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Letters between Erin Brigham,1 the director of Lane Center, and Aaron Hahn Tapper,2 the director of the Swig Program

 

 

Dear Erin,

I appreciate our having this opportunity to converse about this intriguing collection of essays, which emerged out of our spring 2017 and spring 2018 University of San Francisco Speaker Series in the History of Jewish-Christian Relations. As you know, each of these two spring semesters we offered a three-part series where scholars addressed the phenomenon of inter-communal relations between Jews and Christians in the ancient, medieval, and modern periods, an academic program dedicated to promoting a historical-critical ethos for studying and teaching Jewish-Christian relations writ large. Offered through USF’s Swig Program in Jewish Studies and Social Justice, which I direct, these six lectures were co-sponsored by the Joan and Ralph Lane Center for Catholic Social Thought and the Ignatian Tradition (which you direct), as well as the Jesuit Foundation and the Department of Theology & Religious Studies. For me, the topics addressed under the umbrella of the ancient and medieval periods directly connect to the contemporary period, that is Jewish-Christian Relations in twenty-first-century America.

Although this series was conceived, shaped, and implemented almost single-handedly by teacher and scholar par excellence, Swig JSSJ Program faculty member Professor Jeremy P. Brown—who is also the editor of this book—it was incredibly important to me that the Lane Center, under your leadership, didn’t blink when approached to come on board as our chief co-sponsor. Throughout my thirteen years on our Jesuit Catholic university campus I have come to take such support for granted. As such, I’d like to express my gratitude to you, the Lane Center, and our larger campus community for consistently supporting Jewish Studies at USF. Along these lines, it is important to note that, founded in 1977, our Jewish Studies program was the first program and endowed chair in Jewish Studies established at a Catholic-identified college or university campus worldwide. (In 2008, when we were re-established as the Swig Program in Jewish Studies and Social Justice, we again broke historical ground, this time becoming the first academic program in the world to formally link Jewish Studies with Social Justice). It’s as if expect this amazing support, one of my notable blindspots. For this I apologize.

I offer this mea culpa first and foremost because it is important to lay it out there. Second, I submit this admission because I want what I am about to say to be understood within the context of my appreciation. In other words, although I am about to offer some personal reflections on Jewish-Christian relations using an analytical lens bordering on the critical, I do so with the knowledge that I am able to do this precisely because of the safe space I have experienced as a Jew who directs a Jewish Studies program at a Jesuit Catholic university (located in a Christian-majority country). And I do so with a deep and sincere recognition of my time at USF since 2007, which has been incredible, and an understanding that everything I am able to do at USF with Jewish Studies is due to the support of the USF administration and larger community.

It must also be said that I fully recognize that I come to this project with emotional baggage rooted in the violent historical backdrop of interactions between Jews and Christians for millennia, contact that has notably ended in death for Jews at the hands of Christians far too many times. (I am also cognizant of the textual evidence of Jews dismissing Christians, found, among other places, in Natalie Latteri’s, “Infancy Stories of Jesus: Apocrypha and the Toledot Yeshu in Medieval Europe” and Ariel Mayse’s “Beyond the Pale: Hasidism, Neo-Hasidism and Jewish-Christian Dialogue,” both of which are also found in this volume).

This all said… As an educator who focuses his course work and research on contemporary issues, perhaps it should not be surprising that of the three essays in this collection Jeremy Brown’s “Jewish Historical Testimony at the Table of Christian Hospitality” deeply resonates with me, particularly his thesis question related to the “hospitality complex that binds the differentiated domain of Jewish historical testimony in research and teaching about religion conducted at Christian institutions,” as well as such statements as “there are serious risks at stake when the academic discipline of Jewish Studies yokes itself to performing the ‘guest labor’ of Christian conscience.”

Brown begins his essay with an epigraph written by Aristotle, “The guest will judge better of a feast than the cook.” This idea reflects a core aspect of my experiences at USF. To take it one step further, the vantage point of a member of a minority community in a given space is far different, on the whole, than that of a member of a majority community. Although the guest/host dyad is different than the minority/majority one, and sometimes these two pairings are distinct, for me they are one and the same in this particular situation; being a member of the Jewish community on a Catholic-identified campus lends itself to particular perceptions that I would not have, say, if I was a member of the campus community at Yeshiva University, for example, a Jewish-majority learning environment located in New York City (an urban center with the second most Jews of any city worldwide, and most in the US). Put another way, to some degree I have experienced my time at USF as a “guest” at a “host” institution.3

In this regard, my experiences at USF have been shaped by countless on-campus micro-events. This has included those linked to seemingly mundane scheduling issues, such as the recent scheduling of the December 2019 USF graduation ceremony to take place on a Friday evening, which, for me, corresponds to the Jewish Sabbath (Shabbat), a time I spend with my family. This has also included theologically weighted rituals, such as choosing the following verse to open the August 2019 USF Mass of the Holy Spirit—especially when taking into account that this university- and community-wide event included the participation of our new campus Rabbi-in-Residence for the first time, and she was given a prominent place on the church pulpit alongside our university’s President—“There is neither Jew nor Gentile, neither slave nor free, nor is there male and female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus” (Gal. 3:28). As a scholar committed to the idea that there are multiple ways to interpret events and texts, I know that this approach can apply to these specific contexts as well; I know that one can interpret this verse, and the choice to include it in this ritual, in a deeply positive manner. In other words, my own personal negative experience in regard to both is not conclusive. And yet, for me, as a Jew directing a Jewish Studies program at a Catholic-identified school, these two occurrences—two of thousands I’ve witnessed since I came to campus—are reflective of a basic systemic orientation toward Jews as “guests” on campus, even if not intended as such.

I am going to stop here for now. Looking forward to hearing where this meets you, Erin.

In peace,

Aaron


 

 

Dear Aaron,

Thank you for initiating a dialogue on this compelling volume of essays. It was an honor to co-sponsor the University of San Francisco Speaker Series on the History of Jewish-Christian relations in collaboration with the Swig Program in Jewish Studies and Social Justice and our colleagues in the Department of Theology and Religious Studies. I recognize it as a concrete expression of the Lane Center’s commitment to fostering critical engagement with faith, social justice, and the Jesuit mission of the University.

Under your leadership, the Swig Program in Jewish Studies and Social Justice has been a leader in advancing the University’s engagement with human rights, equity, and empowerment of marginalized communities. These values resonate deeply with those espoused and developed in modern Catholic social thought. In my work with the Lane Center, I have found that engaging faith and social justice has been a primary point of entry for people to encounter the Jesuit Catholic mission of the university. The social teaching of Catholicism, rooted in a fundamental commitment to inclusive human flourishing, holds out the promise of an alternative to expressions of religion that have been disempowering, discriminatory, and violent. As a theologian in the Catholic tradition, I am compelled to ask myself: if we are not looking honestly and critically at these expressions of our tradition, are we doing our job as a Catholic university? The History of Jewish-Christian Relations Speaker Series created a context for this encounter, reflection, and analysis.

One of the initial goals of the series, articulated by Dr. Jeremy Brown, was “to prompt critical conversations about the tensions which exist between, on the one hand, the promotion of an historically uncritical sense of religious identity and, on the other hand, the pursuit of social justice values.” Continuing this effort, his essay in this volume challenges me to reflect on whether my own theological commitment to translating the content of Catholicism into an inclusive and meaningful encounter for a secular, socially-engaged, and religiously diverse audience creates enough space for critical assessment. We both know that the history of Jewish-Christian relations shapes the present, disallowing the assumption of social harmony even within Christian-influenced spaces that embrace a theology of religious pluralism and prioritize human rights as the basis for justice.

The micro-events you named that reinforce your experience as a “guest” at a Catholic university challenge us all to take seriously the task of promoting inclusion and equity across all identities as an expression of the University’s mission. I recall an event we co-sponsored with the Cultural Centers on the theme of Christian dominance. The facilitator welcomed students into the room as Christmas music played in the background—something that generally seems subtle to some of us became recognizably exclusive and distracting to most of us involved in the activity. Students were eager to discuss cultural expressions of Christian dominance, including those couched within the framework of religious liberty. The incongruence with USF’s Jesuit Catholic commitment to social justice was not lost on them.

Brown insists that we move beyond a conciliatory approach to Jewish-Christian relations and effectively demonstrates inadequate frameworks for interreligious reconciliation. Yet, I am compelled to take seriously the challenge Arturo Sosa, SJ, issued to all Jesuit universities: to be sources of reconciliation as an expression of their mission.4 Some might argue that the work of historical analysis is central to the task of reconciliation, but that any conciliatory consequence of a speaker series like ours should be considered a secondary outcome of a primary emphasis on historical truth. I am wondering how helpful it is to parse out primary and secondary aims in such a context, given the interdependence of knowledge and action, truth and reconciliation. I don’t know if my questioning flows from my identity as a theologian rather than a historian or if it comes from the privileged place I occupy as a self-identified Catholic in a Catholic university.

I look forward to continuing this conversation with you, Aaron.

Sincerely,

Erin


 

 

Dear Erin,

I appreciate your voicing many things here, not the least of which is your commitment to critical self-assessment from your vantage point as a scholar of Catholicism, and a self-identified Catholic, at a Catholic university. I am equally comforted by your voicing a goal that we share in common: to work toward making our campus—and, of course, the world—a place where communities experience inclusivity, social-engagement, and meaning.

When I pivot toward my more dominant social identities (i.e., white, male, cisgender, heterosexual, etc.) I feel we are on relatively equal footing in the context of this specific discussion of my feeling as if I am a “guest” on campus. When I engage the question of critical self-assessment from my Ashkenazi Jewish social identity, participating in a similar project of reflexivity but as a Jew at a Catholic university, I feel that self-reflection and self-criticism—especially of my own Jewish communities—has the potential to take on a different tone. At the same time, I consider myself an educator, perhaps above all else, and so whenever I step foot on our campus I feel that self-criticism (whether of myself or my Jewish community generally) is “my calling,” if you will; it is something I must practice over and over again. That is to say, being self-critical of Catholicism from an individual Catholic perspective in a Catholic setting in a Christian country is different than being self-critical of Judaism from an individual Jewish perspective in a Catholic setting in a Christian country. For me, this might be the crux of why my experience at USF continues to be one of a “guest” and not a “host.”

As for your introducing Arturo Sosa, SJ, into our conversation, more specifically the challenge he issues to all Jesuit universities to be sources of reconciliation as an expression of their mission, in terms of our current conversation I equally approach this from my vantage point as a Jew on a Catholic campus. Meaning, even though I am committed to interreligious reconciliation just as you are, in terms of our positionality—as a Jew and a Catholic— it is from different places, especially when talking about our work at USF. The view that any conciliatory consequence of a speaker series like ours should be considered a secondary outcome—with there needing to be a primary emphasis on historical truth—resonates with my vantage point as a Jew.

In regard to the important question of parsing out primary and secondary goals, I wonder if it is possible to genuinely get to the secondary goal (reconciliation) without first approaching the primary goal (laying one’s cards on the table in terms of “historical truth”). Similarly, my understanding is that when, for example, in a given context, a Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) is established, the goals are to first put truth out there—first confront the crimes, the misdeeds, the atrocities. Only then can there be tangible and sustainable reconciliation. Indeed, in those situations where TRCs are not successful in creating spaces for the historical underbelly of a country to be revealed, acknowledged, and discussed, reconciliation is nothing more than a word. I think this phenomenon can apply to Jewish-Christian relations as well. Whether the primary and secondary goals happen sequentially or simultaneously, I think both must take place for there to be sincere movement toward reconciliation.

In peace,

Aaron


 

 

Dear Aaron,

I appreciate your reflection, particularly the way in which you articulate your calling as an educator—to model the critical self-reflexivity we expect from our students. I resonate with this as a Catholic theologian and feminist—two identities that are not seamlessly reconcilable but that I am able to hold in a creative tension at USF. One of the reasons I feel at home at USF is that it allows me to explore these tensions in my research and teaching. I appreciate the freedom to engage critically and creatively the Catholic social and theological traditions in light of diverse experiences. But I keep reflecting on what you have identified as the crux of your experience as a guest at USF, in a Catholic setting, in a Christian country. It is an important reminder of the privilege of being self-critical in a space where one’s identity is dominant. I think of this when I teach theories of justice and challenge my students to encounter oppressive structures—knowing that our students have diverse experiences of these realities.

I wholeheartedly agree with your point about truth as a precondition for reconciliation. My emphasis on the interconnectedness of knowledge and action was only to suggest that the process of truth-telling was itself a conciliatory act. Perhaps, this glosses over the critical value of historical honesty for its own sake, which Brown emphasizes and you rightly affirm. I agree that reconciliation can too easily become cheapened when it lacks substantive and prolonged engagement in truth-telling.

I am reminded of an article by Bryan Massingale, a leading voice for racial justice in the Catholic Church. Writing as a professor of theology at Fordham University, Massingale claims that Jesuit campuses should be “sanctuaries of truth.”5 To your point, he argues that effective reconciliation is only possible when we commit ourselves to an honest encounter with reality. This requires overcoming willful ignorance as well as implicit bias and being willing to face discomfort and conflict.

Our conversation has made me contemplate more deeply Massingale’s use of the word “sanctuary”—a word that can also be cheapened by paternalistic notions of hospitality. What would it mean to be a sanctuary for truth in this context? My understanding of sanctuary is that it isn’t just about sharing space but creating an alternative space together that involves mutual risk and trust. Does this create a way to move beyond hospitality? Or am I getting lost in semantics?

In gratitude,

Erin


 

 

Dear Erin,

As you correctly said to me in private, this conversation could go on indefinitely. Though I don’t have a conclusion to this exchange, even a momentary one, I am left with similar thoughts and feelings to those that I had from the outset: I am grateful for having the space on this page and on campus to be myself—a Jew on a Jesuit Catholic campus—while simultaneously I am mindful of the centuries-old patterns of oppression between Jews and Catholics, actions, almost entirely, of the latter toward the former. Given our university’s commitment to social justice, I feel that this mixture of feelings is both warranted and encouraged.

I am reminded of a private dinner I attended in my position as the Director of our Jewish Studies program, when a prominent member of USF—who himself is Catholic—shared his feeling that the historical experiences of Catholics in the United States are similar to those of Jews. Most of the 25 or so people in the room were Jews. I remember thinking that the speaker’s intentions were surely positive. Yet his words missed the mark for me. Putting aside the deep problematics of my taking a position rooted in a hierarchy of oppression—as if his words were fallible merely because my people have suffered more than his people in terms of American history, a perspective that is challenging for countless reasons—I was struck by his lack of understanding of the fact that he said these things as a Catholic and Christian who lives in a Christian-majority country. One of my takeaways that evening was that he didn’t get it. I understood that he was trying to connect with the Jews in the room—as if he was saying, “Hey, my people also were ‘strangers in a strange land’”—but what he actually seemed to be saying to me was that he didn’t understand his place of privilege, in the twenty-first-century, as a Catholic American.
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