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o . e within Judaism itself.
convinces him that such faith is st = }T " :: ed the gtorY with this
Glatzer's influential essay may be said to have s«Rosinzweig decided to be-
two-step stroctare, 18 accord}ixnito (';lgtz:cr;nversation with Rosenstock,
come a Christian” when, through the night- . - irade
“he came to see, with the clarity of conviction, th.at. an “;t?::‘es:‘::‘; a(t;t;::lir
toward the world and history can be one of religious Ial . et
concludes that Rosenzweig’s letter to Ehrenberg, announcing his }elmsloh
to remain a Jew, “betrays a certainty that does not come”tc: amant r‘oug
thinking; it points to a profound, instantaneous event.” “The expen.enci

of this day [i.e., Yom Kippur] was the origin of his radical return to Judaism.
“Had it not been an experience of his own life, all this [i.e., his later:xccount
of the Yom Kippur liturgy in the Star] could not have been written. o |
Ever since Glatzer's essay appeared, these two moments of faith experl-
ence have been attributed to Rosenzweig as the beginning and ehd of his
process of conversion throughout the literature. To give a sense of the over-
whelming authority of this claim about faith and faith experiences within the
story as it has been passed down in the scholarship, permit me to cite here

roughly one representative voice from the Rosenzweig scholarship for every
decade since Glatzer published his influential essay:

« 1950: In the wake of the night-conversation of July 7, 1913, Rosenzweig “made the
standpoint of religious faith his own, but that very fact called his Jewishnessinto
question....Andso ... he decided to become a Christian. Before his conversion
could be consummated, however, Rosenzweig went to the Yom Kippur services
held in a little Orthodox synagogue in Berlin. There something happened—
exactly what has never become known. But when it was over, Rosenzweig was

convinced that he could live his religious existence as a Jew and that his place was
in the People Israel.”'

1961: “The fact that a man of science like Rosenstock related to faith with such
seriousness, changed Rosenzweig’s worldview from its foundations. A tremen-
dous internal revolution occurred within him. ... Faith conquered Rosenzweig.”

“Rosenzweig decided to travel to Berlin
and spent Yom Ki :
gogue of Eastern European Jews . . P ippur in a small syna-

. this Yom Kippur i
‘ - . prayer service returned
him to Judaism. He left the service a different man. For the second time faith had

conquered him, and this time the faith of his fathers.”!

. 1972:. There are two incidents which are crucial to
ception and creation of The Star

discussion that occurred on the
Eugen Rosenstock-Huessy. .

an understanding of the
' con-
of Redemption. The first was the im

J passioned
Trﬁlght of July 7, 1913, between Rosenzweig and
- - The first event was defined by the power of the
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INTRODUCTION

argued word, the word spoken which denies all relativity, beginning as it does
from the confession of faith.” “The second was his lonely participation in the
service of the Day of Atonement in Berlin on October 11, 1913, a service which
was intended to mark his departure from Judaism and the Jewish faith and in
fact resulted in his reconversion and return as baal teshuva. . .. We know nothing
about what transpired, but we can guess from certain themes which recurin ...
[his] writings. Rosenzweig discovered the liturgy of Israel as afelt liturgy, a liturgy
which actually enabled humble men to be pulled out of time into the rhythm
of eternity. ... Rosenzweig left the service resolved to remain a Jew."

1982: “Rosenzweig’s ‘real’ conversion was to occur in Leipzig in July 1913, at the
close of a night of discussion with Eugen Rosenstock in the course of which the
latter succeeded in refuting Rosenzweig’s relativistic world view of using not so
muchrational arguments butrather the testimony of his ownlived faith. It isfaith,
looked upon not asa theological notion but asa fact of origin, as alived experience,
that Rosenzweig calls revelation. . . . However, before taking the decisive step,
Rosenzweig decided to attend the Yom Kippur service in a small synagogue in
Berlin. It is there that his real conversion occurred, the conversion that brought
him back to Judaism. Rosenzweig does not mention explicitly this experience in
any of his writings, but without a doubt, it is the decisive event of his spiritual
biography.™?

1982: “In an all-night discussion (July 7, 1913) with two friends, both Christians
of Jewish origin, Rosenzweig found in them a faith so genuine, and in himself a
hunger so profound, that he gradually reached the decision that he, too, must
convert to Christianity. And during a single day (October 11, 1913, attending Yom
Kippur services in a small Orthodox synagogue in Berlin . .. ), he made the as-
tounding discovery that ‘Religion: Jewish’ was not, after all, an empty notation
at a registry office, but nothing less than the unique relation between the Jewish
people and the God of the world.”**

1988: “Slowly Rosenstock led his friend to the realization that a votary of cul-
ture and reason could with integrity affirm faith in revelation, and that indeed
it was the only sensible way of overcoming the philosophical and historical
relativism of the day. On the night of 13 July Rosenzweig yielded to Rosen-
stock’s arguments and declared that he would adopt Rosenstock’s Offenbar-
ungsglaube. . . . In preparation for his conversion, he attended that autumn
the Jewish High Holiday services, finding his way for the Day of Atonement
to a traditional synagogue in Berlin. . .. Having witnessed, perhaps for the
first time, a traditional Day of Atonement service, Rosenzweig concluded
that Judaism was not spiritually moribund as he and his friends had assumed.
Reversing his decision to enter the Church, he thus affirmed that a meaningful
life of faith may be pursued within the precincts, as he put it, of the Synagogue.”*

1995: “First there is the famous conversation of July 7, 1913. . . . Rosenstock per-
suades Rosenzweig of the untenability of his or any skeptical relativism.. .in the
name of a religious absolute, more specifically, in the name of Christian faith....

10



FRANZ ROSENZWEIG'S CONVERSIONS

The second great event of Rosenzweig’s spiritual biography, just three months
afterthe culminating conversation with Rosenstock: the now famous Yom Kippur
experience ina small orthodox shulin Berlin, on October 11,1913.... Onthat Yom
Kippurdayin Berlin,Rosenzweig discovered that Judaism was neither a relic nor
a preparation, but that it was very much alive. ... These two profound traﬁnsforma-
tions determined the path of Rosenzweig’s subsequent life and work.”

2005: “Two events, two encounters of 1913, were pivotalin establishing the direction
of his life. The first was a conversation with an elder peer [sic) Eugen Rosenstock,
whose passionate and articulate commitment to Christianity convinced Franz
that religion, at least Christianity, could provide a meaningful orientation for
modern life. The second was a religious metamorphosis during the holiest day
of the Jewish calendar, Yom Kippur. His experience of God’s nearness taught him
that there was still fire in the smoldering embers of Judaism, despite his having
earlier dismissed that religious heritage as moribund.”"

These accounts of Rosenzweig’s near-conversion and return in 1913, of-
fered by some of the most important scholars in Jewish thought of the last
sixtyyears, are merely a representative sample of the myriad retellings of the
story in the literature, but they clearly bear out the key role faith experi-
ence plays within the dominant scholarly account of Rosenzweig’s period
of personal transformation. It may come as some surprise, therefore, that
Rosenzweig nowhere mentions having undergone any kind of significant
experience on Yom Kippur in 1913,"® and he in fact explicitly denies that the
transformation he underwent in the wake of the Leipziger Nachtgesprich
had anything to do with “faith experience.”” Given this dearth of evidence
from Rosenzweig’s own pen, it is quite remarkable that the story of Rosen-
zweig’s conversion in its prevailing form has had the astonishing staying
power testified to in the above citations. There is no doubt that part of the
appeal of this story stems from the way it paints such an inspiring, indeed
triumphant picture of possibilities still available for those strugglingin the
modern world with matters of spiritual identity, in general, and with matters
of Jewish identity in particular. The figure of a Rosenzweig who was so evi-
dently drawn to Christian faith but who nevertheless remained a Jew also be-
came an important bridge, after World WarIIin particular, upon which the
possibility of Jewish—Christian interfaith dialogue could be reestablished.?
But I would suggest that part of the staying power of this foundational myth
is wrapped up in the very claims to faith experience around which the story

is structured.
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