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The Power of History and the Place
of the Historian in Judaism,
Christianity, and Islam.
by

David Nirenberg



Die Macht der Geschichte und der Ort
des Historikers in Judentum,
Christentum und Islam.

von

David Nirenberg
(Ubersetzung von Isabel Eiselt)



1. The ever-changing relevance

of history to life!

One of the founders of the modern historian’s craft,
Leopold Ranke, once wrote that every historical
epoch is equally close to God. That may be, but
every epoch, culture, or moment is not equally close
to history.? The sense of history’s meaning, or of
its relevance to the possibilities of existence, varies
across culture, time, and place, and even within the
experience of a particular group or an individual.
My subject today is the distinctive but ever-chan-
ging power and place of »the historical« in Judaism,
Christianity, and Islam and their secular descendants
(I will vary the order in listing these throughout, so
that precedence is not implied).

The subject is vast, but it can be reduced to the ex-
ample of the individual commemorated by the prize
I am so grateful to receive today. Rabbi Dr. Leo-
pold Lucas (1872—1943) clearly placed importance
in the study of history when he defended a PhD on



1. Die bestindig wechselnde Relevanz
der Geschichte fiir das Leben'

Einer der Begriinder der modernen Geschichtswis-
senschaft, Leopold Ranke, schrieb einmal, dass jede
Epoche unmittelbar zu Gott sei. Das mag zutreffen,
jedoch ist nicht jede Epoche, Kultur oder Moment-
aufnahme unmittelbar zur Geschichte.? Die Wahr-
nehmung der Bedeutung der Geschichte oder ihrer
Relevanz fiir die Moglichkeiten der Existenz vari-
ieren iiber Kulturen, Zeiten und Orte hinweg, ja
sogar innerhalb der Erfahrungen einer spezifischen
Gruppe oder eines bestimmten Individuums. Mein
heutiger Gegenstand ist die distinktive, aber bestin-
dig wechselnde Macht und Verortung »des Histori-
schen« in Judentum, Christentum und Islam und
ihren sikularen Abkémmlingen (ich werde deren
Reihenfolge in den folgenden Ausfiihrungen durch-
gangig variieren, sodass keine Rangordnung impli-
ziert wird).

Das Thema ist weitldufig, kann aber eingegrenzt
werden auf das Beispiel der Person, der mit dem
Preis, den ich heute iiberaus dankbar entgegenneh-
me, gedacht wird. Rabbi Dr. Leopold Lucas (1872~
1943) hat der Untersuchung der Geschichte offen-



10 The Power of History and the Place of the Historian

the »History of the City of Tyre at the Time of the
Crusades« at the University of Tiibingen in 1895,
produced an essay on the medieval papacy and the
Jews in 1897, co-founded a »society for the academ-
ic study of Judaism« in 1902, and in 1910 published
his inquiry into how Patristic Christology shaped
the possibilities for early Christian attitudes toward
Jews.

Perhaps he imagined that such work had the po-
tential to improve Jewish-Christian relations in his
own day? If so, those hopes presumably differed
from his aspirations after the rise of National Social-
ism to power, even as he still sought to make his-
torical contributions to the possibilities of life, col-
laborating with Leo Baeck in the early 1940s on a
work they intended as a resource for the world after
ayearned-for liberation from Nazism (the »Entwick-
lung der Lage der Juden in Europa«). And what of
his last days in the concentration camp of Theresien-
stadt, in 19432 Did any hopes for history remain??

Like Leopold Lucas, our sense of history’s mean-
ing and possibility changes with us. There may be
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