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Luther and the Jews

Martin Luther approaches a Jewish woman.

He is clothed in a white robe and a green scarf, the same outfit he had on when delivering the Sunday mass. A black cross necklace, hanging from his neck, shines on the clean dress. He tries to find his way through the many devout Germans who are leaving the church.



Carrying a basket, the Jewish woman was passing by the church when the Christian commoners swarmed out. Bad timing. Sixteen-century Christian Europe is already openly intolerant of the Jewish faith. Among a bunch of laypeople who probably have just received a fresh dose of hate speech is the least safe place to be for a Jewish woman.

Holding her basket tight, she walks faster to avoid the crowd. The batch of churchgoers leaving from the church’s side door, however, covers the street before she can leave the area. She turns to go back. Too late already. The rushing Christians are now everywhere. The Jewish woman swallows hard against the lump in her throat. Tucking her basket under her coat, she looks in doorways, in alleys, and at each of the faces around her, keeping watch of her surroundings.



A sturdy peasant prepares to thank Luther for the inspiring sermon. Pushing people aside, Luther makes his way through the crowd. His serious face is free of any emotions. Gulping in fear, the man moves aside to give him the way. Someone is going to get hurt today, the man thinks.



Only if I could survive today, the Jewish woman thinks while warily finds her way out of the crowd. Surrounded by people, her gaze wanders, never quite settling on any face. Suddenly, her eyes fall on Luther, his clerical outfit, and his unyielding look. Her heart sinks into her stomach.

As her gaze is on Luther, someone shoves her to the ground and disappears into the crowd. Her face partly covered in mud, she sits up. Helplessly sitting on the cobblestone street, she stares at her basket’s contents that are spread all over the mud. She doesn’t say a word, but her eyes are screaming ‘why?’.

The indifferent crowd simply walks by. Not expecting much compassion from the followers of Jesus Christ, she does not bother to look up at them.

She is staring at her hands covered in mud when a tall shadow casts over her. She looks up. The angry priest is standing right above her, almost blocking the sun. Having nowhere to escape, she is frozen, staring at Luther. Luther’s black cross necklace hangs in the air when he leans forwards. Frightened by that, she shrinks back on the mud. 

“All’s well,” Luther says, his kind voice contradicting his inexpressive face. “All’s well. You’ll be safe.”

She is however suspicious of Luther’s intentions; why would she not? To her surprise, Luther kneels on the muddy ground, now the same height as her. Looking into her eyes, Luther offers a forced smile.

“What the hell do you want from me?” she cries.

Luther lets the smile wear off, breaks the gaze, and takes the basket. He then picks up the muddy fruits one by one. Rubbing them against his garment, he cleans the dirt off and then puts the fruits back into the basket. His clergy robe is getting quite dirty, but Luther does not seem to mind.

Surprised, the Jewish woman tries to memorize the face of the strange priest who is redefining what it means to be a good Christian.

His gaze down, Luther hands over the basket to her. Still filled with doubt, the Jewish woman does not dare to make a move. She looks down when Luther offers a smile.

As her gaze is on the ground, she considers Luther’s last look. The basket is hanging in the air. The image of Luther’s smile begins to seem genuine. Her gaze still down, she gingerly extends her hand to take the basket. Before pulling the basket, she looks up at Luther; it was meant to be a quick glance, but her eyes freeze on his face when she realizes that tears are flowing down it.

“I’m sorry,” Luther says as his head hangs down. He looks up. There is sincerity in his crying eyes. “I swear to my Lord that someday you’ll see nothing from a Christian but Christian love; someday soon, I swear.”

Without saying a word, the woman pulls the basket. She then swiftly gets off the muddy ground to leave, cautiously optimistic.

Luther is still kneeling on the ground when she leaves. As she is getting farther away, she remembers Luther’s face; the bitter smile, the tears, and the eyes. There was something in his sincere eyes that makes us want to believe in a bright future for the Jews in Germany. But we already know the holocaust’s history, don’t we? What happens in between, nevertheless, is quite complicated and a fascinating part of history to learn about.


Once upon a time in Germany


What shall we Christians do with this rejected and condemned people, the Jews?

First to set fire to their synagogues or schools and to bury and cover with dirt whatever will not burn so that no man will ever again see a stone or cinder of them. This is to be done in honor of our Lord and of Christendom, so that God might see that we are Christians…

Second, I advise that their houses also be razed and destroyed… they might be lodged under a roof or in a barn, like the gypsies. This will bring home to them that they are not masters in our country…

Third, I advise that all their prayer books and Talmudic writings, in which such idolatry, lies, cursing, and blasphemy are taught, be taken from them.



As horrible as it sounds, this is what happened once upon a time in Germany. And no, this is not about the holocaust. Same location, same minority, but different time periods. What you just read was an excerpt from ‘On the Jews and Their Lies’ written in 1543, and the author is no one but the most influential reformer of the millennium, Martin Luther.

That is it then, you might say; the hard proof that Martin Luther was on the wrong side of the history; He said what Nazi Germany later did! That alone is sufficient to discredit Martin Luther and his entire reformation.

Well, before jumping into any conclusion so fast, you might want to read the following excerpt as well.


We should remember that we are but Gentiles, while the Jews are of the lineage of Christ. We are aliens and in-laws; they are blood relatives, cousins, and brothers of our Lord. Therefore, if one is to boast of flesh and blood the Jews are actually nearer to Christ than we are…

If we really want to help them, we must be guided in our dealings with them not by papal law but by the law of Christian love. We must receive them cordially, and permit them to trade and work with us, that they may have occasion and opportunity to associate with us, hear our Christian teaching, and witness our Christian life. If some of them should prove stiff-necked, what of it? After all, we ourselves are not all good Christians either.



Who the author is, you ask? Martin Luther, the very same. This was an excerpt from the ‘That Jesus Christ Was Born a Jew’ speech from the early years of his reformation. What makes this speech exceptionally heartwarming is that it was delivered in 1523, where the Jewish minority were subject to systemic hatred conducted by Christian-majority Europe. The context is best described using Luther’s own words written in 1519:


Absurd theologians defend hatred for the Jews. … What Jew would consent to enter our ranks when he sees the cruelty and enmity we wreak on them—that in our behavior toward them we less resemble Christians than beasts.



It was during this horrible period where Martin Luther rose to be a savior for the Jews, their promised Messiah if you will. So, what happened? How did the savior turn to become the prosecutor? How could such sharp contradictory characters live within the same person?

The following story is an attempt to shed some light on the complex and at some points self-contradictory character of Martin Luther. The story is short, focusing on highlights as well as lowlights of his reformation. The monologues are verbatim copies from Luther’s books, articles, and sermons. Preserving historical accuracy has been the chief goal in formulating conversations missing from recorded history.

The appendix will present the historical facts that were the basis of this story along with their references. We encourage you to do your own research and verify them by yourself. 

It is worth noting that there was no country named Germany in the 16th century. The region in which the story happens was Saxony, which is a state in today’s Germany.


Run Luther, Run

Martin Luther is fearlessly prepared to face destiny. The shrieks of running horses echoes through the peaceful Beech trees, signaling the most important event of 1521.

Carrying the most wanted man in the Holy Roman Empire, a horse-drawn carriage runs through the woods. Operating at top speed, the driver has only one impossible mission: get Martin Luther to Wittenberg, alive. Luther, however, is surprisingly calm. His usual emotionless face does not reflect the horror that is awaiting him. At some level, he always knew that the day would come when he rebelled against the most powerful man in the Holy Roman Empire, Pope Leo X. He has sacrificed everything for his faith—and his faith only—and now is the day to confront the consequences. In sharp contrast with Luther, the color is drained from the face of his companion. Paralyzed with fear, the skinny old man stares into space with widened eyes, mouth half-open.



The coach’s wheels wobble on their axles; they are surely not made for such speed. The driver whips the horses to run faster. The light brown horses scream in pain.

The driver looks back. Although no one is there, he is still distressed. They must not be far behind. He whips the horses again; this time harder. The whip inflicts fresh wounds on their back, mixing the light brown hair with fresh, red blood. The poor horses run as fast as they can, but civilian horses are not made for a day like this.



A stone is shattered to pieces by the touch of a golden horseshoe worn by a black horse. This is not one of the civilian horses that are using every last ounce of their strength to save Luther’s life. This is a warhorse leading a group of six. The warriors have their swords drawn from their scabbards; the swords that are ready to shed more blood. They seem unstoppable, whisking through the forest like a strong wind.

Far ahead, a thick tree branch blocks their way. They should slow down to maneuver around it. That, however, would give Luther a slightly higher chance to escape. The lead warrior, without slowing, holds his sword up. He charges closer and closer to the branch. This is impossible; they should stop now before it is too late. Right before hitting the thick branch, the warrior slashes it away with one swing of his sword, like he is executing a guillotine. The cut branch punches his shield before it gets thrown away to the side of the road. The warrior swiftly guides the small army past the obstruction and on to their next target.



As if he just sensed something, Luther’s companion unconsciously touches his neck and then his head to ensure that they are still there. He sinks back to his seat, panting.

Luther, on the other hand, is bravely tranquil. He puts his hand on the companion’s hand. A sense of peace is transferred to the companion’s heart when he looks Luther in the eye. The companion is breathing slower now. 



The face of an innocent baby deer reflects in the calm water of a small puddle. The water is crystal clear. Leaning forward, the baby deer drinks from it.

As she is drinking, her ears perk up and tilt toward the end of the road. The sound of horses approaching from far away is now audible. The galloping sound becomes louder and louder. The deer looks up and sees a big cloud of dust approaching. Following her instincts, she darts away.

In no time, the warriors appear through the dust. While passing, the horses’ hoofs step over the puddle, turning its clear water into dirty mud.



The coach driver looks back to see if he can see the warriors yet. A cloud of dust approaching from far away. This is the end, the terrified driver thinks and whips the horses to run faster; but how much faster can they go?! The horses shriek from exhaustion.



The wheel collides with a stone. The coach shakes, bouncing left and right. “JESUS,” the companion screams. His arms wrapped around Luther, he hugs him tightly from the side.

Luther, still calm, puts one arm on the companion’s shoulder, trying to soothe him. As the companion is in his arm, Luther looks back and notices the cloud of dust getting closer and closer. That frightens him a bit. He manages to keep it together though. He has to be brave for both of them. 

“It shall be well,” he says to the companion. “Have faith, my friend. Have faith.”

“Martin Luther,” a hostile voice calls.

Recognizing the voice, Luther turns his head toward it.

Flashback to a few days ago.



Diet of Worms

“Martin Luther,” Johann Eck calls. Luther turns his head toward him.

Luther stands tall in an imperial assembly known as the Diet of Worms. Held in the city of Worms, the assembly of the Holy Roman Empire is called by King Charles V, who himself is present. Although Pope Leo X, who has requested the assembly, is absent, Luther knows well that the Pope is the man behind the curtain.

Johann Eck, Luther’s accuser, interrogates him with quite an aggressive tone. Eck has made a reputation for himself as an extremist prosecutor who takes joy in silencing indignant voices; today is Luther’s turn. 

The opposition between the two has been going on for quite a few years, but today is the first and last time that Eck confronts Luther face to face. The most troublesome rebel in the Holy Roman Empire is finally cornered and has no choice but to respond to Eck’s questions. Theologian vs. theologian.

“Martin Luther,” Johann Eck says loudly, “come then, answer the question of his majesty.” Eck points to King Charles V. “Is this collection of books yours, and are you ready to revoke their heresies?”

With a pile of books on the stand before him, Eck turns to the crowd, which consists of bishops as well as government officials. Luther watches him throwing the books on the floor as he names each, like they are pieces of trash. “The 95 Theses, Resolutions Concerning the 95 Theses, On the Papacy at Rome, Address to
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