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"A CHAMPION OF TOL ,RA TI ON.•-- .............. ---~--------------~ 
OOTTH0LD RPHR M LESSI?O." 

RABBI ABBA HILL 

J UARY 27, 1929, CL VELAND,O. - -- __ ,,_ _____ -



On the 22nd or this month there ooourred the 

two hundredth anniversary or the birth ot Gotthold Ephraim 

Lessing, one or Germany's great men of letters, one ot 

mankind's great champions or toleration, one of Israel's 

great friends. We have had many enemies during our long 

and oheokered career, who, out ·i f hatred or ua and our 

raoe, or our religion or of our eoonanio status, made 

life intolerable for our people. e had a rew friends, 

who, out or love ot God and or mnkind, out or a sense or 

justice and fairness, sought to make lite a little more 

tolerable tor us. 

One ot the staunohest of these friends, 

all too tew in number; one or the most influential, one 

or the moat disinterested, was this self-same Gotthold 

Ephraim Lessing. Leasing has a vast aignitioanoe tor 

Germany, and has an equally vast s1gn1fioanoe for Israel. 

For Germany Lessing marks the dawn of a new day in ita ar~ 

and literature. He established a new oanon of oritioiam 

for German art and letters; he gave a new direotion to 

German creative literature; he molded the modern German 

drama. 

Lessing haa been called the "father of 

German oritioiam.." He emancipated the German drama trom. 

ita traditional enslaYement to the olaasio French aohool, 

and he taught Oermany to appreciate the glories ot the 

-1-



Greek drama trom Shakespeare. Perhaps 1 t was Lessing who 

made Germany the greatest Shakespeare loving oountry in 

the world next to England. Lessing'• inaortal "Laocoon," 

which is an inquiry into the principles ot art and orit1cima, 

set in motion a new eathetio movement in German7, paved the 

wa7 tor Goethe and Sohiller, and 1ta 1ntluenoe reached 

beyond the boundaries of German7. Thus Goethe said ot 

this work ot Lessing'•: "One must be a youth in order to 

realize the etteot produced upon us by Leasing'• •Laocoon' 

which transported us tron the ken ot miserable observation 

into the very tields ot thought." And the Engli~man 

Maoaule7 said that the reading ot Laoooon tormed an epoch 

in his mental histor.,. And similarly his other great 

oritioal writinga,--hia "Auilgewahlte Pro■a und Briete," 

and his "Ham.burgeaohe Dramaturgie" were epooh making in 

German literary history. 

But Lessing was mre than an art oritio 

and more than an artist. Be was a supreme lnuneniat, one 

ot the first among moderns. Leasing's oomplete critical 

apparatus, his entire oritioal code, derived tran a 

tundamental, intellectual honesty, and r.ran a great longing 

tor spiritual and intellectual treedom.. Lessing hated sham 

and hypocrisy and dogmatism and tanaticio. He loved truth, 

and with a passionate intensity he sought tor truth,not 

only in art, poet~, aoulpture, painting, but in every 

sphere or department ot human lite,--in polit1oa, in re

ligion, ·ln the aooial oontaota and relat1onah1pa among men. 
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He was a rationalist in . the finest sense of 

the word. He sought to apply the canon ot reason and 

reasonableness to all human relationships. Thus he said 

or truth that it is tar more important to seek truth than 

to have truth; "not the truth vhich a man possesses, "said 

Lessing, "or believes himself to possess, but the sincere 

attempt which he has made to reach the truth constitutes 

his work; tor not through possession or truth but through 

inquiry after truth are developed those powers in which 

his ever 1noreaaing perteotion consists. Possession makes 

the mind atngnant, negative, proud.'' Listen to this: "It 

OOd held in His right hand all truth, and in His lett hand 

only the ever active impulse to search for truth, even with 

the condition that I must fore ver urge, and said to me, 

'Choose,' I should humbly bow before hie lett hand and 

aa7, 'Father, give. Pure thought belongs to Thee alone.'" 

Because or his love for truth and because 

ot his great reverence tor the processes ot a tree human 

intellect, Lessing became one or the tirst champions in 

Germany or the right or the intellect to inquire, to search, 

to express 1taelt treely; and he insisted at a time when it 

was dangerous to insist; that not even the sphere ot religion 

and Bible was 1mmun• trom the searching and questing 

intelleot ot man. Lessing aooordingly beoame one ot the 

tirst ot the modern Biblioal oritio• ot Germany, and made 

aome very signitioant contribution• about soienoe. 

Leasing, although the ■on ot a Lutheran 



olergyman, and himself destined tor the Protestant ministry-, 

Lessing dared to speak at a time when it was dangerous to 

speak or it. He dared to speak ot Jeaua the man in place 

ot Christ the God, and he presented an hiatorioal picture 

of Jesus the man, the teaoher, whioh any modern religionist 

in the Christian world can accept; and he also championed, 

as did his French contemporaries of the liberal tendenoiea 

or the day, the rights ot man as against the state; the 

rights or the individual as against the tyranny and the 

exploitation of the state. Re gave priority in all things 

to man. The organization, the institution, the state, were 

agencies called into existence to serve the basic needa 

ot the individual, and his ooncern and his interests are 

primary. 

Thus he said in one or hie critical letters: 

"States unite men tlBt throush and in their union every 

individual may better and more surely enjoy his share of 

welrare. The total or the welfare or all its members 1a 

·the welfare ot the state. Besides this there is none. 

Every other kind ot welfare ot the state whereby 1ndiYiduala 

sutrer or must surfer, is a oloalc ror tyrann7; as it nature 

could have intended the welfare or an abstract idea, the 

state, the Fatherland, and the like, rather than that or 

each ind1 Yidual. '' 

I give you this background o:t Leas1ns•• 

mentality ao that you may understand how Lessing came to 

be the great champion ot the Jew■• ]It was not accidental 
·--------11------ --------+-----
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and it was not sporadio, and he didn't oome to it out or 

a sense or pity. It was his whole life's philosophy-, hie 

complete spiritual motivation to interest himself in the 

lite of the Jew, to seek to understand them, to welcome suoh 

a friendship ot an outstanding Je like that of Moaea 

Mendelssohn, and wh:> ohampioned their oauae when opportunity 

ir eaen ted 1 taelt. 

Loaaing et oaes Mendelssohn in 1754, when 

he as ~wenty-t1ve years old; but seven years prior to that 

time he had already written his tirst play about Jews, a 

play called 'The Jew," in which perhaps tor the first time 

in German literature a Jew ia represented as a human being, 

possessing noble qualities. He was severely criticized 

by his contemporaries tor trying o resent a Jew in the 

preposterous role or a human being, and Leasing was com

pelled to answer his critic■ tor committing such a heresy. 

He met Moaea endelsaohn, and there sprang 

up between these two oho1oe and rare spirit ■ of that 

century- a beautirul and ennobling and a lifelong :t'riend

ship; and Mendelssohn loved thi■ young German, tree, proud, 

brilliant, charming, tolerant; and Leasing loved this de

formed little Jew ho spoke like- an angel, this hunohback 

man ho, when he came to Berlin at the a e of fifteen or 

sixteen, ooul not peak a word of rierman, but who at the 

age or thirty was writing the finest German style in the 

whole ot Oermany,--thie jewieh Soorate■, as he waa oalle4. 

•• oontaot endel■aobn 



deepened his understanding ot Jewish lite and ot Jewish 

oharaoter, and all that he learned and all that he proti ted 

trom this fellowship, companionship with Moses Mendelssohn, 

he poured into hia great immortal drama, ttNathan the · 1se." 

"Nathan the Wise" is a dramatic poem ot tive 

acts, and the hero, Nathan, is clearly modeled atter 

Moses Mendelssohn. ''Nathan the "iae" established tor all 

time Leasing's claim to tame in the literary world, but tar 

more than that, it has still greater sign1ticanoe: it was 

a milestone in Jewish history. For the first time the 

cause ot Israel was championed, not by special pleaders, 

not by members ot our own raoe begging tor a oonoession 

here or there, but by a non-Jew, a great artist, a man who 

ocoupied a position ot eminence in the world of German 

literature, and a man who championed the cause ot Jewry 

not on the basis of pity but on the basis ot fundamental 

human rights; on the basis ot freedom and human equality. 

"Nathan the ,: 1ae" may not be a great drama 

from the point ot view or abstract literary creation. There 

are some works or literature that are great as art, and 

others that are great as social tactora. Hamlet 1a a 

great work ot art, quite regardless ot any 1ntluenoe whioh 

it may have exerted or is exerting upon movements in lite, 
. 

in society. Other worka ot literature are great because 

ot the tremendous influence which they exerted upon social 

tendenoiea; and Nathan the Wise is that type of a book. 

You kn.ow the story. The story la a verr 

-e-



simple one. There lived in J'erusalem in the days o.t Saladin 

the Magnificent, during the period or the crusades, a jew 

by the name ot Nathan, who was called ttthe 11se '1 because ot 

his great wisdom. He was not only wise but good, generous, 

broadminded, and his tame extended trom the Euphrates and 

the Tigris to the River jordan. He was very rich, and he 

journeyed all over the Orient, and onoe on his return .trom 

one or his journeys to his home, he learned part ot his 

house had been burned down, and that his beloved daughter 

had been resqued trom the flames by a Knight Templar, a 

Christian warrior, one ot the Crusaders who had been taken 

prisoner by the roroea ot Saladin and whose lite had been 

spared because Saladin had deteoted in the Knight Templar 

some resemblance to his lost brother. 

Nathan seeks out this lOlight Templar in 

order to thank him tor having saved his daughter, and in 

order to reward him. He is reoeived w~th scant courtesy. 

The Knight Tem:p-:ta:r does not like Jewa and does not hide 

this taot rrom Nathan. But Nathan the Wise soon wine over 

the heart ot this young ohivalroua Knight Templar by hia 

wisdom, b7 his kindnesa, by his expressions ot broadminded

neaa. Saye Nathan to the Yi..night Templar: ·•surely, there 

are good men born in every people; aurely, we are not 

responsible tor the raoe into whioh we are born. Can we 

not meet one another as men?" 

Nathan's graoiousneaa is 1rrea1at1ble, and 

the Knight Templar beoomea a triend ot Nathan'•• He Tiaita 
_,_ 



fiathan'a home; heialla in love 1th his daughter; he wishea 

to marry this Je eaa. But nathan, on learning the name ot 

this Kllight emplar, receives the proffer 1th coolness, 

whioh the Knight Templo.r cannot unaerstand. 

In the e time S adin the uiagnttioent, who 

spent his money lavishly, so that he is constantly in need 

or replenishing his treasury, hears or this r1oh man, th s 

rioh Jew Nathan, and deoides to summon him. Saladin'• 

sister, kno 1ng trom reports that Nathan is not in the 

habit of lending money, suggests to Saladin that he might 

compel Nathan to lend him money by trapping him., by 

embarrassing him with questions. 

Nathan appears _betore Saladin, and Saladin, 

1n order to entrap Nathan, puts to 1 bluntly this question: 

~Which religion do you regard aD the beal?" It Nathan is 

to ans er this question at all, he oan answer it in one or 

three ways: he could say Judaism. In that case Saladin the 

ssulman, Saladin the tahamroodan, would overwhelm him then 

with inoults for being ao arro ant. Or he could say 

Christianity or ohammedanism. In that caae aladin would 
. 

ask him why, then, does he not aooept either or those 

religion■. But Nathan the ise replies in that tamoua 

parable or the three rings, ot which I shall speak in a 

And Saladin is so impressed by Nathan'• wisdom 

and keenness ot intellect and broadness ot mind, that he 

nvites his friendship; he wants to be triend with thi 

ew because, he a ya, "I have never wanted the aame kind ot 



bark to grow upon eTery tree in my domain." 

While this ➔.s oing on, a Christian servant 

1n the house of Nathan, Daja by nane, reveals to the 

Kni ht Templar th t Nathan's daughter is not his daughter 

at all but an adopte daughter, and that she is no Jewess 

at all but Christian whom Nathan had reared as a Jew. 

When the Knight Templar hears ot it he is terribly an ered. 

It as a orime punishable by death tor a Jew to rear a 

Christian obild as a Jew; and the Knight Templar at onoe 

goes to the Christian patriarch ot Jerusalem to consult him, 

and pre■ents this problem to him; and the only iserable 

oh~acte~ in the play is this Christian patriarch, a man 

who Nould stoop to any telony, a bigo,, an intolerant 

person, wbo, as soon as he hears or this conjectural 

person that is put to him by the . night Templar, promptly 

replies, "Burn him.t Take him to the stake I" en the 

Knight Templar asks or him, "What it this child would have 

perished if it ere not for thia Jew?" "That matters not 

at all," said the patriaroh, ''burn him, nevertheless." 

" \~1at it this Je did not raise this child to be a Christian 

but raised him or her in no taith at all?" "Burn himl" 

aaya _the patriarch, "tor hav1118 dared to raise one an 

in:tidol." 

The Knight Tompl r 1a disgusted with the 

spokesman ot his religion, and when heap ears next before 

Saladin--:tor Saladin 1a int rested in this young man beoauae 

ot hia oloae resemblance to hia lost brother--he blurt• oul 



this raot about Nathan and his adopted daughter. Saladin 

is not muoh interested in the religious angle ot it; he 1a 

interested in helping this young man because he likes him, 

and he deoidea to intervene to persuade Nathan to marry 

his adopted daughter to this Knight Templar. But Nathan 

in the meantime investigates the histor,- ot this Knight 

Templar and tinds,--and this is the whole plot or the 

story,--that this Knight Templar is really a brother ot 

his adopted daughter, and that both in turn are the 

children ot Saladin's lost brother; tor he had married in 

exile a daughter ot some German prince, and these two were 

the offspring ot that union. 

Nathan loved this child whioh had been 

entrusted into his keeping at at rrible moment in hie 

lite. Eighteen years prior to th time when this drama 

is developing, his wife and his seven children had been 

killed, burned alive by Christian Crusaders, and when 

Nathan learned or it he swore eternal hatred ot everything 

that was Christian; he was addened by tury and anger, and 

it was just at that time that someone deposited into his 

keeping t his little girl whose nmther and father had died, 

and who needed protection and love; and Nathan looked upon 

this as a sign trom HeaTen that he was to requite love tor 

hatred, kindnesa tor brutality, and all the love whioh he 

had laTished upon hia 011D seven ohildren he now lavished 

upon this little girl, and he raised her not into a narrow 

1ewiah loyalty; he did not want to wean her away fr011 the 

-10-



• 

taith of her rathera,but into a broad, ethical lire. 

The aign1r1oanoe about this drama, of course, 

is the character of thia Jew. It is the stor y ot the three 

rings. I want to read to you that story-, one of the great 

stories or literature, beoauae in the tom of a parable it 

condenses the whole philosophy of religious liberalism. 

Saladin had just asked Nathan which religion 

is the beat, and Nathan replies; 

"In y~re antiquity, there dwelt in Eastern lands 

A man who had received from a beloved hand 

A ring or priceless worth. An opal was the stone 

It bore, which shot a hundred fair and varied huea 

Around, and had the mystic power to render dear, 

like to God and man, whoev r ore the ring 

. 1th perteot faith." 

In other words, the man who had the ring 

was by virtue of that ring beloved by God and men 

alike. 

'VThat wonder, than, that Eastern man would never 

La7 it ott, and turther made a fixed and tirm resolve 

That it should bide forever with hi ■ rest. 

For this he lett it to hia dearest eon, having 

A atringen t olause that he in turn should leave it 
1• 

To the son who,lloved the most; and that in every 

Age the dearest son, without reapeot to enior1tJ, 

By virtue ot the ring alone, ah01Ud be the lord 

or all the houae. Sultan, I ask it you have markecl 
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me well? 

"Aye, e.,ve," said the Sultan. "Proceed." 

"And this ring came down from sire to son 

Till it reached a rather or three sons, 

ach equally obedient to his ill, and whom. 

Accordingly he was constrained to love alike. 

And yet rrom time to time, when either the one 

Or the other chanced to be alone w1 th him, and 

His overflowing heart was not divided by 1he other two, 

The one who stood beside him still would seem most 

orthy or the ring; and thus it chanced that he 

By kindliness bad been led to prom.1.ae it in turn 

To each ot them." 

He loved his thre sons alike, and whenever 

one would be 1th him alone, he thought he loved him moat, 

and he promised that one ring to each ot hia three B0na. 

"This state ot matters lasted while it could, 

But bye-and-bye be happened to think or death, 

And then this · worthy sire was aare perplexed. 

He could not brook the thought ot breaking taith 

1th two dear onea to whom he pledged his word. 

But now, what was he to do? He .straightway aenda 

In aecret to a skilled artit1cer, and ohargea him 

To make to other ring■ precisely like the tirat 

t any con. Thia the art1t1oer contrives to do. 

And when at lu ·- - lhra.e r1na■.-----+------
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Even the rather oan't say whioh is whioh. 

1th joytul heart he aimmons then hia sona, 

But singly and apart; bestows on eaoh his special 

Blessing and his rings--and dies. 

You hear me, sultan? 

"AYI I hear. COIie, make an end ot 1 t." 

Saladin is get ting nervous. 

' I am at the end," sa.ys the Sultan. ''"'That is to 

J'ollow may be well oonoe1ved. soaroe was the rather 

Dead, eaoh separate son comes with hia ring, 

And olaima to be the lord of all his kindred. 

They investigate, reor1m1n te and wrangle, 

All in Tain. Whioh was th t , original, genuine 

Ring was undemonatrable then, almost as n11oh as now 

By us is undemonstrable the one true tai th." 

"Saladin: Is that your answer to my question" 

"Nathan: Nol It is only meant to serve 

Aa my excuse tor a better answer. How could I here 

Presume to pronounce diatinoti on between the rings 

The father purposely designed to be quite 

Ind1at1ngu1ahable. 

"Ring■ I Forsoothl" said Saladin. "Tritle 

not with me thua. I should have thought the three 

Rel1g1ona hioh I have named to you •~e easily to 
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iatinguiah, it alone by difference ot dress, 

Food and Drink." 

"Ah," says Natmn, but not these 

Fundamental differences. Are they not founded 

All on history, traditional or written? 

Histcr7 must still be taken upon trust alone. 

And ho are they who best may alaim our trust? 

surely, our people or wmae blood we are, 

Who from our 1ntano7 have proved their love, 

And never have deceived us, save peroh8Xloe when 

Kindly guile was whole &!IOmer tor us than truth it self. 

Why sh:>uld I lass rely upon nr:J anoeatora than 

You on yours? Or oan I ask or you to give the lie 

To your forefathers merely to agee with mine? 

And all that I have said applies to Christiana as well. 

Is this not BO?" 

'Saladan: ( aa !de) Now by the living God, 

Thia man is right. I must be silent." 

"Ndhan: Let ua return now onoe more 

To our rings. Aa I have aaid, the sons now sued 

Eaoh other. Each or them swore to the judge he 

Had received the ring straight troa his tather•a 

Jland--as was the taot--atter he had lons enjoyed 

His tather•s promise to bequeath the ring to him 

Alone--whioh alao was the truth. Kaoh Towed the 



:rather never aould have proved so false to him, 

And rather . than believe a thing like this trom 

such a loving sire, he as constrained, however 

Loath he was to think unkindly ot his brethern, 

To charge them both w1 th some nefarious triok. " 

. 
Saladin by this time is very much intrigued. 

"Saladan: Well, and the judge? I am 

Curious now to hear what you will make him say. 

Tell ont" 

"Nathan: The judge pronounced: unless you 

Bring your sire and plaoe him before the judgment 

Seat, I must dismiss your suit. Think you I am here 

For solving riddle■? Or perha~ you will wait until 

The genuine ring dealares itseU-. You said the 

Genuine ring contains the mgio power to make its 

Jearer loved more than all else 1n eight of GOd and 

Man. Thia must decide the oaae. The spurious ring 

ill not do this. so, then, whioh or you is by 

The other two most loved? at l no reply? Your 

Rings would seem to work inwardly, not on external 

Objeota, ainoe it seems each is enamored ot himself 

Alone. so then, all three ot you have been deoei ved, 

And are deceivers, too, md all three rings are 

Spurious alike. The genuine ring is lo■t, most likely, 

And to hide this loaa and to supply it ■ place, your 

Father oauaed these three to be made up instead or it." 



Because they hated one another was proof 

that none was in possession of the ring, because the true 

ring would make the one beloved by all. 

"BraYOJ" said the Sultan, "BraYol 

And then the judge oontinued, says Nathan: 

"Should you not relish my advice more than the 

J'ud8ment I have now pronounced, in that case go. 

But my advioe is this: (here the judge, having de

oided the case, gives them a piece or advice) 

Acoept the case precisely as it stands. It each 

or you in truth received his ring straight from. 

His father's hand, then each believes his own to 

Be the true and genuine ring. Perhaps your father 

Wished to terminate the t~anny or that espeo1al 

Ri.Dg in his posterity. Of this be sure: he loved 

You all and loved you all alike; hence he was loath 

To injure two or you that he might tavor one alone. 

Well, then, let ea.oh now rival his unbiased love, 

His love, so tree t'rom prejudice. V1e with each 

Other in the generous strite to prove the virtues 

or the ring youwear. To this end let mild humility, 

Hearty torebearanoe, true benevolenoe and res1gnat1ai 

To the will or God cone to your aid; and 1r in distant 

T1 ea the virtues ot the genuine gem be :round amid 

Your children's children, they shall then, when many 

A thousand years have rolled away, be called once 

More betore this judgment aeat, where a wiser man 



Than I shall sit, and give his version no begun. 

Thus spake the modest judge.' 

Saladin said: "My' Godl 

''O Saladin," says Nathan, could you, too, 

Be that wiser promised man?" 

'Salad1n(etepp1ng for ard and grasping 

Nathan's hand): "Duet that I am, and nothing else. 

Oh God!" 

''N : What ails thee, sultan?" 

"Saladin: Nathan, a thousand years ot 

That wise judge are not yet past, nor is his 

Judgment seat tor Saladin. o go, but be my friend." 

There are four d 1st1nct ideas involved in 

this beautit'ul stocy,--whioh, by the ay, is not original 

with Lessing. Leasing borrowed it from Boooacoio, and 

Boccaoc1o borrowed it from other sources, and which 1n 

turn is traced baok to original J'ewiah souroea. These 

four ideas are, first, that the teat ot true religion 1a 

oonduot and oharaoter,--not pro1easion, not creed. It 

your religion will make you beloved by men; it your religion 

will enable you so to live y r lite that men will love you 

tor the ood you do and the s rvioe yoo render, then your 

religion 1a a true religion. 



make• a religion; it ia what re.11gia.is men do in their 

daily lives that counts. That aeema to have been a new 

idea in the days or Lessing. Perhaps it is a ne idea 

today; but here is this exposition or this treimndcus, 

human conception of wmt religion 1a. And, seoondly, 

that our creeds are matters ot aooi nt. e a ,, born 

into them; we are born into our religion just as we are 

born into our race. do not choose them, as a rule, and 

we are more or less suspioio\11 or the person ho goes about 

choosing a religion. 

Religion is universal; creeds are a cidental. 

The religion ot ood deeds, the religion or love ot fellow

man, the religion ot saor1t1o1al loyalty,--that religion 

is universal to Jew and Christian and ssulman, and on 

the basis ot that religion they can eet and ooope rate, 

vieing 1th one another in vorka or beneficence. 

nd again, as long aa religions are engaged 

in competition and in rivalry with one another, as long 

as they are doing mt the three brothers were doing,-

aueing one another, denouncing one another, decrying one 

another, the true mer1 t and worth or their respective 

religions o nnot come to the surtace; it is not given an 

opportunity to express itself. As long as they tight one 

another, allot t eir religions are lies. 

And lastly, this great thought ia conveyed 

by meana or this parable: there is no aipremacy art one 

religion ov&r another. •ll religion tit• a 1atinot raoe 
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or a distinct epoch. The only supremacy which a religion 

oan claim 1s the supremacy or service. It that religion 

makes 1te disciples and devotees more just, more loving, 

more peaoetu.l, m~re tolerant than all other religiona, 

that religion is 1ps~ .!_aoto the supreme religion. It is 

no test of the truth or a religion to say that 1 t has a 

billion worsh1ppere, or th t it is numerically the strong-

est. Thn t 1 s nothing. uant1 ty does not pertain to 1deas. 

And 1 t 1s no true test ot a rell r; ion to say that its de-

votees are prosperous; that they are in the saddle physic-

ally, eoonomioally, socially; that they oan build for them-

selves magnifioent cathedrals and ohurohea, while the 

disciples or the other religio~a tiTe 1n poverty and are 

abused and are in contempt. The judgment of the world is 

not the judg1:1ent or truth. 

The only test ot suprenaoy in religion ia 

what that religion 1s doing to tho hearts an the souls ot 

humo.n beings; how it is molding oharaoter; how 1 t is de

termining aotion; wh.ll3.t goals has 1 t set ror men, and what 

impe tue has 1 t given m n to to l low through to those goal a. 

This marvelous definition ot religion lessing gave the nsn 

of his day is still very pertinent today-. le may still 

profit very greatly from this parable ot Leasing's, shouted 

from the house tops and proclaimed 1n every assembly and 

gathering ot human beings. 

Israel joins the rest or mankind and all the 

-------++--=-=~;._.;;;:~-=..-=---;:-=-,~o~t.,__,.t~h~ ==---- - ...-....~ _ ___ ele~mting_i.n 07,. a _. ___ ,.. 
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gratitude, the anniversary ot the birth at this reat, 

tree spirit ot men, this spokesman or the better day, or 

the greater brotherhood or men, or the more gracious 

social order among men,--Gotthold phraim Leasing. 

--o--
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STRACT O THE ADDRESS 
"A CH PIO OF TOLERATIOB - GOTTHOLD PHRAI LESSING• 

BY 
AB I AB A. HILLEL SILVER 

AT 
TH: PL , JA ~. 27th,1929 

The t enty-seoond of this month m rked the two hwidredth 

nnivers~~Y of the birth of Gotthold Ephraim Lessin, one of the 

choioeat spirits of Germ·ny done of the st·unaheat friends of 

Israel. Lessin s Germany's herald. of a. new day in art d 

literature. He influenced the oourse of erm letters for 

enerat1ons. He fashioned ne c non of literary oritioism and he 

molded the dr· of nineteenth oentury ~er y. His critical 

writin s gave rise to 

the ay for Goethe 

new 

d chiller 

thetic monment in Ger ny, paved 

d th 1r influence re bed beyond 

the bound ries of the therl·nd. 

But Lessing s more th an rtiet. He 8 

of the first of the oderniste. All his or1tio1sm as der1Yed 

I 

from fund ent l in\,elleotu 1 honesty. He h ted sham and do • tiem 

and intoler noe. He c pioned the right of the intellect to free 

inquiry 

ation. 

d expression. He asserted the right of oritio l inve ■ti-

ven in the field of reli ion he as ong the f1r■t of 

modern Biblical cr1t1os. And in common ith the liberal spirits of 

Franoe, he ·rose i'n defenoe of the rir:-hte of an a gainet the 

State. 
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His vast humanity and liberalism led him to sympathetic 

understanding of Jewish life nd to a glorious defence of the 

Jew ta time hen such· d fence was sorely needed. He became 

the close friend of oees endelssohn, the outstanding J w of 

Germany d their friendship as b autiful, enobling nd endurin. 

endelssohn served as his model or the ch r ter of Nathan in his 

immortal drama, •Nathan The ise.• 

For the first time the cause of the Jew was being championed 

by a literary m n of first rank, a non-Jew, on the basis not of 

pity, but of liberalism and hum n equality. The parable of "The 

Three Rings" remains f?rever the cl ssic vehicle for the expression 

of the reat doctrines of religious toleration. 

The test of true religion is not ere d, but oh·r·oter d 

conduct. o religion can cl·im supremeoy unless it is supreme in 

service and its disoipl s express in their conduot and their d ily 

relations the ideals hich their religion professes. Creeds ·re 

ccidental, religion is universal. And on the basis of wiivera 1 

men of ~11 creeds m~y join in fraternity nd in cooper tion. A 

long ·s religions quarrel 1th one another, they re 11 lies. 

In pl·ce of Sh keapear's" eroh nt of Venice," Lessing•e, 

"Nathan The ise• ought to b pl oed in every school of the land. 




