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PREFACE


Over the past few decades there has been a dramatic and unprecedented shift in Jewish and Christian relations. Throughout the nearly two millennia of Jewish exile, Christian theologians and clerics have tended to characterize Judaism as a failed religion or, at best, a religion that prepared the way for Christianity and that is completed in and replaced by Christianity. In the four decades since the Holocaust, however, Christianity has changed dramatically. Both individual theologians and, then, an increasing number of official church bodies, both Catholic and Protestant, have made public statements of their remorse about Christian mistreatment of Jews and Judaism over the last two millennia. These statements have declared, furthermore, that Christian theologies, liturgies, and Bible teachings can and must be reformed so that they acknowledge God’s enduring covenant with the Jewish people and celebrate the contribution of Judaism to world civilization and to Christian faith itself.


Most Jews have experienced the profound social consequences of this change in Christian beliefs, but few Jews are aware of the religious sources of the change, and even fewer seek to assess its impact on Jewish life today and in the future. The Jewish authors and editors of this book believe it is high time to acknowledge these recent changes in Christianity and to examine their implications for Jewish life in the Western world. In this volume, we begin the process of examination by taking a careful second look at Christian religious belief—as it has been since the early centuries of the Christian era and as it has become in the last few decades.


We believe that living as a minority in a still largely Christian America—and Christian West—Jews need to learn the languages and beliefs of their neighbors. They need to understand the meaning of what their Christian neighbors are saying: about what modern society should become, and about the place of the Jewish people itself in that society. Jews need to learn ways of judging what forms of Christianity are friendly to them and what forms are not, and what forms of Christian belief merit their public support, and what forms do not. They need, as well, to acknowledge the efforts of those Christians who have sacrificed aspects of their work and of their lives to combat Christian anti-Judaism and to promote forms of Christian practice that are friendly to Jewish life and belief. Jews need to know enough about Christian belief to be able to explain their own Jewish goals and ideals for society in terms their Christian neighbors will understand.


For the past hundreds of years, when Jews have been taught about Christian belief, it has been primarily in non-Jewish terms. During the years of their residence in Christian Europe, Jews learned about Christianity only through the untranslated terms of a Christianity that separated itself from its Jewish roots. Then, during the years that followed Emancipation, Jews learned about Christianity through the equally non-Jewish terms of secular European thought. This was often the most difficult kind of learning, since secular European thought often treated Christianity as a universal religion, as opposed to the particularity or “tribalism” of Judaism. We believe it is time for Jews to learn about Christianity in Jewish terms: to rediscover the basic categories of rabbinic Judaism and to hear what the basic categories of Christian belief sound like when they are taught in terms of this rabbinic Judaism. To hear Christianity in our terms is truly to understand it, perhaps for the first time.


If Christianity is changing in these years after the Holocaust, Judaism is changing as well. During the past two hundred years, Judaism has suffered from an increasing inner division that has separated the realms of science and reason on the one hand from those of faith and tradition on the other. It is as if the Jewish religion itself spoke of an unbridgeable gulf between the human and the divine. The editors of this volume, however, are animated by a different vision. The Judaism of the Bible, Talmud, and other classical Jewish sources has always emphasized the partnership of humanity and God. In this volume, the editors have therefore gathered together essays that help rediscover the power of the classical sources of Judaism to heal the divisions from which we suffer today: between human reason and Jewish faith, as well as between Judaism and Christianity.


The central ten chapters of this volume address our two main concerns: how to renew our understanding of Judaism today from out of the sacred texts and, then, how to understand Christianity in terms of this Judaism. Each chapter, consisting of three essays, treats a key theological concept in Judaism and Christianity. In the first essay, a Jewish scholar teaches about a particular area of Jewish theological tradition and then offers ways for Jews to understand a corresponding set of Christian beliefs. In the second essay, another Jewish thinker describes from his or her own perspective another way to understand both the Jewish and the Christian beliefs. In the third essay, a Christian scholar responds to the first essay and answers the questions: “Do I recognize my Christianity in what has been written? What is the significance of Judaism for my understanding of Christianity?”


This is a bold undertaking: to be open to thinking seriously about Christianity, let alone about God and religion in a new way! How do we avoid the pitfalls that have characterized efforts at Jewish and Christian understanding in the past? In Chapter 1, one of our editors offers lessons in “what to seek and what to avoid in Jewish–Christian dialogue.” In light of the tragic history of Jewish–Christian relations in the past, why should we risk this endeavor at all? In Chapter 2, a Jewish historian notes both the negative and positive aspects of Jewish and Christian interaction from the first century through modern times. In Chapter 3, a Jewish and a Christian theologian offer responses to the most challenging question of all: “And now, after the Shoah, do we still dare to promote such a dialogue? How can Jews and Christians speak about each other’s religion and about God?” While creating this volume, the authors and editors themselves have wrestled with these same questions, and in the process have gained new understanding and insight. In the Epilogue, one Christian scholar evaluates the impact of Judaism on Christian belief today, and the book’s editors then reflect on the impact of this project on their own expectations of the future of Judaism and of Jewish–Christian relations.


The publication of this book marks only the beginning of an effort that may engage us for years to come, an effort to encourage Jews to rediscover the revered place of Judaism among the great religions of the world. This is also an effort to help Jews relearn the vocabulary of their own faith and then, within this vocabulary, to help them recognize and understand the main tenets of their neighbors’ faiths. At the same time, our goal is to acknowledge and aid the complementary efforts of Christian scholars and leaders to teach Christians the main tenets of Judaism and, thereby, to rediscover the significance of Judaism as both a source of Christianity and a dialogue partner in the ultimate work of redeeming a troubled world.


In September 2000, we published a public statement in the New York Times and other newspapers. The statement is a brief explanation of how we believe Jews should begin to learn about Christianity and to understand Christianity in Jewish terms. This volume of essays is a scholarly extension of that statement, which appears here just after the acknowledgments. This volume has also stimulated the preparation of a study guide, which is being prepared by the Institute for Christian & Jewish Studies for the use of synagogue, church, and student groups who would like to make the issues addressed in this book the subject of ongoing discussion.


The Jewish and Christian scholars and theologians who have contributed to this project are among the most revered and influential contributors to religious thought today. We are profoundly grateful to them. They have taken considerable time from demanding work schedules to meet this volume’s exacting publication requirements—the first of which was to enter boldly into a form of theological exchange that may have no precedent! The energy, efficiency, and depth of their responses are testimony both to their generosity and, we believe, to the urgency of this endeavor.




Tikva Frymer-Kensky 
David Novak 
Peter Ochs 
David Fox Sandmel  
Michael A. Signer
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 A JEWISH STATEMENT ON CHRISTIANS AND CHRISTIANITY


In recent years, there has been a dramatic and unprecedented shift in Jewish and Christian relations. Throughout the nearly two millennia of Jewish exile, Christians have tended to characterize Judaism as a failed religion or, at best, a religion that prepared the way for, and is completed in, Christianity. In the decades since the Holocaust, however, Christianity has changed dramatically. An increasing number of official church bodies, both Roman Catholic and Protestant, have made public statements of their remorse about Christian mistreatment of Jews and Judaism. These statements have declared, furthermore, that Christian teaching and preaching can and must be reformed so that they acknowledge God’s enduring covenant with the Jewish people and celebrate the contribution of Judaism to world civilization and to Christian faith itself.


We believe these changes merit a thoughtful Jewish response. Speaking only for ourselves—an interdenominational group of Jewish scholars—we believe it is time for Jews to learn about the efforts of Christians to honor Judaism. We believe it is time for Jews to reflect on what Judaism may now say about Christianity. As a first step, we offer eight brief statements about how Jews and Christians may relate to one another.



Jews and Christians worship the same God.



Before the rise of Christianity, Jews were the only worshippers of the God of Israel. But Christians also worship the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, creator of heaven and earth. Although Christian worship is not a viable religious choice for Jews, as Jewish theologians we rejoice that through Christianity hundreds of millions of people have entered into relationship with the God of Israel.





Jews and Christians seek authority from the same book—the Bible (what Jews call “Tanakh” and Christians call the “Old Testament”).



Turning to the Bible for religious orientation, spiritual enrichment, and communal education, we each take away similar lessons: God created and sustains the universe; God established a covenant with the people Israel; God’s revealed word guides Israel to a life of righteousness; and God will ultimately redeem Israel and the whole world. Yet, Jews and Christians interpret the Bible differently on many points. Such differences must always be respected.





Christians can respect the claim of the Jewish people upon the land of Israel.



The most important event for Jews since the Holocaust has been the reestablishment of a Jewish state in the Promised Land. As members of a biblically based religion, Christians appreciate that Israel was promised—and given—to Jews as the physical center of the covenant between them and God. Many Christians support the State of Israel for reasons far more profound than mere politics. As Jews, we applaud this support. We also recognize that Jewish tradition mandates justice for all non-Jews who reside in a Jewish state.





Jews and Christians accept the moral principles of Torah.



Central to the moral principles of Torah are the inalienable sanctity and dignity of every human being. All of us were created in the image of God. This shared moral emphasis can be the basis of an improved relationship between our two communities. It can also be the basis of a powerful witness to all humanity for improving the lives of our fellow human beings and for standing against the immoralities and idolatries that harm and degrade us. Such witness is especially needed after the unprecedented horrors of the past century.





Nazism was not a Christian phenomenon.



Without the long history of Christian anti-Judaism and Christian violence against Jews, Nazi ideology could not have taken hold nor could it have been carried out. Too many Christians participated in, or were sympathetic to, Nazi atrocities against Jews. Other Christians did not protest sufficiently against these atrocities. But Nazism itself was not an inevitable outcome of Christianity. If the Nazi extermination of the Jews had been fully successful, it would have turned its murderous rage more directly to Christians. We recognize with gratitude those Christians who risked or sacrificed their lives to save Jews during the Nazi regime. With that in mind, we encourage the continuation of recent efforts in Christian theology to repudiate unequivocally contempt of Judaism and the Jewish people. We applaud those Christians who reject this teaching of contempt, and we do not blame them for the sins committed by their ancestors.



The humanly irreconcilable difference between Jews and Christians will not be settled until God redeems the entire world as promised in Scripture.



Christians know and serve God through Jesus Christ and the Christian tradition. Jews know and serve God through Torah and the Jewish tradition. That difference will not be settled by one community insisting that it has interpreted Scripture more accurately than the other, nor by one community exercising political power over the other. Jews can respect Christians’ faithfulness to their revelation just as we expect Christians to respect our faithfulness to our revelation. Neither Jew nor Christian should be pressed into affirming the teaching of the other community.





A new relationship between Jews and Christians will not weaken Jewish practice.



An improved relationship will not accelerate the cultural and religious assimilation that Jews rightly fear. It will not change traditional Jewish forms of worship, nor increase intermarriage between Jews and non-Jews, nor persuade more Jews to convert to Christianity, nor create a false blending of Judaism and Christianity. We respect Christianity as a faith that originated within Judaism and that still has significant contacts with it. We do not see it as an extension of Judaism. Only if we cherish our own traditions can we pursue this relationship with integrity.





Jews and Christians must work together for justice and peace.



Jews and Christians, each in their own way, recognize the unredeemed state of the world as reflected in the persistence of persecution, poverty, and human degradation and misery. Although justice and peace are finally God’s, our joint efforts, together with those of other faith communities, will help bring the kingdom of God for which we hope and long. Separately and together, we must work to bring justice and peace to our world. In this enterprise, we are guided by the vision of the prophets of Israel:




It shall come to pass in the end of days that the mountain of the Lord’s house shall be established at the top of the mountains and be exalted above the hills, and the nations shall flow unto it . . . and many peoples shall go and say, “Come ye and let us go up to the mountain of the Lord to the house of the God of Jacob and He will teach us of His ways and we will walk in his paths. (Isaiah 2:2–3)
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INTRODUCTION

What to Seek and What to Avoid in Jewish–Christian Dialogue 






DAVID NOVAK




Then shall all those who fear the Lord speak, each to his neighbor, and the Lord shall listen and hear. It shall be written in a book of remembrance before Him, for those who fear the Lord and contemplate His name. (Mal. 3:16)





In this text, the prophet speaks of a time when the worshipers of God will communicate in a new way. From an earlier verse, it is clear that the worship of God, which is the basis of this new conversation, is not confined to the Jews: “For from the rising to the setting of the sun My name is great among the nations” (Mal. 1:11). Since Jews and Christians have the most to say to each other about God and his ways with humankind, perhaps the prophet is pointing toward the new conversation that is now taking place between serious Jews and serious Christians.


The new conversation between Jews and Christians may avoid the anger and suspicion that have characterized most of our past conversations. Due to this new sense of trust between us, deeper understanding each of the other is slowly emerging. Now it is important to reflect on why this new conversation has been so hopeful and why it has led to such new understanding, not only a new Christian understanding of Jews and Judaism and a new Jewish understanding of Christians and Christianity, but perhaps even a new Christian understanding of Christianity and a new Jewish understanding of Judaism. As such, this new conversation, called by many “the dialogue,” has already had profound ramifications both externally and internally.


We are now at a stage in the dialogue where we have enough experience of what has already happened between us to reflect on the conditions that have made it possible. These are methodological issues, but they have practical import since our successful continuation of the dialogue, even its improvement, requires that we know how it has been sustained as something much more than a historical accident.





What to Seek


Underlying the dialogue are two positive preconditions. First, each side must be willing to see the other side in the best possible light from within its own tradition. Second, that vision must not lead to any distortion of what each tradition, itself separately, teaches as the truth.1 True dialogue requires the adherents of each tradition to find justification for the other tradition from within his or her own tradition. One cannot use understanding of the other as any kind of escape from full commitment to the authority of Judaism for Jews or of Christianity for Christians.





What to Avoid


Participants in Jewish–Christian dialogue must be careful to avoid five negative conditions, all of which are dangerous theological stumbling blocks: disputation, proselytization, syncretism, relativism, and triumphalism. The very recognition of these dangers makes a valuable contribution to the dialogue. By carefully separating the dialogue from these five dangers, we infer the positive from the negative, which has long been a feature of rabbinic thinking.2 From what ought not be done we can learn what ought to be done.





1. Avoiding Disputation



Dialogue takes the form of a disputation when the adherents of each tradition assume that everything the other tradition asserts is denied by their own tradition. This is what occurred in those public debates in the Middle Ages, when Jews and Christians faced each other as adversaries, even as enemies. In this type of hostile atmosphere, the goal is for there to be a winner and a loser. The memory of these disputations, which were always instigated by the Christian rulers who had political power over the Jews, has made many Jews wary of the new dialogue with Christians. There are still many Jews who believe that if Christianity asserts something, Judaism therefore denies it. Indeed, for some Jews, Judaism means nothing more than not being Christian. Jews must understand that there are many commonalities between Judaism and Christianity and that to deny them is as much a distortion of Judaism as it is a distortion of Christianity. Jews need to understand that those Christians who have entered the dialogue with Jews in good faith do not seek the defeat of Judaism. Jews entering the dialogue must also not seek the defeat of Christianity, even in situations where we now might have political or emotional power over Christians.





2. Avoiding Proselytization



The dialogue takes the form of proselytization when the adherents of one tradition seek to persuade the adherents of the other tradition that they truly have what the others have been seeking all along. Proselytization is rooted in the hope that the others will become converted to one’s own faith by their contact with members of one’s own tradition. Proselytization has been a greater danger for Jews than for Christians because Christianity can claim that it includes all of Judaism and then carries it beyond the level now maintained by the Jewish people. Judaism cannot make a similar claim any more than parents can claim to have succeeded their children. Even if Christians generally hope that all humankind will come to the church, they should not use dialogue with Jews as a specific occasion for realizing that hope. The dialogue must respectfully recognize that the differences between Jews and Christians here and now are of greater importance than the commonalities that the dialogue acknowledges and develops. The dialogue must be justified as an end in and of itself and not used as a means for some other agenda.3





3. Avoiding Syncretism



Syncretism is the attempt to construct a new religious reality out of elements of Judaism and Christianity. But no religious tradition, least of all Judaism or Christianity, could accept the replacement of its ultimate claims by a new religion.4 Indeed, both Judaism and Christianity would have to see the construction of such a new religious reality as a form of idolatry. In Judaism and Christianity, it is God who reveals to the covenanted community how God is to be worshiped and not just that  God is to be worshiped. In fact, according to some Jewish and Christian teaching, that no other god is to be worshiped is something humans can know even before any specific revelation.5 Idolatry is the worship of “a strange god” (el zar).6 The wrong worship of the right God is called “strange service” (avodah zarah), which means the worship of God by humanly constructed rather than by divinely revealed means.7 Judaism and Christianity are grounded in revelation. Syncretism denies the ultimate character of either Jewish revelation or Christian revelation by substituting something else for both of them. It can thus turn an authentic religious dialogue into an ideological monologue. The integrity of this dialogue cannot stand syncretism in any form.





4. Avoiding Relativism 


In the atmosphere of modern secularism, which we can also call “relativism,” in which most Jews and Christians now live, religion is taken to be a matter of private preference at best. Relativism is especially dangerous to the dialogue because it denies that some things are true all the time everywhere for everyone. But Judaism and Christianity make such claims. Indeed, these claims, like “God elects Israel” or “God is incarnate in Jesus,” are what Judaism and Christianity are all about. In fact, Judaism requires Jews to die as martyrs rather than exchange Judaism for anything else, even something as similar to Judaism as Christianity.8 Christianity makes a similar claim on Christians. Martyrs are willing to die for what they believe to be the highest truth one could possibly know in this world, because without a commitment to the existence of truth, one cannot affirm the truth of God. Martyrdom is therefore the ultimate expression of belief and represents the personal affirmation of public, universal, and perpetual truth. But with relativism, which sees all beliefs as simply private preferences, the martyr is the biggest fool.


The willingness of Christians to accept Jewish converts and the willingness of Jews to accept Christian converts shows that both religions reject relativism. Even though Jewish–Christian dialogue must not be an occasion for the conversion of either side, Jews and Christians recognize that conversion is always a possibility within the larger covenantal realities in which Jews and Christians participate. Jews know very well that Christianity is open to converts. But Christians must understand that even though Jews have not engaged in the type of active proselytizing that many Christians have engaged in, we have always accepted converts.9 Indeed, most of those converts have been former Christians. Religious conversion is an impossibility for a relativist, since for the relativist there is no essential, intelligible difference between one religion and another.


There are good political and moral reasons why Jews have not engaged in proselytization. Politically, proselytization has frequently been dangerous for Jews. In the past, Christian societies even outlawed it, and it also involves the danger that too many persons of questionable commitment to the full authority of Jewish law might dilute the religious integrity of the Jewish community.10 Morally, since Jews have been the objects of so much proselytization on the part of Christians, something we have deeply resented, most of us have been loathe to do the same thing to others, especially since proselytization inevitably involves the denigration of the religion of the person being proselytized. Yet, despite these serious reservations, Jewish tradition has never actually ruled proselytization out.11


The reason that proselytization and conversion remain issues for both Jews and Christians is that truth is not relative, and thus the ultimate truth claims of Judaism and Christianity are not only different but mutually exclusive. The highest form of worship of the Lord God of Israel is either by the Torah and the tradition of the Jewish people or  by Christ and the tradition of the church. That the choice is framed in just this way is the result of the historical origins of Judaism and Christianity: both traditions originate in the history of Israel presented in the Hebrew Bible. Accordingly, our differences are over the same God who first appeared in that same history. One cannot live as a Jew and as a Christian simultaneously. One could well say that the greatest temptation for a Jew is Christianity and that the greatest temptation for a Christian is Judaism. That this is so explains why Jews and Christians have so much to talk about and, also, why the stakes in the Jewish–Christian relationship are so high.





5. Avoiding Triumphalism



Triumphalism is the insistence that not only the highest truth but the final truth has already been given to my community alone. Triumphalism poisons the dialogue before it begins. Jews are triumphalists when we assume that Christianity is nothing more than a deviant form of Judaism; Christians are triumphalists when they assume that Judaism is but a precursor to Christianity. Triumphalists believe that there is no commonality to discover between the two religions, and that therefore there is nothing to learn from dialogue. This claim, however, is historically false. It is also dangerous, as it prevents us from building areas of peace between us.


Jewish and Christian anticipations of the end of days contradict the triumphalists’ assumption that our differences are final. For Jews, there is a time called “the Days of the Messiah”; for Christians it is called “the Second Coming.”12 In anticipation of this time, when human history will come to an end and the kingdom of God will be established on earth, Jews and Christians look forward to an everlasting divine redemption of Israel, of all humankind, indeed of the whole universe.13 The end of days will be a time when, unlike the present, “the kingdom will be the Lord’s” (Obad. 1:21). What, however, of those Jews who assert that it is precisely at the end of days that the triumph of Judaism will be manifest, and what of those Christians who assert that at the Second Coming Christianity will triumph? We must answer that the final judgment of all human history is not yet in. “No eye has seen but yours O God what will be done for those who wait for you” (Is. 64:3).14 The world-yet-to-come (olam ha-ba), this coming-future (l’atid la-vo), is mysterious; it lies on the other side of our present horizon. Therefore Jews and Christians cannot see their past traditions or their present efforts and differences as the last word. The different claims of Judaism and Christianity are only tentative. Surely what God will do at the end of history will be radical enough to surprise everyone—Jews, Christians, and all others who wait for that time here and now.
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CHRISTIAN–JEWISH INTERACTIONS OVER THE AGES





ROBERT CHAZEN




For much of the past millennium, the world’s Jewish population has been concentrated in the Christian areas of the globe. As a result, Christian attitudes and behaviors toward Jews have been paramount in conditioning Jewish fate. Jews have had to contend regularly with a Christian environment—its dangers, its pressures, and its stimulation. Christian impact on the Jewish minority was particularly strong during the Middle Ages, when the powerful Roman Catholic Church exercised considerable control over key aspects of societal existence and when Christian imagery pervaded every facet of individual life. With the movement from the Middle Ages to modernity and the waning of the power of the Roman Catholic Church, widely held Christian attitudes and perceptions have maintained their hold on majority thinking and have continued to affect the Jewish minority.


Christians, over the ages, have been far less exposed to the influence of Jews. The major instance of Jewish power exercised over Christians was brief, but because it occurred during the formative period in Christian history, impressions of negative Jewish impact upon Christianity have been embedded in Christian consciousness. Also, during the Middle Ages, Jews constituted the only non-Christian element in many areas of western Christendom, thus presenting useful—although hardly appreciated—stimulation to the Christian majority. Over the past few centuries, Jews in the predominantly Christian sectors of the world have continued to have a circumscribed but significant influence on Christian culture.


In differing ways, then, these two faith communities have deeply affected each other, often negatively. As the two faith communities have ranged against each other, Christians and Jews have tended to perceive and highlight the negative interplay. Less obvious and less noted have been the fruitful interactions between the two communities, interactions enriching to both sides.





Negative Interactions





The First Century: Crucifixion



Negative interactions between Christianity and Judaism can be traced back to the very origins of Christianity. At the earliest juncture in Christian history, Jesus and his followers were part and parcel of the fractious Jewish community in first-century Palestine. Palestinian Jewry was divided politically into Jews who favored accommodation to the Romans and those who favored rebellion against them; it was divided spiritually into Pharisees, Sadducees, Essenes, and a number of other religious subgroups. Although the earliest stages of Christian history are shrouded in obscurity, it seems safe enough to say that Jesus and his followers ranged themselves—along with others—in opposition to the Jewish authorities in first-century Palestine and may well have suffered some adverse consequences as a result of their oppositional stance.


The Book of Acts is replete with stories of Christians suffering persecution at the hands of the Jewish authorities. However, all these stories of the persecution of Jesus’ followers pale in comparison to the tale of the crucifixion of Jesus himself, which is key to the New Testament portrait of the Christian Messiah and Savior and stands at the very core of the Christian faith. Once again, the historical reality is blurred. We possess detailed Gospel accounts of Jewish culpability for the crucifixion but have no way of judging the accuracy of these reports. In any case, the reality of Jesus’ crucifixion combined with the authoritative Gospel accounts of it have served to create a lasting perception of Jews and their faith. In the most central drama of Christianity—the crucifixion and resurrection—Jews play the role of persecuting villains, inflicting incalculable damage on Christianity and its hero.


Christianity and Christians remained susceptible to Jewish influence for only a brief period of time. Quickly, the young faith showed signs of wide-ranging appeal, first to Greek-speaking Diaspora Jews and then increasingly to Gentiles. Christianity rapidly spread beyond the confines of Palestinian Jewry, indeed beyond the confines of Palestine. As Christianity distanced itself from its Jewish moorings and attracted a large following throughout the Roman Empire, it escaped any shred of control by the Palestinian Jewish authorities. Nonetheless, the early stories of persecution, in particular the purported Jewish role in the crucifixion, served to establish an image of Judaism and Jews that would exert profound influence on Christian thinking over the ages.


The reality of a Gentile majority within the Christian community necessitated a number of adjustments. On the theoretical level, the issue of Gentile Christianity, Judaism, and the world order had to be faced. What emerged was an important and complex theory of historical progression. According to this view, the Jews had indeed been the chosen people, intended for an ongoing covenant with the one God whom they had brought into the world. The Jews had regularly stumbled in their appointed vocation, as indicated eloquently by the prophets of Israel, who had attempted recurrently to bring their people back to fulfillment of the covenant. As a result of the advent of Jesus as promised Messiah, the Jewish failure to acknowledge him as such, and the breathtaking act of occasioning his death, the Jewish people—again as warned by its own prophets—forfeited forever its role in divine history. The place once occupied by the Jewish people had of necessity to be ceded to a different group, the Gentile Christian community, which thereby fell heir to the responsibilities, the promises, and the glory once the portion of the Jews. Blindness to divine truth became, for Christians, the hallmark of Jews. Ongoing Jewish commitment to Judaism, which Christians saw as erroneous, was readily explained by this blindness. At the same time, this theory of historical progression served to deepen the significance of the alleged Jewish role in the crucifixion. As noted, Christian theory posited that role as the decisive factor in the disruption of the divine covenant with the Jews and the transmission of that covenant to Christians, the successor people.





The Second to Fourth Centuries: Christian Ascendancy 



Through the second and third centuries, Christianity continued to attract a multitude of followers. Christianity now constituted a major problem for the leadership of the Roman Empire in its entirety. A critical juncture in Christian–Jewish interaction was reached early in the fourth century, when the rulers of the Roman Empire abandoned their persecution of Christianity and instead embraced it. This shift, so momentous for the subsequent history of the Western world, raised for the first time the question of the place of Judaism and Jews in a society ruled by Christians and committed to the advancement of the Christian worldview. What developed was a position of moderate toleration. Judaism was seen as error-ridden and displaced; it was, however, sufficiently important and valued as to necessitate its legitimization. Jews were to live a tolerated, albeit limited, existence within the Christian commonwealth. The limitations to be imposed on Jewish life were aimed at obviating potential harm that Jews might inflict on their Christian hosts and at maintaining Jewish inferiority in ways that would highlight their error and punishment.


This position of moderate toleration, forged during the heady times of Christian ascendancy in the Roman Empire, required theological grounding, which was advanced by a number of major thinkers, perhaps most strikingly by Augustine. These thinkers rooted the toleration of Judaism in the pedagogical value Jews might provide, once more highlighting alleged Jewish shortcomings. As noted, Christianity had recognized an early Jewish role as the people of God’s covenant. This Christian acknowledgment was tempered by the claim that the Jews had capped their long history of recalcitrance by committing a sin—the crucifixion—so dastardly as to occasion the rupture of the covenant God had struck with the Jews and their replacement with a new covenant people, the Christians. God had responded to this sin with immediate punishment, exile, and degradation of the Jews. In this view, the Jews as a degraded people served a most useful pedagogic role, attesting to the working of sin and punishment in God’s universe and—in the process—to the truth of the Christian faith as well.


Slightly less demeaning to the Jews was a second rationale for maintaining Jewish presence in Christian society. In this view, Jews played a useful function by attesting to the authenticity of prophetic prediction. Jews proclaimed regularly to the world that the visions of Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and the other prophets of biblical Israel were divinely inspired and true. From the Christian perspective, Jewish understanding of these prophets was deficient, a function of the blindness already cited. Nonetheless, the Jewish insistence on the truth of the prophetic visions played a useful role in the Christian case for Jesus’ mission. If those who stood outside the Jewish and Christian camps could be convinced of the divine inspiration and truth of the prophetic words—with the help of disinterested Jewish testimony—then a simple and direct reading of those prophetic words would, it was presumed, lead inevitably to Christian conclusions.





The Middle Ages: Increasing Contact



While Christianity emerged as the dominant religion in much of the Western world, Jewish life was in fact centered to the east, in areas that lay outside Christian hegemony. With the great Muslim conquests of the seventh century, the bulk of world Jewry found itself living under the rule of yet another competing monotheism. For treatment of both Jews and Christians living within Islamic domain, the Muslims adopted much of the stance that Christianity had developed toward its Jewish minority. However, Islam lacked the potent sense of Jewish (or Christian) roots and Jewish (or Christian) malevolence that is so prominent in the Christian–Jewish interaction. Radically different historical development, in which Jews (and Christians) played a relatively inconspicuous role, accounts for the relative mildness of the Muslim–Jewish (and Muslim–Christian) interface.


For the first half of the Middle Ages, Christendom was much on the defensive against the new and vigorous forces of Islam. During the tenth and eleventh centuries, the balance of power in the Western world began to shift slowly but decisively in the direction of Christendom. This shift held profound implications for the history of the West and for the history of Christian–Jewish interaction. Increasing numbers of Jews came under Christian rule, partly as a result of Christian conquest of Muslim territory and partly through Jewish migration in the direction of vital and rapidly developing societies. These increasing numbers had important ramifications. Jews, always a theoretical issue for Christianity because of its Jewish roots, now presented practical problems and concerns as well. And from the Jewish perspective, Christianity now became the faith that most affected—in both negative and positive ways—the realities of Jewish life.


As Jewish presence in western Christendom expanded, the moderate toleration designed during the fourth century as the framework for Jewish existence in Christian society remained very much in effect. The notions of precluding Jewish harm and maintaining Jewish inferiority lent themselves to considerable adaptation and intensification. In particular, western Christendom, from the late twelfth century on, became increasingly concerned with a variety of minority groupings in society and sought to counter the dangers these dissident groups allegedly posed. In the case of the Jews, the Roman Catholic Church augmented the regime of limitations under which they lived, often to the point of drastically constricting Jewish life. The leadership of the church identified a series of important limitations intended to curb alleged Jewish harm—social segregation, rigorous censorship of Jewish literature, and restrictions on Jewish economic activity.


From their earliest days of power in the fourth century, Christian authorities were concerned to minimize the influence Jews might exert on their Christian neighbors. Early church enactments addressed relationships in which Jews were perceived to wield authority and hence influence. Jews were forbidden to own Christian slaves, occupy positions of political authority, or take Christian spouses. By the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, when Jews had become increasingly concentrated in the Christian sphere and no longer held slaves, occupied positions of political power, or took Christian spouses, the church became concerned with and attempted to mitigate all relations that might have allowed Jewish influence on Christian neighbors: Christians working in Jewish homes, Jews living in small towns where social relations were inescapable, Jews living alongside Christians in larger towns. The most extreme measure adopted by the church was the call for distinguishing garb, intended to single out the Jew at all times.


Yet another type of damage feared by the church over the ages was the possibility of Jewish blasphemy. Obviously, Jews were deeply opposed to Christianity and expressed their opposition vigorously among themselves. Public expression of such opposition was, however, prohibited. Again, during the thirteenth century, this old prohibition was intensified. Nicholas Donin, a convert from Judaism to Christianity, brought purportedly anti-Christian statements in the Talmud to the attention of the papal court. Donin’s allegations sparked careful investigation of the charges, condemnation and burning of the Talmud in Paris in 1242, prohibition of the Talmud in certain sectors of western Christendom, and censorship of the Talmud in others.


During the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, an entirely new area of church concern with potential Jewish harm emerged. After the church had inadvertently opened up new business opportunities for the Jews of western Christendom through its efforts to wipe out usury among the Christian population, perceptions of the harm inflicted by Jewish moneylenders intensified. Once more, the demand that Jews live in Christian society without inflicting damage was sounded, this time to warrant a series of moves intended to limit Jewish moneylending and the ill effects it allegedly caused. In some instances, such Jewish business was prohibited entirely.


The foregoing Christian stances toward Jews and Judaism were essentially defensive—moves initiated by the church and executed by the secular authorities in order to protect Christianity and Christians. One set of further initiatives was aggressive. Missionizing has been a major Christian preoccupation over the ages. Successful proselytizing turned Christianity from a small subgroup in Palestinian Jewry into a serious threat to the Roman Empire and then into the dominant force in that vast empire. Historically, the Christian commitment to missionizing always included an effort to bring Jews into the faith. In some periods, the commitment to proselytizing among Jews took on heightened significance, turning into a genuine preoccupation among certain church leaders.


During the middle decades of the thirteenth century, the effort to convert Jews intensified. The church allocated resources to train expert missionizing personnel, made an effort to convince the secular authorities to support the proselytizing campaign, and took care to cultivate new lines of argumentation. The church’s commitment to missionizing among the Jews remained strong throughout the concluding centuries of the Middle Ages, with considerable success. Especially on the Iberian peninsula, large numbers of Jews were brought to the baptismal fount, often as a result of the argumentation with which they were ceaselessly confronted. Many of the conversions, however, were effected through the illegitimate imposition of force.





Escalating Violence



All the measures discussed thus far have involved Christian antiJewish initiatives that were legitimate within the framework established by the church, but illegitimate violence was yet another dimension of negative Christian–Jewish interaction during the Middle Ages. Anti-Jewish violence resulted from a variety of damaging stereotypes of Jews and Judaism. In medieval western Christendom, the realities of Jewish life itself conditioned some of these stereotypes. Thus, Jews were often perceived—particularly in northern sectors—as newcomers, which they in fact were. As a result, Jews suffered many of the stigmas normally associated with recent arrivals. The further realities of limited economic outlets often put these Jewish immigrants at the cutting and unpopular edge of the economy and in a potent alliance with the political authorities. This new status affected the imagery of Jews in western Christendom, but it was the negative legacy from antiquity that most shaped medieval Christian perceptions of the Jews.


The church insisted that the alleged Jewish role in the death of Jesus and the persecution of his followers was not to serve as a ground for acts of revenge. Christians were not to avenge Jesus, largely because God himself had taken care to do so, by stripping the Jews of their role in covenantal history and consigning them to exile. Christians were to treat Jews with the charity that might hopefully open the eyes of the latter to Christian truth. Not surprisingly, the niceties of this theory could readily be lost in times of tension.


In western Christendom, the First Crusade served in many ways as a point of considerable transition. On the material level, the great expedition called forth by Pope Urban II in 1095 reflected the growing power and militancy of western Christendom. A century earlier, such a western initiative would have been unthinkable; a century later, it was commonplace. Spiritually, the sacralization of battle and bloodshed represented a significant innovation for Christian thinking. Surprisingly and unsurprisingly, the call to arms against the forces of Islam had a disastrous impact on some of northern Europe’s leading Jewish communities.


This turn of events was surprising in that, so far as we know, Pope Urban II, his ecclesiastical advisers, and the barons who played a leading role in the enterprise took no note whatsoever of Jews. The military venture called for and undertaken was projected as a war against the armies of Islam, an effort to reach the holiest sites of Christendom and liberate them from Muslim rule. However, given the legacy of negative Christian imagery of Jews and Judaism, the unforeseen antiJewish violence is not all that difficult to fathom.


Along the Rhine River, German crusaders and local burghers assaulted a number of Jewish communities, sometimes with devastating results. The most frightful slaughter was committed by one particular crusading force, a ragtag army that coalesced around the little-known figure of a Count Emicho, probably of Flonheim. For the costly assaults on the Jewish communities of Worms, Mainz, and Cologne, we possess a number of sources—both Christian and Jewish—that corroborate one another rather fully. Christian and Jewish sources are in accord about the following crusader slogan, here offered in the version found in the oldest and most trustworthy Hebrew narrative of the events of 1096: “Behold we travel to distant land to do battle with the kings of that land. We take our lives in our hands in order to kill and to subjugate all those kingdoms that do not believe in the Crucified. How much more so [should we kill and subjugate] the Jews, who killed and crucified him.” Explicit here is the view that of all the enemies of Christendom, the Jews are surely the most loathsome, the most deserving of vengeance at the hands of Christian warriors.


In the wake of the limited but costly anti-Jewish violence associated with the First Crusade, ecclesiastical leadership was deeply concerned to obviate repetition of such illegitimate anti-Jewish behavior. The spiritual leader of the Second Crusade, Bernard of Clairvaux, went to considerable lengths to denounce the thinking that had led to the 1096 massacres and to oppose incipient manifestations of anti-Jewish zeal. He wrote extensively on behalf of the endangered Jews and imposed himself in person to put down danger when it threatened. The major Jewish chronicler of the Second Crusade and its impact on northern Europe’s Jews, Ephraim of Bonn, knew well of Bernard’s interventions and appreciated them deeply. Still, Bernard’s case for Jewish safety began with the traditional assumptions of Jewish sin and of God’s punishment of the Jews through exile and the rupture of the prior covenant. Bernard of Clairvaux thus simultaneously fostered Jewish safety and reinforced the negative stereotypes that jeopardized the Jews.





Intensified Anti-Jewish Imagery



The stances of Bernard of Clairvaux, subsequent ecclesiastical leaders, and the major secular figures associated with the later crusades succeeded in obviating repetition of the violence that marred the First Crusade. However, during the middle decades of the twelfth century, the traditionally negative Christian imagery that gave rise to the bloodshed of 1096 underwent significant evolution. Bernard’s great contemporary, Peter the Venerable, abbot of Cluny, gave eloquent voice to the intensified anti-Jewish imagery. Whereas Bernard had spoken of Jewish acceptance of secondary status and subjugation, Peter claimed that—quite to the contrary—the Jews of his day were involved in an ongoing effort to inflict harm upon Christians and Christianity. In effect, Peter claimed that the Jews of the twelfth century regularly expressed the selfsame hostility, albeit in a different form, that had led their ancestors to call for Jesus’ crucifixion. Peter singled out two patterns of purportedly hostile Jewish behavior—their incessant blasphemy of the Christian faith and their harmful economic practices. For Peter the Venerable, Jews constituted a present and unremitting threat to the well-being of Christian society.


Peter the Venerable did not create this new sense of the Jews as people steeped in hostility and malevolence; he merely provided articulate expression for a broadly held view. Evidence of this new and damaging perception of Jews can be found in many quarters. During the middle decades of the twelfth century, the most striking reflection of this new perception can be found in the dangerous stereotype of Jews as murderers of Christians, particularly Christian youngsters. It is of course significant that the Christian victims are identified as youngsters. Besides highlighting the defenselessness of the victims, this perception suggested groundless hatred on the part of the Jews, hatred of these youngsters simply for their Christian faith. In an age noted for its imagination, this broad notion of groundless murder by Jews was embellished with the claim that these murders took place in ritualistic fashion, as a reenactment of Jesus’ crucifixion. This claim was articulated for the first time in the middle of the twelfth century by Thomas of Monmouth, chronicler of the life and death of the young Saint William of Norwich.


The thirteenth century saw further embellishments of the theme articulated by Peter the Venerable and expressed in the ritual-murder allegation. A widely known and damaging embellishment involved the charge that Jews ritually abused the host wafer. The descendants of those who allegedly murdered Jesus purportedly continued to express their ongoing hatred through maltreatment of the wafer that is the enshrinement of his body. From the middle of the thirteenth century down into the twentieth century, many Christians accepted yet another variation on this theme: the ritualized Jewish use of Christian blood as an expression of Jewish hatred of Christians.


Just as such leaders as Bernard of Clairvaux had opposed vigorously the radical crusading notion of human vengeance against Jews for the crucifixion of Jesus, so, too, did ecclesiastical authorities generally reject the ritual murder allegation, the host desecration charge, the blood libel, and the anti-Jewish violence they spawned. However, by the end of the thirteenth century, these imaginative embellishments of traditional Christian notions of Jewish enmity and malevolence began to take a considerable toll of Jewish life. Waves of anti-Jewish violence swept northern Europe in the 1290s, the 1330s, and the 1340s. By 1391, the violence reached Spain as well, costing tens of thousands of Jewish lives and forcing large numbers of Jews to the baptismal fount. In the wake of the First Crusade, Bernard of Clairvaux had embraced the stereotype (Jewish responsibility for the crucifixion) but condemned the actions of the rampaging crusaders; now church leadership decried both the stereotypes (for example, the blood libel) and, even more strongly, the assaults.


Through most of antiquity and all through the Middle Ages, the balance of power in the Christian–Jewish relationship was heavily skewed in favor of Christians. As noted, Jews exercised power only briefly in the long history of Christian–Jewish relations. However, the legacy of that brief period was indelibly inscribed in Christian consciousness. Jews were seen as the killers of Christ and as intent upon expressing their hatred of and harming his followers. Thus, Christians and Jews were heavily focused on mutual perceptions of animosity and harm.





Positive Interactions


Although Christians and Jews over the ages have left largely unexplored the positive interactions between their communities, such positive interactions did in fact take place. Christians have benefited from the presence of Jews in the Christian world, and Jews have been attracted to the Christian world because of the advantages they perceived it to offer.





What Christians Gained from Jews



Given its power, Christianity has regularly posed the question of whether Jews should be tolerated in a Christian society and has regularly responded in the affirmative. As we have seen, these affirmations of Jewish rights have been based on notions of the useful purposes Jews serve and have almost always been couched in demeaning terms. But sometimes views of Jewish utility did not have such negative overtones. 


Although Bernard’s demand for Jewish safety during the Second Crusade began with the notion of divine punishment of the Jews for the crucifixion, he proceeded to add other elements to his case, including genuine Jewish docility under Christian rule. At the end of his complex set of arguments for Jewish safety, Bernard demanded security “for those from whom we have a law and a promise, from whom we have a forefather, and from whom we have Christ of the flesh.” This is a direct statement of the positive role Jews and Judaism had played in the evolution of Christianity. And there is no reason to stop with such overt articulations. Christendom of late antiquity and the Middle Ages in fact benefited in diverse ways from Jewish presence.


On many occasions, Jews served a useful pioneering role in Christian culture, bringing the advantages of a more advanced milieu to an area in the process of development. For example, as a mobile people, Jews were attracted to the rapidly developing areas of northwestern Europe during the tenth through twelfth centuries and brought useful skills and techniques from their Mediterranean places of origin. German Jews who moved eastward into the rapidly emerging Kingdom of Poland during the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries played the same role. In both cases, progressive Christian rulers were unabashed in their support for Jewish settlers who would improve the general economy of the areas over which they ruled.


In addition to their contribution to rapidly developing geographic areas, Jews were also a cornerstone of the emergent sectors of the medieval economy. Again, as a minority with limited economic outlets, Jews were willing to move into risky sectors of the economy and make a pioneering contribution. The outstanding example of such a contribution involves the important, dangerous, and reviled economic activity of moneylending and banking. Medieval western Christendom required a flow of capital, but the church impeded this flow with its policy on usury. Modern historians of the European economy note that Jews made a significant contribution to the economic maturation of European society through their lending activities. Nonetheless, these activities were highly unpopular and reinforced the dominant Christian perception of Jews as ranged in harmful opposition to Christianity and Christians.


Jews likewise made notable contributions to the spiritual life of medieval Christendom. The easiest contribution to document is the Jewish command of the Hebrew language, the language of almost all the corpus that Christianity had absorbed into its sacred literature as the Old Testament. Medieval Christians generally read their Old Testament in the accepted Latin translation and accorded sanctity to that version. From time to time, however, awareness of the Hebrew original and a desire to penetrate it led Christian savants to seek enlightenment among their Jewish neighbors. The same twelfth and thirteenth centuries that saw deepening Christian mistrust of the Jewish minority also saw protracted efforts in certain intellectual circles to enhance Christian understanding of the Hebrew Bible by encountering it in its original. To that end, Christian scholars, such as the well-known school of St. Victor, were comfortable in approaching Jewish contemporaries and enjoying the benefit of their facility with Hebrew.


The final benefit derived by medieval Christendom from its Jews reflects a distinctly modern perspective. For the medieval world, homogeneity was the ideal, with the regnant worldview unchallenged by alternatives. From this perspective, medieval Jews were thus a disruptive and negative influence, to be tolerated but rigorously controlled. Moderns have come to view religious and intellectual life in radically different terms. For moderns, creativity is in fact dampened by homogeneity and enhanced by difference. According to modern observers, the challenge of difference, more than anything else, has stimulated human creativity over the ages. And indeed, the Jewish presence in western Christendom provided an important goad to Christian reflection and spiritual growth.


Precisely because of the intertwined roots of the two faith communities, the Jewish challenge to Christianity moved Christian thinkers all through the Middle Ages to ponder, to reconsider, and to reformulate old insights. Judaism and the recovered legacy of ancient Greco-Roman thought provided the two major stimuli to creative Christian reflection, and again the twelfth and thirteenth centuries stand out as the centuries of the most notable activity.





What Jews Gained from Christians



Discussion of the benefits derived by Jews from the medieval Christian–Jewish encounter must begin with a simple observation. Just as the Jewish minority suffered more from that encounter than did the Christian majority, so, too, did the Jewish minority benefit more from a rich, complex, and dynamic majority civilization.


Although medieval Christians spoke, usually in a demeaning way, of the benefits of having the Jews in their midst, medieval Jews speculated little on the benefits conferred by Christianity. There was occasionally a sense that the Christian and Muslim religions served the valuable purpose of spreading religious truth among the nations. But if these two daughter faiths were successful, it was only because they provided useful popularizations of genuine Jewish truth. Despite these occasional reflections, Jews were not deeply concerned with validating the Christian presence, since that presence was such an overwhelming reality. Jewish efforts were far more fully focused on combating the challenges the Christian majority and its faith presented.


The simplest index of Jewish benefit from medieval Christian society is the demographic reality of Jewish life. Despite the disastrous results of the influx of Jews into western Christendom in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, it is striking to note that at no point did a majority of Jews turn their back on western Christendom and relocate or return to the Islamic world. Even after the expulsions from the more advanced sectors of the Christian world at the end of the thirteenth and beginning of the fourteenth centuries, the northern European (Ashkenazic) Jews opted for the less developed Christian sectors of northern Europe, rather than moving in numbers back into the (steadily declining) Muslim lands. Obviously, these Jews sensed something about the balance of power in the Western world and opted to stay in the hostile Christian sphere, out of a sense of the advantages it offered. When Jews did leave western Christendom to move back into adjacent Muslim territory in large numbers, it was at the end of the fifteenth century, when the Spanish (Sephardic) Jews were expelled from the Iberian peninsula and almost no contiguous Christian lands were open to them. But even after this mass exodus, the imbalance between Jewish population in the Christian and Muslim spheres reasserted itself, once more a tribute to the advantages of the Christian West.


These advantages were, first of all, material. From the tenth through the twelfth centuries, the Christian sector of the Western world caught up with and surpassed the previously more prosperous Muslim sector. For Jews, as a mobile minority community, there was obvious advantage in locating within the geographic area that was enjoying the most impressive economic gains, rather than remaining in an arena of steady economic decline.


The advantages Jews enjoyed were surely more than material, as well. Western Christendom flourished in a variety of ways, all of which had meaning for both the Christian majority and the Jewish minority. Cities grew continuously in medieval western Christendom, and Jews were overwhelmingly city dwellers. Patterns of governance matured, in ways advantageous to both the majority and the minority. Literacy expanded, and culture developed in a number of fruitful directions, with advantages again to both the majority and the minority.


As was the case for medieval Christianity, medieval Jews gained something else from their encounter with Christianity: the creativity that arises from difference. Jews were, of course, far more cognizant of the religion of the Christian majority than were Christians of the religion of the Jewish minority. Everyday life was suffused with Christian monuments, symbols, and celebrations. Jews were deeply aware of medieval Christianity and, as a minority, profoundly challenged by it. Once again, medievals did not usually see such challenges in a positive light, but moderns do. Modern observers would comfortably suggest that medieval Judaism was very much invigorated by its ongoing encounter with Christianity. That encounter regularly stimulated consideration of the essentials of the Jewish faith and the ritual and moral precepts through which that truth was expressed. That there was so much conscious reflection on parallels and contrasts with Christianity attests to the challenge of majority culture and to its role in advancing the clarification of Jewish ideas and ideals.



Modernity


With modernity has come the dissolution of the world order introduced into the West by the Christian conquest of the Roman Empire. The fragmentation of the Roman Catholic Church opened the way for this dissolution. The fragmentation itself occasioned no real change in Christian attitudes toward Judaism and Jews. The case of Martin Luther is instructive. Like so many reforming predecessors, Luther saw prior policy toward the Jews as error-ridden and as an opportunity to show the superiority of his new vision. In his early essay, “That Jesus Was Born a Jew,” Luther castigated the Roman Catholic Church for its harsh treatment of Jews. His own milder and more loving stance would, he believed, bring the Jews to Christian truth. Disappointed in the Jewish response to his overtures, Luther turned angry and vicious in his denunciation of the Jews. In his later “On the Jews and Their Lies,” he leveled harsh charges against the Jews and incited Christians to anti-Jewish violence.


With respect to the Jews, it was not the content of the Reformation thinking that was decisive, it was simply the breakup of the monolithic character of western Christendom. So long as there was one dominant church in western Christendom, the intimate linkage of church and state that typified the medieval order could be maintained. With the proliferation of Christian churches, the linkage could lead only to persecution, warfare, and carnage. Fairly quickly, voices began to call for a new order that would be founded on toleration of diversity. Although such diversity was initially seen in Christian terms—toleration of a variety of Christian groupings—it was soon extended to Jews and others. The position of the Jews in the West was irrevocably altered.


Much of the negative interaction described above came to an end. The secular authorities in the West no longer enforced the onerous restrictions or the aggressive missionizing that had been so prominent in the Middle Ages. To be sure, this change did little to efface the negative imagery that had developed over the centuries. Once again, Jews were in many instances recent immigrants, found niches in developing but unpopular sectors of the economy, and were perceived as locked into a limited political stance. These real characteristics were interpreted against the backdrop of the New Testament and the medieval imagery of the malevolent and harmful Jew, now simply adapted to the new circumstances of modernity. Despite Jewish hopes for greater acceptance and tranquillity, the tendency toward anti-Jewish violence was maintained and in some cases intensified. Indeed, the restraining voice of ecclesiastical leadership that had combated some of the most obnoxious anti-Jewish stereotypes was very much weakened with the advent of modernity.


The kinds of mutual benefit outlined above have also been maintained and reinforced in the modern period. Jews have continued to play a catalytic, albeit often unappreciated, role in the development of the modern economy. With the advent of modernity, Jews, again unable to find their place in the well-established sectors of the economy, made their way to the new, the exciting, the risky, and the often despised. Jewish contributions to modern civilization moved into entirely new domains. The universities of the West, which had been church institutions during the Middle Ages, began to break their ecclesiastical bonds and slowly opened themselves to Jewish presence and contribution. Newly developing areas of cultural creativity likewise felt the impress of Jewish presence and creativity.


Jewish appreciation of the vitality of western Christendom was obviously enhanced by the new opportunities that flowed from the sundering of the tight relationship between church and state. Once freed of medieval constraints, Jews rapidly located themselves in the great cities of the West. As the Americas in general and the United States in particular began to emerge as a magnet for migration, Jews joined that migration, expressing their hopes in a younger and seemingly freer society and casting their lot with the vision that animated that society. By the beginning of the twentieth century, the overwhelming majority of world Jewry was located in lands that housed a Christian majority.


The one obvious exception to the Jewish preference for the Chris-tian sphere has been the establishment of the State of Israel in the heart of the Muslim world. This development has resulted from the ideological significance of the Land of Israel to the Zionist movement, which rejected resolutely all alternative sites for the Jewish homeland/ state. Yet even this exception points up the close identification of modern Jewry with the Christian West. It is precisely the sense of the Jewish state as an outpost of the Christian West that has occasioned a good part of the Muslim resistance to Zionism and the State of Israel. Over the past century, as Jews have suffered some of the most horrific disasters in their long history, new stimuli to Christian–Jewish cooperation have emerged. As the magnitude and horror of the Holocaust became obvious, observers both Jewish and Christian sought to identify the wellsprings of the hatred that moved one part of European society to undertake the systematic annihilation of Jews while the other part sat passively as the killing was carried out. Attention in many quarters fastened on the legacy of Christian anti-Jewish thinking, moving many Christians to search for new relationships to Jews and Judaism. How successful these innovative efforts might prove will be known only during the course of the next century.


At the same time, both majority Christians and minority Jews have slowly begun to see that the old relationship of antagonism is in many ways outdated. Many Christians and Jews have concluded that all religious communities must unite in the face of powerful forces that seek to destroy these traditional religious communities and their belief systems altogether. In the face of modern anti-religious tendencies and movements, interreligious disputes have become a luxury that many view as no longer affordable. This perception of the deteriorating circumstances of the religious communities has resulted in new modes of cooperation and new mutual respect. Again, how long-lived these tendencies might prove will be known only with the passage of time. There does seem to be a real possibility that some of the negative interactions of the past (which were in any case never the whole of the story) may give way to more positive relations between two faith communities that have sprung out of common ground.
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Judaism, Christianity, and Partnership After the Twentieth Century
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The Challenges of the Holocaust


Judaism and Christianity tell of God’s love for man and stand or fall on their fundamental claim that the human being is, therefore, of ultimate and absolute value (“He who saves one life it is as if he saved an entire world” [B. Sanh. 37a]; “God so loved the world that He gave His only begotten son” [Jn. 3:16]). The cruelty and the killing in the Holocaust raise the question of whether those who believe after the Holocaust dare talk about a God who loves and cares without making a mockery of those who suffered.


The Christian “Teaching of Contempt” about Jews and Judaism furnished stereotypes that enabled Nazis to focus on the Jews as scapegoat and created a climate of anti-Semitism in Europe. This climate enabled some Christians to feel they were doing God’s duty when they either helped kill Jews or did not stop the killing. Even the great Christians who recognized the danger of idolatry and resisted the Nazi government’s takeover of the German Evangelical Church at great personal sacrifice and risk did not speak out on the Jewish question. Christianity may be hopelessly and fatally compromised; the penumbra of Christian complicity challenges the credibility of Christianity as a gospel of love.


More generally, the Holocaust challenges the credibility of modern culture. Limits were broken, restraints shattered. Science and technology—the accepted flower and glory of modernity—climaxed in the factories of death. The humanistic revolt for the “liberation” of humankind from centuries of dependence upon God and nature has been shown to sustain a capacity for demonic evil. Twentieth-century Western civilization, in part the product of the Enlightenment and liberal culture, was a Frankenstein that authored the German monster’s being. Liberalism and internationalism served as cover beliefs—designed to weaken the victims’ perception that they were threatened and to block the kind of action needed to save their lives. The human and moral failure that made such cruel slaughter possible has deeply tarnished the validity of all modern values. Moreover, the fact of the Holocaust and the failure to confront it make a repetition more likely—a limit was broken, a control or awe is gone—and the murder procedure is now better laid out and understood.


The Holocaust’s moral challenge also confronts Jews. Organized Jewry felt bound by the principles of national loyalty and national interest and feared to protest when those principles were used to justify the restricted efforts by the national governments to save Jews. Moreover, those Jews who feel no guilt for the Holocaust are tempted to moral apathy, and religious Jews who use the Holocaust to morally impugn every other religious group but their own are tempted thereby into indifference at the Holocaust of others.





Responses to the Holocaust


The Holocaust confronts us with unanswerable questions. But let us agree to one principle: no statement, theological or otherwise, should be made that would not be credible in the presence of the burning children.


There are two polar ways in which theologians have correctly grasped the centrality of the Holocaust to Jewish thought and faith. One upholds the God of History, the other affirms the death of God and the loss of all hope. Neither is credible alone, in the presence of the burning children. After Auschwitz, faith means that there are times when faith is overcome. Since faith is a response to the Presence in life and history, this response ebbs and flows. The difference between the skeptic and the believer is frequency of faith, and not certitude of position. The ability to live with what I call “moment faith” is the ability to live with pluralism and without the self-flattering, ethnocentric solutions that warp religion or make it a source of hatred for the other.


There are reasons to keep the life of faith: in the light of Auschwitz, secular twentieth-century civilization is not worthy of ultimate loyalty. The victims ask that we not jump to a conclusion that retrospectively makes the covenant they lived an illusion and their death a gigantic travesty. After the Holocaust it is all the more urgent to resist this absolutization of the secular. The Holocaust experience insists that we best err on the side of the moral necessity of a God who called this people to a sacred, albeit dangerous, mission of testimony rather than surrender to the immediate logic of nonbelief. The moral light shed by the Holocaust validates skepticism toward contemporary claims. To follow this orientation is to be opened again to the possibilities of Exodus and immortality. The capacity to resist and criticize contemporary models is a test of the Holocaust as the new orienting experience of Jews and an indication that a new era of Jewish civilization is under way. This new era will not turn its back on modernity; rather, it will reject some of its elements and take from the past (and future) much more fully. Recognizing that ultimate claims and absolute forces are the seedbed of unlimited Holocausts, this era’s religious thinking will seek to live with dialectical theological affirmations, with all claims subject to and tested by contradictions.


There are several theological models for living in contradiction. One such model is that of Job and involves the rejection of easy pieties or denials and the expectation of further revelations of the Presence. Another is the model of the Suffering Servant; here Israel, by focusing on the abuse of the servant, testifies to the suffering God who shares in pain and pleads for ultimate redemption. The treatment of the Suffering Servant is an early warning of the sins intrinsic in the culture but often not seen until later, just as the Holocaust was an advance warning of the demonic potential in modern culture: the pollution is in the liberating technology; the uniformity in the powerful communication and cultural explosion; the mass murder in the efficient bureaucracy. These lurking forces must be checked by God and humanity alike.


Christians and Jews are called upon to preserve their inner community. They are also called by the Holocaust to participate in the new, open civilization. The Holocaust suggests a fundamental skepticism about all human movements, left and right, political and religious—even as we participate in them. Nothing dare evoke our absolute, unquestioning loyalty, not even our God.


In a third theological model for a life of contradiction, that of Lamentations 3, there is only anger and pain checked by the flickering memory of past goodness. But the lamenter does not offer a pious prayer about the Holocaust. Rather, we seek a prayer on the Holocaust that expresses the anger, that blames God. Anger is more compatible with love and involvement than are pleasant niceties and old compliments. The religious task is to justify human beings, not God, a task that requires a total and thoroughgoing self-criticism that purges the emotional dependency and self-abasement of traditional religion and its false crutch of certainty and security. This task involves a willingness to confess and clear up the violations of the image of God (including women, Jews, Blacks, others) in our values, as well as a willingness to overcome the institutionalism that sacrifices God to selfinterest. Even the word of God must be held to account for nourishing hatred and for culpability in, or being an accessory to, the fact of genocide. Justifying people means the fullest willingness, in both Judaism and Christianity, to defend the revolt against God and the faith that grows out of the desire to liberate humanity. Yet here, too, the Holocaust demands a dialectical capacity from us. Rebels are not usually good at conserving; if we simply validate the contemporary, we fall into idolatry and prepare the legitimization of another Holocaust.


Extraordinary catastrophes are not mastered by routine treatment or evasion. Only extraordinary outbursts of life or creativity can overcome them. In the silence of God and of theology, there is one fundamental testimony that can still be given: the testimony of human life itself.





The Holocaust as Revelation


The Holocaust is itself a revelation. It is a model and pedagogy for future generations; it bears the lesson that genocide can be carried out with impunity: evil ones need fear neither God nor man. This revelation has several consequences.


1. There is one supreme response to such overwhelming tragedy: the reaffirmation of meaningfulness, worth, and life through acts of love and life-giving. The act of creating a life or enhancing its dignity is the countertestimony to Auschwitz. This is a critical religious act. Only millions or billions of such acts can begin to right the balance of testimony so drastically shifted by the mass weight of six million dead. To speak of the image of God, which points beyond itself to transcendence, is the only statement about God that one can make. And it is human life itself that makes the statement—words will not help.


It takes enormous faith in ultimate redemption and meaningfulness to choose to create or even enhance life again. In fact, this choice reveals faith as an ontological life force that reaffirms creation and life in the teeth of overwhelming death; having the child makes the statement of redemption. The reborn State of Israel is the fundamental act of life and meaning of the Jewish people after Auschwitz. To fail to grasp that inextricable connection and response is to fail utterly to comprehend the theological significance of Israel.


2. This revelation summons humankind to create and rehabilitate the divine image in a human community. This rehabilitation of the divine image is the ultimate testimony, perhaps the only credible one that can speak of God in a world of burning children. And it is a task that summons humans to co-responsibility with God in an attempt to preserve and nourish this fragile redemption.


We face the challenge of creating the conditions under which human beings will grow as an image of God, of building a world in which wealth and resources are created and distributed to provide the matrix for existence as an image of the divine. We face the urgent call to eliminate every stereotype that reduces—and denies—this image in the other. A vigorous self-critical review of every cultural or religious framework that may sustain denial of the absolute and equal dignity of the other is the overriding command of religious existence. Without this self-critical review, the act of the religious enterprise simply lacks credibility. Religion that justifies evil becomes the devil’s testimony. Whoever joins in the work of creating and rehabilitating the image of God participates in “restoring to God his scepter and crown.” These must be seen as the central religious acts. The command to create and rehabilitate the divine image sheds a pitiless light on popes who deny birth control to starving millions to uphold the authority of the magisterium, or on rabbis who deny women’s dignity out of loyalty to divinely given traditions.


3. The Holocaust teaches that the meaning of “chosenness” in Jewish faith is a “forced option.” A Jew’s life is on the line, and therefore every kind of Jew gives testimony at all times. When times are difficult, Christians can choose to be merely Gentiles; Jews remain Jews. Were Christians to be like Jews in this way, they would have to surrender the selfdeceiving universalist rhetoric of the church and adopt a conception of themselves as people of God. Christianity could then live and testify in a truly pluralist world while preserving the ultimacy of its message.


4. Jews have a vested interest in Christianity’s existence. Modern values created a milieu as dangerous as—more dangerous than—Christianity at its worst. In pure secularity, humans appoint themselves God and thereby become the devil. Glorification of human autonomy contains the potential for mass killing. When Jews and Christians realize this fact, they are liberated to be in tension with, as well as to celebrate, the secular city.


5. There must be a fundamental shift in the ethics of power. We must have a fundamental reorientation away from the traditional Christian and medieval Jewish glorification of suffering passivity. Never again should anyone be exposed to such one-sided power on the side of evil. There must be a demand for the redistribution of power. Only the transfer of power to potential victims—power enough to defend themselves—can create a new balance of power. But one should not romanticize the moral stature of the victims. With the balance of power restored, victims can all too easily become perpetrators. Thus one must support not only a balance of power but also the unceasing reconciliation and resolution of conflicts. The need for a restoration of the balance of power accounts for the urgency with which Jews proclaimed the State of Israel after the Holocaust and for the overwhelming worldwide shift of Jewry toward Zionism. It equally accounts for the push within a strengthened Israel to make peace with the Palestinians and to assure a balance of power that protects, without endangering, Jewish survival.


6. Governments have obligations to protect people; they cannot do this without some involvement with power. But how can religion meet the challenge of calling for this involvement without blessing bloody arms or supporting an exploitive status quo? Each religion will need the other’s norms, strengths, and criticism to save it from failing this challenge and to correct its behavior along the way.





Israel as Revelation


Jerusalem symbolizes that God’s promises are being fulfilled and that His people live on, that human dreams are more real than force and facts. Israel’s faith in the God of History demands that an unprecedented event of destruction be matched by an unprecedented act of redemption, and this has happened. The whole Jewish people is caught between immersion in nihilism and immersion in redemption—both are present in immediate experience, and not just historical memory. The reestablishment of the physical community of Israel in a physical and political state may inspire new reflection on the religious significance of a physical people and their actual existence.


Faith is a “moment truth,” but there are moments when it is not true, and invoking the truth at the wrong moment is a lie. The sense of Presence gives strength to go on living in contradiction. The recreation of Israel is the classic covenantal symbol. The flaws, the difficulties, are part of the fundamental proof that here we have a revelation of the hidden Presence. Judaism’s ongoing life and new harvest of revelation undercut the whole Teaching of Contempt in Christianity, if Christianity finds the strength to admit the reappearance of revela-tion in our time. The bringing forth of new revelation truly affirms that God does not repent of giving gifts. The acknowledgment of persistent Jewish vitality restores God’s gift of Christ to Christian Gentiles as an act of love; it represents a broadening of the covenant, which contradicts the notion that the new revelation in Jesus constituted an act of cruelty that spiritually and physically destroyed the original chosen people. The recognition of revelation in our time removes the shelter of legitimated hatred and allows Christianity to confront the evil in human hearts with the unqualified challenge of the command of love. This recognition does not undercut the validity of the gospel; rather, further revelation clarifies Paul’s affirmation that Jewish rejection of Christ paves the way for Gentile acceptance into the covenant: thus later revelations illuminate earlier ones, giving us a new interpretive key to God’s unbroken promises.


The reappearance of revelation is an enormous gift in an age when secularism and scientism have all but undercut the sources and credibility of covenant faith, when Holocaust and history have all but overcome hope. The most powerful confirmation of religious hope is that crucifixion and resurrection have occurred in this generation—in the flesh of the covenanted people. This revelation liberates us from the tyranny of modern categories and restores the old religious role of fighting idolatry. Understanding this revelation releases Christianity from timeless spirituality to find its word incarnate in the temporal lives of humans.


If Judaism finds the strength and feeling to admit revelation in this time, then it, too, has the prospect of renewed hope and divine Presence. Paradoxically enough, the security of its own confirmation—the restoration of the land, the covenantal sign—releases Judaism to ponder anew the significance of Christianity. Confirmed now in its resumed redemption and responding to the Holocaust’s challenge not to put down others, Judaism must explore the possibility that through the covenant, nurtured and given birth through its body, God has called the Gentiles. By displaying the power of love and concern for Jews and the embattled beginnings of Jewish redemption, the State of Israel can give Jews a new and serious sense of Christianity’s own perception that Israel is a vehicle of divine Presence and redemption in the world.


The unqualified Jewish renewed encounter with Christianity is a painful prospect. For Jews to accept the revelation of the Holocaust and Israel leads them to challenge existing denominational lines and to open up to fellow Jews and the world in a new, painful, risky, yet exhilarating, way. The acknowledgment of the Holocaust and Israel as revelation brings with it many gifts: an end to easy Jewish identification of liberation with secularity and liberalism; a much greater Jewish sense of pluralism; an appreciation of Christianity as a moral/religious balance wheel; a recognition of the need to preserve and husband the resources and values of particular traditions in a fast homogenizing world.


If Jews take the risk, later generations will tell of how 4,000 years after the Exodus and 2,000 years after Calvary, Jews and Christians renounced the guarantees and triumphalism. They faced ultimate death, worked together, and overcame that death with renewed life; they overcame extreme hatred with love—which summons the divine Presence in our midst. Truly, if Jews and Christians can accomplish such feats, then Judaism and Christianity are again models for the world, and this is a messianic moment.





A New Relationship Between Judaism and Christianity


The relationship of antagonism between Judaism and Christianity is rooted in the dynamics of the fact that they have grown out of the same covenant and sought to be faithful to differing experiences of messianism, fulfilled and unfulfilled. If this antagonism is to be overcome, Judaism and Christianity must change the inner coherence of their classic relationship. As I have indicated, the Holocaust and the rebirth of the State of Israel as revelatory events in Judaism are the key to a new relationship. These events are both the further unfolding of and commentary on a changed self-understanding that includes a new conception of the pluralism of God’s choosing. New patterns of understanding are possible alongside the finality of Christ or the absoluteness of the Jewish covenant. After the Holocaust, the relationship of Judaism and Christianity should enable one to affirm the fullness of the faith claims of the other, to affirm the profound inner relationship between the two, and to recognize and admit how much closer they are to each other than either has been able to say.


One instructive example of a changed self-understanding on the part of both traditions has to do with the other-worldly character of redemption. In the past, both Jewish and Christian conceptions of redemption, in differing ways, have been accompanied by the temptation to abandon this world.


Judaism insists that redemption is going to happen in this world and that this achievement of total perfection of the world will take place as the result of the efforts of both partners, divine and human. In spite of its insistence on this model of redemption, there have been times when Judaism has been tempted to step away from this worldly view. After the Holocaust, this temptation has no place. Rather, the covenant is Israel’s commitment to achieve perfection step by step. The model of perfection itself unfolds in history. When evil reigns supreme, the true balance and direction of history have been disturbed. The only event that can correct such imbalance is a major redemptive move on the other side.


From the beginning, the situation was different for Christianity. Christians responded to an event they had not anticipated, the messiah’s death, by concluding that true redemption is not in this world. The kingdom of God is within you, and faith leads to a world of spiritual perfection: even though I am a slave, I am free in Christ. Christians responded faithfully to what had transpired, but later history suggests that they made a hermeneutical error when they explained the crucifixion as an indication that redemption is beyond history. Because of this error, Christianity is continually tempted to say: “This vale of tears is not the real world. The world of suffering and oppression does not matter.”


Christians went on to make a second error, an error that, in a way, strengthened Judaism’s own temptation with other-worldly redemption. In retrospect, a key moment of the division between the two traditions came in their differing responses to the destruction of the Second Temple. The Christians reacted to the destruction as the best proof that the Jews had forfeited their covenant. The Christians were wrong. Judaism did not disappear. And yet at least in part because of Christian claims of triumph, Jews were tempted to step out of history because in that arena, Christianity had won. To reduce the impact of Christianity’s triumph among Gentiles, Jews dismissed the significance of this world and of politics and military power. Instead, the rabbis placed emphasis upon a different arena—the arena of the internalized, participatory faith that characterized the rabbinic period. The rabbis responded to the destruction of the Temple with faith in the covenant and trust in God and the goal. God had “pulled back.” God was calling the people of Israel to participate more fully in the covenant, but not in history.


To Christian claims that the destruction of the Temple was a sign that God had rejected Jews who did not accept Jesus, the rabbis had another response, as well. The rabbis concluded that Christianity was an alien growth developed by those who followed a false messiah. Perhaps the rabbis erred. Out of defensiveness, the rabbis confused a “failed” messiah and a false messiah. A failed messiah is one who has the right values but did not attain the final goal. The Bar Kochba rebellion was crushed. It turned out that he was a failed messiah. But Akiva did not repudiate him. Moses and Jeremiah were “failures.” These “failures” are at the heart of divine and Jewish achievements. The Christian concept of the “second coming” is, in a way, also a tacit admission that if at first you don’t succeed, try, try again. The danger, however, as aspects of both Judaism and Christianity attest in different ways, is that such “failures” will be taken as a sign that redemption lies somewhere beyond history. Indeed, as a result of their differing errors, both the rabbis and the early Christians tended to abandon the world to Caesar or to mammon.


After the Holocaust, such abandonment is no longer an option. In our time, both Judaism and Christianity have been forced to confront their own places in history. Through the Holocaust, Jews discovered that without power, they were dead; in response the Jewish people took responsibility for their fate and reestablished the State of Israel. Christians, for their part, discovered that they had to become more involved with the world, lest evil triumph as they stood by and watched. In short, the Holocaust forced Jews and Christians to see that the attempt to protect faith against history was an error and that both religions can have no credibility in a world in which evil can triumph totally. The overwhelming call for both religions is to stop the crucifixion, not to glorify it. Christians are called to purge themselves of the hatred that made them indifferent to others.


After the destruction of the Second Temple, God became more hidden, about that the rabbis were right. By this logic, after the Holocaust God is even more hidden. Therefore, the sacred is even more present in every “secular” area. When God is hidden after Auschwitz, one must find God in the street, in the hospital, in the bar. The responsibility of holy secularity is the responsibility of all human beings.


The final question for the believer is not: where was God in the Holocaust? The manifest answer is that God was present, being tortured, gassed, shot down relentlessly amidst God’s people. Rather the question is: what was God’s message when God did not stop the Holocaust? Let us venture to say that God was calling humans to take full responsibility for the achievement of the covenant. Judaism is entering a third stage; the Judaism of both biblical Israel (in which God initiated events) and of the rabbis (in which humans met God halfway) has now led to the understanding that the ultimate logic of covenant is for humans to take full responsibility. As humans take power, they must develop their antenna to perceive God as the Presence everywhere. This perception will moderate the use of power. Still, without taking power, without getting involved in history, one is religiously irresponsible. To pray to God as a substitute for taking power is blasphemous. If there is anything in our own traditions that demeans, or denies, or degrades somebody else, then one cannot answer “it is the Word of God,” and so be it. One must answer, “it is my responsibility.” We are living in an age of the Jewish reacceptance of the covenant. The religious message is not to accept inequality but to demand its correction. Jews must reaccept the covenant without making God into the convenient one who says what one wants to hear. This is a renewal that will demand that Jews and Christians remain open to each other, that we learn from each other, and that we have respect for the distinctiveness and the ongoing validity of each other’s traditions. Such openness puts no religious claim beyond possibility but places the completion of total redemption at the center of the agenda. Nor does this affirmation undercut the belief of each group that it is an elected people of God. There is enough love in God to choose again and again.




[image: i_Image2]





Christian Theology After the Shoah






CHRISTOPHER M. LEIGHTON


Christians walk a path that repeatedly crosses Jewish boundaries. There is no way around this stubborn fact. Christians cannot enter into relationship with the God of Israel without simultaneously becoming entangled with God’s covenantal partner, Israel. Whenever Christians have ignored the ongoing interplay between God and Israel or attempted to sever their own ties to the Jews, the churches have undermined their own spiritual and moral integrity and simultaneously imperiled the physical and spiritual vitality of the Jewish people.


The imperative to disarm those dynamics of Christian thought and practice that threaten the Jewish people has in large measure arisen out of the encounter with the Shoah. Yet, the necessity of reconfiguring the churches’ relationship to the Jewish people is not simply an act of theological reparation. The credibility and coherence of the Christian narrative demand a radical recasting of its foundational story. In this essay, I sketch some prominent examples of Christian efforts to gather the sacred fragments of a long and anguished history and to recast them into a Christian theology that invites partnership with the Jewish people.





Jews in the Christian Story


At both the beginning and the end of the Christian story, Jews figure prominently. Jesus and his earliest followers were Jewish, and however ambivalent Christians have been in their interpretation of this fact, the doctrine of the Incarnation compels them to regard this “historical detail” as theologically significant. Yet Jews not only figure prominently at the beginning of the church’s story, they also occupy a conspicuous place in its dreams for the future. Christians have long imagined an ending when the ancient ruptures are healed and all of God’s people find their place at the messianic table. The church has traditionally rested in the hope that God will reintegrate the Jewish people into covenantal partnership with Christians. Whether through gentle suasion or apocalyptic battle, the conclusion of the Christian story is envisioned as a cosmic triumph that overcomes the anguished divisions between Jew and Gentile “so that God may be all in all” (1 Cor. 15:28).


The place and function of Jews in the middle of the Christian drama have remained far more ambiguous. How were the followers of Jesus to make sense of a movement that was rooted in Jewish soil but found its most fertile ground when transplanted among Gentiles? How were Christians to cope with the mounting opposition of rabbinic leadership? How were Christian communities to negotiate their classification as an “illegitimate religion” by the Roman Empire? What pedigree could an upstart religion offer to anchor its truth claims and to authorize its outreach? The narrative formulation that eased the predicament took shape in the first and second centuries of the common era, and the churches have remained in the thrall of this schema for nearly two thousand years. This theological framework goes by the name of Christian supersessionism, and its appeal resides in the relief it offered Christians on two fronts. On the one hand, Christian supersessionism deflected political and religious criticisms threatening the church from outside. On the other hand, it blunted doubts and fears about its own integrity that arose within its ranks. These dynamics reverberate through the New Testament, and they are best understood by turning to some specific examples.





Christian Supersessionism


The contours of Christian supersessionism are displayed in the traditional interpretation of the Parable of the Wicked Tenants in Matthew’s Gospel (Mt. 21:33–46). A landowner plants a vineyard and then leases it to tenants. When the harvest comes and the landowner sends his servants to collect the produce, the tenants seize the slaves, beating one, killing another, and stoning a third. The pattern is repeated with another groups of messengers, so the landowner sends his own son in the hope that the tenants will respect the heir. The tenants, however, see an opportunity to claim the inheritance for themselves, and they murder the landowner’s son. The parable culminates in an indictment: “Therefore I tell you, the kingdom of God will be taken away from you and given to a people that produces the fruits of the kingdom.”


The typological reading of the parable that evolves in the Christian tradition depicts the Jews as the unjust tenants who conspire to possess for themselves alone the fruit of God’s kingdom. In response to their murderous betrayal, God hands over the kingdom to another people, namely, the church. This narrative pattern constitutes the main plot of Christian supersessionism. The “new” people of God, the followers of Jesus and subsequently the church, displace the “old” people, the Jews who subsequently comprise the adherents of rabbinic Judaism.


The church displaced the synagogue as God’s covenantal partner, and as a consequence halakhic observances defined by rabbinic interpretations of the Torah and the institutions associated with the Temple were either deemed obsolete or were reshaped to articulate Christian understandings of religious sacrifice. The dynamics of this transposition are evident in the Letter to the Hebrews. The author reframes the sacrificial worship of the Temple by casting Jesus in the role of the high priest who gives himself as the perfect and eternal offering. As a consequence, a “new covenant” has displaced “the old.” Followers of Jesus need no longer take their bearings in relation to the religious practices of the people Israel, for “what is obsolete and growing old will soon disappear” (Heb. 8.13). The rejection of Torah observance increasingly became integral to the process of defining the terms of a covenantal partnership patterned on Jesus Christ. The result was a fracture in understanding between Christians and Jews over the content and character of their “deep religious symbols.”


The New Testament harbors multiple, often conflicted, views of the Jewish people and Judaism. But the supersessionist rendering of the New Testament became the standard strategy by which the church fathers maintained the tradition. The dominance of this strategy is established by means of typological readings of the Scriptures: beneath the surface of the “Old Testament” looms the figure of Christ. The church fathers were able to detect hidden correspondences between “the old” and the “new,” “the inner” and “the outer” meanings of sacred texts that both revealed and consolidated Christian claims to a venerable antiquity.1 The church fathers saw the failure of Jews to discern the spiritual depths of their own Scriptures as a sign of the “hardhearted” and “carnal” nature of Judaism. In the most fundamental sense, Christians concluded that Jews no longer understood their own Bible and therefore were no longer worthy of being God’s covenantal partner.


Christians found confirmation for these interpretations within salient historical events. The destruction of the Second Temple, the defeat of Bar Kochba, and the emergence of the triumphant church were heralded as irrefutable evidence in support of a displacement theology. The early Christians viewed every catastrophe that befell the Jewish community as just punishment for Jewish complicity in the murder of Jesus Christ.


Although the logic of Christian supersessionism anticipates a contest in which the Jewish people yield to the “new covenant” and are successfully absorbed into the body of Christ, an underlying ambivalence is reflected in the church’s refusal to exercise its imperial prerogatives. Christianity did not attempt to eliminate Judaism and the Jewish people in the same terms with which it assailed “paganism.” Restraint in a world where falsehood is thought to hold no privileges implies a church deeply divided in its perceptions of the Jewish people. The ambivalence is evident in the position developed by Augustine (354–430 C.E.), a position that informed ecclesiastical policy throughout the Middle Ages and continues to linger in our own times.2 Augustine sets a limit to the logic of Christian supersessionism. Jews are protected so that their degraded condition provides the world with a “negative witness,” giving irrefutable evidence of what happens to those who reject Jesus as the Christ.


At various times and in various places, the protection offered by this formulation collapsed under the strains of political, economic, and religious upheavals. The atrocities visited upon the Jews during the Crusades, the recurrent patterns of expulsions, and the eruption of violent pogroms indicate the precarious condition of the Jewish people, especially after the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. The church collaborated intimately with the state in the formulation of legal codes that situated Jews on the margins of society. The policies of exclusion were sustained by anti-Jewish caricatures that were etched into the art, literature, music, philosophy, and theology of Western culture’s greatest luminaries.





The Christian Critique of Supersessionism


This legacy of Christian contempt is well known within the Jewish community, but only in the wake of the Shoah and the founding of the modern State of Israel has it begun to claim the attention of Christians. Prior to these events, there were few Christian scholars whose work exposed the underbelly of anti-Judaism within the Christian tradition. The passivity, if not the active complicity, of Christians in the face of the Nazi genocidal assault on the Jews has called into question the spiritual and moral credibility of the Christian tradition.


Christians did not respond immediately to the horrors of the Shoah, in large part because the connections between Christian anti-Judaism and modern anti-Semitism were either ignored or denied. The first major ecclesiastical report that alluded to the linkage was presented at the First Assembly of the World Council of Churches in 1948. On the one hand, the document acknowledges “the extermination of six million Jews” and the failure “to fight with all our strength the age-old disorder of man which anti-Semitism represents.” The report confesses that “the churches in the past have helped to foster an image of Jews as the sole enemies of Christ,” and it insists that “anti-Semitism is sin against God and man” and “absolutely irreconcilable with the profession and practice of the Christian faith.” Yet, the cornerstones of Christian supersessionism remained unchallenged. According to this declaration, the Christian evangelical imperative to missionize was first directed to the Jewish people, and Christians today need “to recover the universality of our Lord’s commission by including the Jewish people in their evangelistic work.” There is no hint in this document of an underlying contradiction between this missionary outreach and the call to combat misunderstanding and prejudice. The statement assumes the eclipse of God’s covenant with the Jewish people and so reinforces the age-old negative assessment of Judaism.


At the Third Assembly of the World Council of Churches in 1961, a resolution on anti-Semitism signaled a more radical critique. Not only did the assembly urge its member churches “to do all in their power to resist every form of anti-Semitism,” it noted that “the historic events which led to the Crucifixion should not be so presented as to impose upon the Jewish people today responsibilities which must fall on all humanity, not on one race or community.” To reject the deicide charge as foundational for the Christian story amounted to a confession of complicity. The task of making restitution for a legacy of contempt began to emerge as an exacting mandate of repentance, one that might require a radical reorientation of the tradition.


The single most important document to advance a dramatic reversal in the supersessionist narrative is a short declaration known as Nostra Aetate and was issued at the Roman Catholic Church’s Second Vatican Council in 1965. The document teaches that Jews and Christians share a common spiritual ancestry, and it insists that the death of Jesus “cannot be charged against all Jews, without distinction, then alive, nor against the Jews today.” Yet, the greatest reordering of the Christian story is the assertion that “Jews should not be presented as rejected or accursed by God, as if this followed from the Holy Scriptures.” Despite Jerusalem’s failure to recognize “the time of her visitation . . . God holds the Jews most dear for the sake of their Fathers; He does not repent of the gifts He makes or of the calls He issues.”


With this declaration, the Roman Catholic Church initiated a shift in thought that is still revolutionizing Christian understandings of the Jewish people and Judaism. By insisting on the enduring character of God’s covenantal promises, the document began a process of authorizing a nonsupersessionist reading of the Christian story. Yet, the declaration also preserves an ancient ambiguity and an all-too-resilient triumphalism. “By His cross Christ Our Peace reconciled Jews and Gentiles, making both one in Himself. . . . Therefore, the burden of the Church’s preaching is to proclaim the cross of Christ as the sign of God’s all-embracing love and as the fountain from which very grace flows.” The enduring problem emerges yet again: Jews find themselves cast in a subordinate role within the grand Christian narrative. They are present at the beginning of the Christian story, and they will be claimed in the end. But in the meantime, they are simply an indispensable and eternal witness to somebody else’s saving truth, a truth that ultimately they need to recognize as their own.


By the standards that now prevail within the Roman Catholic Church, Nostra Aetate may appear timid and flawed. Neither the Holocaust nor the creation of the State of Israel are mentioned, and the need for Christians to embark upon a long process of repentance remains unacknowledged. Yet, what in hindsight might appear as a small turn of the rudder has altered the course of history, and the momentum begun by Nostra Aetate has acquired greater force and focus through the publication of a series of landmark documents.3 Dioceses and national bishops conferences have provided Roman Catholics with the educational resources needed to recognize the enduring place of the Jewish people and Judaism in God’s plan. These documents demonstrate an unprecedented theological resolve to reshape the tradition, an undertaking rarely understood or appreciated by those unfamiliar with church history.


Protestant denominations such as the Lutheran World Federation, the United Methodist Church, the Presbyterian Church U.S.A., the United Church of Christ, the Mennonite European Regional Conference, the Synod of the Protestant Church of the Rheinland, and others have also issued statements over recent decades. They decry the evils of anti-Semitism and call their churches to a new and constructive engagement with the Jewish people. Although a growing number of Protestant scholars have made groundbreaking proposals, Protestant denominations are only beginning to redirect congregational life and community practice.


To be sure, the Southern Baptist Convention’s call to evangelize the Jewish people, issued in time for the High Holy Days in the fall of 1999, signals the enduring grip of Christian triumphalism among many evangelical Protestants. Yet, even this outreach needs to be read and interpreted as a response to the Baptist Alliance statement, which called fellow Baptists to renounce those Christian teachings that impugn the enduring integrity of Judaism.4 In the internal struggle to define what it means to be a Christian and to demarcate the boundaries of Christian identity, the Jews are pulled into the middle of the fray.


However inadequate the implementation of Christian declarations on Judaism and the Jewish people, these statements taken together indicate a historic shift that Paul van Buren has claimed will prove as pivotal to the future of Christianity as the Reformation proved to the sixteenth-century church. They reveal a radical reorientation. Yet, they also signal an enduring ambivalence and an unresolved ambiguity. For nearly two thousand years, Christians have approached Jews as a problem to be solved, and they have seen Judaism as a temporary stage in the progressive march to the gospel truth. Only recently have Christians begun to perceive Judaism and the Jewish people as inseparably bound to the mystery of God.


The anguished history that mandates a radical realignment within the Christian tradition also threatens to freeze Christians and Jews into a rigid script that confines Christians to the roles of perpetrators and bystanders and Jews to the backdrop as victims. The guilt that animates many of the churches’ official statements not only serves as a painful acknowledgment of past complicity; these pronouncements also disclose an inability to imagine a new and mutually beneficial partnership. As a result, the haunting legacy of the Christian–Jewish encounter may lead both communities to abandon hope that any new project can make a genuine difference. Paradoxically, the Holocaust both impels an unflinching accounting from Christians and constricts the terms for creative engagement with the larger Jewish community. Nowhere are the promises and obstacles to the challenge more evident than in the recent Vatican document We Remember and in the debates about Pope Pius XII.





Reforming the Christian Story


Some maintain that everything within the Christian tradition requires rethinking in the aftermath of the Shoah. As a consequence, any and every doctrine, indeed any and every theological affirmation, must undergo rigorous scrutiny, and the tradition must purge itself of those tenets of belief and practice that sanction contempt of the other, most especially the Jewish people. The task of neutralizing supersessionist patterns entails nothing less than the reenvisioning of the Christian narrative—from beginning to end.
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