Spinoza Remembered
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GIRL: [Knocks on door]

RABBI: Come in!

GIRL: Hello Rabbi, do you have a few minutes?

RABBI: Yes, have a seat.  What’s on your mind?

GIRL: Well, recently I’ve been studying Spinoza, and I have to say, I like what I’m reading.

RABBI: Ah yes, Baruch Spinoza—I would consider him the greatest Dutch philosopher of all time.  
GIRL: I pretty much agree with everything he said, and yet he was excommunicated from the Jewish community.  It’s making me wonder how I can still consider myself a religious Jew.  Why would I want to be a part of a religion that excluded my favorite philosopher?

RABBI: I understand where you’re coming from, but I don’t think you’re doing Judaism justice.  Spinoza was excommunicated because of when he lived and where.  The Jewish community would never excommunicate him today. 

GIRL: But still, he was excommunicated.  And that really bothers me.  

RABBI: Okay, let’s take a step back.  We need to talk about the community he lived in.   It’s very different from ours.  And we need to talk about how dangerous his philosophy was to that community.

GIRL: Well, I know he belonged to the community of Jews that fled Spain and Portugal during the Inquisition because of religious persecution.  The Catholics back then didn’t accept the fact that there could be a group of people in their country who practiced a religion that denied Jesus Christ as their Lord and Savior.

RABBI: And do you understand why his philosophy was so controversial? 

GIRL: I think so.  But I don’t think people were being fair to him.  He may have been called a “wicked atheist” and a “godless man,” but he definitely wasn’t.

RABBI: Oh?

GIRL: Yeah.  He thought that only god made up the universe and that everything was in God.  And he didn’t believe in the cosmic puppeteer you’ll see in our prayer books.

RABBI: [Raises eyebrows]

GIRL: He thought that people had no special place in the cosmos. And he debated the idea of the Jews being the chosen people, which obviously angered his community in Amsterdam.  It was one of the many reasons he was excommunicated.

RABBI: Don’t forget that he said Scripture wasn’t the word of God, and that he believed in the separation of church and state.

GIRL: But still, I don’t quite understand why the Jews felt the need to reject Spinoza.  I mean, he was educated in an Orthodox Jewish manner and was learned in the Bible.

RABBI:  Right.  Spinoza was actually a very Jewish thinker, influenced by the Kabbalah and Maimonides.  Spinoza didn’t necessarily agree with them, but much of his writings were reactions to them.  Throughout his life, he wrestled with the basic ideas of Judaism, including the Jewish God.  Remember, the Hebrew word “Israel” means “God-wrestler.”
GIRL:  So, why were Jews prohibited from standing 6 feet from his body?  How dangerous could he be?

RABBI: Pretty dangerous.  Think about his community’s past.  They had moved from Spain, to Portugal, and then to Holland- where they finally found freedom!  They didn’t want to threaten their ability to stay there because of some outspoken 23 year-old philosopher.  If they were kicked out of Holland, where else could they go? 

GIRL: Wow, I guess you’re right.  I can relate to them now more than before, but I can sympathize with Spinoza, too.  He wasn’t just kicked out of his community, he was also rejected by his family, attacked by a knife-wielding assassin, and publicly denounced by Leibniz, a philosopher who borrowed many ideas from him. The Dutch Sephardic community had one of the greatest philosophers in their midst and yet they didn’t want him!

RABBI: It’s such a shame, isn’t it?  He was the type of man who could’ve married Jewish and secular learning.  He could’ve brought people together in a land where religion tears them apart.  And the excommunication delayed the Haskalah for a long time.  

GIRL: What’s that?

RABBI: It’s the movement of Jewish Enlightenment, where Jews tried to join the world of learning outside of Judaism and stop being so insulated.  So anyways, the separation was horrible, and the Haskalah was delayed, but the story isn’t all a tragedy.  Have you heard of the Pantheism Controversy?

GIRL: Oh yeah.  It was in the late 1700s, took place in Germany, and was the first time that a lot of people took Spinoza’s side.  It began when Friedrich Jacobi published a conversation he had with recently deceased Gotthold Lessing.  He criticized him by calling him a Spinozist.  Then Lessing’s friend, Moses Mendelssohn, stood up for Lessing by calling Jacobi’s publication an attack that associated his friend with evil and irreligious views.  After Moses’ reprisal, everyone sided with either traditionalist Jacobi or rationalist Mendelssohn.  

RABBI: Wow!  You’ve really read up on this.  And I’m glad you did.  Because the triumphant influence that Spinoza has had on the world can be largely traced back to the Pantheism Controversy.

GIRL:  Well, I know he’s changed my philosophy, but would the world really be that different if Spinoza had never existed?

RABBI:  Are you kidding?  I wouldn’t have a job!  Look at me—a woman rabbi.  Jews have always been outsiders, but Spinoza was the outsider of the outsiders.  It was his radical ideas of religious liberty that led so many people away from traditional thinking.  It’s because of his liberalism that so many religious traditions have evolved, like the idea that women now can be rabbis.   Essentially, Reform Judaism can be traced back to Spinoza!  Remember Mendelssohn?  His book, Jerusalem, directly influenced Jews in Germany to create Reform Judaism!
GIRL:  No way.  If that’s the case, I don’t know how I ever doubted being a Jewish Spinozist.  You know what’s funny?  Jacobi was trying to bury Spinoza, but ended up making him more popular.  It’s amazing how many famous thinkers have been influenced by Spinoza since the Pantheism Controversy:  Goethe, Hegel, Nietzsche, Marx, Einstein.
RABBI: And don’t forget -- American history has been influenced by Spinoza too.  Jefferson was in France during the Pantheism Controversy. You know he heard about Spinoza!  And John Locke, one of Jefferson’s main inspirations, owned all of Spinoza’s works.  Also, the transcendentalists, like Emerson, preached Spinoza’s pantheistic God.
GIRL: So, why did Spinoza influence all these people?

RABBI: Well, one thing about great minds is that they influence people in different ways.  I mean, Spinoza influenced Einstein and Goethe by inspiring them to take a new approach to God.  I think that’s what happened with you.

GIRL: Yeah. I guess that before I started reading Spinoza, I was an atheist, but once I learned about his God, I believed in it, too.  His philosophy is like a synthesis between rationalism and atheism, on the one hand, and the celebration of the divine on the other.

RABBI: Exactly.  But maybe the way Spinoza influenced history the most was by eliminating the need to believe in God.  Recently, I was at a book launch for a philosopher who wrote a new book on Spinoza.  I asked him how he thought Spinoza had influenced history the most.  He called Spinoza the father of secular liberalism.

GIRL: What’s secular liberalism?

RABBI: It’s an alternative to the lifestyles centered around organized religion. It focuses instead on individual rights and freedoms.  Spinoza wanted us to base our lives on reason and not revelation.

GIRL: And reason also brought him to the conclusion that Scripture was written by people, not God, and should be interpreted the same way as any book that tells a story.

Oh!  I’ve also been wondering -- if so many people were influenced by Spinoza, who or what influenced him?

RABBI:  I think for the who, the answer would mainly be Descartes, because he provided many of the terms and concepts that Spinoza used, such as the geometrical method and dividing being into substance and mode.  As for the what, his philosophy might have been less popular and accessible because he was blocking many of his deepest feelings from the rejection of his childhood.  I mean, the guy couldn’t be with his family or childhood friends.  It must have damaged him psychologically to be so separated.

GIRL: Well, we’ve really gone through Spinoza tonight, haven’t we?  We’ve talked about his tragedies during his lifetime, and then his triumphs after his death.  And the more I think about Spinoza, the more I’m convinced that he’s done more for religious liberty then any other philosopher who’s ever lived.  Not only did he free government from the control of the church, and free us all to choose among different approaches to God, but he was an early advocate of freedom of expression and thought.  
RABBI: Exactly.
GIRL: Rabbi, I know we have to get to services in a few minutes, but just one last question.  Do you have any book recommendations on Spinoza?

RABBI: Yes, and lucky for you, there’s been a recent increase of interest in Spinoza.  Just last year, the 350th anniversary of the Cherem, or excommunication, was celebrated, and there have been a lot of books and articles written about him lately.  But I’d start with his books—especially The Ethics and The Theological-Political Treatise. 

GIRL: I’ve read The Ethics, and I have to say, I find Spinoza pretty hard to read.  
RABBI: Yeah, as Spinoza would say, “All things excellent are as difficult as they are rare.”  Okay, you might want to read Spinoza and Other Heretics by Yirmiyahu Yovel, and Spinoza: A Life by Steven Nadler.  Oh, and for an interesting fiction book, you should get The Creed Room, by Daniel Spiro.

GIRL: [Copies names down] Okay, Rabbi.  Thank you so much for this talk.  I’m relieved my views will still be considered Jewish, and I’m glad you’ve cleared up the reasons for Spinoza’s excommunication.

RABBI: No problem.  If you ever want to talk about anything else, my door is always open.
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