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The Life and Times of Moses Mendelssohn. *'i;f’

The Dark Ages in Europe lasted for a thousand years. From
approximately 500 to approximately 1500, namely from the time of
the Fall of the Roman Empire until the time of the Benaissance, 1t
might honestly be said that Europe lived in the dark. It is true
that there were individuals who knew how to read and write, such
as the monks in their monasteries and some few poets and scholars.
But there were even kings who sat on mighty thrones, and there
were certainly great and despotic feudal barons who knew nelther
to sign thelr names nor to do the arithmetic necessary to calculate
the worth of their great holdings. The peasants were slaves attached
to the land and there were no dreams which a common man could hold
to alleviate the bitterness of his life, His entertainments con-

sisted of war or women or a wandering minstrel.

Exactly during this same period the Jews lived in literacy,
enlightened, and relatively free of the fears and the superstitions
which beclouded the masses of the Christian world. Enjoying a re-
ligion which they practised out of love and not out of fear, they
exercised thelr minds, expressed great poetic flights of fancy in
an untrammeled imagination, and tasted of learning beyond the com-
prehension of those in the surrounding world. During these thousand
years, the Jews completed the Talmud, added many commentaries to it,
wrote poetry and philosophy, translated the heritage of the Greeks,
through Arabic and Latin, making this avallable to the Christian world,
practiced the highest skills of medicine, astronomy, and mathematics,

wrote charts and tables and almanacs which were later to serve the



explorers of the New World to cross the seas, and in every way
concelvable displayed their skill,ingenulty, and intelligence in
fields of culture, religion and philosophy. While Europe was in
the Dark Ages for a thousand years, the Jewish mind flourished

and the Jewish soul created.

Then a paradox occurred. As Europe moved out of its Dark

Ages into the Renaissance, only then did the Jews move 1into their
Dark Ages. It is really interesting that as the clouds of freedom,
liberation and emancipation began to move over the European horizon
in general - as the light and color and brilliance of the Renais-
sance began to penetrate the previously benighted areas of polities
and economlics and soclal relationships = so that the common man

of Europe began to feel himself freer and happler, exactly then

did the darkness of a ghetto society close the Jews in, behind
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squalid walls.

It might not be generally remembered that the term ghetto,
referring originally to an area within a given city to which Jews
were confined by law, did not exist in Jewish life prior to the
15th century. This compulsory system prevalled during the 15th
to the 18th centuries in Italy and in Central Europe. In 1462 the
Pope praised the idea of introducing the ghetto in Frankfort and
the Church likewise insisted that the Jews be compelled to wear
a distinective  patch of yellow or some other colored badge. Actual
ghettos arose in various cities in southern France in 1378,1453,
1461. Turin had a compulsory ghetto around 1400, In 1516 all

the Jews of Venice were compelled to move to the ghetto.



Let us not misunderstand this ghetto situation, It did not
mean that the Jews were plunged into a Dark Ages comparable to
that which we have described as existing in Europe previously.
There was no black-out on thought or creative study. The ghetto
was primarily an instrument designed to affect the political and
soclal and economlc status of the Jews, It could not interfere
with their intellectual achlevements except in one way. The one
really stifling aspect of the ghetto was the fact that 1t caused
intellectual myopia. The secular knowledge of the outside was
largely unknown and largely considered undesirable.

Aside from this, it must be understood that there was a
positive side to the ghetto life. The effect of this emforced
retreat from the outside world was the growth of & miniature self-
contalned Jewlsh society. The Jews developed their own social
and political 1life and even an economic life, to a large extent.
Frequently the ghetto was a state within a state. The famous
Prague ghetto, for instance, boasted of renowned Talmudic schools,

a town hall where the leaders of the community convened, and many
synagogues, How highly developed thelr economic life was, may be
Judged by the existence of four Jewish Guilds of goldsmiths, tallors,

butchers, and shoemakers.

There are some who look back and say that the disappearance
of the ghetto was not an unmixed blessing. Within the ghetto
walls, there was the guarantee of the continued survival and

existence of the Jewish community. There was control, there was



incentive, there was reward for participation, and there was a
sense of distinct solidarity.

When the ghetto was destroyed, the Jewish community was
scattered like popcorm and brought into contact with the Christian
world. Freedom was a good thing, but the unexpected taste of it
in many a mouth led to a weakening and often a destruction of
Jewish values, There is no sense in such post-mortem, The Jewish
emancipation was bound to come, delayed as 1t was beyond the

general emancipation of the t of Western Europf:S#E;_;;*;;;;;;:—-

ly said that the French BRevolution tore down the ghetto walls.

Before this occurred, however, there was one man whose work set
aflame 1n the hearts of many the desire for emancipation, That
man was Moses Mendelssohn., He lived for 57 years, between 1729
and 1796. The historian Graetz has this paragraph summing up
the effect of Mendelssohn:

"The Renalssance of the Jewlsh Race, which may be unhesitating-
ly ascribed to Mendelssohn, is noteworthy, in as much as the origina-
tor of thils great work neither intended nor suspected it, Mendels-
sohn played an influential part without either knowing or desiring

it: Involuntarily, he aroused the slumbering genius of the Jewlsh

raceq_;izzﬂ only required an iﬁpuise to free itself from its con-
HHEE;Eihed position, The story of his life is interesting, because
it typifies the history of the Jews in recent times, when they
raised themselves from lowliness and contempt to greatness and

self-consciousness,"
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On the other hand, Professor Baron feels differently on the
subject., He says:

"It has become customary to date the Jewish aufklaerung from
Mendelssohn - but all the fundamental tendencies of the Haskalah,
such as secular learning, a purified Hebrew tongue, historicism,
and the revolt of an individual against communal power, had be-
come more and more marked in Italy and Holland long before Mendels-
sohn."

Baron offers the theory that Splnoza and Uriel de Costa and
the general ferment in Amsterdam lald the foundations for the
secularization of Judaism and the incorporation of the Jews into
the general cultural and political 1ife of the Western mations,

Whether one believes that Mendelssohn actually set in motion
the forces leading toward emancipation, or whether he was simply
expressing those urges already in existence from earlier times
in other countries, there is no doubt that his 1life had a direct
tremendous and significant effect on the process, He was born
in Dessau and came knocking on the gates of Berlin in 1743, when
just a boy of 14, Already slightly hunchbacked and terribly
poverty-stricken, he knew no one in the city except his teacher,
Rabbl Frankel and immediately set to work studying under his
tutelage. For seven lean and difficult years, he endured the
most grinding poverty, while his eager mind absorbed all of the
learning which he could possibly soak up. He developed a beautiful
German style, which was to be the first thing to achieve him fame,
He learned Latin and Greek, He learned French and English, He

@eveloped a finely critical semse of literature, so that he later



wrote essays on aesthetics and art., Twenty years after his ar-
rival at the RBosenthal gate of Berlin, poor and friendless, he

was to be awarded the first prize by the Royal Academy of Sciences
for an essay on metaphysics and mathematics. This is an indica-
tion of the greast distances he covered and of the great accomplish-

ments of his mind.

The first easing of the financial strain occurred when, at
the age of 21, he became the tutor in the household of Isaac
Bernhard, a wealthy silk manufacturer. He taught the children
in that household and later on became the bookkeeper of that firm.
This gave him some degree of finaneial security and by the time
he was 27 he had saved enough to obtain a house and garden of his

own, to which the literati could come for conversation and chess.

Probably the happlest event of his life, and certainly one
of the most significant, was his relationship with Lessing. Gotthold
Ephraim Lessing was one of the great minds of the 18th Century.
He was probably the first free-thinking man in Germany. Bursting
through all bounds and regulations of ordinary conventions, liberated
from bigotry, as few of his contemporaries were, he was of a
thoroughly demoeratic mature, He sought freedom and truth and
tried to upset orthodox opinions of prejudice which existed in
the community. Even before meeting Mendelssohn, he had written
a play called, "The Jews", in which he desired to show that a
Jew could be unselfish and noble. He aroused the complete dis-

pleasure of all Christian circles, in art, the theater, and litera-
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ture of his time., This was the man who was brought together with
Mendelssohn over a chessboard, The friendship which started then
lasted up to the grave. These two men had the most extraordinary
effect upon each other. Mendelssohn admired in his Christian
friend ability and unconstraint, courage and perfect culture,
overflowing spirit and wvigor which enabled him to bear a new

world upon his shoulders:. Lessing admired in Mendelssohn his
nobility of thought, his yearning for truth, and his firmness of
character. They were both so imbued with loftly hobility of mind
that they prized in each other a perfection which each sought to
develop within himself, Lessing aroused in Mendelssohn an interest
in aesthetic eulture, poetry and art, while Mendelssohn stimulated
Lessing to deep philosophical thought, They reciprocally gave

and received, and enjoyed the true relationship of a worthy friend-
ship.

Through his friend, who exerted great attraction upon talented
men, Mendelssohn was introduced into his circle, learned of the
forms of soclety, and threw off hlis awkwardness which was the
stamp of the ghetto. Through Lessing's zeal to advance him in
every way, Mendelssohn became known in the learned circle of Berlin,
There was established a "coffee house of the learned", for an
assoclation of about 100 men of science and literature. The
founders did not pass over the young Jewish philosopher, but
invited him to join them. His critical works were applauded by
this highly elect group. Once, each member was asked to describe
his own defects in verse, Mendelssohn, who stuttered and was

slightly hunchbacked, wrote about himself as follows:



"Great you call Demosthenes
Stuttering orator of Greece;
Huncbacked Aesop you deem wise -
In your circle I surmise,

I am doubly wise and great,

What in each was separate

You in me united find -

Hump and heavy tongue combined,"

He was appreciated for his modesty and loved for his intellect.
His taste became more refined every day, his style grew nobler,

and his thoughts more luecid.

At about this time, Mendelssohn applied for the status of
Schutz jude, which would grant him rights of residence and marriage,
This status was granted, because of the fame he already enjoyed.

He became engaged to Fromet Guggenheim of Hamburg whom he called
"a blue-eyed maiden." The story goes that the girl shrank at
Mendelssohn's proposal of marriage. She is alleged to have asked
him: "Do you believe that matches are made in Heaven?" "Most
assuredly", answered Mendelssohn, "Indeed, a2 singular thing hap-
pened in my own case., You know that, according to a Talmud legend,
that at birth of a child, the announcement is made in Heaven:

So and so shall marry so and so., When I was born my future wife's
name was called out and I was told that she would unfortunately

be terribly hunchbacked., "Dear Lord", said I, "A deformed girl
easlly get embittered and hardened. A girl ought to be beautiful.
Dezr Lord, glve me the hump and let the girl be pretty, graceful,
and pleasling to the eye."
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He married her, and their married life was very happy. He
was sincerely in love with her all his life and she became his
very falthful and devoted companion. Six children were the off-
spring of that marriage, three girls and three boys. The fate
of these children is a very interesting and in many ways depres-
sing story. We shall come to it later.

In 1767 Mendelssohn wrote a work which made him famous through-
out all of Europe. It was translated iﬁxo every single European
tongue and brought a2 whole stream of admirers and vislitors to
his garden., It was called "Phaedon" and dealt with the question
of the immortality of the soul. Twenty years after it was writ-
ten, 1t was already obsolete, but it appeared exactly at the right
moment to make him one of the celebrities of the age. e 4o I

S ?"* 19
The French school of rationalists, materialists, and encyclo-

pedists had been attacking religion all during the 18th century.
They denied the existence of God, the divinlity of Jesus, the
doctrines of religion which had been the main pillars of support
to Christian Europe for hundreds of years. Among other things,
they denied the ilmmortality of the soul and suggested that the
moral acts of the present were really of no consequence, This
philosophy, somewhat similar to the existentialism of our 20th
century, left man with the feeling that there was no sense in
moral conduct because man had no moral freedom. There was no

retribution in this world or the next. Such a philosophy, deny-
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ing God, denying morality, and withdrawing the stimulus to a
virtuous life, can and did lead soclety into a state of degra-

dation and cynicism.

Mendelssohn attempted to combat this, and to ward off these
materialistic attacks, by composing a dialogue called "Phaedon®
or "The Immortality of the Soul". It was apopular book, in an
attractive style, deslgned to speak as Plato and Socrates spoke
in the ancient dlalogues, of the basic truths of mankind.

Mendelssohn's starting point, inproving the doctirne of the
lmmortality of the soul, was the fact of the existence of God,
of which he had the highest possible certainty. The soul was
the work of God, just as the body was. The, body did not actual-
ly perish after death but was transformed into other elements.
Much less then, could the soul, a simple essence, be decomposed
and perish. PFurther, God had acquainted the soul wth the idea
of immortality and had implanted it in the soul., "If our soul
were mortal, then reason would be a dream, which Jupiter has
sent us that we may forget our miserles; and we would be created

like the beasts, only to seek food and die."

Theologlans, philosophers, artists and poets, such as Herder
and Goethe came to thank the Jewish sage who had restored to
them that comfort which Christian atheists had deprived them of.
This volume, dealing as it did with religious questions, took
Mendelssohn away from the purely literary field of criticism and
aesthetics 1n which he had been living up to this moment. This
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volume paved the way for his future interest in other religious

questions, as well as matters pertaining to Judaism.

A certain admirer of his, John Caspar Lavater, an Evangelical
minister of Zurich, arrived at the fantastic conclusion after
reading the "Pheadon", that Mendelssohn had become entirely
enstranged from Judaism, The idea dawned upon Lavater that he
might be able to persuade Mendelssohn to convert to Christianity.
This would be a tremendous victory. Lavater, therefore, trans-
lated into German a certain book which contained arguments about
the proof of Christianity, and sent this book to Mendelssohn
asking him to refute these proofs, or else to accept them and

renounce the Jewish religion.

Due to his reticence, it was a difficult thing for Mendelssohn
to respond to this somewhat impertinant challenge. He was shy and
did not want to make public his own immermost thinking, yet on the
other hand was forced to do so because it was impossible to ignore
the challenge. He wrote a public letter, addresséd to Lavater and
through him to all of Christendom, stating what he bellieved about
Judaism and Christianity. He made what amounted to a public con-
fession of his belief in Judaism, saying that his philosophical
views never moved him to doubt his religious beliefs. He said
that he was opposed to Christianity for the reason that its founder
had declared himself to be God, and that was unacceptable to Mendels-
sohn. He said, "I do not deny that I have noticed in my religion
certain human additions and abuses, such as every religion accepts

in the course of time, which unfortunately dim its splendor. But



of the essentials of my faith I am so firmly and indisputably
assured, that I call God to witness that I will adhere to my
fundamental creed as long as my soul does not assume another

nature.”

Following this defense of Judaism, Mendelssohn's activities
on behalf of Jews and his interest in Jewish things began to in-
crease. The mext great episode in his life was the translation
of the Torah and the Psalms into German, This was done originally
for the edification of his own children, but ultimately was pub-
lished to the world at large. The purpose of the translation
was to enable all who read it to develop & knowledge of the German
language, in good style, and thus to have opened to them the whole
world of modern thought which was available in that modern European

language. The net result of the translation was not so much to

teach Torzh as it was to teach the German tongue. : & £
e ¥ g ok rh*ﬁlﬂjia

Opposition to the translation developed immediately. Opposi-
tion came from such earnest and respected men as Eziekiel Landau,
Rabbl of Prague, Raphael Cohen, the grandfather of Gabrlel Rieser;
Hersh Janow a son-in-law of Raphael Cohen, Phineous Hurwitz, Rabbi
of Frankfurt, and many others. The orthodox rabbis of the day
finally passed a ban against the "German Pentateuch of Mgses of
Dessau”, This ban was published in Furth in 1779, and all who
were to be considered true Jews were forbidden, under penalty of
excommunication, to use this translation, From their point of
view, these men were right in opposing Mendelssohn's innovation.

They perceived that the Jewish youth would learn the German
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language more than an understanding of the Torah; that the atten-
tion to Holy Writ would degenerate into an unimportant secondary
matter; and that eventually the study of the Talmud would be

completely ignored as well,

Forbldden fruilt always tastes sweeter. Hundreds of Talmud
students in the great Yeshivas seized the German translation
and read 1t behind the backs of the rabbis. Graetz feels that
"tie Mendelssohn translations speedily resulted in a veritable
renaissance of the Jews. Thousands of Talmud students became
1ittle Mendelssohns. Many of them became elegant profound thinkers.
With them Judaism renewed its youth. The inmer freedom of the

Jews dates from this translation,®

From this time on in his l1life Mendelssohn also became con-
cerned with the question of the outward liberation of Jews, as
well as thelr inward llberation. The Jews of Alsace came to
Mendelssohn seeking help. They wanted to draw up a memorandum
to the State Council asking for relief from some particularly
oppressive laws under which they were suffering. They felt
that this memorandum should be written so as to influence public
opinion at large, which was almost as powerful at that time as
the opinion of King Louis XVI himself, For this was the time
when free expression was beginning to become apparant. They
felt that if Mendelssohn would write their memorandum for them,
it would have the necessary polish and give an impressive weight

to their petition.
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Mendelssohn persuaded a friend of his, Christian Whilhelm
Dohm, to write the memorandum. Dohm had been coming to Mendelssohn's
house every Saturday, sitting in a circle of charmed friends who
were inspired by the great philosopher. Through this contact,
Dohm had acquired an interest in the fate of the Jews. When
Mendelssohn asked him to engage in the task of drawing up the
memorandum for the Alsatian Jews, Dohm decided to strike out and
make a plea for all German Jews who suffered under similar op-
pression, His nurirz;lled "Uber die Bargerliche Verbesserung
der Juden". It was a masterful document. It was probably one
of the first steps taken toward removing the heavy yoke from the
neck of the Jews. Dohm addressed himself to sober enlightened
statesmen and laid stress upon the apguments from history which
should lead to the emancipstion and freedom of the Jewish people.

____-—-"—'_'_‘——'_'___'-"__‘—‘-——-.._

He dwelt almoat-;Smplete1y”uponf§611£§3§1 and economic aspects C;&ﬁf

of freedom, leaving out all references to religious differences _.;
between Judaism and Christianity. He pleaded for freedom of pread
religion in all its details, but made much more of the point that f:;g;
the Jews could contribute to the developing economy of the world

if they were gliven free and equal rights.

The pamphlet became extraordinarily popular and was read and
discussed everywhere. Dohm's arguments were re-echoed by liberal
statesmen in France, when the discussions were being conducted
there a few years later concerning the granting of full citizen-
ship to Jews., Dohm was quoted by Mirabau; humanitarian clergymen

like Abbe Gregofre; convinced democrats such as Clermont-Tonnere;
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and radicals such as Robesplerre, Exactly ten years after Dohm's
pamphlet first appeared the Jews were given full citizenship in
France, in 1791. Thus the door was open now toward the eventual

emancipation of the entire Jewish community of the continent.

And, so the second step 1in the process was achieved. Mendels-
sohn began with enligienment, trying to teach the Jews the culture
of the world about them, or at least trying to make that culture
available to them. Enlightenment/ thus led to emancipation., And
emancipation was going to lead to a fabulously accelerated as-
similation, as the third and final step, whose ultimate consequences
were not always beneficial, and with which Mendelssohn would not
have been in accord. But, again, as we have held the story of
the ultimate fate of his children in the balance, let us also
hold in the balance for another few moments, the story of the

tendency to assimilation which resulted from these activities.

%}”dh Let us first deal with Mendelssohn's last great work, called

tgf "Jerusalem", in which he gave his beliefs about Judaism. He felt
that Judaism recognizes the freedom of religlous convictions.
Judaism does not know of any compulsory belief. What it commands
and asks for are no dogmatic opinions, no truths of salvation,
no catechism. Judaism prescribes not faith, but knowledge, and
urges that its doctrines be taken to heart. Judalsm never exe
perienced the conflict between religion and thinking. It can
never be opposed to a religion of reason, because it is not a
religion in the strict sense of the word at all, Judalsm 1is
revealed law- it 1s not revealed religion. It contains prescriptions

for a certain way of thinking. Its precepts do not deal with how
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people should believe but with how people should live. The com-
mandments of Judaism are ceremonial law, a sort of constitution
for the Jewlish community. This ceremonial law is designed to
bind the Jews together z2nd is valid only for Jews. Beside the
law, Jewish teachings are of a general philosophical nature and

are therefore in complete harmony with a general religion of reason.

One historian says that since on the one hand,Mendelssohn
recognized the basic principle of Judalsm to be freedom of thought
and bellef, and, on the other hand, placed thé whole essence in
the ceremonial law - that therefore both the orthodox party and

the reformers claimed him as thelr own.

This brings us to the whole guestion as to whether Mendelssohn
might be said to be the father of the Reform Movement or not.
Many scholars and historians have attempted to penetrate the
meaning of his life with an eye to obtaining an answer to this
question. There is much debate pro and con, Mendelssohn's own
words in this comnection might be interesting. He sald: "Comply
with the customs and the civil constitutions of the countries in
which you are transplanted, but, at the same time, be constant to
the faith of your forefathers." It 1s told of him that in his
youth he refrained once from seeing his flancee rather than comb
his hair on the Sabbath, for he felt that ceremonial laws were

inviolable no matter what one's personal wishes might be.

My own feeling in the matter is that he was not a religlous
reformer or thinker, and that he had no intentlion of giving rise

to 2 new form of Jewish expression. I tend to agree with the
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very penetrating study made many years ago by Rabbl Felix Levy
of Chicago, who wrote a brilliar paper on the relation of Mendels-
to Reform Judaish, and who pointed out that Mendelssohn was no
leader of men, He did not attempt to launch a movement within
Judaism. He was primarily occupled with bettering the conditions
of Jews by advocating political and social emancipation. He broke
the bars of the ghetto, thereby liberating the Jew., But he had

no capacity or intention to change Judaism. 4 b
i/

He was not a theologian and had no definite system or con-
sistent set of beliefs. Ag a rationalist, he denled supernatural
revelation of religion and maintained that religion rested on
reason. He believed that certalin truths upon which relligion
rested as for example, the existence of God, the necessity of
practicing virtue, the doetrine of reward and punishment in some
form, the immortality of the soul, were all self-evident, which
all men could instinctively aecept as beyond appeal - hence he

used the term"natural™ in contra-distinction to "revealed" religionm.

He felt that the revelation at Slnal was nol one of religion
but one of law. He therefore felt that only God can abrogate
the laws since only God gave them. This would be a completely

orthodox point of view.

On the other hand, he espoused ideas which were later taken
up by the Beform Movement., Out of his doctrine that Judaism 1is
legislation, for instance, he evoked with Lessing's help, the
ideal of the misslion of Judaism, although without active proselytizing.

He insisted that Judaism was not narrow, but that it was universal,



because 1t was free from all dogma. He said, "There is no dogma

in Judaism except this one, that there 1s no dogma?”.

His attitude toward the Bible was strictly traditional, In
his introduction to his translation he wrote: "We, the whole
congregation of Israel, believe that Moses wrote the Torzh as
it 1s 1n our hands today. There has not been a single thing in
it changed from that date to this, nor did it undergo the

vicissitudes of a secular book."

\_____

To sum up this point, 1t seems to me that Mendelssohn was
a modernist or a reformer only in externals, Like many a reformer
after him, he thought all that was necessary to make the Jew at
home in the New World and keep him to his Jewishness at the same
time was an easy synthesis of Jewlsh tradition and modern culture.
He wanted to try to reach the objectives of making the Jew at
home in the non-Jewish world, and yet keeping him at all costs
within Judaism. Herein lies the very tragedy of his 1life and
perhaps the most severe indictment of his times, Enlightenment
led to emancipation which in turn led to assimilation. This as-
similation, without any brakes on it, ran headlong down the path
toward intermarriage and conversion., Mendelssohn could not have
had this process in mind or he would not have started it. The
fact that it got out of hand would have been a matter of deéep

personal regret to him.,

Let us return now to the concluding point, which is the
aftermath of Mendelssohn, as this was to be seen in the society
he left behind and in the fate and fortunes of the members of

his own immediate family. It hss been estimated that between
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1800 and 1899, namely during the entire course of the 19th century,
there were 1in Germany 204,542 actual baptisms and that during that
same period there were 19,460 baptized children of mixed marriages.
In other words this is the extreme result, or the final fruit of
the forces and movements which were unleashed. The historian
Learsi said: "In the generation after Mendelssohn no less than
half the members of the community in Berlin had, it has been
estimated, left the Jewish fold. In Koeningsberg, Breslau and
other cities baptism among the cultured and wealthy was a common
occurrence. The flight from Judaism was advance payment for the
boon of emancipation. The labors of Mendelssohn, coinciding as
they did with the dawn of emasncipation and the general progress

of enlightemment, acted like an enzyme on the Jewish youth of
Germany and otherlands, producing a variety of phenomena zll of

which moved in the direction of assimilation.”

What happened with his own children? His oldest daughter,
Dorothea, married Simon Velt, a banker and a worthy mean. She
later, after her father's death, abandoned her husband and
children to become the mistress and later the wife of Friedrich
von Schlegel, the most famous romantic poet of his day. At the
end of many follles and wanderings during which she and her hus-
band dabbled in Brahma, yogl, and other occult practices, she
became a bigoted Catholic and toward the end of her life she
was seen in Vienna, a lighted taper in her hand, walking in a
Cathollic procession entering St. Stephens Cathedral,

The second daughter, Henrletta, became a govermess first in

Vienna later in Paris and entered the sparkling brilllarf salon



soclety of the French capital. Her7éany musical evenings were
held, many brilliant pecple met and conversed and finally Henrietta
also converted to Catholicism. Only his youngest daughter Recha,

who made an unhappy marriage with a poor man and moved eastward

remained within the Jewish fold.

Of the three sons again it was only the youngest Joseph who
did not convert. The other two became baptized into the Protestant
Church. One was Nathan and the other was Abraham, the oldest.
Abraham was the father of the composer Felix and had his son
baptized as well as himself. Abraham's brother-in-law Bartholdy
wrote, when Apraham was hesitating about the matter of baptism:
"You say that you owe 1t to your father's memory not to abandon
Judalsm, Do you think that you are committing a wrong in giving
your children a religion which you and they comsider the better?
In fact you would be paying a2 tribute to your father's effort on
behalf of true enlightenment.®

So with this bitter ending, ironic as it 1s, Bartholdy tried
to persuade Abraham in the very name of Moses Mendelssohn's enlighten-
ment to bring himself and the child to the baptismal fountain.
And he succeeded. Thus the famous Moses Mendelssohn, producing
s8ix children, lost two sons and two daughters to the church. The
other two who remained within the Jewish fold did nothing to add
to the luster of his name and his influence disappeared within

his own immedliate successor generation.



How does 1t all add up? There is no doubt that in Jewish
history a new epoch began with Moses Mendelssohn. This resulted
from the fact that he was the first Jew in modern times who in

his own personality combined Judaism and moderm culture and was

P
recognized as such by the non-Jewish world.‘;The advocates of

Jewish emancipation coﬁiausaint to him as striking evidence

for thelr assertion that the Jow can become an equal member of

modern civilization.| Lessing modeled his noble Jew of "Nathan,
the Wise" after Mendelssohn and pointed to a doubting Christian
world that sueh & Jew actually lived in the person of the gentle
saintly Moses. He was = literary stylist without peer and brought
honor to the Jewish name'. He walked with ease and grace through
the corridors of kings and nobility, known always as a Jew in

an age in which the free and emsncipated Jew was a rare phenomena.
He enabled a whole people to raise their heads in pride in his
accomplishments. He was the idol of struggling youth, eager to
be free. He was the star whom they sought to emulate. He was

the proof that one could write in good Hebrew and good German at
the same time. He seemed to represent the best possible blending

of both worlds.

And yet on the other hand, with sadness we note what happened
in the century following his appearance on the scene. If, he,
whether meaning to or not/succeedig% in opening the door to
the church, a2s well as breaking down the door of the ghetto,

then it must be sald that there was evil as well as good to his



work. If the responsibility for the sad and disheartening mass
flight from Judaism can be laid on his door step in any measure
whatsoever, then he must bear the blame, in the judgment of
history, for much of the disintegrative process at work in modern
Jewish life. I am not sure it is fair to assess him with this
responsibllity. Perhaps the current trends of the 19th century
were inevitable, and were in no part the result of his personal
role. It may be that in emancipating the Jews, he cammot be held
responsible for what happened to Judaism.

I would conclude simply by saying that we must understand
the lesson of his times, without attempting to assess blame or
place guilt, Whether he was responsible or not, whether before
the bar of history he must be judged guilty or not, it 1s never-
theless true that these disruptive forces took their terrible
toll and we today must understand that 1t is our responsibility
once and for 2ll to find a new way to help achieve the adjustment
of modern Jew to modern culture., All of our force and all of our
energy should be devoted to search for a sultable answer to this
question. The Reform Movement, whether started by Mendelssohn
or not, 1s an instrument whose power must be turmed toward the
solution of this problem. The Reform Movement within Judaism
canmot simply be a vehicle by which people can leéave Judaism.

The mass baptisms have stopped. In this regard the 20th century
is different from the 19th. But the mass ignorance and the mass
lack of plety and enthusiasm are still present. It seems to

me it is the particular obligation of the reform movement, which
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seeks to adjust the Jew to the modern world, also to adjust him

to Judalism,

The Reform Movement must create an ideology, a methodology,
a series of values and a series of instrumentalities by which
it will deepen and strengthen the loyalty of its adherents to
basic Judaism. The leaders of the Reform Movement of the past
generation have come to realize this and are struggling in their
effort to find such a formula as I am attempting to adumbrate,.
Just as modern orthodoxy is attempting to re-infuse itself with
a spirit of Chasidic enthusiasm, so moderm reform must seek to
strengthen itself with injections of more traditional Jewlsh

practices and teachings.

One cannot turn the clock backward, Hor would one wish to,
The emancipation of the Jew, a guarter of a millenium after the
emancipation of the rest of western mamkind, was long overdue and
necessary., N,w that we enjoy the fruits of ecivil and political
emancipation, we must be very careful to see that we are also
able to enjoy the fruits of Judaism. It would not do to lose
that religion which has been our only and most precious armor
for the sake of participation in the Western World, For mere
participation as individuals, without the special distinotiveness
of our particlpation as Jews, would be very hollow and we would
bring nothing to the world, Let us take the emanclpation which
Moses Mendelssohn helped win for us and make it all the more
meaningful by strengthening, in freedom, our timeless and ageless

religious heritage.








