Vrankfuit oM., 1970), p

1. logrid Belke, cd., Mositz Lazarus and Heymann Stoinibal: i')m Begeiinder dor
Vélkerpsycholagie in ibren Briefen, 1, v (Tibingen, 1983), pp. 1-367.

12, Altmann, Mewdelssobn, pp. 569770.

. Lti)_‘fuce repe
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Kaultugbund theater in Berlin, on October 1, 1933—an occasion intended
by the Nauis to mark the ghettoization of German Jewry.™® The choice
of this particolar play was inspired, no doubt, by two considerations: fiest,
by the Jews' desire 1o remind the German people of Lessing's idea of
tolerance, and second, by their determination not to become gheoized
in spirit, no matter how narrowly they were otherwise confined, The pet-
formance of Nathan recalled the image of Mendelssohn who had led his
peaple out of the ghetto, The fegacy bequeathed by him, a wide-openness
to calture, was to remain their treasured possession.

Mendelssohn had, indeed, become the great Yorditd of the Jewish edu-
cated citicenry (Bildungsbiirgertum) in Germaay and beyond. He epito-
mized all the virtaes enshrined in the typically Gernan teem Bildung,
for which there s no equivalent in any other language. To. the.. eatly.
generations « of “the Enl [Blltened_ {maskilim), Mendelssobn, was ap ob-
kind w Moses.' He was enthustasti-
cally hailed as the ha f 4 new dawn. Varying Alexander Pope's
lines on Sir Isaac Newton, an anonymous contributor to He-Meassef
wrote: “Truth and religion fay hid in night. / God said, Let Moses [Men-
delssohn} be! And there was Highe"® During the fast phase of German
Jewry, the Weimar petiod, Franz Rosenzweig lamensed the excess of
Bildung and the paucity of Jewish substance,'® but essentially he, too,
continued to follow the Mendelssohnian patiern of deghettoization that
had become che norm in Western Burope and was the covy of many an
Bastern Buropean Jew."

I
There s a further dimension to Mendelssolw's_archetypal role, and it

rc_l_.gg.g to his i image asa loyal ch I have alre.\dy mentioned Moses Hess's
somewhat simplistic, yet trtc and compelling, observation that Mendels-
sohn showed how one could remmain o Jew even though ene's intellectual
putsuits had opened up vistas fur away from Judeism. Mendelssohn had
thallenges to his Jewish faith, but he never wavered in

ce. The fotlhr:ghtncss and elegance of his teply o Jolann

13. Belke, bv den Kaiakomben, p. 6.

r4. See James . Lehmann, “Maimonides, Mendelssohe and the Mc'asfim,” LBIYE
20 (1975): 87-108.

15, Ha-Mexsref 3 (17HG): 161, quoted in Altmann, Mendelssalm, p. 758.

16, Franz Roseneweig, “Bilduag und kein Eode,” in his Kleivere Schviften (Borlin,
1937), pp. 79793

17. See Baruch B. Kurzweil, “The Image of the Western Jew in Modern Hebrew
Literatere,” LBIYH 6 {1061 ); 17172 and passim.

eered
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Caspar Lavater catned him increzsed respect and gave delight to maay,
What cnabled him to remain stcadfast was, in the first place, his deep-
rootedness in the Jewish tradition. Yet there was more to it. In bis an-
swer to the Swiss evangelist he declared:

T may say that not only yesterday did ¥ start Lo investigate my religion.
I recopnized at a very sarly time the duty to examine my opinions and
actions, and il, from my early youth on, I devoted my hours of leisure
and recreation to philosophy and befler lettres, 1 did so solely for the
purpose of getling ready for that wrgent examination. . . . Had the re-
sult of my cesearch of many years not been a decision in faver of iy
religion, it would necessarily have been imperative for me Lo announce
it through public action. I fail to see what could have tied me lo a reli-
gion so overtly strict in appearance and held in such contempt by the
genesal public, had 1 not been persuaded, in my hearl, of its trath.?®

This statement indicates an attitude of inner freedom, a sense of intetior
distance vis-d-vir the wadition and its impacs. Mendelssohn remained =
Jew not ; nheir to the traditi i

ority, but from 2 free i :
world of Hebrew litera “pasticipated in what, with
Ludwig Wittgenstein, we may call the “language-game” of his native
religion, in a form of life inherited and well uadesstoed. Yer, according
to his testimony repeated more than once, he managed to look at his in-
heritance with its powerful stock of images objectively and critically—
from a distance. His continued loyalty was the fruit of & decision on his
pact. He was a Jew by conviction, not merely by birth. He proved that
distance need not annul loyalty; on the contsary, it helped to confirm it
It is this sovereign attitude that prefigures, in an archetypal sense, the
way in which many modern German Jews down to Hermann Cohen,
Marzin Buber, rnd Franz Rosenzweig came to embrace Judaism.

There s a certain affinity berween Mendelssobn's approach to Judaism
and the attitude characteristic of medieval Jewish phitosophers in 8pain,
Provence, and Ltaly, who rejected mere reliance on anthority (taklid in
Arabic) and applicd rations) standards to the interprezation of biblical
and rabbinic theology. In the case of Mendelssohn, the stance of objec-
tivity is alceady manifest in Lis application of esthetic catcgories ta the
Scriptures, a type of evaluation that he took from Robest Lowrh's famous
De sacra pocsi Hebracornm (1753). In so doing, Mendelssobn intro-

18. Mendelssohny to Johann Caspar Lavater, December 12, 1769, Mendelsiobn
Gesummelte Schriften Jubilinmsansgabe 7:8-9,

s he was immersed”
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duced a viewpoint thar was wlly absenc from the medicval mind. His
critical stance expresses itself, ubove all, in the freedom with which he
discriminated between authentic and nonauchentic elements in Judaism,
identifying the Jatter with the kabbalistic eradition, especially its demono-
fogical and magical aspecss, As an cxponent of Awfblirung, Mendels-
sohn sought 1o discredir the mystical elements of the wadition, and he
thereby became the prototype of an ourlook thar dominated German
Jewry until Gershom Scholem began to rchabilitate the Kabbala in the
late 1920s. Mendelssohn’s antikabbalistic attitude was not entirely new, It
had been anticipated by Italian-Jewish rationalists like Elijah del Medige
and Teone Modena, Yet it derived added force from the inceliectnal
climate of the Enlightenment, Mendelssohn also felt free to criticize the
method of excessive dinleetics (pilpal) frequently employed in the study
of the Talmud. Here he stood on more solid ground, for some outstand-
ing rabbinic authorities had done likewise.

aggrepate, all.dhis tends 1o show that. Mendelssohn's attach-
riminating iopalty. It
was the stance of a Jew who claims the right and the duty 1o fook upon
tradition not as something monolithic, undifferentiated, but as an entity
composed of varions layers, not all of which were of the same validity,
Well vessed in the eradition, Mendelsschn discovered possibilities of
molding its fumure course, He discarded the long-ingrained perspective
that saw all phases of the past as unified by a mystical synchronicity, as it
were!? Although, 85 & child of the Erlightenment, be bad not yer de-
veloped a truly historical sease, ie was enough of a scholar to realize that
Judrism had to be comprehended in historical terros, and he drew the
consequences. In bis Jermialom (1783) he presented a picture of what
he considered to be the “rrue,” “authentic” Judaism, shorn of accretions
he disapproved of. In this respect he became the forcrunner of many
German-Jewish interpreters of the faith down to Teo Baeck, who viewed
tradition sympachertically bue with critical vyes. Mendelssohn was no re-
formet, nor was he the “Luther of the Jews,” as he was crroncously
dubbed by a contemporary Christion writer.2" There was no “Luther of
the Jews" German_Jewry went through 2 seri ipts at reform,
not through a Reformation. Mendelssohn cou

-1’,‘ the

.10 On the traditional stance, see Max Wicner, Jadische Religion im Zeitalter der
Limausipation (Becling 1933), pp. 38-39.
20, See Altmsnn, Mendelssobu, p. o.

i be catied, with o
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justificazion, the founding father of the objective-critical approach that
came to fruition in Wissenschaft des Judentnms, when Leopold Zunz and
his friends embraced the philological-historical methed initiated by the
German school of classical studies { AMtertmmswissenichaft),

The tinkage of Jewish loyalty and inver freedom that Mendelssohn
bequeached to German Jewry is a corollary arxl, in a sense, an expression
of his notion that religion, if it is truly to be religion, must be nonceer-
cive. Whereas the state has the right of coercion and exists by virtue of
the social contract that empowets it 1 coforce obedience to the laws,
religion consists in man's relaionsbip with God and Jives by the power
of inner persuasion. It simply cannot be enforced without losing its char-
acter. ‘This chesis is the burden of the firse past of Mendelssohe's Jery-
salems. With this emphasis on freedom i religion, he coupled a potitical
demand for liberty of religion, buc from an inner Jewish perspective his
great concern was for abandoning all semblance of coercion in religious
matters. In his pteface 1o Menasseh ben Isracl's Vindiciae Judagorum
{1782), he appealed to the rabbis and elders of his nation w forgo the
use of excommunication (perem) as a means of enforcing religious con-
formity.

Mendelssohn must have been aware of the fact that, from late antiquity
down to the threshold of the modern age, the functioning of Jewish life
in exile (galwr) depended, to a large extent, on the exercise of communal
controls; that the Jewish community had no choice but to form a kind of
“seate within the state” Yet envisioning as he did a aew order of things
as a resule of emancipation, he wished to see Judaism assume che char-
acter of a paue religion, free of all astributes of power. The model he ad-
vocated was to become the blueprint of Jewish life in the period of eman-
cipation,

Ir

My third point concerns Mendelssohn's a[(ht’t.yiml

the fiest phi-
losophee of Judaism it modera times., T shall fot deal with Mendelssohn
the philesopher of the Enlightenment who earred the epithet the “Ger-
man Socrares,” was one of the pionecrs in German esthetics, and made a
valiant effort to uphold the metaphysics of pure reason cven in the face
of Kant's critique of it. His place in eighteenth-centuty German philoso-
phy was one of distincrion, and his fame sufiered eclipse only when Kant
overtook him and gave philosophy a new direction. Today, when much
attention is being paid o the eighteench century as the cradle of moder-
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nity, Mendelssohn is a figure of renewed interest. Yet all this is not my
concern here. My object is confined to an elucidadon of Mendelssolin's
significance as a pioncet in modera Jewish thoughe®

In Mendelssohn's intecprecation of Judaism, season as understcod by
the Bolightenment is written lazge. In his view, the cternal truths, which
ase necessary truchs of reason and form the contear of nacural religion
open to all men, aze also the truths of the Jewish religion, They relate to
God's existence, His providence, and the futnre life in which reward and
punishment are meted out. Mendelssohn lived at 2 time in which one
could still believe that these propesitions were capable of demonstrative
proof and certainty. The tradition of René Descartes’s, John Locke's, and
Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz's rational faich in their “necessity” was scill
potent amonyg the moderate deists, and Mendelssohn could feel on safe
ground in afirming them. i a sexse he was far more cadical in his re-
liance on reason alone than those Christian philosophers who were ready
o admit the validity of revelation as an additional source of religious
truth of a superrational kind. As Mendelssobn pointed out, there was no
need for a divine revelation o assure man of the trachs the knowledge of
which made for his felicity in this world and the next. Ner, he suggested,
would it have befitted God's universal love for all mackind 1o single out
a particular nation as the bencficiary of a special revelation concerning
those zruths, Judaism did not claim w possess knowledge abour God in
excess of what man was able to obtain by his own unaided reason, Where
Judaism differed was not in matters of docerine but of law, command-
ments, and ways of serving God. It was solely its legislation that was
revealed at Sigai, and that lepisl: 1
05 Baruch Spincza had dec
1ls but sel f ¢ oscly jinked to thc gterm[ verities of

“pion. TOF the mmmandmems were mennt 1o be constant rcmmdcrs of
God's existence, providence, and justice, while some of them were to re-
call the historical experiences surrounding the act of revelation.

The dichotomy thus established between Judaism 25 a "religion of rea-
son” and Judaism as a “revenled legislation™ was hardly commensurate

21. Michael Albrecht, “Moses Mendelssobn: lin Foeschungsherids, 1oé5-1980,”
Dentsche Vierteliabrsschrift ffir Literatnrtoissenschaft ind Geistesgeschichte 57 {19893):
64166,

2z, Per a more claborate 1zeatment, sce Alexander Altmann, “Reftections on Men-
delssobn's Concept of Judnism,” fewish Thowught in the Lighteenth Centary: Harvard
Judaica Vests and Strddies, Torthcoming.

tealm of Hn!;;k}.zab WS 0k,
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with the organic character of the Torah as an indivisible unity of doctrine
and law, belief and action. On the other hand, Mendelssohn's erplasis
on the rationality.of the Jewish religion and his rejection superrational
mysteries such 2 chamctesistic 6f Clifistianisy. reflected -a--stance
that had Been much in yogue in medieval. Jewish philosophy as faz as it
had 10 Sopage in polemics.® Mendelssoha was the first modern Jew to
adumbrate the notion of a definite superiority, in rational terms, of Juda-
ism over Christianity, and the stand he took became paradigmatic for the
Jewish Hegelians and neo-Kantians, His trust in reason led him to the
asscrtion that Judaism made no demands on faith, except in the sphere
of historical truths. Here, again, 2 polemical auitude is cvident. It is di-
rected, in pacticular, against Friedrich Heinrich Jacobi's phitosophy of
faith, which regards rationalism as the road to athedsm and feeds itsclf in
deep accord with the Christian idea of faith as the refugitm of the troly
religions soul. It may be cecalled thar Briedrick W. J. Schelling, too, took
issue with Jacobi and, though affirming faith as the necessary Jast stage
in man’s endeavor Lo comprehend God, insisted on the use of dialectic
as the initial method of appeoach. Mendelssohn’s denial of the require-
ment of faith—he recommended rational conviction instead—did not cor-
respond to authentic Jewish religiosity, but, a5 » philosopher of religion,
he was cntitled to seek the road to God through reason, and in this re-
spect his precedent set the stage for other German-Jewish thinkers to
follow. 'The way in which reason was undersicod by the idealist philoso-
phers and, later, by the neo-Kantians, changed conspicuously,™ yer all
Jewish philosophers down to Hetmann Cohen followed Mendelssohn in
presenting Judaism as the “religion of reason,”

It would be a misreading of Mendelssobn to assume that in equating
Judaism, as 2 body of beliefs, with nataral religion, he lost sight of the
historical dimension, Whereas the deists and Kant were bent upon the
climination of the historical element from religion, Mendelsschn was
keen to preserve it. Indeed his profoundest consideration stemmed from
the prophetic view of history. He saw the messiznic goal of history in the
erinenph of pure, unadulterated monotheism over degenerate beliefs (idol-
atry, paganism) and unbeliel (atheism), and he assigned to the “cere-
monial” law the function of ensuring the continuing existence of the
Jewish people us the torchbearer of the true refigion. This historical per-

23. Dandel J. Lasker, Jewith Philasophical Polemics wgainst Christianity in the Mid-
dle Ages (New York, 1577},
24. The static reason of the Enlightenment phifosophy becumu dinect

__weze the price to be paid for the pranting of e
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spective concerning the function of the rital is something distinctly
modern, Medieval Jewish theologians had sought ro define the “reasons
of the commandimenss” {talamey ba-mitivor) in either rational or mysti-
cal terms, Mendelssohn did not presute 1o “enter into the Sanctuary,” as
he calied this particular enterprise, but, instead, he viewed the Jaw as a
whole as having a messianic purpose i mind. r is this historical (or
metahistorical ) viewpoint that enabled him to affirm the continued va-
lidity of the revealed law until such time as God would abrogace it as
solemnly and publicly as He had proclaimed it. Kant remarked afofros
this uttecance that it betrayed 2 certain callousness, a disregard for the
hopes for an alleviation of the “burdens pressing upen the people™™
Withelm von Humbolde showed greater understanding when he inter-
preted Mendelssoha's loyalty to the ritual Jaw as fowing from a desire
to prevent the “netjonal spirit” (Natfonalgoist) of the Jewish people
from perishing, a desire "worthy of a sagacious mind.”*

What Humboldt failed 10 sec was the messiznic perspective that in-
formed Mendelssokn and gave spirimal depth o his concern for the

preservation of the Jewish people through adherence to the Toral. In |

Mendelssobn's view, the survival of Istael a5 2 _separate nation was &

matter of retigious concern, fe was bound up with an.ideal. ro be.achieved,

Ir had an ultimate purpose beyond the natural instince for self-preservar

tion, national idencity, of sentimeotsl considersions. J was an ides that
compelled Jews to remain Jews. At the very. end of his Jerzsalem, Men-

delisohn declared rhat if abandonment. of our sepat:

" e tion, we would
haye, ¢ offer, This prowd statement was not lost on subseqagne
generations of German fews, It is reechoed in Hermann Cohen’s discus-
sion of "The Law” ia his Religion of Reason from the Sonrces of Judaism
(1919}, Afrer praising Mendelssohn's “grear messianic tendency,” Cohen
pleads for the recognition of the need for maintaining a measure of sepa-
rateness, even “isolation,” in culwural respects, sceing that, uldmately, the
future of pure monotheism was at siake.”

25, Moses Meadelssoln, Jerasalem, wans, Allan Arkush, introd. and cemmentary
Alexander Altmaon ( Hanover, N.H., 1983}, pp. 123, 236.

z6. Hans Liebeschiitz, “Judentum vad dentsche Umwelt im Zeitalter <er Restaura.
tion,” in Dar fudentim in des demtschen Uvnwelt, 18001850, ed. Hans Licheschitz
and Aroold Paucker {Tiibingen, 1977), pp. 5-6.
. 27 Mermann Colien, Religion dev ¥ ernanft aus dew Qaellen des Judenttms (V.eip-
2ig, 1919, pp. 42623, 430732,
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Tinally, Mendelssohn represents the acchetypal fight for. Jewish. givil
rights, Throughout his fife he had béen the spokesman for the downsrod-
den und persecured of his people, In numetons instances e had exerted
his persona) influence on their behalf, He had been the force hehind
Christian Wilbelm yon Dohm's.cpach. maklr'{;g Tieatise D9 #he Chid Im-
provemiait.of the Jews (3781} When Joseph II pchaLmed the Ndict
of Toleration (1781-82), Mendelssokn considered the time propitious
for open action on his pare, and in his preface to Menasseh ben Isracl's
historic apologia and, above all, in his Jeramiem, he broke a lance for
civil e(]\mhty What he soughe.to.achicye. was. g _political rather than a
i oblem., He. advor
tare.on-the,.broadly speaking, n_pattern (which
he somewhat revised) such as was being institated in the Unired States.
Indeed, at the very time he wrote Jernsalom, Thomas Jefferson was writ-
ing his Notes on Virginia (1782), which took a similar direction, It was
Count Mirabean who, in a book published in 1787, pur Mendelssohn on
the same pedestal with the framers of the American Constitution and
with A. R, J. Turgot, the French liberal theorist. 'The analogy had not
accurred to any one of the many German reviewers of Jertsalem.
in which there was

o ongct any civil dlsu}mp_lg_uon on grounds 4
ish & glus«of Tedress
he political pre
nity_on the Jew (. This agenda was adopted by German«jewxsh leadushsp
when the straggle for emancipation entered into & more acute phase in
the nineteenth century. Gabrief Riesser made this platform his own. It
was thwarted by the rising tide of German nasionalism, which would ot
tolerate an alicn element in its midst. Germany was not America. Her
tragedy was that she never produced an Abraham Lincotn who said, “I
don't want to be a sfave, neither do I want to be a master.” The master-
race complex was oo deeply ingrujned in the German psycle to permic
noble sentiments of this sort, The respon of many Gcrm?n Jews_was
fiighe into assimilation and co : C%il srtuggle and
prcscrv«.ndii"of “their Jewish identity. What caused anxiety Wwag, In the
first-plice, social ostracism. The denial of political equality was consid-
ered to be of secondnry importance. The proud and upright stance that
Mendelssohn had assumed was the very opposite to the seff-denying ati-

Moses Mendelssobn as Archeiypal German Jew 29

tude of those who songht to conceal or negare their Jewish identity, In-
stead of accepting prejudice as a seemingly ineradiceble disease, they tried
to overcome it by the pretense of being no less German than the Germans,
an atticude that merely aggravated the problem.® Portunately, this is not
the whole picrure. There were others—and they formed the aucleus of
Jewish survival—who followed in Mendelssoha's foorsteps.

Mendelssohn considered antisemitism to be a phenomenon resulting
from prejudice, He saw in it nothing more than a sarvival of medieval
Jew-hate produced and nurtured by the Christian church, which stigma-
tived the Jewish nation as the Christ-kitlers. With the progress of en-
tightenment, he hoped, this inhcrited prejudice would fade away. Al-
though he realized that in the moderr period antisemitism had changed
its color, he did not hesitate to identify it with the old, “superannuated”
prejudice, the roots of which were difficuit to extirpate, In our time Jacob
Kaw has put forward a similar theory.” Mendelssoln's view may be de-
scribed as typical of the Enlightenment mentality, which was fond of
diagnosing manifestations of crass isrationality as “prejudices.” The Kant-
inn philosopher Johann G. C. C, Kiesewetier defined che Enlightenment
itself as “a critique of prejudices.”*® Mendelssohn simply applied that
carrent mode of explanation 1o antisemitism. He might have pondered
the fact chat Jew-hate goes back to Greco-Rommn antiquity and is alse
found in the Islamic world, where it is nnrelated to Christian theology.
Whatever the ultimate reasons of this disturhing phenomenon may be,
be clung to the prejudice theory because it offered the comforting pros-
pect of an eventual remedy. Prejudice is bound to give way, in the long
run, to a more enlightencd opinion, In this optimism subscequent genera-
tions of German Jews found solace and hope. Again, Mendelsschn pro-
vided an archetypal pattern that guided the ype of defense (Abwebr)
aimed at spreading enlightenment® Strangely enough, this auerly in-

25. Mapnah Arendt's critijue of Mendelssoha in her consideration of German-
Jewish leadership fn the nineteently centuzy is misapplied. See Leon Botstein, “Liburating
the Parpab; Politics, the Jews, and Hannalt Arendy,” Salwagundic Politics and the
Social Contract, Spring-Summer 1983, no. 6o, pp. 78-81.

29. Jawob Katz, Prom Prejudice ta Destraction: Anti-Semitism, rpeo-rg33 (Cam-
bridge, Mass., 1pBo},

30, Werner Schocides, Anflliving wnd L’arﬂrler‘hiﬁ:ik' Studien zur Geschichie
dor Vorurteilstheorie (Slum,url -Bad Canstall, 1983), pp. 3

ir. Darbara Suchy, “The Verein wur Abwehe des Aullscmlllimus. pl. ¥, LBIYE
28 (1683): 205-10. See alsn Tleonare Steding, “Jewish Reaction (o Jew-Hatred in the
Fizst Half of the 1yth Century,” ibid., 3 {ro38), 103-21; and Maxjoric Lamberti,
erafs, Socialists and the Defence against Antisemitism iz the Willicknigian Peciod,
ibid., 25 (1980): 147-62.
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effective method was still wied in the 1920s, when the storm signals of
vitulens racism should have been uamistakable,

1 conclode my analysis with a bricf reference to the limitatons that Men-
delssohn’s urchetypal function suffered in the very lase phase of German
Jewry. The rise of Zionism: on the one band and the emergence of reli-
gious existentialism on the other tended to render the Mendelssohnian
pattern in its political and religions complexion obsolete. Politically, the
old blueprint for accammodasion in the galus came under severe attack
by Zionist ideology, and the rationalistic trend in Jewish Philosoply gave
way tw new ways of thinking as cepresented by Buber and Roscizweig,
There is symbolic sigaificance in the face that in the Buber-Rosenzweig
transfation of the Bible the rendition of the Name of God us “The Beer-
nal” (der Bwige) was changed into "HE" [I8 PRESENT} (ER [I8T
DAL). "The Erernal” refleces a philosophical approach, a concern with
the eternal truths of reason. “HE" has a religious connottion, It points
to the presentacss of God and, at the same time, to the unapproachable
mystety &f His being, Mendelssohn's translation of the Bible had sought
to lead the German Jews into a symbiosis with German language and
culture, Buber and Rosenzweig cndeavored to recaptuze, through their
mode of tanslation, the very character of the Hebrew original, The direc-
tion they took was the reverse of Mendelssoha's

The transformation that was taking shape in bosh political and theo-
logical thinking was well described by Leo Bacck, the most sepreseatative
figure in ‘the Jast phase of German Jewry. In a series of lecrires he fave
in 1956, he spoke of Moses Hess, the pioneer of Zionism, as a fegitimate
rival of Mendelssohn’s leadership, and he acknowledged Franz Rosen-
zweig as the new star on the horizon of German-Jewish theology.®® Yer
such awareness had in no way diminished Gernmn Jewry's sense of in-
debredness to Mendelssohn's legacy. On the cve of the catastrophe, in
1929, the two-hundeedth anniversary of his birth was made the occasion

32. Weta Lewin, "Die Bedeutung des Stefan George-Kreises fiie die deutsch.
jlidische Geistesgeschichte,” ibid., & (1063): 187, Sev also Reseneweig to Martin Buber,
December 26, 1925, quoting Julivs Blau, who made precisely this point: “This [the
new Jible translation] answered the need of contemporary German Jews; it represeated
Mendelssohn's cadeavar a centary ago, only in reverse direction: af that time they had
to lenrn Gesman, now Hebeow [fidisehl.” Roseneweig, Briefe und Tagebiicher, vol. 2
(The Hague, 1979), p. 1072,

33. Sce Lro Baeck, Vaw Moses Mendelssobn an Frauz Rosenzuweiy: Typen jidischon
Selbsivoyrtdnduisses in den letzien beiden Jabrbunderien {Stuttgart, 1938). An excerpt
relating to Moses Hess had appeared in LHIYE 2 (uy5y): 38444,
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for starting & new cdition of his colleeted works in a form commensurate
with the highest standards of modern scholarship. This Jubilee Tdition,
which is now nearing completion, sands as 2 document of the role
Mendelssohn played in the consciousness of what was ance German Jewry,




