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Moses Mendelssohn

1729-1786

Merchant

Hunchback

Observant Jew

Philosopher: one year, Mendelssohn won first prize in a Philosophy essay
contest and Kant came in second.

Big proponent of Enlightenment and Emancipation

Controversial nature of Emancipation. Count de Clermont Tonnerre (France):
The Jews should be denied everything as a nation, but granted everything as
individuals. . . . The existence of a nation within a nation is unacceptable to
our country.
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Teaching of the philosopher in Jerusalem

“Adapt yourselves to the morals and the constitution of the land to
which you have been removed; but hold fast to the religion of your
fathers.”



Abraham (son of Moses) Mendelssohn letter
to his children

The outward form of your religion your teacher has given you is
historical, and changeable like all human ordinances.

Some thousands of years ago the Jewish form was the reigning one,
then the heathen form, and now it is the Christian. We, your mother
and |, were born and brought up by our parents as Jews, and without
being obliged to change the form of our religion have been able to
follow the divine instinct in us and in our conscience. We have
educated you and your brothers and sister in the Christian faith,
because it is the creed of most civilized people, and contains nothing

that can lead you away from what is good, and much that guides you to
love, obedience, tolerance, and resignation.



Story about Mendelssohn and Kant by an eye-
withess

[...] a small stooped Jew with a goatee and a large hump entered the
lecture hall with anxious, tiny steps, stopped, and stood not far from
the doorway. As was common, mockery und derision broke out that
initially led to loud cries; but to everyone’s surprise the stranger stayed
put with a rigid calmness as if constrained. As an expression of his
determination to wait for the professor, he made his intentions
unequivocally clear by occupying a vacant seat. He was approached
and asked what he wanted, and he answered briefly and politely that
he wished to stay in order to meet Kant. The ruckus ended only with
Kant’s entrance into the classroom.



Story about Mendelssohn and Kant by an eye-
witness (cont.)

His lecture diverted the attention of everyone to other things, and one was
so spellbound, so sunk in the sea of new ideas that everyone long since
forgot the appearance of the Jew until, at the end of the lecture, he pushed
through the crowd of students to the lectern with an intensity in stark
contrast to his earlier composure. Initially, the students hardly noticed him,
but then scornful laughter broke out. However, the laughter immediately
gave way to silenced admiration because Kant, after a momentary look of
great regard and exchange of a few words, warmly shook the stranger’s hand
and then embraced him. The word spread like wildfire through the crowd:
‘Moses Mendelssohn! The Jewish philosopher from Berlin!’; and respectfully
the students formed two rows as the worldly-wise men exited the hall
passing between them holding hands.



Kant writing to one of his Jewish students
about Mendelssohn

Today Mr. Mendelssohn, your worthy friend and mine (for so | flatter
myself), is departing. To have a man like him in Kénigsberg on a
permanent basis, as an intimate acquaintance, a man of such gentle
temperament, good spirits, and Enlightenment - how that would give
my soul the nourishment it has lacked so completely here, a
nourishment | miss more and more as | grow older! | could not arrange,
however, to take full advantage of this unique opportunity to enjoy so
rare a man, partly from fear lest | might disturb him ... in the business
he had to attend to locally. Yesterday, he did me the honor of being
present at two of my lectures, a la fortune du pot, as one might say,
because the table was not prepared for such a distinguished guest... |
beg you to keep for me the friendship of this worthy man in the future.




Mendelssohn’s Team for the Beur

Mendelssohn did the German translation.

Solomon Dubno (1738-1813) wrote commentary on Genesis.
Mendelssohn wrote commentary on Exodus.

Naftali Herz Wessely (1725-1805) wrote commentary on Leviticus.
Aaron Jaroslav wrote commentary on Numbers.

Naftali Herz Homberg (1749-1841) wrote commentary on Deuteronomy.
Result: uneven quality.

Place of Rashbam’s commentary in this project.

Why did Dubno leave the project?
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e All [of the terms] mentioned in this verse
are place names . . . the text provides
signs upon signs . .. “on the other side of
the Jordan”: On which "other" side of the
Jordan? “In the wilderness.” “In the
Aravah”:i.e. "in which place in the
wilderness?" In the wilderness that one
finds in the plains of Moab. “Near Suph”:
For the Sea of Suph [= the Sea of Reeds,
the Red Sea] begins at the eastern part of
the land of Israel, as it is written (Exod
23:3112, "I will set your borders from the
Sea of Reeds to the Sea of the
Philistines." In other words, [that verse
describes the borders of the land] "from
the east to the west." [The Sea of Suph] is
the Dead Sea, which is the south-eastern
corner of the land.


https://mg.alhatorah.org/#!Shemot/23.31

Moses Mendelssohn’s Introduction to his
Torah Commentary
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Rabbi Solomon Dubno did as | had
instructed him. He gathered together the
peshat explanations of Scripture . .. from
the works of the earliest practitioners of
peshat exegesis:

From the works of the great luminary Rashi,
who has, when he offers a peshat
explanation, no equal.

From the works of his grandson Rashbam
who delved into the peshat meaning of the
text deeply, in fact sometimes more than is
appropriate. So much so that it happens
that due to his great love of peshat he
occasionally misses the truth.

From the works of ibn Ezra who was an
expert in all the sciences . . ..



Mendelssohn’s introduction to Mishpatim
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Rashbam began his commentary on
this profound and wide-ranging
commentary by writing: “Let those
who love wisdom know and
understand that my purpose, as |
explained in Genesis, is not to offer
halakhic interpretations, wherein
haggadot and halakhot are derived
from superfluities in Scriptural
language, even thouEh such
interpretations are the most
essential ones. Some of those
explanations can be found in the
works of my mother's father, Rashi.



Mendelssohn’s introduction to Mishpatim
[cont.]

STIND NN 7Y JUIYD WID7T7 NI
YOIN )T '97 N7ANI ' TN WIONI
N> 'V NID7AN LD ' 7V NI
(.7"V NLIO *711) N'NIQY NNKRY
[X 7Y¥] nmawn iy n|7:>'7n
i)Y

[Continuing to quote Rashbam’s intro]. “But

my purpose is to explain the p

ain

meaning of Scripture. | will explain

the laws and rules [of the Tora

]

in @ manner that conforms to the

[natural] way of the world.

Nevertheless, it is the halakhic

level of interpretation that is the
most essential one, as the rabbis

said (Sotah 16a) "Halakhah

uproots [the plain meaning of] the

biblical text."



Mendelssohn’s introduction to Mishpatim
[cont.]
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We too will hover under the wings
of the great eagle [Rashbam] and
not depart from the plain
meaning of Scripture to the right
or to the left. But we have not
forgotten the principle which we
laid down in the introduction to
this work about the difference
between “contradictory
explanations” and “differing
explanations.”



Mendelssohn’s introduction to Mishpatim
[cont.]
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It is acceptable for the peshat to
differ from the traditions of the
rabbis, but it cannot contradict
the rabbis in halakhah or law. It is
still possible for “differing
explanations” to both be true.

But with “contradictory
explanations,” if one is true the
second is certainly false.



Mendelssohn’s introduction to Mishpatim
[cont.]
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So whenever uncovering the
peshat of Scripture contradicts the
traditions of the rabbis in
halakhah or law, the commentator
must totally abandon the peshat
and follow tradition, or, if
possible, explain how the two
explanations can be reconciled.
We have made this the guiding
principle of our commentary and
we will keep to it, with God’s help.
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