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DIVIDED SOULS:
THE CONVERT CRITIQUE AND THE
CULTURE OF ASHKENAZ,1750-1800

Is 1781, Johann Conrad Leonhard published a treatise in Nuremberg in
which he proposed to prove conclusively that rabbinic tradition directly
opposed the frue message of the Bible and had been leading Jews astray for
centuries.' Leonhard had many other observations to make aboui the state
of Judaism and the Jews. They were all negative and not terribly original.
He contended that the educational system of Ashkenazic Jews taught young
people nothing valuable or practical, while even the religious studies
concentrated exclusively on the text of the Talmud. Jews did not
systematically study the doctrines of their faith. Some of his contemporaries
among the rabbis, he complained, could reach the ripe old age of 60 or 70
and pass from this world without even knowing the names of the major
branches of science, let alone the first thing about their contents. No Jewish
university existed in which the higher academic subjects or fine arts could be
pursued; for three or four centuries, he lamented, Jews have gone without
“Wissenschaft.” They had become useless dependents in all the European
states, afmaid to apprentice their children to Christian crafismen for fear of
violating Sabbath or kosher laws. Who could have believed the state into
which Jewry had fallen? That & nation so gifted by nature should have fallen
into such a miserable state?* Leonhard’s book left scarcely an aspect of
Jewish life and practice unexamined by his censorious cye, finding fault
with everything from the prayer services to the gender discrimination to the
many rituals and practices that bad multiplied over the years.

Scarcely a year later, in 1782, Naphtali Herz Wessely published his trealise
in Berlin, Divre shalom ve-emet (Words of Peace and Truth).” Stimulated by
the Edict of Tolerance of Habsburg emperor Joseph 11, it too excoriated the
Jews in Ashkenaz for *being the one people in the world who have neglected
the education of their youth in the laws of etiquette, sciences and the arts.
Many learned men among the Jews, pious and steeped in God's teachings,
have not heard of or studied human knowledge...Fundamental principles of
their faith are not taupht systematically.”™ He disapproved of Jewish
occupatjonal distribution and economic activities.

Some of these objections strike such similar notes that one cannot help but
wonder about the comparative fate of these two books. Leonhard's book was




widely ignored by his contemporaries and subsequent scholarship rarely
recalls it.” How different was the fate of Wessely’s treatise. It is widely
considered to be the manifesto of the haskalah movement, touching off a
firestorm of controversy and energizing a generation of young idealistic
Jews to begin the long transition to modemity." Wessely's responses to his
rabbinic critics far exceed the length of his initial statement and demonstrate
his commitment to working within a legitimate Jewish framework while
conceding no ground to his rabbinic critics.”

Johann Leonhard was a convert out of Judaism, and the larger context of his
literary effort was the Christian eritique of Jews and Judaism. Leonhard's
apprehension that his book would be greeted with the same distrust and
neglect as the converts themselves proved to be well founded.® I his work
was mot literally consigned to the dustbin of history, it was surely
condemned to complete obscurity, neither Jews nor Christians manifesting
much interest in what he had to say. The strong parallels between these
specific elements of his message and Wessely's raise larger questions about
the place of converts out of Judaism within our understanding of German
Tewish history, and particularly about their role in dissemination of the
Christian critique of Judaism within the Jewish world. Can it be sheer
coincidence that the specific examples cited in the condemnation of Jewish
tradition and contemporary Jewish life by converts out of the faith closely
resemble those in the works of reformers determined o activate changes
within the Jewish world?_(’ The issne merits closer examination.

In their conspicuous roles as negotiators of the Jewish-Clristian divide in
German lands, converts such as Leonhard in the late eighteenth century were
certainly no parvenus. From the early sixteenth century converts occupied a
special place in the culture of Ashkenaz." Collectively, their voice, their
conduct and their literary eenvre filled the cultural landscape in a distinctive
manner. In early-modern German lands political circumstances, historical
timing, and the growth of printing contributed to a climate for converts that
differed both from its medieval Ashkenazic predecessor as well as from
other, contermnporaneaus European models of Jewish conversion,"!

< Allconversions - are’ products: of “specific. circumstances and particular
personalities, et they are also the products of broader cultural and historical
forces: In medieval Christian Europe, able converts from Judaism bore a
uniqué: tesponsibility to dramatize the potential for further Jewish
conversion, to serve as a proselytizers, and to transgress apainst and reject
the faith and culture of their ancestors. When they became instruments in the
hands of their converters, converts often aroused greater loathing and
sharper polemical barbs than the gentile persecutors.

Medieval Jews erected mighty cultural barriers to conversion. Martyrdom
reflected the highest value of their commumity in its attempt to define itsell
against Christendom, while conversion, even under duress, signified a
failure lo attain the ideal.'> While medieval Jewish polemicists carefully read
warks by prominent converts the better to refute them, their specific critique
of aspects of Jewish religion and culture can scarcely have penetrated to the
Jewish community in any constructive way.

During the early-modern period, profound changes took place concerning
the place of conversion in the culture of Ashkenaz. As the numbers of
converts slowly rose, their rale as critics diminished. The sense of crisis
within Jewish society became more acute and more professing Jews voiced
social and religious criticism of the status quo. As conversion became more
commonplace it began to lose its oppositional sting. It is important to
remember, however, that even at their highest point, early-modemn
conversions never constituted a dominant or even very statistically
significant phencnmrlon.'3 Precisely because their actual numbers were
negligible these converts compel attention, for they accupied a lli%hly visible
place as mediators between German Jewish and Christian society. !

Several characteristics distinguish the early-modern German conversions
from their medieval predecessors and from other models of conversion. The
religious and political landscape of early-modem Germany provided a
unique backdrop for Jewish converts. Unlike the Italian proselytizing
campaign inaugurated under the mid-sixteenth century Counter-Reformation
Catholic church, '¥ there was no central religious institution in German
lands. To the conirary, Luther's Reformation initited = period of
denominational rivalry, confessional strife, and intermittent war over
religion that threw German theologians and their institutions into a state of
prolonged turmeil. No German state had the politieal resources or the will to
throw its weight behind a uniform missionary campaign of the kind
undertaken by the Iberian monarchs.'® The religious conflicts and the long
process of uniting the German principalities did not really abate until well
into the nineteenth century. The three criteria that demonstrate a serious
commitment to missionizing, as Robert Chazan has outlined, were all absent
from the German sphere.)’ These ‘include the allocation of significant
resources o training personnel and coercing Jewish submission, regulanizing
techniques for confronting Jews, such as requiring attendance at sermans,
and introducing effective and innovative arguments. None of these criteria
could be met in the conflict ridden and politically atomized conditions of
Reformation-era German lands.  Jews seeking to live beyond their
communities found a different kind of Christianity available, a distracted
Catholic church, 2 more attractive Protestant one, and an array of




confessional choices. Some became serial converts and in some families,
members were converted into different denominations.

The first prominent converts in early sixteenth century Gemman lands
catapulted to public attention without he backdrop of ostentatious
disputations or royal patronage (hat had characterized earlier European and
Iberian missionizing until the end of Jewish life in Spain and Portugal.'
Two prominent figures, Victor von Carben and Johannes Pfefferkorn stood
at the forefront of this development.” While Dominican sponsorship may
have initially propelled them inio the public eye, they charted a new course
that would change the nature and chameter of convert activity. Both of these
converts took advantage of the printing press to publicize their causes. Both
attempted to steer the Jewish-Christian polemic beyond the theologieal 1o
the social, cultural, and political realm, Victor von Carben's De Vg of
Moribus Judeorum (On the Life and Customs of the Jews) did not draw
nearly as much attention as the writing of his contemporary Johannes
Plefferkorn. As a result of his Kulturkampf with Johannes Reuchlin, every
literate German could follow his proncuncements about Jews and Judajsm.
His works on Jewish ceremonial and liturgy achieved far greater circulation
and notoriety than those of any previous convert in German lands.

These sixicenth century German converts struck a new template for convert
activity. They disseminated their ideas in illustrated print, and beginning
with Pfefferkom, in- the vemacular. The early sixteenth century warks
precipitated an outpouring of wriling by converls over the next twa
centuries. The.. penres they pioneered, ‘autobiographical writing and
polemical ethnography (Jidisches ceremoniel) persisted into the modern era.
Let us focus on these literary strands as they matired and evolved through
the eighteenth century, as for they remained the most significant vehicles of
convert critique. Some elements of their eritique bear striking paraliels to
those of Jews who fostered movements of regeneration within Judaism and
renewal of the status of Jews in Christian Europe, including the Jewish
entightenment, reforms of the Jewish religion, and civil emancipation. In
this respecl, converts expressed or anticipated some of the ambiguities of
Jewishness that became the hallmark of the struggle to create a new image of
Jews and a new place for them within the European order, -

e Autab:ographzcal Writing andﬂre Critiqié of Judaisns -

" Tn his masterful analysis of I';I'e:brew"iau'tobibgmﬁhy of the nine.téenm.centu'ry, -

Alan Mintz describes “the apostasy narrative in the autobiographical maode,”
The pivotal point in these life stories “is the moment of apastasy: the sudden
realization thai the received belief,. js no longer possible... The pathos of
this event is underscored by the oripins of these young men. Typically, the

originated from the most devout and scholarly cireles of Jewish society,"™

Mintz is referring to a loss of faith rather than a literal conversion out of the
faith, and his subjects in late nineteenth-century Eastern Europe no longer
have the consolation of Haskalah as deliverance from the benighted beliefs
of their youth. Nor can we claim that any strands of influence linked the pre-
nineteenth century converts to these later figures. The early-modern German
“real” apostates had few if any interested readers of {heir life stories in any
subsequent Jewish societies. Yet their use of their individual life stories as
the literary vehicle to describe the warld they had lost, o outline the crises
afflicting it and driving away its best young men, and to deliver their
critique of Jewish society was groundbreaking,

Historian Steven Lowenstein has perceptively noted about the conversion of
Jews in late -eighteenth-century Berlin that “The crisis was not merely a
crisis of conversions; it was a crisis of identity.”*' While most converts in
the early-modern period emerged from different social classes and utterly
different backgrounds than those of the urban Berlin elite (and Lowenstein
himself has wamed against a Berlin- or even urhan-centric German Jewish
historiography)™ their personal narratives neveriheless testify ta individual
crises that resulted in the sharp break from their families and religious and
social communities of origin. Since the converts told their stoics within the
conventions of conversion narrative, in order to understand what they are
really saying, we must look beyond the ubiguitous formulaic religions-
polemical messages that frame their work. These firse person accounts are
central to the phenomenon of conversion in this period and milieu,

Christian convert narratives grew out of the literary tradition beginning with
Paul’s account of his conversion and unfolded in a completely new fashion
with Augustine. Confession aulobiography for ordinary people revived with
the Lutheran reformation, as many Germans embraced the reformed
churches with their requirement that mature converts articulate the reasons
for their conversion.™ (This cultural imperative may explain the relative
paucity of such first person expression in other Jewish conversion traditions.
English Jews, for instance, although no less literate than German, produced
few similar accounts of their conversion experiences.)” Some German
Jewish convert aulobiographies followed a sudden illumination Pauline
model of conversion while others depicted a journey with many stops until
they achieved clarity. Some converts wrote their life stories themselves,
others had Christian editors, and still others published revisions of the
sermons  preached at their baptism, providing personal background
information. Some of these were published as free-standing pamphlets,
others as introductions or appendices.

Although converts reconfipured their memories to conform to Christian
expectations, the individual's deepest voice oceasionally erupts through the
scripted drama. Stripped of the requisite theological clichés, the texts allow




us to glimpse the individual experiences behind the programmatic
statements. We can hear the voices of (primarily) young men who were
lughly mobile, leaving their birth communities mare often than any other
Jews” They traversed preat distances, often alone, to study in a distant
yeshivah, to apprentice to a relative in another fand, or to pursue kinship ties
elsewhere. Many recalled being deprived of a father figure: either they were
orphaned, their fathers spent a good deal of time on the road, or because they
had come into conflict with their father or with the community. In the course
of their travels many became aware for the first time of the variety of Jewish
customns and cultures, as well as the diversity of Christian denominations and
Feg:onal practices, Some came to a new understanding of the role of religion
in human society, developing a skeptical and worldly attitude to the
constraints of the confessional communities of their past. For these young
men, leaving the fold was often an expression generational rebellion, or
seeking some wider frontier for their existence. While such young people
may not have been drawn to Christian doctrines and practices, they could
find no alternatives to baptism for their newly reconfigured selves. As
Mordechai Breuer put it succinetly in the opening lme of his social history,
“Confessed belief is not identical to existential belief."

In stnkmg contrast to most maskilic autobiographies, stories of converts’
Jewish childhiood and youth did not necessarily portray a negative picture of
their Jewish upbringing. To the contrary, through the eighteenth century,
" many claimed to have been excellent students who muastered the traditional
texts - with "ease; they claimed as well that their families had ‘been
economically comfortable. Some claimed to have been happily married, or
to have fine prospécts awaiting them. Professionally, they emerged from the
class of religious functionaries of the second rank, such as local rabbis,
melammedim (school teachers), and cantors. In fact, these professions
demanded a highly peripatetic hfestyle and the subsistence pay was so
menger many lived on the economic margins. These converts needed to
demonstrate that converts were not leaving Judaism because they had failed
or had been reduced to penury. Many ended up as tutors or professors of
Hebraic. and. Judaic subjects, so that their boasts of good Jewish educatien
- served. as theu— professional callmg card; supportmg their claims that they
“were cnmpetent toy speak to, the Christian world about the Tews, Convert
_ autobmgmph:es mamtmned the deticate balance between their porirayals of
* themselves as paragons of personal success and a religious culture that they
retroactwely characterized as fundamentally flawed.

The first waves of convert autobiographical writing contributed to the
modern phenomenon of this genre as critique of the world of one’s past,
While documentation of the self was far from unknown within ezrly-madern
Jewry, a vast lilerature on autobiographical writing has concluded that

undifferentiated memories of the past are never sufficient for true

autobiography. Autobiographers seek to impose a narrative shape on the
past, and in order to da that they must have atlained some distance from it.

Such distance can emerge | most dramatically with a deep and traumatic break
from the writer's past' Conversion autobiography presupposes that
traurnatic break with the past, and it is within this genre that the roots of
autobiography as a tool to criticize Jewish society are to be located. By the
latter half of the eighteenth century, some of the convert autobiographies
begin to stroin the genre and ultimately to break the earlier mold for
conversion aulobiography. Rather than adhering to the earlier models
consisting of briefer, more programmatic statements, they crossed over into
new categories. The evident pleasure of the writers in recounting the details
of the development of the self, the textured chronicling of their adventures in
the warld, the humor and critical eye cast at every society with which they
come into contact, convey an altogether different sensibility than earlier
slodgy and rather straightforward autobiographical accounts. More converts
were emerging from prosperous business circles. They had less need to
prove their credentials as Jewish specialists and could concentrate on their
critique of Jewish life. Quistanding among the more elaborate literary worlks
of later eighteenth century pract:honers are those of Friedrich Albrecht
Augusti and Gottfried Selig.” * The latter’s autobiography meanders on
through three substantial and vividly drawn volumes. Without approaching
the moderns’ sense of chironicling interiority, their detailed examination of
the life trajectory, reflection on the changing self in many seitings, and the
balance between distance and proximity to the Jewish world was
unprecedented in convert writing.

The sense that converts were living on the threshold of a new age in which
the relationship between Jews, Christians, and converts was undergoing
profound change pervaded the writings of later eighteenth century converts.
They begin to refract messages of enfightenment, albeit in areas that
reflected their own particular interests most closely. It is startling to find
expressions of some of the most radical Enlightenment ideas hidden within
the standard picties of converted writers. These remarks betray the desire of
some converls not merely to exchange one institutional religion for another
but (o escape the trammels of traditional society altogether. They strengthen
our contention that many converts were looking for 2 new way lo live their
lives, Weary or disdainful of the Judaism of their childhoods they broke their
ties with it. They did not necessarily become insincere Christians, but the
search that led them to Christianity was more of a quest for change than for
Christianity per se. Baptism seemed to them the only way out of traditional
Jewish society which stil} allowed them to remain in the European world.
Tronically, it did not allow them to abandon their posture as solitary
individualists battling a rigidly structured society.
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Rather than universal brotherhood, most converts entered a life of bitter
loneliness. Those who converted usually did so as solitary individuals
{exceptionally, parents, usually fathers, converted together with their minor
children) very rarely in concert with even one other Jewish adult. These
men, and sometimes women, struck out against every convention inprained
throughout their upbringing, questioned many layers of traditional and
communsl authority, and ofien came to agonizing decisions about leaving
the comfort of family, community, and hometown. By the same token, the
range of life choices available to them was severely limited. Christian
society shunned the converts, relegated them to the lowest professions, and
with the exception of the Jewish salon women, rarely married them. Rather
than opéning new doors, conversion tended to cut off past and future. The
suspicion and hostility with which these converts were regarded for most of
their lives meant that their role as outsiders and critics continued long after
their baptisms.

Let us listen to some of their interjections. In the course of his complex and
lengthy conversion autobiography of the late eighteenth-century, Salomon
Markus (after his conversion, Johann Friedrich Heinrich Seli%r) recounted the
following incident that oceurred when he was a young man.”” A professional
bookbinder, he approaclied a local farmer and requested permission to bind
his books, including some Bibles, A young Christian bystander said to him:
“Is-it ot peculiar that a Jew should wish to bind Christian books?” “"Why is
ﬁlat?" Markus asked him, “Because it is well enough known, and there is no
shame in admitting it, that you Jews are very zealous in your faith, How is it
then that you would contribute to the external embellishment of a book that
so opposes your faith? I would have thought that a Jew would prefer to see
these books torn and unusable.” Markus replied to him, “It is true that eur
people are as full of prejudice as any that has ever was, but not every one of
us is equaliy afflicted. It would be a foolish prejudice indeed, since this
ref}ls‘al would not prevent the books from being bound and used. Our
relipion permits us any business throngh which we can serve human society.
When we have learned & craft that is riot fully needed by our own people,
- why should we not serve other folks with it? We do not think of you as
-~ people of o different faith, but as ‘people’whom thie creator has put into this
~ wotld with us, with bonds so that we may be of help to one another..,.. Do
"not thirkk of s 50 poorly, as most Christians da.™ - :
EVEE’I if we regard this statement with the full skepticism this autobiogrmphy
merits, and discount these sentiments for the teenaged Markus, it is stifl
relevant that they are being expressed by the adult Selig. He has wishfully
refashioned traditional Judaism into a universalistic and humanist creed, if
onfy for some of its adherents. He censures Christians for assuming that all
Jews are intolerant, and only Jews. '
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A much bolder assertion of the universal humanity of adherents of both
religions can be found in another conversion autobiography of 1778, Johann
Speyer recalled that when he told o Christian of his desire to convert, he
encountered incredulousness: “Was [ foalish? Did I really wish to undergo
such folly? Did | want to ruin my reputation s a learned person? Did I not
know that these days it is understood that when one lives a virtuous and
sober life, it is the same whether one is Christian, Jew, or Muslim?" In
another place in the same accounl, he uses this presumed equality of
religions to prove that his conversion could have had nothing 1o do with a
desire for advancement: “Our contemporary world is 0 tolerant that an
upright Jew whe conducts himself modestly can acquire the same repuie as
in any other religion. I myself experienced this: the confidence of Christians
toward me in my medical practice was 50 strong when T was o Jew, that [
cannot expect a higher level now that | am a Christian. If | had hoped to
achie‘;'le some advantage, the Christian religion surely could not accomplish
this.”

Such optimistic appeals to common humznity, or even to a confessionless
society, enlightened ideals that died with romanticism in German
philosephy, appear only as faint glimmers within some texts. 1t is surprising
1o find any such statements in the generally apalogetic writings of converts.
Their presence indicates that the current of skepticism or refigious relativism
that runs beneath some of the sincerest-sounding religious conversion
statements reaches greater depths than initial readings would have us
imagine. Such universalist ideals could not carry them far. Ulimately, their
narratives and life trajectories, bounded by the political, social and civil
impediments still firmly in place in eighteenth-century German lands, led
most to the same conclusions: that conversion to Christianity was the only
way for them to escape their Jewishness and participate in this universal
human brotheshoad. The enterprise was doomed fram the stari.

Jidisches Ceremonie!

Having stepped outside the charmed circle of Jewish traditional identity and
into 4 place on the margins of Christien sociely, early-modern canverts made
a foundatianal contribution to a literature of polemical ethnography that we
can call Jidisches Cerempniel. It demonstrates their continuing engagement
with Jewish culture and identity long after their baptism, whether in a
detached, hostile, or protective mode. Its primary purpose was [0 open up
daily Jewish life to the critical scrutiny and polemical mockery of Christians.
These works provided as important a psychological bridge between their
Jewish and Christian selves as their autabiographies did. This innovative and
polemical literary activity catslogued and interpreted Jewish culture, its
symbals, religious and domestic ritals, and synagogue liturgy, in light of
Christian sensibilities. These polemical ethnographies served several distinct
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purposes. Most overtly, they forged another link in the chain of polemic
against Jewish law and ritual that stretches back to earliest Christian
writings. Every prominent convert from von Carben, Pfefferkom, and
Margaritha in the sixteenth century, to Carl Anton and Gottfried Selig in the
late eighteenth-century, wrote similar compendia focusing on one area or
encompassing all of Jewish ritual life. Dozens, if not hundreds of works on
Jewish ceremonial appeared during this period, each one reflecting the
double alienation of the convert and his two-pronged appeal, to Jews to
jettison their non-scriptural and irrational traditions, and to Christians to
cease mlsmterpretmg the foolish as demonic and to judge Jews more
accumtely More subtly, as a result of their influence in some circles, and
the ubiquity and longevity of this genre, they became wvehicles for
transmilting the Christian critique of Judaism into the Jewish world, forcing
Jews to become more self-conscious about their cultural and religious
practices. By adopting the Christian stance which viewed Judaism as a
superstition, and then mocking aspects of Jewish tradition, from midrash to
various ceremonies which seemed to them irrational or ludicrous, they were
the first to articulate criticism that Jews came to internalize and often adopt
as part of the modemization process. Finally, the converts chastised
Christian society for often misreading Jewish practices as evil and demonic
when they were at worst merely superstitious and gratuilous Some took
Christian society to task for fmhng to make good on its promises and to live
up to its own 1dcals. B

Let us cite some partu:u]nr exnmp]es to 11[ustrate what I've been saying, The
first comes in late eighteenth-century convert Gott'ﬁ*led Selig’s recollection
of trouble over Jewish burial practices:

When we became ill... an elder]y Christian woman was hired to
nurse me. Suddenly, my father was arrested. We later found out
that...this terrible worman claimed to the authorities that when 1 lay
close to death, my father put a stone and & knife on the bed near me,
saying if 1 should happen upon the crucified Christ on my way to
eternity, I should use these tools to wound him...One would think
such an absurd charge would automatically be dismissed, but it cost
D my, father dearly to defend lurnself He had to send to the university
o far thE]I' experts ta pmnounce an’opinionl whether the secusation
Ui was fnlse or, not The warnun died before the proceedings were
" finished,

- But lhe questmn remains. Could the womnan have Il’lVEI‘IlEd such a
charge purely out of her own imagination, or must there be some
truth to it? It could not have been completely invented.... It cannot
be denied that Jews have all manner of su Persntmns and awful
customs when it comes ta hurial of their dead.
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Selig cited this story twice, once in his autobiography, and later in his
weekly subscription joumal, Der Jude. This incident served to chastise Jews
for clinging to strange rituals that bave neither scriptural nor rational basis.™
At the same time, Selig used it to reproach Christians for taking an equally
irrational stance, atiributing a malevolent mativation to harmless domestic
rituals. This episode served as his opening to rebut many of the irrational
and false beliefs that Christians held concerning Jewish ritual, culminating in
the ritual murder libel, With & handful of exceptions,® even the converts
who were most critical of Jews and Judaism repudiated the worst of
Christian misconceptions concerning lews. For example, Leonhard, whose
work railed vehemently against the entire structure of rabbinic tradition and
against many phenomena of contemporary Jewish life, nevertheless strongly
defended Jews apgainst what he regarded as a Christian superstition: “I can
assure you upon my henor and upon my conscience... that there is nothing
at all to the entire accusation...I am perplexed that this unfounded suspicion
still prevails among Christians today. ... I think that nowadays people should
know betler, given the general revulsion of Jews 1o blood, which goes so far
that before they cook a piece of meat they salt it in order to draw out the
blood, than to accuse them of consuming human blood (I cannot say it
without shuddering). T truly wish { had the power to entirely eradicate from
Christendom such a loveless accusation, which so goes against the grain of
humanitarian love, and can do so much damage.™*

As the eighteenth century progressed, the penetration of Enlightenment
concepts and standards into the converi literature on Jewish ritual and beliefs
became more pronounced. Convert writing ultimately {ransformed the
Christian theologica! critique of the Jewish religion as it was practiced into a
nttionalist critique of meaningless rituals and superstitious beliefs. At the
same time, converts became much more strident in upbraiding Christians for
noi relinguishing their traditional and irrational beliefs conceming fews.
Carl Anton, eighteenth century convert to Judaism and tutor of Hebraica at
Helmstedt University, published n trcatrse in 1755 concerning the subject of
the Wandering Jew (Ewige Jude).”” Anton’s opinion of it was unequivocal.

It should be discarded by Western society because the entire ides was simply
contrary to reason. Anton's treatise is unremarkable, with two excepticns:
the first is the furious response it provoked. The wife of one colleague
published a mocking rebuttal, in which she claimed to have seen the Eternal
Jew with her own eyes. He seemed exactly like the images of him published
over the centuries with one small change. He had developed osteoporosis of
the vertebrae and was now somewhat shorter in stature than his earlier
description. In an appendix to the work she claimed that she had not only
seen the Jew, but also his wife, the Wandering Jewess, an innovation in that
liternture. The second is Anton’s reasoning which represents a notable
development in convert literature. Almost a century earlicr, another convert




from Judaism, Friedrich Albrecht Christiani, had published a treatise on the
same subject for the same purpose, to lay the lepend of the Wandering Jew
to rest. The earlier piece considered the legend on basis of theology: it was
so close in nature to Jewish superstitions he had just rejected; he was
shocked to see Christians adhering to such Jewish-like beliefs., The
eighteenth century convert appealed not to theology but to reason and this is
a turn worthy of note. That he was immediately refuted in the most derisive
and mocking tone augured poorly for the reception of Jews even in
enlightened Christian circles.

While the earliest sixteenth-century converts added a political dimension to
their religious polemics, casting Jews as a dangerous and loathsome element
in the body politic, by the mid-eighteenth century their critique of Jewish
society had focused on Jewish economic activities. Their comments can he
linked to the larger discourse on poverty and productivization of groups
regarded as socially marginal, most notably in the Prussian state.”® Converts
found themselves in an uncomfortable predicament when it came to
pronouncements on this subject. On the one hand, they strongly endorsed the
prevalent critique by Christian society of Jewish economic specialization,
and like many Christians, minimized or dismissed the rele of Christian
restrictive legislation that had led Jews to specialize in these few economic
activities in the first place, But they could not endorse the whole scale
retrainiing of Jews for professions and crafls because they accepted that
removal “of such discriminatory status would make Jews feel more
comfortable and secure ag Jews and would remove one of the more urgent
motives for conversion. Thus, many ended up speaking out against Jewish
traditional occupations, but advocating for change only among converted
Jews., Many converts chastised Jews for abusing Christian trust in their
business dealings with them, and Salomon Markus made a career out of it as
a customs inspector exclusively for Jewish trade, Leonhard cautioned
Christians to know whom they were dealing with if they transacted business
with Jews and damned Jews with faint praise when he noted that not as
many of them were crught up in deception as is commonly believed.”

Given: the’ prevalent. image of Jews as enpaped in theft or fencing stolen
- goods, especially. from churches,” and the false stereotype that lasted well
- into the nineteenth century of Jews as hagglers and usurious money lenders,
~ converts from well-to-do backgrounds such as Selig felt the need to specify
exactly how their fathers went from rags to riches. Most court Jews felt
extremely vulnerable to suspicions concerning the roots of their wealth."
Because of their special pleading, converts did not call as shamply for
overhauling Jewish economic activity as they did in many other areas.
Nevertheless, their role as mediators conveying each saciety’s critique to the
other was nat negligible either. Economic activities became their trope for

standards of morality, and they internalized the Christian assertion that the
New Testament inculcated a higher morality than the Old, so that Christians
had a more highly developed semse of right and wrong than Jews. They
portrayed Jews who cheated and deceived Christians as fulfilling Jewish
religious imperatives, while they held Christians who acled in the same way
to be 2nomalies within Christendom.

The writings of eighteenth-century converts convey a pronounced sensitivity
to the aesthetic aspects of religious worship, their critique of Judaism
broadening beyond religion to the shoricomings of Judaism as a culture,
Many identified Christian worship with a sense of order and harmony, in
contrast {o Jewish worship with its informality and dissonance. Several
mention first being touched by hearing Christian services or singing: Johann
Phillip Bleibtreu remembered passing a church with his sister and hearing
such beautiful singing that his heart was filled with joy. B

Finally, convert criticism of Judaism in the late eighteenth century isolated
rabbinism from other elements in Judaism as the cause of Jewish culteral
backwardness and moral turpitude. While Christian theolopians had long
marked the Talmud as one of the significant obstacles to Jewish conversion,
the convert critique included much of contemporary Jewish communal life,
Their demand did not focus on the elimination of the Talmud as deviation
from the biblical text, althougl that was surely included, as on the purging of
all rabbinic influence on contemporary Jewish life.™

The anguish of Jews who felt oppressed by the burden of their Jewish
identity on their place in Christian society led to many attempted solutions.
One was the acceplance of baptism without the pretense of concomitant
commitment to Christian doctrine and religious transformation. David
Friediiinder’s famous overture 1o Provost Teller was an effort on part of a
small eircle of enlightened and well-to-do Berlin Jews to escape the civil
burdens of Jewishness.” As for the individuals who cynically accepted
baptism to pave the way for social advancement, [ will cite Heinrich Heine
anachronistically, for he said it best. When asked about the nature of his
conversion, Heine replied.

“In my latest book, Romancero [ have explained this transformation
that took place within me regarding sacred things. Since its
publication many inquiries have been made, with =zealons
importunity, as to the manner in which the true light dawned upon
me, Pious souls, thirsting after & miracle, have desired to know
whether, like Saul on the way to Damascus, [ had seen a light from
heaven; or whether, like Balaam, the son of Beor, T was riding on a
restive ass, that suddenly apened its mouth and began to speak as a
man? No; ye credulous believers, I never Jjoumeyed to Damaseus,

15




nor do | know anything about it, save that lately the Jews there were
accused of devouring aged monks of St.Francis ... Nor have [ ever
scen 4n ass, al least any four-footed one, that spake as a man,
though 1 have often enough met men who, whenever they opened
their mouth, spake as asses.”

The more parsicular and less pervasive their eritique of Judaism and Jewish
life, the closer the converls' message converges with the message of
enlightened Jews who were simultaneously calling for similar changes as the
only means of salvaging Judaism for the modemn world. If we read the words
of a near comtemporary of Leonhard, Lazarus Bendavid (b. Berlin, 1762-
1832) one of the radical figures of the late German Haskalah, who directed
his critique of Judaism lo Jews, the areas of confluence between the messapge
of converis and that of Jewish enlightenment figures stands out more starkly.
Bendavid recalled his own experience as a teenager in which he became
alienated from traditional observance and atiracted to the aesthetic element
of Christian worship; “All at once I stopped praying the Jewish prayers. I
stopped observing the commandments and visited the synagogue only when
my parents insisted. More than once, 1 peeked into churches in order to
enjoy the music of the organ and to uplift my spirit upon hearing the words
of the'pi'éachgrs._‘_”'& Bendavid’s radicalism consists of two separate and
equally significant departures: he refuses to’ reconsider his rejection’ of all
formis of Jewish ‘ceremonial; at the same time he refuses to accept the
blandishments of Christianity, even if it appeared aesthetically superior. Any
institutional religion and its ritual expressions were anathema to him as
incompatible . with. natural . religion. Bendavid pleaded with more
conservative minded Jews to abandon their insistence that Jéwish ideals with
their high values and morals were inseparable from o large number of ritual
abservances:

“You complain about the bad character [middet] of the youth.. .and
you blame it on the Haskalzh. Blame it on yourselves. ...In the
education [the youth] he received from you, the ritual precepts and
. moral tenchings accupied the same plane in his conscience. His
* gonscience tortured him equally if he had touched a stick on shabbat
‘ag if he had stalen or converied, Once he’has overcome’ his
‘conscience tg-violdte the: ritual laws, he knows no boundaries; he
" sees in the most sacred things outmoded superstition, no criminal
actisbeneathhim.... 0 00 o . '

“Then as # result of [a crisis], poverty, or illness, he takes a look at
his conscience and he is horrified by the absolute shambles of his
morzl life. He will never retumn to the superstition of his forefathers,
or very rarely, but he cannot remain as he is. What happens? The
youth who had been struck by blindness turns into a deliberate
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sinner, or if his religious feclings have not been entirely snuffed out,
he tries to convince himself that he will tum into a better person if
he accepts Christianity. The Christian church is required by its own
principles to accept him info her arms, and you are fortunate if your
child becomes improved as a result. But his condition won’t
imprave, it will deteriorate further, it must. Without belief in Christ,
for you know that no baptized Jew, with or without a printed
catechism, understands encugh to accept the mysteries of
Christianity. Without belief in Christ and the Hely Ghost he
declares his belief in the Trinity. Because of his mind that you
neglected and his heart that you corrupted he cannot understand the
fundamentals of morality that the man of the cloth wanis lo teach
him. He learns the words without the concepts, despises the priest
who demands the same of him as his father did, and with his
baptism, as though a mackery of both religions, his condilion is
worse than before. Now, although all branches of economic
opportunily are opea to him, he hasa't learned a thing. As a
Christian he must now imitate the Jewish figure, just as he imitated
the Christians while he was a Jew. As a bad Jew and a bad Christian
he is hated by both, eaten away by pangs of conscience, and he dies
sooner or later with a curse on his lips and despair in his heart.”"’

Bendavid illustrated his dire waming of the fate of Jews who converted
insincerely te Christianity with a personal case study. “T knew a Jew in
Berlin who converted in his 35" year, and died recently at age 76.... His last
days fell at ghout the time the Jews observe their Day of Atonement and I
visited with him then. Since his years were about evenly divided between
Christianity and Judaism, he was totally confused, and as his mind prew
weaker, he truly didn’t know o which religion he belonged. With each
attack, ..a prayer would escape from his lips, sometimes a Jewish prayer and
sometimes a Christian prayer. When his mind cleared, he preferred Judaism
to Christianity; it is of course natural that he should do that, for those were
his first experiences. To my question he responded entirely differently: He
said that he prayed the prayer of Holy! Holy! Holy! with great intensity at
the exact time it was being chanted in the synagogue and this increased his
output of urine more than any Christian prayer. He died some days later, and
anyone who.has read Klopstock’s Sterbendes Gottesliugner knows what his
condition must have been upon his death.™"

Bendavid advocated a Judaism purified of all ritual, a natural religion
through which Jews could come closer to the rest of humanity, Bendavid's
ideal Jew severed his ties to all the ritualistic aspects of religion and adhered
to the religion of reason and nature, retaining only such doctrines as
monatheism, providence, and immortality of the soul.” Solutions to the
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problem of Jewish identity seemed to advocate that Jews become Christians
without Christianity or Jews without Tudaism,

Do the early-modern German converts matter? For some fime now I have
been pondering the place of converts in the history of German Jewry.
According persons or historical phenomena their rightful place within the
historical narrative does not necessarily mean according them & positive role.
From the point of view of the history of the Jewish people, those who
formally severed their ties to the Jewish religion and adopt another have
been lost to the Jewish people. Conversion as an individual phenomenan,
even when considered in the aggregate, represents a historical dead end, a
development out of which no further developments, positive or negative can
ensue, Yet as any city planner knows, dead ends are an integral part of the
topography, sometimes a pleasure to live on because nobody goes there,
sometimes a nuisance when we make a wrong tur. Failure is often a step on
the way to success, and knowing the historical byways and roads not
successfully traversed can nevertheless enrich our understanding of the past,
Erosion and loss contribute to the study of the historical landscape as surely
as growth and development. More ink has been spilled on the tortuous
transition to modemity by German Jews than any other. Yet the experiences
of converis out of Judaism as bellwethers in modern Jewish history has only
recenily begun to attract the important place it merits. Pride of place for this
development belongs to historian Todd Endelman, whose interpretation of
conversion as an element in English Jewish history invites comparison to the
experience of German Jewry, particularly for the perod before 1800 when
Germian Jews stuud on the cusp of modern developments.

Jews in German lands, who were w:l]mg to dlspense with marks of
distinctiveness, and even those who converted, were not easily
accommodated or folerated in most sectors of German society. Unlike the
English examples of drift and defection which eulminated in baptism afier
several generations of weakening affiliation to community and commitment
to its rituals, German Jews until the late eighteenth century usually emerged
out of the world of full b]own Ashkenazic tradmun ill prepared for any other
socml mlheu.s_u. i .

Pnor to the mneteenth century few of these converts rose to any posmon of
prominence; either cultural, intellectual or economic. Hampered by a lack of
cohesion; they never: developed an ideology that incorporated their Jewish
‘pasts into their Christian presents. Indeed, they often saw each other as rivals
for the sympathy and attention of generous hearted Christians. Still, they left
an imprint that historians of German Jewry ignore at their peril. Converls
can teach us a great deal about the phenomenon of “escape from Judaism.”
They are the first Jews to portray Jewish society to the modern Christian
world, often to its detriment, but sometimes to its benefit. They are the first

to write about traveling as fews from the inside of Christian society. They
are the first German Jews to act on their belicf that they had » place in the
majority culture if OIﬂPI they would shed their Jewish values and its
communal coordinates.

In his exquisitely rendered and pain filled novel, Tinyon, translated into
English as The Conversion, lIsraeli novelist Aharon Appelfeld creates a
conversation between two of his characters. One of them, a recent convert

out of Judaism, has just defended himself against 2 drunken gentile peasant
in a barraom brawl;

“You have to teach the goyim a lesson,” said Freddy,

"Don’t say ‘goyim,” say ‘drunkards,” " Martin reproached him,
“Why?”

“Because we’re goyin too.”

“I'mnot a goy."”

*You’re mistaken, niy dear {ellow. From the moment Father Merser
baptized you, you've been what the Jews call a goy.”

“I'm not a goy,” he insisted, “I’m an apostate.” [meshummad]
“Okay. Fine.”

“I'm an apostate, not a goy,” he repeated.

“But, honestly now, why not a goy?”

“The word disgusts me. By no means do 1 want to be called a g0y,

An apostate—yes."™

This anxiety of identity, although not its particular resolution, mirrors the
disquiet of generations of converts out of Judaism, along with that of Jewish
and Christian somety toward them. Appelfeld writes in the grim shadow of
the Holocaust, in which definitions of Jewishness, ‘poyishness” and
conversion have assumed new resonance, This frapment of a conversation
brilliantly captures a persistent theme in the history of conversions out of
Judaism; the dilemma of identity that haunted many converts, and the sense
of liminality, alienation, and ambivalence that emerged from an existence on
the margins of two societies and at the center of neither.
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NOTES:
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Erzachluny seiner eigenen Rekehrungs=Geschichic in einem Gesprick vorgaragen (Nilmberyg: Ad. Goul,
Schneiderischen Buchhandlung, 1781).

! Leanhard, Erveiss, pp. 183.195.
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ha-sheni (Berlin: n.p., 17837).
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Higtory (New York : Oxford University Press, 1995), pp. 70-74.
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Haskalak  ha-yehudic ba-me'ah haot8 [Tie Jewish Enlightenmenmr i the  Eightcenth Cenmryf
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Civilization, 2001), pp. 2747,

® Leonhard, Erweiss, intro., p. i,
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Yale University Press, 2001).
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