Spinoza as Religious Philosopher:
Between Radical Protestantism and Jewishness

Introduction
Jonathan R. Seiling
Interest in the nature and definition of the period of history known as the
Enlightenment has grown recently as scholars have taken fresh approaches
to old materials amid the shifting trends of contemporary methods and
interests. One of the most illuminating scholars to present a compelling new
perspective on the Enlightenment as a whole is Jonathan Israel, the intellectual
historian whose lengthy works, Radical Enlightenment1and Enlightenment
Contested,2 offer a novel framework for understanding how and why the
transition from the pre-modern era to modernity occurred. Israel’s central
thesis is that the Enlightenment was a two-level phenomenon, one of which
was “radical” and virtually the product of one person, Benedict/Baruch
Spinoza. This movement stood in critical relationship to another movement,
the “moderate” Enlightenment, characterized by the thought of Locke,
Voltaire, and Hume.
By presenting Spinoza’s as the unifying strand of “radical”
Enlightenment thought, which actually combated the advancement of the
“moderate” Enlightenment, this conception of the shift toward modernity
opens up a new range of meanings for key terms like “Enlightenment,”
“modernity,” and even “radicalism.” It also seeks to recapture some of the
lost potential of certain marginalized aspects of the Enlightenment project.
In addition, it provides a different historical framework that allows us to
discard prior, inadequate, falsely conceived ideas of what the modern shift
was about, thereby calling for a new awakening in current anti-Enlightenment
ideologies. By taking a new, closer look at Spinoza’s radical Enlightenment
project, his context, and the concomitant movement, it is possible and
perhaps even fruitful to reconceive the very problem of modernity.
Symposium on Spinoza as Religious Philosopher
The four articles in this section of CGR comprise proceedings from

Spinoza as Religious Philosopher



a symposium, “Spinoza as Religious Philosopher: Between Radical
Protestantism and Jewishness,” held in Toronto on October 20, 2006, at
the Victoria University Chapel. Attended by approximately fifty professors
and graduate students from universities across southwestern Ontario, the
symposium was organized by the Toronto Mennonite Theological Centre
(TMTC) and co-sponsored by Emmanuel College. Financial support
for travel and publicity costs was provided by Conrad Grebel University
College. Jeremy Bergen, Interim Director of TMTC, opened the event;
Jonathan Seiling introduced the theme, and Peter Hartman introduced each
speaker. The organization of the event and the book reviews on Spinozarelated literature appearing in this issue were undertaken by doctoral students
affiliated with TMTC.
Organizers struggled to come up with the perfect title for the
symposium, and while it falls somewhat short of perfection, the two
poles it sets up – radical Protestantism and Jewishness – represent the key
emphases of the two main speakers, Willi Goetschel and Graeme Hunter,
both of whom have recently published monographs on different aspects
of the religious nature of Spinoza’s thought. Responses to these speakers
followed, by David Novak from the perspective of Jewish Studies, and by
Michael Driedger, stemming from his historical research into the related
activities of Dutch Mennonites from that era, some of whom interacted with
Spinoza and played an important role in the early Dutch Enlightenment.3
The monographs by Goetschel and Hunter are reviewed in this issue. In
addition to the four main papers, Brayton Polka provided reflection on
the symposium theme from the perspective of his very recent scholarship
appearing in a two-volume study on Spinoza, the Bible and modernity, also
reviewed in this issue.4
The lead articles by Hunter and Goetschel that follow, based on
their symposium presentations, make use of further study along lines of
investigation they started in their recent monographs. Hunter reflects on
the scholarly tradition concerning Spinoza and the reaction to his thesis on
Spinoza’s “radical Protestant Christianity.”5 Goetschel explores in greater
depth the notion of modern Jewishness as a product of Spinoza’s philosophy.
In his response, “Spinoza and the Boundary Zones of Religious Interaction,”
Driedger provides further background on the later social-political and
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religious context of Spinoza and the Mennonites with whom he interacted.
Novak, in “Spinoza’s Excommunication,” explores key questions, largely
in response to Goetschel, on the concept of Spinoza’s Jewishness and how
modern Judaism should consider Spinoza’s status as an excommunicated
Jew.
Historical and Religious Background
Baruch (or Bento) d’Espinosa, later named Benedictus Spinoza (16321677), was born into a community of Sephardic Jews in Amsterdam coming
from a branch known as the Marranos. After the Inquisition when many
Spanish Jews had fled to Portugal, most were forced to openly convert to
Christianity, but they continued to practice Judaism in secret. When the
Dutch Republic gained independence from Spanish imperial rule in 1581,
the religious toleration available in the north provinces attracted these Jews
and other religious dissidents. Many Jews arrived in Amsterdam, which
became the largest place of Jewish settlement, and they quickly began reestablishing their social and religious identity and economic prosperity
during the Golden Age of Dutch trade. Philosophy, science, and the arts
flourished, and many freethinkers and radicals were drawn to the “buzz”
around various cultural and intellectual centers in Holland.
Why would Mennonites today host an event about Spinoza, a man
widely considered the first secular Jew? The answer may be as intriguing
for contemporary religion and philosophy as it is for historical research. It
is well documented that after his excommunication it was largely Dutch
Mennonites who supported Spinoza by providing him with finances,
defending him, interpreting his thought in light of their own religious
tradition, and ultimately by editing, translating, and publishing his works.6
They were part of a growing body of Mennonites involved in a quasi-church
movement in seventeenth-century Holland called the Collegiants.7 Although
the Collegiants were making increasingly stronger ties with the Mennonite
churches in certain areas, where some Mennonites led and hosted the
Collegiant meetings, other conservative Mennonites sharply opposed this
movement.8
Beyond the fact that Spinoza hung out with Mennonites and that
Mennonites hung out with Spinoza, what does this explain about that era
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of Dutch religious society and the interactions of different religious groups
– Mennonites, Jews, Quakers, Socinians, Remonstrants, Collegiants, and
other radicals – within the context of the broader Calvinist society? How
did such events and conflicts in this era of confessionalization inform these
traditions at a key point in their identity formation? While the engagement
of certain Dutch Mennonites with Spinoza says something about Spinoza’s
context, it also says quite a bit about this strand of Dutch Mennonites, about
whom we know far too little.9
Through a greater awareness of the context in which this radical
strand of the early Enlightenment developed, we may come to recognize
more fully the important but largely unsung role Dutch Mennonites played
in a key early stage of that era. Michael Driedger’s previous article on
Mennonites in the Dutch Enlightenment in general is a helpful place to begin
further discovery of the genesis of complexity underlying Dutch Mennonite
modernity.10 Many parts of this story remain to be told.11
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