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Moses Hess:  The Red Rabbi 

Part 5:  Patriotic Judaism 

Hess, the son of a Rabbi, living with his Catholic companion for twenty years, was staunch in 

his Orthodoxy.  “Had I a family… I would not only join an orthodox synagogue, but I would 

observe in my house all feast and fast days, to keep alive in my heart and in the hearts of my 

children, the traditions of my people.  If I had influence in the synagogue, I would endeavour 

to beautify the religious worship.  Above all, I would see to it that scholarly Jewish teachers 

and preachers, should assume their proper positions and be reverently respected.” 

He wanted to see improvement but not “those spiritless and empty reforms favoured by our 

religious reformers.”  We see what was happening in German Jewry around him dismissed 

when he opines, “No ancient custom or usage should be changed.  No Hebrew prayer 

should be shortened or read in German.  And finally, no Sabbath or Festival should be 

abolished or postponed to the Christian day of rest.  The Chazzan and singers should not be 

mere soulless singing machines. The prayers and hymns should be read and sung by pious 

men and boys, who are not only versed in music, but also in religious matters. The house of 

prayer is not a theatre and the cantor and singers, as well as the preacher, should be 

something more than mere comedians.”   

While repudiating Reform attempts to fix acknowledged contemporary problems of 

Judaism, Hess lays significant blame at the hands of the Orthodox clergy.  “No aspirant for 

enlightenment, not even a Mendelssohn, has so far succeeded in crushing the hard shell 

with which Rabbinism has encrusted Judaism without; at the same time, destroying the 

national ideal in its innermost essence.” 

In the main, Hess praises rabbinic adherence and dynamic development of the Oral law as 

the successful guarantor of Judaism through exile.  Now, however, this “hard shell” of 

Rabbinism had engendered a “spirit deadening formalism”.  In his intellectual and 

revolutionary circles Hess saw the assimilated Jews of the Rhineland caught up with a sense 

of purpose and destiny, of excitement and direction.  Hess wanted to see Judaism at the 

forefront of redemption, not lost in an overwhelming current. 
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“As long as Jews misconceive the essence of the spirit of modern times, which was originally 

their own spirit, they will only be dragged along involuntarily by the current of modern 

history, but will not participate in its making…   

“Even orthodox Jewry itself, in modern Europe, is gradually being carried away by the 

current, as can be seen by the fact that the most important function of Rabbinism, namely, 

its jurisdiction, has disappeared, without the slightest protest on the part of orthodoxy.” 

In tefillah, Hess hears, “an echo of fervent pleadings and passionate entreaties, issuing from 

suffering hearts of a thousand generations… The most touching point … is, that they are 

really an expression of the collective Jewish spirit; they do not plead for the individual, but 

for the entire Jewish race. The pious Jew is above all a Jewish patriot.” 

Hess, the communist radical, called for Jewish nationalism as a manifestation of authentic 

orthodoxy. 

“The ‘new’ Jew, who denies the existence of the Jewish nationality, is not only a deserter in 

the religious sense, but is also a traitor to his people, his race and even to his family.”  

Spelling out that Jewish national identity should take precedence over emancipation, Hess 

determines, “the Jew must be above all a Jewish patriot.” 

 

 


