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Discuss the contribution of Martin Luther to Jewish-Christian relations.
The following essay shall discuss the contribution of Martin Luther to Jewish-Christian relations. Firstly, I shall assess the shift between the early tolerance of Luther towards the Jews and his later discrimination and hatred of the Jews with particular reference to the work of academics, scholars, and the literature of Luther, assessing their value and significance. Furthermore, this essay shall examine whether Luther has a change in attitude towards the Jews or a change of tactic in his expressions towards the Jews whilst discussing the contribution of Martin Luther to Jewish-Christian relations. 
Martin Luther (1483-1546) is highly regarded as one of the most prominent figures of the Protestant Reformation and is most famously known for pinning his 95 Theses proposing reform to the church to a cathedral in Germany in 1517. However, Martin Luther’s engagement with Jews is an unavoidable topic when discussing Luther’s significance and the way in which his attitudes towards the Jews developed through the years.
Martin Luther wrote much literature on the Jews and the early writings suggested a relative tolerance towards the Jews and can be seen as ‘Using the Jew as a stick with which to beat the Catholic Church’ and protests over its treatment of the Jews in the hope that this friendly approach might result in mass conversion of Jews to Christianity.[footnoteRef:1] One example of this is one of Luther’s early pamphlets written in 1523 called ‘Jesus Was Born a Jew’ which sought to acknowledge the Jewishness of Jesus which had long been unrecognised by the Catholic Church. The contents of the pamphlet sought to encourage more positive behaviour towards Jews and advocated treating Jews according to the law of Christian love. The pamphlet was an attempt to make the conversion to Christianity more attractive for Jews by accepting the Jewish roots of the faith but Luther also used this opportunity as means for a deliberate attack against the Catholic Church with the statement that Joseph was the biological father of Jesus which is against the Catholic church’s’ teaching on the virginal birth.  [1:  Edward Kessler, An Introduction to Jewish- Christian Relations (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), p. 120.] 

During this time Martin Luther was seen as a positive figure with respect to Jewish-Christian relations as his earlier writings seemed to suggest a change of attitude towards Judaism by challenging the Catholic Church and its treatment of the Jews. However, it can be seen particularly through analysing Luther’s later works that the tolerance offered towards the Jews in his early works is limited and does not seek to protect Judaism but make conversion to Christianity more attractive, once the Jews do not convert, the true essence of Martin Luther’s attitudes towards the Jews can be seen.
In later years, Luther’s discourse concerning the Jews grew increasingly negative as he became frustrated with the lack of conversion from the Jews, culminating in one of his most infamous works ‘On the Jews and their Lies’ in 1542 which renewed anti-Jewish/anti-Semitic rhetoric which became popular during the Middle Ages and medieval times such as the accusations of deicide (relating to the murder of Jesus) and ritual murder (relating to the accusation of murdering young Christians). Furthermore, in this tract Luther seems to further emphasise differences rather than commonalities between Jews and Christians and condemns their frequent Jewish blasphemy against Jesus and Mary which claims that Jesus was a son of a prostitute. Luther continued by portraying the Jews as enemies of the Lord and emphasising the demonic nature of the Jew as deceitful, greedy robbers. 
Luther also suggested several actions to be taken against Jews by the authorities for example ‘…they should burn Jewish homes and synagogues; Jewish travelling privileges should be taken away; and all Jews should be expelled from Germany’.[footnoteRef:2] Such suggestions would be later used by the Nazi’s in support of their final pursuit of denigration and ultimate extermination of the Jews and although Martin Luther could not have foreseen the impact that his writings would have, it is clear that much of his work has widely influenced Jewish- Christian relations both prior to and post- Shoah. [2:  Helen P. Fry, ed, Christian- Jewish Dialogue: A Reader (Exeter: University of Exeter Press, 1996), p. 29.] 

Other later works of Luther also contain elements of anti-Jewish comments such as his ‘Treatise on the Last Words of David’ which states that the very fact that the Jews have been dispersed, persecuted and wandering without land for 1500 years held testament to the fact that ‘they have been rejected by God, that the Messiah had already come, and that the Jews blindly refused to see such truth’.[footnoteRef:3]  This gives rise to the notion that the Jews are responsible for their suffering as a direct result of their arrogance and rejection of Jesus as the son of God and that somehow the treatment of Jews through the years by Christians and through other means represents a Messianic punishment serving as proof that Judaism has been replaced by Christianity and the new covenant which exists for all people through Jesus. [3:  Dean Bell, ‘Martin Luther and the Jews: Context and Content’, Theology Today 74 (2017), p. 222.] 

One major factor in the discussion of Martin Luther’s contribution to Jewish-Christian relations is whether there is a real difference in attitudes from Luther towards the Jews later on in his works or whether it is simply a change in tactic with a similar underlying message which appears throughout. It is a widely accepted view that indeed there was a change in Martin Luther’s attitude towards the Jews, however, some account for this by saying that Martin Luther’s theology was always anti-Jewish in nature but had a limited tolerance towards Jews themselves whilst conversion was possible. Therefore Luther ‘…was not a racist, Luther was ready to welcome a Jewish convert into the arms of the gospel’ as his rejection was regarding the validity of the religion that had been replaced by Christianity rather than a hatred towards a particular race which would develop in the years to come.[footnoteRef:4] [4: William Nicholls, Christian Antisemitism: A History of Hate (Oxford: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2004), p. 269.] 

It can be seen that Martin Luther took an extreme change of tactic in his persecution of the faith in that his defence of the Jews diminished greatly once his conversion efforts failed and his foul remarks against the Jews were seen to intensify in his work leading to the publication of ‘On the Jews and their Lies’ in 1542. 
Similarly, Luther’s earlier work in 1523 which acknowledged the Jewishness of Jesus was later used by Luther not to support the Jews but was used against them. Luther stated that Gentiles were able to accept Jesus (a Jew) as the son of God, yet the Jews were unwilling to accept one of their own people as the Messiah that they had been anticipating. Luther continues by suggesting that the Jews must leave behind their expecting of a Messiah as ‘God has already become flesh and established his invisible realm’ seeing baptism and conversion as a vital factor in bringing about a messianic kingdom.[footnoteRef:5] [5: Heiko A. Oberman, The Roots of Anti-Semitism: In the Age of Renaissance and Reformation (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1984), p. 46. ] 

An important factor for discussing Luther’s attitudes towards the Jews is that anti-Jewish sentiment had long been an established part of society and the Christian religion which can be traced right back to biblical times, the times of the church Fathers and the middle ages. This very notion illustrates ‘…that the conduct and the writings of Luther concerning the Jews found so much favour among his followers… because the ground had been well prepared to permit the growth of these hatreds’.[footnoteRef:6] Therefore, it could be argued that Martin Luther’s theology and treatment of the Jews is no different to that of his Christian predecessors and that Luther was greatly influenced by the anti-Judaism of the past when dealing with the Jews particularly in his later works despite offering relative support to the Jews during his early works.   [6:  Gerhard Falk, The Jew in Christian Theology: Martin Luther’s Anti-Jewish Vom Schem Hamphoras, Previously Unpublished in English, and Other Milestones in Church Doctrine Concerning Judaism (London: McFarland & Company, inc.,Publishers, 1992), p. 57.] 

Conversely, one reason why Luther may have changed tactics with regards to his treatment of the Jews is due to the accusations which faced Luther of being a ‘Judaizer’ (someone who is seen as promoting the Jewish cause) and other insults directed at Luther which emerged as a result of his early defence of the Jews. There is a shift in the tone of Luther’s writings because of this as he goes to great lengths to defend himself from such accusations and what becomes clear is that Luther shared the fear with his fellow reformers of ‘Jewish influence upon Christianity… (viewing) Judaism as a great threat and Jews as less than human’.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Gerhard Falk, 1992, p. 62.] 

Martin Luther’s attitudes towards the Jews is made all the more intriguing and confusing by the fact that he probably didn’t have much interaction with Jews in person although there were often small Jewish communities near where Luther would have lived at various points. Luther’s contribution to Jewish- Christian dialogue and his attitudes towards the Jews were influenced by a number of factors including theological concerns, conversion frustration, a tradition of anti-Jewish rhetoric in Christianity and other such influences.
It is important for Martin Luther’s contribution to Jewish- Christian relations to be seen in the context of the time in which he was writing, the Jews represented a marginalized, devil-like society which had been subject to persecution long before Luther. It is also clear when analysing Luther that his writings on the Jews were often part of a bigger agenda to attack other parts of society such as Christianity and more specifically the Catholic Church and therefore some of his writings on the Jews must be placed within the context and Luther’s rationale for such rhetoric. Luther’s contribution can be understood within the context of his theological concerns rather than practical concerns of the Jews where his works draw attention to his theological objections to Judaism and the Jews whilst highlighting the negative impact that these and past objections have had on Jewish- Christian relations.
[bookmark: _GoBack]One cannot discuss Martin Luther’s contribution to Jewish-Christian relations without the discussion of how the work of Luther was later used and cited by supporters of Hitler and the Nazi party’s final solution. Martin Luther greatly influenced Nazi propaganda, for example, the recommendations that Luther made in his tract ‘On the Jews and their Lies’ on how to deal with the Jews were used by the Nazi which influenced events such as Kristallnacht where synagogues, Jewish homes and businesses were burnt. There is, however, a major distinction between the motives of Hitler and Luther. Luther was motivated purely by religious means to covert the Jews to the true religion of Christianity whereas Hitler had racial discrimination at the core of his motivation towards the Jews and so although it is clear that the work of Luther influenced the Nazi regime, it must be stated that there is a difference in the motive for both parties and Luther’s texts had been used and adapted by the Nazi’s for wholly different purposes.
In conclusion, Martin Luther has undoubtedly made a considerable contribution to Jewish-Christian relations and although he is a controversial character with regards to his treatment of the Jews, Luther is still well remembered today for his contribution to the reformation of the church and his challenge to the Catholic church. Initially, Martin Luther seemed to present himself as the defender of the Jews against the long-established anti-Jewish sentiment which had evolved in the Catholic Church. Luther’s 1923 work ‘Jesus was born a Jew’ sought to defend the Jews against the Catholic church and acknowledged once more the Jewishness of Jesus. However, Luther’s motives for this pamphlet have long been debated and it is a popular view that his reason for writing the work was to make the conversion to Christianity more popular among the Jews and to simultaneously use his defence of the Jews to attack the Catholic church. There is a clear shift in the tone of Martin Luther’s writings on the Jews in his later years which has been attributed to Luther’s frustration at the lack of conversion by Jews to Christianity among other factors. Although Luther’s later texts have a clear darker tone in its content, it can be seen that Luther’s theology has remained throughout his life, it is the way in which he expresses this theology which has changed. 
One further contribution of Luther to Jewish-Christian relations is the impact that his later works, in particular, had on the fate of European Jews during the Second World War at the hands of Adolf Hitler and his party. Luther’s suggestions of how to deal with the Jews made in ‘on the Jews and their lies’ were later used by the Nazi’s whilst in pursuit of their final solution for the Jews. There is a major difference in the motives of both Martin Luther and the Nazi party in their treatment of the Jews as Martin Luther didn’t express any racial hatred towards the Jews, his objections were of the validity of the religion, however, Luther’s writings on the Jews had a clear influence on the way in which Hitler later treated the Jews.
Despite, the anti-Jewish elements that have been discussed with regards to Martin Luther’s contribution to Christian-Jewish relations, Luther remains widely remembered as one of the most prominent figures of the Protestant Reformation and as a forerunner for reforms in the Catholic Church. Martin Luther’s legacy remains despite the tainted historical relationship with the Jews and the established Lutheran church born from the influence of Martin Luther, is still a major branch of Protestant Christianity today. For Lutherans, it is importance that Luther is remembered for his positive contributions to Jewish- Christian dialogue particularly with his opposition to the Catholic Church which was largely supported by the Jews of his time and not for the negative anti-Jewish rhetoric which emerged most prominently in his later writings and which fuelled an attitude of anti-Jewish prejudice once more.  
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