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Martin Luther and the jews 

Egil Grislis 
Department of Religion 
University of Manitoba 

W:th many other contemporaries, Luther shared a rather nega
tive view of the Jews. In his writings, in fact, many pas
sages sizzle with virulent hate. While the modern thesis 

"from Luther to Hitler, "1 may be difficult to prove, it is undeniable that 
National Socialist propaganda made an extended use of Luther. For 
example, after the so-called Kristallnacht of November 10, 1938 (when 
Jewish stores in Berlin were violently smashed), the Lutheran 
Landesbischof Martin Sasse proclaimed that this had been a great gift 
on Luther's birthday (Nov. 10).2 And when in September, 1941, Ger
many forced all Jews to wear the Davidic star, on December 17 seven of 
the Lutheran Landeskirchen declared that already Martin Luther had rec
ognized the Jews "as enemies of the world and the German Reich." Going 
beyond Luther, the same declaration accepted the National Socialist view 
that baptism does not change biology, i.e., even a baptized Jew remains 
a Jew.3 And Julius Streicher, the editor of the Der Starmer on April 29, 
1946, before the International Court of War Crimes in NGrnberg appealed 
to the writings of Luther and claimed that, were Luther alive now, he 
would also be accused of war crimes! Eventually Streicher was executed 
by hanging.4 

Of course, Luther was thinking theologically and not biologically. Nor 
did he foresee the holocaust. Seeing the enormity of the latter, some
how it seems appropriate to try to remove Luther's influence from that 
event, hence to find "good excuses" for Luther.5 More creatively and 
realistically, precisely because on a good many occasions Luther's ha
tred is so fierce, in order to honour Luther, it is necessary to distance 
oneself from Luther at this point. Yet the distancing is by no means easy. 
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While, indeed, it is not difficult to reject all of Luther's direct anti-Jewish 
statements, Luther's soteriological exclusivism is by no means easy to 
handle. Herein lies the great challenge to all admirers of Luther. 

At the beginning of the Reformation Luther had sounded several 
irenic notes. Notably, two were contained in the Ninety-five Theses, and 
condemned by Pope Leo X in the Exsurge Domine: 

Thesis 33. "To burn heretics is against the will of the Holy Spirit." 

Thesis 34. "To go to war against the Turks is to resist God, who 
punishes our iniquities through them. "6 

In 1523, it seemed, Luther attempted to offer a positive statement in 
regard to the Jews as well. The tract, That Jesus Christ Was Born a 
Jew7 had originated in self-defense. During the Diet of Nurnberg (1522), 
the Archduke Ferdinand had accused Luther of denying the virgin birth 
of Jesus and the perpetual virginity of Mary, as well as claiming that it was 
through Joseph that Jesus was of the seed of Abraham. 8 Annoyed that 
he needed to clear himself of such obviously false charges, Luther used 
the occasion to speak to the Jews and to explain to them that Jesus was 
the Messiah. In the process, Luther hoped to attract "some Jews" to the 
Christian faith. 9 On the one hand, Luther expresses his empathy with 
the Jews who had fared so poorly under Roman Catholicism. 10 On the 
other hand, Luther's sympathetic comments are not selfless, since he is 
seeking the conversion of the Jews: "I hope that if one deals in a kindly 
way with the Jews and instructs them carefully from Holy Scripture, many 
of them will become genuine Christians and turn again to the faith of 
their fathers, the prophets and patriarchs. "11 In other words, by viewing 
the faith of the "fathers" as authentic, Luther acknowledges a 
christocentric understanding of the Old Testament, witnessing to the 
coming of the Messiah, that is, Jesus. In a way, the ancient Jews are not 
only equals, but even superiors, even at this time: 

When we are inclined to boast of our position we should remember that 
we are but Gentiles, while the Jews are of the lineage of Christ. We are 
aliens and in-laws; they are blood relatives, cousins, and brothers of our 
Lord. Therefore, if one is to boast of flesh and blood, the Jews are 
actually nearer to Christ than we are, as St. Paul says in Romans 9p[:5]. 12 
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This nearness is, of course, a matter of faith, and not of nationality or 
race. At this time, however, as Luther sees it, this nearness does not 
help: the Messiah has come and the Jews had not acknowledged Him. 
Luther thinks that his argument is proven by the fact that in the 1500 
years of Jewish exile, there have been no prophets, no kings, and no 
temple. Hence it is wrong to continue waiting for the Messiah. 13 Yet in 
this tract, so Luther acknowledges, he is not underscoring this fact: 

If the Jews should take offense because we confess our Jesus to be a 
man, and yet true God, we will deal forcefully with that from Scripture in 
due time. But this is too harsh for a beginning. Let them first be suckled 
with milk, and begin by recognizing this man Jesus as the true Messiah; 
after that they will drink wine, and learn also that he is true God. For they 
have been led astray so long and so far that one must deal gently with 
them, as people who have been all too strongly indoctrinated to believe 
that God cannot be man. 14 

Obviously, conversion to Christianity still remains Luther's goal. But he 
envisions to reach it by persuasion, and not by compulsion. In the mean
time, Luther shows some concern for their economic well-being; namely, 
the Jews should be given the opportunity to earn their living in a variety 
of honest ways, and not be restricted to money lending. 15 Dutch Jews 
thought of Luther's tract positively, seeing it as a sign of a new day, and 
quickly sent it to their persecuted brethren in Spain. H. Graetz, a Jewish 
historian, comments: "That was a word, which the Jews had not heard in 
a thousand years. "16 Martin Stohr evaluates similarly, and notes the con
trast between Luther's friendly attitude and the violent expulsion of Jews 
from Portugal. 17 

Unfortunately, Luther's friendliness did not continue, as may be seen 
from his response to Jose) of Rosheim, 1537. Supported by the 
Strassburg reformer Wolfgang Capito, Jose) of Rosheim had asked for 
Luther's intercession with the Elector of Saxony, in order to obtain the 
permission to travel through Saxony. Luther rejected the request on the 
grounds that his formerly friendly attitude apparently had been abused: 
instead of accepting Jesus Christ as their Messiah, the Jews had been 
"strengthened in their error and become more wicked. "18 The reasons 
for such judgement are not very clear. Was Luther responding in accord 
with the Elector's policy, spelled out in a mandate of August, 1536, which 
prohibited Jews from travelling through Saxony? Or was Luther irritated 
by the news, received already in 1532, that in Moravia Jews had been 
successful in persuading some Christians to accept circumcision, the 
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Mosaic law, including the observation of the Sabbath?19 

The latter had provided Luther with the occasion for a tract Against 
the Sabbatharians, 1538. Here Luther notes that the Jews "have al
ready seduced some Christians, so that these have allowed themselves 
to be circumcised, and now believe, that the Messiah or Christ has not 
yet come, and that Jewish laws must remain eternally and be accepted 
by all gentiles. "20 Without a friendly note, the entire tract expresses frus
tration and hopelessness. Luther charges that the Jews no longer rely 
on the Scriptures, but merely follow the teachings of their rabbis - which 
Luther, with scorn, compares to Roman Catholic dependence on the 
pope and tradition. Luther's conclusion sounds definitive: God "has for
saken them, and they can no longer be God's people."21 

In 1543 Luther writes an even more hostile statement, entitled Von 
den Juden und ihren Ulgen (Of the Jews and Their Lies). Luther warns 
that "these miserable and accursed people" continue to lure Christians 
away from their faith. 22 Here Luther sees no hope even for a dialogue, 
not to speak of conversion which he views as "impossible. "23 Some of 
Luther's arguments, already familiar, are now delivered with condescen
sion and scorn, e.g.: "Usten, Jew, are you aware that Jerusalem and 
your sovereignty, together with your temple and priesthood, have been 
destroyed for over 1,460 years?"24 The continuous exile of the Jews 
Luther regards as an evidence of the "ruthless wrath of God. "25 This 
motif of the awesome wrath of God reverberates throughout the entire 
tract. Occasionally, however, Luther shows some compassion: "To be 
sure, I am not a Jew, but I really do not like to contemplate God's awful 
wrath towards this people. It sends a shudder of fear through body and 
soul, for I ask, what will the eternal wrath of God in hell be like toward 
false Christians and all unbelievers?"26 Ordinarily, however, Luther offers 
only words of warning: 'Therefore be on your guard against the Jews, 
knowing that wherever they have their synagogues, nothing is found but 
a den of devils in which sheer self-glory, conceit, lies, blasphemy, and 
defaming of God and men are practiced most maliciously and vehe
mently .... "27 As denunciations continue, no theologically valuable insights 
emerge.28 Some of Luther's comments seem to be intended to provoke 
further hatred. Thus Luther claims that Jews "call Jesus a whore's son, 
saying that his mother Mary was a whore, "29 who conceived Jesus during 
her menstrual uncleanness and therefore gave birth to a mentally defi
cient or even a demonic child. 30 Luther also repeats the malicious gos-
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sip that Jews had often poisoned wells and murdered Christian children, 
"in that way secretly cooling their wrath with the blood of Christians. "3 1 

In the concluding portion of his tract Luther offers several sugges
tions as to what should be done with the Jews. In the introduction of 
these Luther observes: "We cannot extinguish the unquenchable fire of 
divine wrath, of which the prophet speaks, nor can we convert the Jews." 
Consequently the Jews should be dealt with "severe mercy" (scharffe 
barmhertzigkeit) in order "to see whether we might save at least a few 
from the glowing flames. "32 At first, Luther offers seven steps: 

1. Luther proposes to "set fire to their synagogues or schools and 
to bury or cover with dirt whatever will not burn, so that no man will ever 
again see a stone or cinder of them. "33 Near the end of this tract, Luther 
expands the suggestion, proposing that "all who are able to toss in sul
phur and pitch" should do so. Luther in addition wishes that "it would be 
good if someone could also throw in some hellfire. "34 

2. "I advise that their houses also be razed and destroyed. "35 

3. "I advise that all their prayer books and Talmudic writings, in 
which such idolatry, lies, cursing, and blasphemy are taught, be taken 
from them. "36 The second set of proposals even adds "also the entire 
Bible."37 

4. "I advise that their rabbis be forbidden to teach henceforth on 
pain of loss of life and limb. "36 

5. "I advise that safe-conduct on the highways be abolished com
pletely for the Jews. "39 

6. "I advise that usury be prohibited to them, and that all cash and 
treasure of silver and gold be taken from them and put aside for safe
keeping." Upon their conversion, individual Jews would receive from 
one to three hundred florins "as personal circumstances may suggest. "40 

7. "I recommend putting a flail, an ax, a hoe, a spade, a distaff, or 
a spindle into the hands of young, strong Jews and Jewesses and letting 
them earn their bread in the sweat of their brow .... "41 

Luther's second set of advice continues in the same vein, but intro
duces two more items: 

3. The Jews should "be forbidden on pain of death to praise God, 
to give thanks, to pray, and to teach publicly among us and in our coun-
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t "42 ry. 

4. Also, "they be forbidden to utter the name of God within our 
hearing .... "43 These last two suggestions follow from Luther's conviction 
that any expression of Jewish faith is the denial of truth and blasphemy. 
Moreover, Luther admits: "I firmly believe that they say and practice far 
worse things secretly than the histories and others record about them ... . "44 

Finally, Luther offers a totally outrageous solution. Jewish scholars 
and leaders would attend a conference which would last for eight days 
and during which time they would have to persuade Christian leaders of 
the truth of the Jewish faith. Should the Jews be successful, "we would 
all on the self-same day become Jews and be circumcised. If they failed, 
they should stand ready to receive the punishment they deserve for such 
shameful, malicious, and venomous lies. "45 

In the last analysis, Luther is obviously more concerned with the goals 
rather than the methods, namely, to "be rid of the unbearable, devilish 
burden of the Jews, lest we be guilty sharers before God in the lies, the 
blasphemy, the defamation, and the curses which the mad Jews indulge 
in so freely and wantonly against the person of our Lord Jesus Christ, his 
dear mother, all Christians, all authority, and ourselves. "46 

Luther's last anti-Jewish tract is entitled Vom Schem Hamphoras 
and vom Geschlecht Christ, also written in 1543. This is a rambling 
exposition of an old legend, filled with hate and obscenities. It contrib
utes no new insights, unless these be the following two. One, Luther 
draws a close parallel between Roman Catholics and the Jews, both are 
possessed by the devil. 47 Two, Luther calls attention to the sculpture of a 
sow, embedded high in the wall of the city church of Wittenberg. 48 It 
portrays, in ridicule, two Jewish children feeding on the milk of the sow, 
and a rabbi, lifting the tail of the sow. 

In making use of such scurrilous material Luther was not original. 
He had sought to enhance his limited knowledge of Judaism from thor
oughly negative medieval sources: e.g., Nicolas of Lyra (1270-1349) had 
written a tract, printed in 1497, entitled Concerning the Faithlessness of 
the Jews. Luther also relied on Paul of Burgos (1351-1435), a Jewish 
convert to Catholicism, who eventually became an archbishop and wrote 
against his former faith. Luther also made use of Salvagus Porchetus 
from Genoa, who had written the Victory over the Unbelieving Hebrew, 
published in Paris, 1520. Luther's major source, however, was Antonius 
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Margarita, a convert and subsequently a professor of Hebrew in Vienna. 
His main publication was The Entire Jewish Faith, 1530, published in 
Augsburg.49 

Obviously, Luther cannot be simply excused on the grounds that he 
happened to have relied on thoroughly unreliable sources. Luther's en
tire approach demands serious questioning. 

II 

Here scholarly opinions are a multitude. The following major ap
proaches can be noted. First of all, there has been the National Socialist 
eager exploitation of Luther, already referred to at the beginning of this 
paper. There on a wide spectrum we encounter mere propaganda pieces 
which do not deserve attention, patriotism gone blind, and attempts to 
re-interpret Christianity in the perspective of National Socialism. 5° 

Among several overviews, Johannes Brosseder appears to have of
fered the more insightful historical account. He notes that many of the 
key issues have already been identified from the beginning of the Refor
mation to 1911, that is, before the rise of modern Luther scholarship. In 
Luther's defense it is said -gently and with tact- that Luther's most 
outspoken statements against the Jews originated in his old age. 51 Even 
when there was agreement with Luther's basic position, it was neverthe
less admitted that Luther greatly overstated the case in urging persecu
tion. Luther's zealousness, however, is excused, on the grounds that he 
has reacted against some sporadic conversions to Judaism, sought to 
honour Christ, and was disappointed when Jews were not responding to 
his message and converting to Christianity. The harshness of Luther's 
language is attributed to the remains of medieval ideas in Luther's mind, 
as yet unexpurgated (since the Enlightenment's idea of tolerance had 
not yet emerged). Only occasionally Luther's intense hatred is singled 
out for critique or regret. It is also observed that in his writings against 
the Jews Luther had one-sidedly spoken of God's judgment, and ne
glected the positive role of grace. At the same time, there were also 
continuous attempts to defend Luther on totally pre-ecumenical grounds: 
Luther is said to have recognized the evil nature of the Jews and rightly 
understood that Christianity and Judaism cannot co-exist. Near the end 
of this period there already appear several proto-Nazi racial insights. 
Throughout this period it is generally accepted that Luther's attitude, 
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while generally constant, had gone through two phases. Initially Luther's 
position had been relatively benign; hostility grew only with time and 
eventually became harsh and irreconcileable. On the whole, even when 
at times Luther is criticized, his attitude toward the Jews is not seen as an 
essential flaw in Luther's theology which demands radical revision. 52 

The next period, from 1911 to 1945, as Brosseder sees it, provides a 
more careful exposition of several of the key insights. At the same time, 
due to the Holocaust, criticism of Luther is now joined with serious re
gret and repentance. 

A decisive role for the period is played by the 1911 publication of the 
study by the Jewish scholar Reinhold Lewin. 53 He notes several stages in 
Luther's development. Till 1521 Luther merely reflects the age old me
dieval prejudices. Then, particularly in 1523 with the tract That Jesus 
Christ Was Bom a Jew, Luther embarks on a missionary approach. Sub
sequently, beginning with 153 7, Luther becomes convinced that the Jews 
are opponents to Christianity. Hence follows Luther's violent opposition 
against them. Lewin's periodizing soon emerges in three versions: 

1. Before 1519 Luther's position was still medieval and Catholic, 
between 1519 to 1526 Luther took a positive stand, and then, influ
enced by the Peasant War, Luther turned increasingly negative. 

2. While Luther's basic theological position remains constant, af
ter 1543 Luther returns to an outspokenly negative medieval perspec
tive. 

3. Even though justification remains the centre of Luther's theol
ogy, he has not been able to sustain this centre in the later years of his 
life, particularly in his anti-Jewish statements. 54 

The periodization has been attractive not only to Protestants, but 
also to Roman Catholics, 55 with appropriate qualifications. The list in
cludes even the National Socialist Julius Streicher, publisher of the noto
rious Der Stiirmer. Streicher exploits the developmental scheme with 
coarse brutality, along with attacks on the Talmud, along with the claim 
that Luther was the greatest hater of the Jews. Streicher's own mentality 
is well expressed in the formula: "He who knows the Jew, knows the 
devil."56 

The American Finnish scholar Armas Kristen Ejnar Holmio, while 
accepting Lewin's approach and rejecting the National Socialist slander, 
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offers what he regards to be a positive defense of Luther: Luther's late 
anti-Jewish writings are essentially missionary tracts. Respecting this 
intent, Holmio nevertheless distances himself from the form which it took. 
Here Brosseder's critical comment is in place: Luther does not in any 
way indicate that his writings after 1543 have a missionary intent!57 

Martin Stohr, while noting Luther's theological development, never
theless offers a harsh judgement on Luther's writings near the end of his 
life. Here Luther is in effect offering a concrete agenda for a Kristallnacht. 58 

The background of the Holocaust is also noticeable in the otherwise 
laudatory life of Luther by Roland H. Bainton. Accordingly, while initially 
positive, Luther turns critical when attempts at conversion are not suc
cessful. While irritable in the latter part of his life, Luther is not a racist. 
Nevertheless, Bainton records his own candid wish that Luther had died 
before the composition of his anti-Jewish tracts. 59 Bainton's observation 
has subsequently found a wide echo in Luther scholarship. 5° It is a very 
wise comment. 

Aarne Siirala, a Canadian Finnish scholar, develops and enriches 
Lewin's thesis by accenting the historical context of Luther's life and 
thought, namely, the harsh reality of anti-Judaism in theory and praxis. 
At the same time as Luther began to emerge with a more positive ap
proach, he encountered the awakening of Judaism and was not able to 
accept this fact. In the ensuing confrontation, especially during his old 
age, Luther returned to the medieval anti-Jewish perspective.61 At the 
same time, argues Siirala (following Heinrich Bornkamm, Holmio, and 
Wilhelm Mauer}, Luther can only be understood in terms of his theology. 
Yet even that is not uniform. Siirala calls particular attention to the signs 
of deep tension in Luther's doctrine of the church. From the hidden 
church of the years of the Reformation, the church increasingly becomes 
an institution.62 The recognition of Luther's context, and the various 
fissures in his thought, point to the future handling of this difficult topic. 

At the same time Brosseder has appropriately called attention to those 
theologians who have recognized a positive centre of Luther's theology. 
Here both Wilhelm Walther63 and Erich Vogelsang64 point to Jesus Christ. 
Walther underscores: "One's attitude toward Christ is decisive!" Formu
lated somewhat more abstractly, Walter Holsten65 and Wilhelm Mauerer66 

point to the doctrine of justification as the standard by which Luther 
identifies authentic Christianity and saving faith. Since justification in 
Luther's perspective is a gift of grace, given to the sinner before any 
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merit or even desire, Luther's use of justification as a dogmatic measure 
in rejecting the Jews can be seen as a contradiction of his own faith. Put 
in another way, as Karl Kupisch has done, it was the somewhat broader 
context of Law and Gospel which in this instance blocked Luther's mind 
and lead to the rejection of the Jews. 67 

The most recent approaches to Luther begin to emerge most clearly 
in a volume of essays edited by Heinz Kremers. Although the key issues 
are the same which have already been identified, there are several new 
and more clearly and even more powerfully formulated accents. Here it 
is also clear that the terrible, dreadful reality of the Holocaust has been 
finally confronted, if not always fully absorbed. Several contributions are 
especially outstanding. 

To begin with, as already suggested by Siirala, the borders of the 
Holocaust have been extended to include the entire history of the West
ern world. Ben-Zion Degani, with dispassionate clarity, records the pres
ence of anti-Jewish thinking as a "normal" stereotype,68 from the Roman 
age to the present, enhanced by the idea of the collective Jewish guilt, 
developed already at the end of the second century.69 During the Cru
sades the Jews began to be seen as the very worst enemies of Christ. 70 

This perspective reached its height in the fifteenth century.71 The age of 
the Reformation, though divided by many conflicting insights, shared 
the hatred of the Jews.72 Obviously, Luther cannot be expected to be 
understood in isolation from such views. Hence one is not to be sur
prised when Luther numbered the Jews together with all the other en
emies of Christ, such as the Turks, the heathen, the papists, and the 
fanatics. 73 To say this is not to deny that Luther had more positive con
cerns as well; but the anti-Jewish stand overshadowed them. 74 

Even though the learning of the Hebrew language and the apprecia
tion of the Hebrew mode of thinking was significant for the development 
of Luther's theology,75 there were, as pointed out by Stefan Schreiner, 
distinctive limits to Luther's Hebrew learning. While Luther learned He
brew better than Greek, he did not learn it very well and always needed to 
depend on secondary sources. 76 And what is even more significant, Luther 
had virtually no first-hand authentic knowledge of Judaism. 77 As Ernst L. 
Ehrlich has pointed out, Luther's approach to Judaism- as to all other 
world religions -was determined by traditional Christology. Whoever did 
not subscribe to it, in Luther's view, denied Christ and was godless.78 In 
addition, here Luther greatly relied on medieval anti-Jewish sources. 79 
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Ehrlich offers a significant scholarly guess: when the medieval view of 
the Jews was secularized, it could be re-stated in terms of race and biol
ogy, as was done under the National Socialists. 80 Strictly speaking, Mar
tin Stohr is, of course correct, that Luther himself did not think in terms 
of race and biology. 81 But some of his perverting admirers did. 

In a chapter contributed to Kremers' volume, Heiko A. Oberman 
sums up some of his earlier insights. 82 With regret, Oberman notes that 
previous Luther scholarship had unduly isolated Luther from his histori
cal context. And precisely this context, reminds Oberman, was inten
sively hostile to the Jews. 83 Accordingly, following general precedent, 
Luther listed the Jews along with heretics, heathen, and sinners - none 
of whom would be saved. Subsequently Luther added the Turks to the 
list.84 This key perspective Luther then retained for the rest of his life.85 

Yet Luther also retained traditional Christian insights, among them the 
role of love: "If the hatred of Jews, heretics, and Turks would make a 
person a Christian, then with all of our rage we would be the greatest 
Christians. "86 Hence "we should not seek to convert heretics by the fire 
of being burned at the stake, but only through the fire of love. "87 But as 
Luther's own life nears its end, his eschatological views harden, and he 
sees no hope for the Jews. In having rejected Jesus Christ as their Mes
siah, they are hopelessly lost. Here Oberman does not defend Luther; 
with insight and compassion Oberman describes the situation: "Any at
tempt to deal with the Reformer runs up against this obstacle. No de
scription of Luther's campaign against the Jews, however objective and 
erudite it may be, escapes the horror: we live in the post-Holocaust era. 
Under the spell of nightmarish terror, it is difficult to peer through the 
shadows of history, making clear judgments, passing a just sentence, as 
we grope the way along the path, between aggressive accusation and 
apologetic explanation!"88 

Returning now to Kremers' volume for a reference to one more key 
contributor, we may note a somewhat similar conclusion by Pinchas E. 
Lapide. He lists various sixteenth century Jewish authors and their initial 
hopes in Martin Luther.89 Eventually, however, Luther's intransigent hos
tility becomes clear. Nevertheless, Lapide still wonders: "How could so 
many hopes of love lead to such dark hatred?"90 Lapide ends his chap
ter by remaining of two minds. He lists the positive and then the nega
tive sides of Luther, both in equal number; 91 the light and the darkness 
remain together. 
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What more can be said? Perhaps not, but in addition to many reflec
tions, three interpreters add particularly poignant insights. E. Gordon 
Rupp, a Methodist scholar and the dean of British Luther research, offers 
a painful conclusion with which he intends to lead to penitence: "But, as 
we follow Luther through the years, we find a signal instance of how we 
become like what we hate. We see a growing obstinacy, a hardening of 
the heart, a withering of compassion, a proneness to contemptuous abuse 
-the very things he thought were the marks of judgment on the Jews. "92 

Secondly, the noted historian Hans J. Hillerbrand quickly identified 
the central issue: "We are primarily jolted by the haunting question of 
whether Luther helped mold German thinking so that the way was pre
pared for the Nazi ideology that prevailed between 1933 and 1945. "93 

Or, even more poignantly: "Does the path from Wittenberg lead to 
Auschwitz?"94 In a way, Hillerbrand diffuses the question by appealing to 
a wider perspective. The sixteenth century does not simply lead into the 
twentieth, which had many sources even for anti-Semitism.95 Neverthe
less, Hillerbrand, rightly, does not exempt the church from its responsi
bility: it was one of the sources for anti-Semitism!96 Hillerbrand con
cludes: "When all is said about Luther and his flagrant anti-Judaic pro
nouncements, it remains that the real failure was not so much that of the 
reformer of the sixteenth century as that of his followers in the twentieth 
century. A genuine understanding of the Christian gospel should have 
opened the eyes of his followers to the realization that, throughout its 
history, the greatest failing of Christianity has been its surrender to pre
vailing political and intellectual structures." Then, Hillerbrand adds: "The 
irony is, of course, that Martin Luther had repeatedly warned against 
such falsification of the gospel. "97 

Finally, as is appropriate, the last word belongs to the greatest Luther 
interpreter of this generation, Martin Brecht. He writes: 

His opposition to the Jews, which ultimately was regarded as 
irreconcilable, was in its nucleus of a religious and theological nature 
that had to do with belief in Christ and justification, and it was associated 
with the understanding of the people of God and the interpretation of the 
Old Testament. Economic and social motives played only a subordinate 
role. Luther's animosity toward the Jews cannot be interpreted either in 
a psychological way as a pathological hatred or in a political way as an 
extension of the anti-Judaism of the territorial princes.. But he certainly 
demanded that measures provided in the laws against heretics be 
employed to expel the Jews - similarly to their use against the 



Martin Luther and the Jews 

Anabaptists- because, in view of the Jewish polemics against Christ, he 
saw no possibilities for religious coexistence. In advising the use of force, 
he advocated means that were essentially incompatible with his faith in 
Christ. In addition, his criticism of the rabbinical interpretation of the 
Scriptures in part violated his own exegetical principles. Therefore, his 
attitude toward the Jews can appropriately be criticized both for his 
methods and also from the center of his theology. Luther, however, was 
not involved in later racial anti-Semitism. There is a world of difference 
between his belief in salvation and racial ideology. Nevertheless, his 
misguided agitation had the evil result that Luther fatefully became one 
of the "church fathers" of anti-Semitism and thus provided material for 
the modern hatred of the Jews, cloaking it with the authority of the 
Reformer. 98 

75 

Appropriately for a careful historian, Brecht first of all evaluates Luther 
by the standards of his own day. Luther did not believe in pluralism and 
coexistence; he viewed his own theology as the one and only true faith. 
For him compromise or tolerance would have meant betrayal. Though 
commonplace today, these cannot be fairly demanded from Luther. At 
the same time, Brecht has a place for criticism: Brecht knows that Luther 
was not fair to the rabbinical exegesis and criticised Judaism with serious 
disregard for the centre of his own theology. And Luther's proposed 
violence lead to "evil results." Let there be no doubt about it: these are 
very serious charges! At the same time, it also should not be doubted 
that Brecht has not assailed Luther's entire theology. In fact, the great
ness of his theology, even its contemporary relevance, emerges with joy. 
Hence, in a way, Brecht may be seen as reminding all Lutherans to take 
their heritage seriously. Luther's theology is biblical, profound, and rel
evant. 

Ill 

But each generation must offer its own confession of faith. While 
ours, on the one hand, cannot ignore the Holocaust, and must learn 
how to live in repentance and love, we must also, on the other hand, 
reflect seriously on pluralism, coexistence, and faiths other than our own. 
"Luther and the Jews" is for Lutherans an inevitable subject matter, yet 
for the sake of future it does not belong exclusively in the past. Some
how, it must be related to our views of these other religions as well. 

Admittedly, here we cannot rely on Luther in any overarching way; 
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yet there are some fragmentary insights which may serve as good clues. 
At first we shall note that "sola scriptura" for Luther and us does not 
always have the same meaning. There are passages which, almost, 
scream at us, notably that Jesus' own standards for salvation were not 
doctrinally strict and exclusive. In the New Testament we meet: the Good 
Samaritan, the Roman centurion, the Syrophoenician woman, even the 
repentant thief on the cross - all who believed but whose theology re
mains unknown to us. 99 In the Early Church by the second century there 
emerged the idea of the Cosmic Christ. 100 Based on John 1:1 ff., it was 
realized that Christ's saving presence far antedated the actual incarna
tion. All morally upright people participated in his salvation and thus 
were Christians. Justin Martyr did not even hesitate to call Socrates a 
Christian. Although Luther knew the writings of Justin Martyr and may 
on occasion have been influenced by him, Luther generally relied on the 
ancient dictum by Cyprian that "outside the church there is no salva
tion. "101 Luther's reformation writings, as has just been noted, similarly 
regarded as lost all those who are not "in Christ." The list, at times, was 
long, and included the Jews, the Turks, the Anabaptists, the heretics, 
and the papists. The Catholic theory of invincible ignorance generally 
played no noticeable role in Luther's theology. 102 

While with the Renaissance humanists of his age, Luther valued the 
primary sources over tradition, for him the normative role of the "fontes" 
was limited to the Bible. If Petrarch could observe that most of the time 
Cicero wrote like Paul the Apostle, and Huldreich Zwingli, the Swiss re
former, could be convinced that the virtuous heathen were saved - Luther 
was soteriologically conservative. But even Luther could on very rare 
occasions admit some exceptions. Luther could state that Cicero "and 
men like him" may be saved, 103 or that Cicero was in paradise. 104 For 
such exceptional statements there was a wider rationale; namely, in some 
very mysterious way the Holy Spirit was active within the entire pagan 
world. Ordinarily the pagans erroneously called this presence to be "good 
luck." But some pagans knew better: "The very wisest among them, like 
Cicero, say it is a divine inspiration; and they conclude that no one has 
ever become a great man through his own powers, but only by a special 
secret inbreathing or imparting of the gods. "105 

While such affirmations were offered seriously, they were relatively 
rare. As a rule Luther was not concerned with world religions as such. 
Therefore as a rule Luther concerned himself with the proclamation of 
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the saving Gospel of Christ - hence he offered inviting challenges to faith 
rather than provided excuses for paganism. But on occasion the salva
tion of the unbeliever became a problem in the present. In A Letter to 
Hans von Reichenberg Luther recorded the problem: "Whether God can 
or will save people who die without faith?" 106 Here in terms of human 
compassion it seems reasonable that God would save all people. But 
Luther immediately refutes just such reasoning: "If God were to save 
anyone without faith, he would be acting contrary to his own words and 
would give himself the lie; yes, he would deny himself." At the same 
time, with obvious caution, Luther is prepared to conjecture: "It would 
be quite a different question whether God can impart faith to some in the 
hour of death so that these people could be saved through faith. Who 
could doubt God's ability to do that? No one, however, can prove that he 
does do this ... ."107 Still, faith is necessarily active in love. Luther affirms 
this insight on numerous occasions and with force, e.g.: 

A Christian lives not in himself, but in Christ and in his neighbor. 
Otherwise he is not a Christian. He lives in Christ through faith, and in 
his neighbor through love. By faith he is caught up beyond himself into 
God. By love he descends beneath himself into his neighbor. 108 

Of course, love cannot force the neighbor into faith and thus into salva
tion. Still, a loved neighbor does not remain unaffected. In his Sermon 
von den Tauben und Stummen (September 7, 1522) Luther acknowl
edges that the deaf and the mute cannot be reached by ordinary com
munication. Nevertheless, the deaf and the mute person is reached as 
he is unconditionally accepted by his neighbours, 109 who faithfully inter
cede for him: 110 "The poor man just lies there, he cannot either speak or 
hear. But those who have brought him to the Lord are able to speak and 
to hear. "111 Of course, Luther knew that God does not grant all requests 
in prayer. Christ's own prayers in Gethsemane were not answered. 112 

But the point is that God could have granted the request - and in this 
instance of the deaf and mute man God does just that. Hence, accord
ing to Luther, the proclamation of the word is wider than preaching, and 
theologizing; it includes intercessory prayers as well. 113 In this instance 
"it means that the believers carry the deaf person to God; similarly, so 
also the preachers deliver the sinner to God. Then God responds and 
effects the transformation."114 But all such transformations, i.e., conver
sions, are miracles. And miracles cannot be performed ex opere operata; 
they are not within human power to enact. Consequently two insights 
emerge. On the theoretical level, salvation is available widely, as widely 
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as the outreach of intercessory love. We shall shortly return to this valu
able insight. 

But at the moment we shall turn to a practical level on which we find 
Luther. As in his mature theology Luther has distanced himself from 
double predestination, he will not ordinarily attribute unbelief to a divine 
act of will (unless it be an instance of God's subsequent wrath for a sinful 
refusal of grace). Rather, Luther seems to think in terms of the medieval 
definition of human error. If a person is teachable but just happens to be 
ignorant at this time, then, for example, the denial of the Holy Trinity is 
not heretical but merely heterodox. But the unteachable and stubborn is 
a heretic - and hence guilty and therefore unforgiven and damned. 

As Luther throughout his life confronted more and more opponents, 
it appears that he more readily looked at the human practice rather than 
the divine potential of intercessory love. In the final analysis, Luther did 
not deny the omnipotence of divine mercy in response to authentic, in
terceding love. Luther did, however, more often than not, look at the 
concrete results. Here, quickly, he applied the doctrinal standard of 
ecdesial and hence traditional Christology. According to such logic, 
Luther regarded his contemporary Jews as lost. And wherever Luther 
encountered other religions, his judgement was equally dear - and 
pointed to damnation. In refusing to follow Luther here, we may find 
some solace in those other statements of Luther, that is, in his occa
sional readiness to see salvation outside Christianity. Perhaps even more 
helpful are the occasions where Luther acknowledges his own ignorance 
and trusts God to offer an appropriate solution. Familiar to Renaissance 
humanism, the notion of a docta ignorantia (learned ignorance) had on 
occasion a wide appeal, although it does not seem to be popular today, 
at least not among theologians. More than all such considerations, 
Luther's understanding of intercessory love may very well be his most 
relevant insight for theology today. Of course, if such intercessory love is 
viewed as an ex opere operata act, and hence a way of forcing others to 
accept our faith and theology- it betrays the substance of love and over
looks the ever-present mystery of God's own ultimate choices. But au
thentic love lives in the presence of God, where his will and not ours is 
done. If religious exdusivism is authoritarian and self-righteous, while 
religious indusivists are all too ready to declare unity where its reality is 
not fully known - a faith seeking love and thereby mutual understanding 
might offer a better way. Some dues for such an approach find support 
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in Luther's writings. 115 

But what are we to say about Judaism, today, after the Holocaust?
This is a special case. Of course, it is possible to distance oneself, indi
vidually, from that dreadful act. But religious institutions, and culture 
even more so, has a certain continuity. While church leaders may de
nounce anti-Semitism, it is not in their power to change the minds of 
their entire constituency. Western culture, even in North America, con
tinues to reek of anti-Semitism. In such a climate, I suggest, it is odious, 
insensitive, and irresponsible to meditate - or even worse, to declare -
that the covenant with Abraham and the faith of the Jews is salvific. Even 
if we were exempt from Matthew 7: 1, which I doubt, it is totally inappro
priate for Christians now, after the Holocaust, to evaluate Judaism! Exis
tentially far more appropriate may be the plea that we, the Christians, 
after the Holocaust may be saved with our kind of Christianity. 

Thus the problem of "Luther and the Jews" remains- for our shame, 
for our challenge, and also for our hope, that some day we may be able 
to reach beyond it. 
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