
THE REFORMATION

MARTIN LUTHER AND THE JEWS

The Reformation sealed the fate of the old medieval order of Europe.
The excesses of the Renaissance Church, its hypocrisy and immorality,
disillusioned millions of its adherents. All of the old heresies that had
previously been suppressed, compromised, and ignored by the Church
now reared their heads with a vengeance.

The main impetus for the tidal wave of Protestantism that overwhelmed
much of Europe in the 16th century was supplied by a German Catholic
priest. Martin Luther was an Augustinian monk and an ordained priest. He
started out to preach reform within the Catholic Church and found an
unexpectedly large following among the people and the nobility of
Germany. Before long, his movement broke completely with the traditions
and organization of Catholicism. Luther was soon joined by other
Protestant reformers - Zwingli, Calvin, and Knox, and soon Germany,
Switzerland, Scandinavia, England, parts of Austria, France, and Bohemia
also became Protestant. Decades of war and atrocity ensued. The struggle
culminated in the Thirty Years War (1618-1648) which depopulated large
sections of Germany. The map of Europe was redrawn, and secular
government gradually replaced Church authority. The Catholic Church
fought back against this wave of reform and was even revitalized by its own
Counter-Reformation.

The Reformation also resulted in profound effects on the Jewish people.
Originally the breakup of the Church raised the hopes of the Jews of
Europe. The continual persecution of Jews and Judaism in Renaissance
times had reinforced Jewish antipathy towards the Church itself. The
Reformation then initially opened up the possibility of democratization and
humanity in the Christian world. This hopefully would prove to be a
moderating influence in the Church’s attitude towards the Jews living in its



midst. This false illusion was fanned by the early statements of Martin
Luther.

One of Luther’s charges against the Church and its methods was its
harsh treatment of the Jews. He used very strong language to describe the
attacks and persecutions by which priests and monks sought to obtain the
conversion of the Jews to Christianity. He condemned the anti-Semitic
excesses of Rome and its flawed theology. The proper way was the way of
kindness and consideration. Until 1537 Luther was convinced that the Jews
would abandon their ancient faith and join his new truth. He used many
Jewish and rabbinic sources in his German translation of the Bible, and had
many complimentary things to say about the Hebrew language, Jewish
scholarship, and the mission of the Jews to bring G-d’s word to the world.
Luther’s kindness towards the Jews was motivated by his hope for their
mass conversion to Protestant Christianity. But once it became clear to him
that the new, reformed Christianity had no more attraction for Jews than the
old Roman Catholic version, he reacted violently.

At first the Jews were overjoyed that at long last a famous Christian
preacher referred to them as human beings. They did not realize that
Luther’s real aim was for them to convert to the form of Christianity as he
understood it. The Jews of Germany went so far in their misunderstand- ing
of Luther that they actually congratulated him on the steps he was taking to
bring Christians closer to Judaism. The majority of Jews had been looking
merely for a lightening of their burdens.

Luther now attributed everything to the stubbornness of the Jews and to
what he called the inherent “falsehoods” contained in Jewish literature. He
even outdid the Catholic clergy in the vile terms which he heaped upon the
Jews and Judaism. He refused to speak out against their expulsion from
Saxony in 1539, and even advised their ultimate complete extermination
Once more, a movement hopeful in its beginnings for the betterment of the
fate of Jews, ended in their utter disillusionment.



The Protestants, especially in Germany, Austria, and Switzerland were
notorious for their violent anti-Semitism. In the religious wars that racked
Europe in the 16th and 17th centuries, tens of thousands of Jews perished.
Only in Holland were Jews protected, and their status eventually
strengthened. This only occurred after the great wars in the Lowlands
ended in 1567. The ravages of these religious wars and the enmity and
persecution of Jews which resulted, drove ever more Western European
Jews eastwards towards Poland and Lithuania. Still, many Ashkenazic
Jews also fled to Catholic Italy.

The Reformation was the final destabilizing event that sent Western
European Jewy into decline and flight. The flouting and defeat of the
Roman Catholic Church which the Reformation symbolized, profoundly
influenced Jewish Europe. It planted ideas of rebellion, anti-clerical
attitudes, and even disrespect for rabbinic authority in the minds of many
members of European Jewry. These ideas would finally sprout several
centuries later.

As the 16th century progressed, it became clear that the liberal promises
of the revival in art and learning were not to be fulfilled. The energies of the
peoples of Europe were spent in wars in Italy, in the suppression of peasant
revolts in Germany, and in conflicts between Protestants and Catholics.
The Emperor, Charles V, attempted to spread Spanish dominion and
influence, and the Catholic Church tried to regain the power it had lost with
the spread of Protestantism. There was no longer time for the cultivation of
the mind, and the position of the Jews only degenerated. Little by little
Jewish life was restricted. Many Jews were subjected to attack and
degradation, and large numbers were killed. Deprived of economic
opportunity, many were expelled and made to wander in search of new
homelands. Over the centuries the population of the Jews in Western
Europe gradually decreased, and new communities in the East, and
eventually in the New World, took over the task of leadership and Jewish
scholarship.




