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Moving towards the 500th anniversary of the Reformation in 
2017, it is instructive to look back at the way in which former 

centuries have celebrated their Reformation jubilees. While this 
tradition started in the seventeenth century, the nineteenth century 
which was in love with historical jubilees in general saw a particular 
boom of Reformation anniversaries.1 Looking at them means, of 
course, looking first of all at the Protestant churches, theologians, rulers, 
and citizens involved. The present article, however, explores how 
another group reacted to the commemorations of their Protestant 
neighbors, namely, the Jews. Its focus is Jewish memory of the central 
figure of the Reformation, Martin Luther.

You, too, once persecuted Jew,
were helped by Luther's Reformation, 
which was for the benefit of all the world, 
a blessing for every religion.2

This little poem was composed in Hebrew by an anonymous Jew from 
Thuringia in central Germany on the occasion of the Reformation 
jubilee of 1817 or 1830.3 From the jubilee of 1830, the 300th anniversary 
of the Augsburg Confession, the central confession of the Lutheran 
Church, we have the following vivid description of a festival procession 
in the Saxon city of Leipzig:

Reverend Superintendent Prof. Dr. Großmann had ordered it in such a 
way that the representatives of the different religious confessions followed each 
other according to their historical genesis. And thus they wandered in brotherly, 
spiritual peace: first two r a b b i s of the Israelites with the open thorah, 
then followed the archimandrite of the Greek church and the 
p r i e s t s of the local catholic church, afterwards came the ministers of 
the evangelical — protestant [Lutheran] church the first one being 
the pastor of St. Nicolas church Dr. Rüdel with the golden chalice placed on 
a precious cushion of white silk, and then the pastors of the reformed church.4 
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These are but two examples of a broader spectrum. As we 
know from other sources, Jews decorated their houses for the 
Reformation jubilees as did their Christian fellow-citizens,3 they 
rivalled their neighbours with expensive illuminations,6 and 
partook in the festive collections.7 Probably the numbers were not 
high. But the fact that there was such Jewish participation at all is 
remarkable.8

The Thuringian Jew in his poem quoted above also mentions 
the motive that led Jews in the first half of the nineteenth century 
to participate in Reformation jubilees. This motive was their 
conviction that with Martin Luther and the Reformation the 
Enlightenment had begun from which Jews expected tolerance, 
equal rights, and liberation for all religions including their own. A 
most committed advocate of this view at the time of the jubilee of 
1817 was the librarian and publicist Saul Ascher in Berlin (1767- 
1822), a Jewish adherent of Kantian philosophy and one of the 
pioneers of Reform Judaism. In 1792 under the title Leviathan, oder 
Uber Religion in Rücksicht des Judenthums (Leviathan, or about 
Religion with regard to Judaism),9 Ascher had published an 
exposition in which he integrated Judaism into a philosophy of 
religion.10 The aim of this writing had been nothing less than a 
“Reformation” of Judaism as Ascher had explicitly formulated.'1 
Thus by hailing Martin Luther and the Reformation started by 
him, Ascher at the same time defended his pleading for a renewal of 
his own religion.The specific reason for Ascher representing Luther 
as a pioneer of enlightenment at the jubilee of 1817 was the 
Wartburg festival of students’ fraternities in the same year, more 
specifically the book burning which was staged at the end of this 
festival in the courtyard of the Wartburg. Among the books which 
went up in flames there was one of Ascher’s own writings, the 
Germanomanie, published in 1815.13 In the Germanomanie he had 
passionately fought against the ideology of Germanhood 
(Deutschtum) which men like the philosopher Johann Gottlieb 
Fichte13 had developed during the French occupation of Prussia 
and the war for liberation against Napoleon and which they had 
seasoned with heavy anti-Jewish statements.14 What Ascher derided 
with particular mockery was the religious disguise in which, as he 
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said, Protestant “Christianity and Germanhood ... had melted into 
one.”15 Such a “German Christianity,” according to Ascher, was 
nothing short of Protestantism's renunciation of its own spirit—a 
spirit he saw at work in the “beautiful strand” of “Christian 
religiosity” embodied in the theologians of enlightenment.16

When he heard that his Germanomanie had been burned, Ascher 
seized the occasion for deepening these thoughts in a new writing 
entitled Die Wartburgs-Feier. Mit Rücksicht auf Deutschlands religiöse 
und politische Stimmung (The Wartburg-Celebration. With Regard 
to the Religious and Political Atmosphere in Germany).17 The gist 
of this writing was an interpretation of Martin Luther and the 
Reformation. In fact, Die Wartburgs-Feier is wholly aimed at refuting 
the claim of the students’festival to be a celebration of the Reformer. 
“It was not L u t h e r’ s ... spirit that hovered above these admirers 
of his .... L u t h e r’s name was only used on the invitation tickets 
for this festival.”18 It was equally wrong to claim that the “autodafé”19 
at the end of the students’ festival was a reminiscence of the burning 
of the papal bull performed by Luther at the city gate of Wittenberg. 
That deed of Luther’s, “one of the most significant scenes of the life 
of the great Reformer,” had nothing to do with the doings of the 
students of 1817. For “what did Luther offer to the stake, and 
what did they?” The festive community on the Wartburg had 
thrown the Germanomanie into the flames because the author 
upheld “that Christianity is not a German religion.”20 By doing so 
the students had made Christianity into an irrational sectarian 
ideology.21 Luther, on the other hand, had done just the opposite: 
He had burnt a document which served “to make reason and 
freedom languish under the pressure of the hierarchy,” namely, the 
papal bull that threatened him with condemnation. Thus he “had 
made break forth the dawn of a free faith,”22 a dawn which mattered 
to all humanity. To all humanity and to all religions, as the advocate 
of a Jewish Reformation was convinced.

To this vision of the Reformation corresponded a well-defined 
understanding of the faith which was then at stake: It was a faith “in 
which reason, too, had a word to say” and “Christendom and reason 
were reconciled.”23 And it was also a faith which developed 
further—just as the Jewish enlightenment thinker had demanded 
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for his own religion.24 For when Luther had advocated such a faith, 
“willing to sacrifice his own temporal well-being,” he had, according 
to Ascher, at the same time maintained that “the Christ-religion” 
could develop and take up a different form compared with the 
religion claiming to be the one and only agent of salvation upheld 
before the Reformation.25 Precisely this openness for further 
development continued to be true for the Protestantism established 
by Martin Luther, the Jewish publicist claimed. For Luther had 
“sown” seeds, he had not established a “finished opus.” His deed 
was of a teleological nature: “He did not create a Lutheranism, he 
rather confessed a religion which had formed reasonably and freely 
in himself and would under the protection of reason and freedom 
maintain its independence.”26 The great danger, according to Ascher, 
that threatened contemporary Protestantism and that had become 
manifest in the students’jubilee celebration of 1817 was the attempt 
of certain groups to make it into something finished by making it 
doctrinal and ecclesial27 and—worst of all—by proposing the idea 
of “German Christianity” or “Christian Germanhood” the other 
side of which was Anti-Judaism.28 However, this was not at all the 
program of Luther. Therefore, Ascher concluded emphatically, 
“Lutherwasagreatman ,”29

Praise for Luther in the Early Nineteenth Century

Martin Luther as a symbol and starting point of spiritual as well 
as intellectual freedom and thereby also as a pioneer for the 
emancipation and renewal of Judaism, the view which placed the 
Reformer side by side with Gotthold Ephraim Lessing and Moses 
Mendelssohn, obviously was the motive for the participation ofjews 
in the Reformation jubilees of 1817 and 1830. Statements of the same 
spirit can also be found again and again among Jews of the following 
generations. To give some examples: Leopold Zunz (1794-1886), co­
founder of the “Verein fur Cultur und Wissenschaft der Juden” 
(Society for the Culture and Study of the Jews, 1819) and editor of 
the short-lived Zeitschrift für die Wissenschaft des Judentums (Journal 
for the Study of Judaism, 1823), wrote that Luther, like Copernicus, 
was a discoverer and teacher of truths which caused a turn of the 
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times, although these truths did not immediately take effect on all 
levels.30 Sigismund Stern (1812-1867),one of the pioneers of Reform 
Judaism in Berlin and the leading Jewish pedagogue in Berlin and 
Frankfurt/Main, in his Geschichte des Judenthums von Mendelssohn his 
auf die Gegenwart (History of Judaism from Mendelssohn until the 
Present, 1857) characterized the Protestant Reformers as champions 
of “humaneness and freedom of thought.”31 And to add a last name:32 
Abraham Geiger, another champion of Reform Judaism (1810- 
1874), in his famous lectures Das Judenthum und seine Geschichte von 
den Anfängen des dreizehnten bis zum Ende des sechzehnten Jahrhunderts 
(Judaism and its History from the Beginning of the 13th until the 
End of the 16th Century, 1871) stated: Luther was “the man who 
with the hammer of his spirit has destroyed the old form, abolished 
the intellectual tutelage” and will thus forever “have a place in the 
hall of fame of the German people and of humanity.”33 According to 
Geiger, the Wittenberg Reformer “accomplished two great deeds 
which opened up and prepared a new time,” namely, liberation of 
the spirit from priestly, papal power and achievement of equal 
dignity of every believer on the one hand and, through his translation 
of the Bible as well as through his writings in the vernacular, the 
union of religion with the people's life, on the other hand.34 He 
prepared free examination of the Bible although he himself, still tied 
up in dogmatic prejudices, hardly exercised it. In short, “now there was 
freedom, free space to move around without confinement, fresher 
air which chased out the mist . . . .Thus the great century [the 16th] 
with its world-shaking events has initiated the rejuvenation of 
humanity, including the recent development of Judaism.”35 Even if 
the “liberating work of the Reformation” at first took little effect, 
“after the course, indeed, of two centuries the liberation becomes 
manifest” which “arises from that new creation,” that “great event of 
world history.”36

Two traits of these quotations, which could easily be multiplied, 
attract special attention. The first trait was common to the Jewish 
statements on the Reformation and those prevailing among the 
Christian enlightenment thinkers and liberals of the time. In fact, 
it was typical for the Reformation jubilees in the first half of the 
nineteenth century in general.37 What was given prominence and 
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praise in Luther was his behavior, his “deed” or his “proceeding” 
which, against enslaving authorities, gave freedom its due place, to 
quote Saul Ascher.38 None of the Jewish authors who sang Luther’s 
praises was interested in what the Wittenberg Reformer had said 
or written theologically. This fact is particularly evident in “the 
first Jewish theologian in modern times,”39 the physician and 
philosopher of religion Salomon Ludwig Steinheim (1789-1866), 
author of Die Offenbarung nach dem Lehrbegriffe der Synagoge 
(Revelation according to the Doctrine of the Synagogue, 1835- 
1863).40 In this work Steinheim, among other things, dealt with 
the theology of Luther. He detected heavy errors therein41 and 
concluded that the Reformers unfortunately had been “more 
impressive characters than thinkers” which is why they had, for 
example, held fast to the absurd creeds of the ancient church.42 But 
then, in view of Luther's struggle against the ecclesial authorities, 
Steinheim rang all the bells in praise of the Wittenberg Reformer: 
There was nothing any longer standing in the way of a good 
religious future, since

reason was, by the same hero who insulted it and trampled it into the mud, 
nonetheless reinstituted into its ancient rights and enthroned again on its deserted 
judge's seat .... Honor be to the hero of the sixteenth century, to the great, 
magnificent German, who out of the dungeon of the inquisition with strong 
arms liberated the banner of free thought in the highest and purest region of 
human thinking, thinking about God, and who unfurled it high on the 
watchtower of the human spirit. Blessed be the memory of Luther in spite of 
all and all where he might have failed in word and deed! Also to us his memory 
be holy!43

In a similar vein Abraham Geiger44 sang the praise of the Reformer’s 
liberating deeds as quoted above, although in Luther’s theology he 
found nothing worthwhile. In fact, he claimed that before the 
Reformation all of Luther's theological achievements had been 
already present in Judaism, which could boast of a far superior 
theology.45

The second striking trait of these and similar Jewish judgments 
on Martin Luther is their complete disinterest in any of his writings. 
This is, of course, an implication of their disinterest in the Reformer’s 
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theology in favor of his “actions.” Nevertheless it is striking because 
after all there were writings among his works which explicitly dealt 
with the Jews, among them the extremely negative treatises of the 
year 1543 On the Jews and their Lies and On Schem Hamphorasd6 But 
neither did the writers cited refer to Luther’s early treatise That Jesus 
Christ was Born a Jew (1523),47 of a completely different tone, in favor 
of their positive view of Luther the liberator, nor did they feel 
constrained to qualify their judgments because of his writings of 
1543. We have here one more testimony of a fact which has been 
demonstrated before:48 Luthers late anti-Jewish writings were 
apparently unknown in the early nineteenth century. This was true 
for the Christians, and this was obviously also true for the Jews of 
the time. Those writings were reprinted for the first time after a long 
period in 1832 as part of the new Erlangen edition of Luthers 
works,49 but even then few people took notice. Among the Protestant 
theologians who did, there was overwhelming rejection.50 Yet the 
Jews who read them were in no way prevented by this knowledge 
from considering the Reformation in general and Luther’s “actions” 
in particular as an epochal event with altogether positive results. An 
example is the first Jewish author, as far as I can see, who mentioned 
Luther’s anti-Jewish writings, Sigismund Stern in his Geschichte des 
Judenthums von Mendelssohn bis auf die Gegenwart (1857), introduced 
above. Confronting Luther’s late writings with his early treatise, 
Stern wrote: “When his adherents were still a small band, Luther 
wrote some beautiful words against the haters of Judaism to which 
followed, however, equally vehement attacks in his later years.”51 
Nevertheless, on the same page Stern praised Luther for the “tearing- 
away from the chain of religious coercion” and for his program of 
“free thought and tolerance.”52 Abraham Geiger also mentioned On 
the Jews and their Lies and contrasted this treatise with the one of 
1523, but was equally disinterested in dwelling on it.53 His theological 
criticism of the Wittenberg Reformer as well as his praise for Luther’s 
liberating “deeds” was completely independent from what he read 
in that spiteful book.

There was one exception among the German Jews of the 
nineteenth century where the anti-Jewish writings of the Wittenberg 
Reformer did play a prominent role, Heinrich Graetz, author of the 
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epochal Geschichte derJuden von derVerbannung ... bis auf die Gegenwart 
(History of the Jews from Exile ... to the Present Time, 1866).54 
Graetz was not an adherent of Reform Judaism and was opposed to 
men like Geiger, and thus had no motive to relativize the weight of 
Luther’s anti-Jewish statements in the context of more important 
actions of enlightenment and liberation. On the other hand he 
expressed, for the same reason, a religious esteem for Luther which 
one cannot find in the liberal Jewish authors. Thus Graetz called 
him “the undisputably most pious and most faithful Christian of his 
time, also ethically flawless and truly humble”55—although monastically 
narrow-minded56 and not particularly intelligent.57 Luther’s first 
treatise about the Jews had been a “word as the Jews had not heard it 
for 1000 years.”58 Graetz did not mind the mission-oriented passages 
of this booklet, rather he found them completely understandable on 
the basis of the “Christ-ideal” of the pious author.59 But later, 
unfortunately, embittered and not up to a theological offensive of 
the Jews, Luther had written his most hateful anti-Jewish books.60 
According to Graetz it was a miracle that Judaism had survived, 
considering these writings and similar ones by contemporaneous 
Counter-Reformation authors.61 And he lamented that the followers 
of Luther had forgotten about his words in favor of the Jews and had 
remembered only “the spiteful words he had uttered against them in 
his bitterness.”62 This was a plain and straightforward critique. But, 
as I have said before, it was an exception. In the Geschichte der 
Reformation (History of the Reformation) of the Jewish historian Martin 
Philippson (1846-1916), published around 1910,63 Luther’s anti-Jewish 
writings, which the author must have known, were not even mentioned.

Contrary to the Reformation jubilees of the first half of the 
nineteenth century, we do not read of any Jewish participation in 
the grand jubilee of the second half, the fourth centenary of Martin 
Luther's birth in 1883. There is no evidence that this abstinence was 
caused by a different attitude towards Luther or the Reformation. It 
must rather be assumed that the reason lay in the jubilee itself and 
its changed historical context. Obviously the “Enlightenment 
Luther” who had dominated the jubilee of 1817 and had also been 
very prominent in the other jubilees of the first half of the century 
did not play such a great role in 1883. Instead, other interpretations 
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of the Reformer became more important. One of them was the 
“ecclesial” Luther whose significance lay primarily in his achievements 
for the church. The other was the “German Luther,” understood as 
guarantor of the unity between the newly- founded German empire 
and—Protestant—Christianity.64 The former interpretation was of 
no interest for Jews. The latter was dangerous for them. And this was 
the case all the more since those years saw a wave of growing hostility 
against Jews and the rise of modern racial anti-Semitism in which a 
prominent representative of the Protestant church, the Prussian court 
preacher Adolf Stoecker, had a marked share, yet characteristically, 
without invoking Luthers anti-Jewish writings. It is hardly astonishing 
that in this context Jewish citizens preferred to stay away from the 
jubilee.

Later, a Mixed Verdict in America and Germany

Whereas we do not hear of any Jewish reaction to the Luther 
jubilee of 1883 in Germany, things were different on the other side 
of the Atlantic Ocean. In the United States the jubilee became an 
object of public Jewish debate, and this debate showed that the 
overwhelmingly positive view of former times was giving way to 
mixed verdicts. The beginning still reflected the picture of Martin 
Luther that characterized the Jewish attitude in the first half of the 
century in Germany, the “Enlightenment Luther.” This picture was 
painted anew by Emil Gustav Hirsch, Rabbi of the Jewish Reform 
congregation (Sinai) of Chicago, a few years later professor for Rabbinic 
Studies at the University of Chicago, and one of the central figures 
of American liberal Judaism in the late nineteenth century. Hirsch 
had been invited by the Lutherans of Chicago to deliver the 
memorial address for the 1883 jubilee in the Central Music Hall of 
the city, an invitation that was in itself a remarkable sign.65 Two days 
later he took the subject up again in a sermon in his synagogue; the 
biblical text was Jeremiah 23:29 (“Is not my word like fire and like a 
hammer that shattereth the rock?”) and the title,“Luther as a Man - His 
Strength and Weakness.”66 Hirsch praised Luther for his achievements, 
in particular for his translation of the Bible, for having removed “the 
barriers between ordained priesthood and common laity,” and for 
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raising esteem for women. This sermon created a scandal. The Jewish 
press became the battleground for a fierce debate on the Wittenberg 
Reformer. Hirsch was attacked with particular vigor because he had 
not given weight to Luthers anti-Jewish writings. In fact, for the 
Chicago rabbi these treatises were of minor importance compared 
to the overall significance of the Reformer. Although he regretted 
that the former “friend of the Jews” had fallen “from the heights of 
tolerance into the valley of fanaticism,” in Hirsch’s eyes this attitude 
was just typical for the time and should not be overrated. One 
should “pardon this lapse” and rather appreciate “the greatness” and 
“originality” of the man without whom modernity with its great 
achievements would not have been possible.67

Hirsch's assessment of Luther was most radically rejected by 
another prominent American Jew, Felix Adler, professor at Columbia 
University in New York and founder of the “Society for Ethical 
Culture.” According to Adler, the Wittenberg Reformer was far from 
being a paragon to be followed. “A narrow-minded bigot,” caught 
in the prejudices of his age, defender of a blind faith and a hierarchical 
social order, he had only condemned the Jews who were continuously 
being persecuted in any case, and had incited other peoples against 
them. There was nothing Jews could praise in Luther.68

Twenty seven years after this altercation between American Jews, 
the German Jewish press was the stage for a debate where the 
different images of Luther met head-on in a similar way. It was 
occasioned not by a large jubilee like the one of 1883, but by the 
annual memorial of the Reformation on October 31st, more 
particularly by the celebrations of this memorial in German schools. 
The question was whether Jewish pupils should participate in them. 
In an article of the Allgemeine Zeitung des Judentums from 1910 titled 
Schulfeiern (Celebrations in School) one author enthusiastically 
argued that they should participate. He clamed it would “raise the 
hearts” of Jewish boys and girls to experience the “glorification of 
freedom” which was the content of this memorial of “Luther’s bold 
action.”69 Once again we see the Enlightenment Luther of 1817. But 
he could no longer pass uncontested. Another Jewish paper, Liberates 
Judentum, published an Entgegnung (Retort): The freedom for which 
Luther fought had not been a freedom for Jews. After all it was well 
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known what the Reformer had thought in this respect, at least in his 
later years70—an obvious hint at Luther’s anti-Jewish writings.

The last jubilee of the “long nineteenth century” was the fourth 
centenary of the Reformation which took place in 1917, the decisive 
year of the First World War. In contrast to the jubilee of 1883, this 
time there was again a lively Jewish interest in Germany. Not 
that Jews would have participated once more in processions and 
other public enterprises. But they were eager for academic debate 
on the Reformation.71 And they partook in the activities which 
characterized the 1917 jubilee much more than public celebrations 
in any case, namely, in literary occupations with Luther and the 
Reformation.72 In this literary activity, noted Jewish scholars also 
had their share. Their arguments followed very different lines. 
Nevertheless, in the end they came, one way or another, to a positive 
result.

On the one side there was the famous philosopher Hermann 
Cohen (1842-1918) who wrote a jubilee article Zu Martin Luthers 
Gedächtnis (To the Memory of Martin Luther) in the Neue Jüdische 
Monatshefte.73 In this article, the “Enlightenment Luther” joined 
hands with the “German Luther” in a very special way: He became 
the—strictly speaking-—Jewish Luther. Cohen began by stating that 
he wanted to speak at this occasion “not as a German” and not as a 
German philosopher either, but “simply as a German Jew who, as a 
confessor of Judaism, is conscious of the reverence which connects 
him, not only regarding his culture, but also regarding his religion, 
with Germanhood (Deutschtum).” After all, Luther was among the 
“most powerful creators of Germanhood,” who had “steered the 
providential direction of the German spirit in those channels which 
later on the classical poets had conducted to the goal of German 
humanism.”74 Cohen did not go into historical details in order to 
specify these claims. He rather concentrated on three topics: Luther's 
translation of the Bible, his doctrine of justification, and his concept 
of the state.The scope of his arguments in every case was that Luther, 
“this German hero of the spirit,” was in fact an inheritor of prior 
Judaism and therefore particularly close to the Jews.

Regarding the first topic, the translation of the Bible: “As religious 
genius, as German poet, and as literary stylist,” Luther according to 
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Cohen had “grown up to his height alongside our [namely, the 
Jewish] Bible, alongside the prophets and the psalms.”75 Moreover, 
by giving the Bible “into the hands of the common man” and by 
thus animating the creative forces in the people, indeed, in all 
European peoples, Luther made the German Jew’s “own eternal life 
base, his Bible, into the tree of life for all modern spiritual life, into 
the root out of which shot up and were nourished all spiritual forces 
of the peoples of recent history.”76 Secondly, regarding the doctrine 
of justification: Luther's “basic idea,” his concept of faith, grace, and 
divine forgiveness, including the ethos of personal responsibility 
implied therein, was according to Cohen “most intimately connected 
with the basic idea of the Jewish religion.” In faith in the God of 
grace, “we feel united with Luther’s faith.”77 Finally, regarding the 
concept of the secular and ethically sovereign state “which has 
become the true liberator of modern Judaism”—in this respect and 
particularly in this respect the Jew had “to celebrate Luther and to 
dedicate to his memory an everlasting affectionate gratitude,” since 
the Reformer was the “originator” of this modern concept of the 
state.78 The Jewish philosopher even claimed that the impact of the 
secular principles originated by Luther and put into practice in the 
modern state was proven by the racist madness which lately rose 
against the Jews. For it showed that religious arguments against them 
had played out.“It is noteworthy that the modern hatred of the Jews 
does not dare any more to appeal to the difference in faith. Rather 
it has to take refuge to the racist madness which it camouflages with 
the national masque.Yet the claim that we have an inferior faith, this 
pretext of anti-Jewish hatred, has nearly vanished.”79 However, as 
much as this whole development was indebted to Luther, according 
to Cohen here, too, the “original motive” stemmed from Judaism. It 
was the priesthood of all the faithful proclaimed by Moses which 
made morality the basis of the state and which Luther later on made 
fruitful for the development of the modern state.80

This article of Hermann Cohen mirrors the self-confidence of 
Judaism developed during the decades before the war, in particular 
by the “Wissenschaft vom Judentum.” Here Judaism appeared as the 
original and superior religion which considered Christianity, 
understood in the right way, as its offspring and which extended its 
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hand to it that it might join the older religion in this insight.81 
Elements in the Christian faith which did not quite fit this assessment, 
like Christology or the “difficulties” of the Lutheran doctrine of 
justification, were left aside by the Jewish philosopher in favor of the 
“essential” (Eigentliches). He surrendered them to the “further historical 
evolution” of Protestant theology.82 Out of Cohen’s contribution to 
the Reformation jubilee speaks the voice of those who had “always 
been Protestants,”83 moreover, who were the Protestants proper and 
saw the fellow citizens bearing this name on their way to their older 
brothers.

There could not have been a stronger contrast to Cohen’s words 
than the jubilee article written by the Viennese Jew Samuel Krauss 
(1866-1946) which appeared in the journal Der Jude and was titled 
“Luther und die Juden” (Luther and the Jews).84 Krauss was an 
historian, not a philosopher, and thus his article was not interested 
in Luther’s theology and its “basic ideas” but rather described the 
history of Luther’s enmity to the Jews. In the introduction he 
explained why he chose this approach: Luther was “too powerful,” 
had “set into motion the wheel of history too forcefully” not to have 
influenced the life of the Jews who “felt the historical changes always 
at once.” Krauss even claimed that the Jews had played “a principal 
role” in the new religious formation which came about through the 
Reformation. Therefore “also in this very moment when all of 
Germany celebrates the fourth centenary of the appearance of the 
great Reformer the Jews are memorialized.”85 The meaning of this 
argument is not quite clear, and Krauss did not expand upon the 
claim that the Jews had played a “principal role” in the Reformation, 
either.86 Rather he concentrated on the role which the Jews had 
played in Luther’s thought, and this, Krauss states, had from the 
beginning been negative.87 Luther’s hatred of the Jews, however, had 
had a religious motive, in contrast to the modern anti-Semites, 
Krauss conceded. Thus the Wittenberg Reformer had also in this 
respect been “great” compared to those people who, “led by inferior 
instincts,” interpreted also “their Luther” accordingly.88 Krauss found 
the religious motive of Luther’s anti-Judaism in his alleged 
disappointment about the lack of willingness of the Jews to convert—a 
disappointment which had been based on completely illusionary
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expectations,89 a “deeply religious” but unreasonable conviction “of 
the power of his Biblical exegesis, of his gospels, and of his sermons.”90 
There was only “one beautiful trait” in Luther, although a most 
momentous one. That was his rejection of spiritual and physical 
force in matters of faith.91 Yet in the end his hatred of the stubborn 
Jews had led him to the point of writing his two anti-Jewish tracts of 
1543 which contained “the worst that has ever been said or written 
against the Jews by their enemies.”92 Kraus closed his accusations 
with the reproach that Luther, instead of reading writings by Jews, 
had taken his information about them primarily from untrustworthy 
converts.93 And he asked whether the Wittenberg Reformer—who 
could tell?—in the end perhaps would have rejected even the Old 
Testament”—“his disciples who do and did so after four hundred 
years were and are not wholly inconsistent.”94

One can hardly imagine a contribution to the jubilee which would 
have been bleaker than the article by Krauss. However, theViennese 
historian added a coda which all of a sudden placed everything he 
had said before within positive brackets: “And yet: The principles 
which [Luther] at the beginning of his career has introduced in all 
the world, were to prove themselves as mighty factors for the future 
which could not even be banished again by Luther's own faults.” 
These were the “principles of enlightenment and of free development 
of the human spirit,”95 which included the rejection of the use of 
force against Jews in matters of faith. In spite of and underneath all 
else remains the image of Luther the liberator and pioneer of 
enlightenment, and the determination at no price to be deprived 
of the possibility of appealing to him. Thus the series of Jewish 
contributions to the Luther memorial of the long nineteenth century 
ended with the same keynote with which it had begun.

Postscript

This was four generations ago. Since then a century has passed in 
which Martin Luther was used, and indeed because of his own 
statements, to prepare the way to a crime which none of the authors 
quoted could have imagined. After Auschwitz neither his statements 
about the Jews nor Jewish statements about him like the ones I have 
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assembled can be read without this knowledge of what came later. 
However, to take notice of the view of the Reformer which was 
prevalent among the elite of modern Judaism in the nineteenth century, 
one-sided and even naive as it may have been, reminds us of two 
things. First, the booklet On the Jews and their Lies is not the whole 
picture. In other words, in our dealing with the Reformation in 
general and Martin Luther in particular there is a way between blind 
hero-worship and indiscriminate condemnation. Second, history is 
not derivable. To understand the past, each event, the agents’ deeds, 
decisions, arguments, and choices have to be viewed and analyzed in 
themselves. But after all, it is for the sake of such differentiations in 
view of the past and the present that we study history.

A public lecture delivered at Duke University on April 23, 2012. A shorter version in 
German is due to appear as “Jüdisches Luthergedenken im ig. Jahrhundert” in Markus 
Witte / Tanja Pilger [ed.s], Mazel tov. Studien zum Verhältnis von Christentum und 

Judentum. Festschrift anläßlich des 50. Geburtstages des Institutes für Kirche und 
Judentum (Leipzig: Neue Folge, 2012).

NOTES

I. For this context, see Dorothea Wendebourg,“Die Reformationsjubiläen des 19. 
Jahrhunderts,” Zeitschrift für Theologie und Kirche 108 (2011): 270-335. The nineteenth cen­
tury is understood here as “the long nineteenth century,” namely from the French Revolu­
tion until the end of the First World War.

2. Alfred Galley, Die Jahrhundertfeiern derAugsburgischen Konfession von 1630,1730 und 
1830. Gedenkblatt zur Augustana-Feier von 1930 (Leipzig, 19301,98 [spaced type in the original 
quotation). Galley presents the poem in German, the translation possibly his own.The same 
incident is reported by Georg Arndt, Das Reformationsjubelfest in vergangenen Jahrhunderten. 
Gedenkblätter aus der evangelischen Kirche Deutschlands (Berlin, 1917), 29, but he gives only a 
summary in prose.

3. Arndt attributes the poem to the Reformation jubilee of 1817, Galley to the 
jubilee of the Augsburg Confession in 1830.

4. Reported by Johann Friedrich Glück, Beschreibung der Feierlichkeiten, welche am 
dritten Jubelfeste der Augsburgischen Confession den 25., 26. und 27. Juni 1830 im Königreich Sach­
sen stattgefunden haben ... (Leipzig, 1830), 466s. [spaced type in the original quotation]. In 
the jubilee procession at the 300th anniversary of the Reformation in Brandenburg staged 
in Berlin in 1839 there was also Jewish participation; Klaus Duntze, “Der Magistrat als 
protestantische Obrigkeit. Am Beispiel der Säkularfeier 1839 zur Einführung der Reforma­
tion in der Mark Brandenburg,” Jahrbuch für Berlin-Brandenburgische Kirchengeschichte 58 
(1991), 170.

5. Galley, Die Jahrhundertfeiern, 107.
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6. Galley, Die Jahrhundertfeiern, 106.
7. Gallely, Die Jahrhundertfeiern, 98.
8. Among the innumerable booklets and pamphlets of the jubilee of 1817 in pos­

session of the Staatsbibliothek of Berlin there is the following Hebrew Reformation poem, 
together with a German translation, by an author whose name is only given as F, printed 
in Breslau (Silesia):

D wmn ra’biun bra iuto ar1?

nroi mi
Dedicated to the Reformation Jubilee. 
Breslau October 31th 1817.

TOTbi w p Pleasing is, o Luther, son of John,

p Ï7D2 mxn the memory of you and of your name!

ipra p nxmb 
nr ra tua iit bu Great and outstanding is this day.

■pn ’un nub mbi m On this day you, thoughtful and

ido nbiaa nixn mtn nx 
ran msuoa

discerning , showed to men on a public 
sheet the superior teaching.

■ptu ibra mai ma anta train The insolent sheperds declared defection,

pura trabnn ran ’b’ma made up lies, seduced the innocent people 
through superstition,

ibpw n pa nm anaxn promised those burdened by sin forgiveness 
through money.

ps naa aub ttwb naa
mu nx cram mm nxm Is this the sheperds’ way with their flocks,

? mbx ram could this be pleasing to God?

naa ura am nxn The wise one, the one well versed in

waxbaa ma wx Scripture, unique in his enterprise, well

xm una ’a understood this evil condition.

xw nxn ab bu atu He took charge of it, could not bear it any 

longer.

a’an wk nx rm ntuab tx This pious man whose whole mind was

laba rnbx min directed at the divine doctrine followed the

rbx araub wma rnapua th footsteps of the Messiah to lead back to him

•pi ’un au nx
nnmn ann aman nanb

the erring people.
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inn to sb No stake, no whetted axe could shake his

nnsv u’l lab
□in 71m b»
□’inn nns mno anba nob

courage.

He stood before kings, princes, and clergy

run mnb iay ass ba arm without fear to declare his insights. Then,

bairn qnaKba nma ! twk 
.qnbisDb id® urn

on the appointed day, his lips pronounced 

the fulness if his heart.

(the English translation follows the German version printed side by side with the Hebrew 
one, both being not always strictly identical)
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history as is being done here, but rather underlined the importance of the Reformation 
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9. Ascher, Leviathan (Berlin, 1792).
10. See Christoph Schulte, Die jüdische Aufklärung (Munich: C.H. Beck, 2002), chap­

ter VII.
11. Ascher, Leviathan 2i2f., 219,228f., 241.
12. Ascher, Germanomanie. Skizze zu einem Zeitgemälde (Berlin, 1815).
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14. Ascher, Germanomanie, 16,19,25.
15. Ascher, Germanomanie, 13.
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were Johann Joachim Spalding and Wilhelm Abraham Teller.
17. Ascher, Die Wartburgs-Feier. Mit Rücksicht auf Deutschlands religiöse und politische 

Stimmung (Leipzig, 1818).
18. Ascher, Die Wartburgs-Feier, 33 (spaced type in the original quotation, as in all 

Ascher quotations which are to follow).
19. Ascher, Die Wartburgs-Feier, 31.
20. Ascher, Die Wartburgs-Feier, 33b
21. As Ascher made clear in the Wartburgs-Feier he rejected the emphasis on a par­
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Feier, 37h).

22. Ascher, Die Wartburgs-Feier, 34.
23. Ascher, Die Wartburgs-Feier, 4.
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25. Ascher, Die Wartburgs-Feier, 4.
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31. S. Stern, Geschichte des Judenthums von Mendelssohn bis auf die Gegenwart, nebst 
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Volkes, sowohl seines zweimaligen Staatslebens als auch der zerstreuten Gemeinden und Secten, bis 
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