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Tampere, 1 June, 2008

Good morning, and hyvää huomenta. 

This morning, we’ll explore how Christians might reflect the faith of — and the faith in — Jesus without casting his Jewish tradition, or any non-Christian tradition, in a negative light. How can we share our stories without having one version eclipsing another? How do we find common ground without putting into the shadows the teachings and practices that make us distinct?

This task is often difficult, particularly for many students who have never questioned their religious tradition. Not only do they desperately want their own tradition to be right, they also want other traditions to be wrong. Can we help them to develop what Krister Stendahl called “Holy Envy”: the ability to see beauty, find inspiration, and glimpse truth in another faith or practice? 


While I shall be speaking about Jesus as he is presented in the New Testament and so about Jewish/Christian relations, many of the issues I raise should have import for those outside of Judaism and Christianity. Here are four points on this inter-religious opening. 

1. Anti-Jewish views, based primarily on historical misunderstandings, are hardly restricted to Christians. I have heard anti-Jewish stereotypes expressed by Moslems and Buddhists, Hindus and Atheists, and even fellow Jews. These stereotypes occur across the globe.
 Part of the problem is caused by theological education. Most clergy are not trained in inter-religious dialogue or ecumenical conversation. Christian ministers do not usually receive full instruction on Judaism at the time of Jesus, or before, or after, and they are not often given detailed instruction on how to avoid conveying anti-Jewish impressions through sermons or Bible studies.
 

2. The concern to locate Jesus in his own cultural context – that of first-century Judean and Galilean Judaism – is also a concern for multiculturalism. Each person, and each religion, takes shape at a particular time, in a particular place, with a particular cultural language. If we are to respect our own religions and cultures, it is therefore appropriate that we respect his. 

3. Without acknowledging Jesus’ Jewish context, and without exploring the richness of this context, we too often resort to negative stereotype. If we hear “Jew” and think immediately not of love of G-d and neighbor, not of Torah and Wisdom, but instead of hypocritical Pharisee or Israeli hard-line policy, we have distorted our image of Judaism at the time of Jesus and of today. The same is true if our immediate association of Muslim is “terrorist” or our immediate association of Christians is with crusades, pogroms, and, at best, intolerance.

4. We do not do, and cannot do, fully objective history. The questions we bring to a text are our questions; we determine which data to cite and which to ignore. We determine the interpretation, and we determine the means by which we present it. My point is not that subjectivity is wrong; it is rather that in all cases we can only tell a partial story. Two people looking at the same picture, or hearing the same sermon, may receive two very different messages.  Therefore, we need to claim our own voices, and bring to light our own concerns.

Thus, I’ll begin with my own concerns, so you can see how the light by which I read the New Testament texts is refracted. Granted, it may seem a bit odd to have a member of an Orthodox synagogue speak about Jesus, even if the level of my Orthodoxy is under some discussion.  You will know my biases, and so you can determine, when we get to Jesus, if I am being a good historian, or if I am just projecting my personal agenda. I should also note that one can be both committed to a cause and historically rigorous. Following that, we’ll look at Jesus the Jew in terms of prayers, parables, piety, and politics. And, G-d willing, we’ll do this all in under an hour. 


In terms of my own background: I was raised in a predominantly Portuguese Roman Catholic area of the Northeastern United States. My initial sense of Christianity was, and remains, one of glorious wonder. I loved Christmas trees and Easter bunnies; I sang Christmas carols in the public school, and I still think that “Silent Night” is a much prettier song than “I had a Little Dreidel.” 


When I was seven years old, this early fascination came to a climax with two events. First, all my friends were preparing to make their First Holy Communion. I wanted to do this too -- not for religious fervor, but for the bride dress. This is, by the way, what many youth still recall; those sensory aspects of religion, the touches and smells and tastes, often hold a value that theological discourse can never achieve. 

That my mother bought me a wedding gown for my Barbie doll was only small consolation.  Barbie, in bride dress, took Communion from Ken every morning before school. 


Second, that year another little girl on the school bus said to me, “You killed our Lord.” I did not, I responded with some indignation.  Deicide would be the sort of thing I’d recall. “Yes you did,” she insisted. “Our priest said so.” 


Here is a good example of how we misperceive our neighbor’s religion. We think we understand, when we are in fact looking through a glass darkly. We don’t ask, because we don’t realize we are walking in ignorance. 

Here was my ignorance: I was convinced that priests wore special collars to keep them from lying. I still think this is a good idea. Since the priest wasn’t dead, I must be guilty. When I returned home I was weeping uncontrollably. Calming me down, my mother assured me that my friend had misspoken. Calls were made and – to the credit of the local diocese – this hateful teaching was stopped.  

But I became obsessed. I initially concluded that the priest had misinterpreted his Bible. It must have been a translation error, since even in second grade, I knew from my experiences in Hebrew School that translation could be difficult. So, I decided, I’d read the Christian Bible (no one told me it was in Greek) and solve the problem of Christian anti-Judaism. I was then 7; I just turned 52 on Sunday – the task has turned out to be more difficult than I anticipated. 

I announced to my parents I was going to attend catechism – church school – with my friends. My parents agreed. I went, and I loved it! I’d hear a Gospel story and think, “This sounds familiar.” Five (a good biblical number) quick examples:

1. Jesus meets a woman at a well and concerns about marriage emerge: so also Abraham’s servant and Rebecca; Jacob and Rachel; Moses and Zipporah.

2. Jesus produces food miraculously, heals, and raises the dead: so do Elijah and Elisha.

3. Jesus survives when children around him are slaughtered. I did not have to read Matthew 2-7 to know that Mary’s son would journey to Egypt, cross water in a life-changing experience, face temptation in the wilderness, ascend a mountain, and comment on the law – the pattern was already established in Shemot, the Book of Exodus. 

4. Nor was the cross strange: the story reminded me of the Maccabean martyrs whom we Jews recall at Hanukkah. And here’s the irony – we Jews have the holiday, but the Church preserved the earliest records.  The books of the Maccabees are found in Catholic, Anglican, and Eastern Orthodox Bibles, not Jewish ones. 

5. Jesus even complains about those wanting the best seats in the synagogue, and so did my mother. 

Jews and Christians have common stories – or at least common figures. Later I learned that Abraham, Moses and David also appear in Muslim texts; again we find stories that are both similar and different, and both similarities and differences can be celebrated. In learning about our neighbor’s tradition, we also learn more about our own: we see directions we did not take; we hear our stories in a new key.


I kept listening during those early days in catechism for the anti-Jewish material, and I heard it. Nor do I think that the good teachers were waiting for me to go on vacation and then, on Rosh ha-Shanah or Yom Kippur, trot out the problematic material.  Rather, they did not read their text anti-Jewishly

Only later did I read the New Testament, and I found it painful – 

1. Comments from John’s Gospel about how the Jews are children of Satan; 

2. From Paul about how the “Jews killed the Lord Jesus”; 

3. From Acts, on the “men Israelites” (Greek for “you all Jews”) who “killed the author of life”;

4. From the book of Revelation about the “synagogue of Satan.” 

I then knew why that priest taught that the Jews killed Jesus.  But, having found the Gospels to retell much of what I had learned in Hebrew school – and having met numerous Christians who did not read their Bibles in an anti-Jewish manner. I realized that there are other ways of understanding these texts.

Jews and Christians need to study Scripture together. Jews need to know that most Christians do not read the problematic New Testament texts in an anti-Jewish manner.  When Christians read in the Gospel of John that “the Jews” (oi Ioudaoi) are children of the devil, they do not usually think of Sigmund Freud or Albert Einstein. Nor do we Jews associate the Egyptians of the Passover story with present-day Egyptians. We are not limited to our Scriptures, and our sacred texts always come with traditional interpretations. It is, moreover, salutary to hear with each other’s ears.

Here again, chaplains are in a wonderful place to read their own texts in the presence of others: what do those outside eyes see that we cannot?  How does the community understand the passages: Metaphorically or literally? As irony or hyperbole? As addressed to a particular time and place, or as a universal, timeless command?

There are also more parochial reasons for Jews to study the New Testament.  By looking at Jesus within his historical context, we Jews can recover a part of our history. The gospels tell us a great deal about first-century Jewish life in the Galilee and Judea, and the only Second Temple Pharisee from whom we have extant sources is Paul of Tarsus. Ironically, I find that the more I study early Christianity, the better Jew I become: this study not only provides insight into part of Jewish history, it helps me see how Judaism itself develped.  

  Today I teach the New Testament in a divinity school to candidates for Christian ministry. I want to ensure both that they hear the challenge of Jesus’ words as his first audiences would have heard them, and that they do not proclaim an anti-Jewish, anti-Semitic gospel. And I speak about Jesus to Jewish groups to help them recover Jewish history, to show them where the problematic texts are, and to prevent possible anti-Christian feeling. 

These several concerns are not simply my focus, they are of global import. Here are two more reasons – among many – that it is essential we locate Jesus within Judaism. 


First: A few years ago I did a program at a Methodist-affiliated school in the American South. The school had gotten a grant to present to the student body and the wider community talks on Judaism; this commendable effort was designed to introduce the overwhelmingly Christian local population to traditions other than that of the majority. The sponsors requested a Jewish response to the New Testament.  

Just as I started to talk, a young, bald man sitting in the front row raised his hand.  I said we’d do questions later, and his hand came down.  I had not said more than a sentence when the young man began to speak: “You’re not saying that Jesus was a Jew, are you?” That, to be sure, was exactly what I was saying. He called out again: “What about the Idumaeans, the Khazars, and the Ashkenazim?”

My host then firmly asked the young man to leave; he stormed off while accusing me, loudly, of intellectual dishonesty. 

As he was leaving, I noticed not just a hairless head, but a shaved one. Then, I saw the swastika on his jacket. Then, because I’m slow, I realized that he was not simply raising his hand, he was doing a Nazi salute.  Like many New Testament scholars of the Nazi Era – whose works, by the way, are still on the shelves of Divinity School libraries and are still being read by Divinity students
 — he believed that Jesus was Aryan. For him, it is the Aryan who is heir to the biblical tradition; not the Jew (and certainly not any person of color).  

My point -- the need for the church to recover Jesus as a Jew -- was made in a way I neither anticipated nor desired. And I wonder: how much of this anti-Judaism did this young man learn in Church? What opportunities were missed in church to prevent this racist ideology? Did the priest speak of the Jews as “children of the devil”? Did his youth leader speak of how “the Jews” killed Jesus?

Side note: In order to prevent my students from spouting anything that would lead to this skinhead view, I take several step of which I here mention one: I used to bring my son to class (he’s seventeen now, so I’ve taken to borrowing other people’s children, that is, children from the Jewish day school in Nashville). I put a little boy from the day school, a boy in kippa [yarmulka] and tzitizit [fringes], in front of my students and tell them, “don’t say anything that will hurt this child, and don’ t say anything that will cause a member of your congregation to hurt this child.” The move is theatrical and manipulating, but it’s also effective. 

My second example on the importance of locating Jesus within Judaism comes from the World Council of Churches (WCC), whose publications are in schools and churches across the globe (and thus available to your students). Despite the WCC’s explicit statements against anti-Judaism and anti-Semitism, their publications present a different picture.  In one WCC collection, we find: "Jesus died as a result of the clash between his God [capitalized] and the god [small "g"] of Pharisaic Judaism.... Jesus' crucifixion marked the temporal triumph of the patriarchal god of Judaism.”
 

Because of such publications that present Judaism as exploitative, militaristic, sexist, and otherwise negative, anti-Jewish feeling is growing in parts of Africa, Asia, Latin America, and Eastern Europe, in places where there are no Jews. The problem is not only the legacy of colonial missionaries and the prevalence today of anti-Jewish and anti-Semitic websites, but also the nonsense that ministers are spewing—often unintentionally—from church pulpits. 

Apparently no one told this theologian, or the WCC press, that the G-d of Genesis is the G-d of the Gospels and that the G-d of Judaism is no more and no less patriarchal than the G-d of the Church.  


I am happy to report that the WCC has recognized the problem of its publications and is taking steps to prevent it, including publishing in their journal my article detailing their anti-Jewish publications.  But this change only started a few years ago, when I pointed out to them, in a public forum, the obscenities they had printed. And yet, what is on shelves in Lagos and Lima remains fodder for Christian anti-Judaism. I know this to be true, because in the summer of 2004, when I was living in Manila, the Philippines, I found some of this material in a university library. Once it has been distributed, it’s very difficult to correct. 

One way to make the needed correction and to foster that needed conversation between Church and Synagogue is to recognize that Jesus was Jewish. Yet even when Christians acknowledge that Jesus was Jewish, they often give little content to the label. So let’s look at Jesus the Jew, see what we find, and ask why we might care.

For example: Jesus dresses like a first-century religious Jew. That is, he wears tzitzit, fringes, for it is fringes that a woman with a 12-year hemorrhage reaches out to touch in hopes of a healing. These fringes are designed to remind the wearer of all the commandments. You might think of them as WWJD bracelets for Jews. 

To take this point to a practical conclusion: Jesus does not dismiss the Torah.  This point should help Christians recover the value of their “Old Testament” (a good term for a Christian to use). Such focus on clothes would not only help Christians understand Jesus, it would help us all understand that dress can be a form of religious practice, from head coverings, to modest clothes, to special symbols.  

Next, Jesus eats like a Jew – that is, he keeps kosher. There is one verse in Mark’s Gospel that states Jesus “declared all foods clean,” but this is Mark’s editing and not something Jesus did. To the contrary, not only did Jesus keep kosher, but all his immediate followers did as well. One of the major debates in the early Church was whether Gentile followers of Jesus needed to keep kosher. 

To a practical conclusion: Jesus was, as a Jew, committed to the idea of the sanctification of the body: He attended to what went into it and what came out of it. Perhaps greater attention to the body – and less division between body and spirit – would be a healthy shift. Moreover, to recognize the dietary practices of Jesus and his immediate Jewish followers might help students from traditions lacking food prohibitions gain greater respect for those who do follow practices regarding ritual purity. 

Third, Jesus shows enormous respect for the mitzvot, the commandments, so much so that he debates other Jews on how they are best to be enacted. He did not find the Torah a burden but a delight.  For example he honors the Sabbath and keeps it holy. 

The Sabbath is something Jews and Christians share, although we celebrate on different days and for different reasons. Judaism celebrates Shabbos (Ashkenazic [Eastern European] pronunciation) or Shabbat (Sephardic [Mediterranean/Israeli pronunciation]) both because it is the day blessed by the Divine at the conclusion of creation, and because we were slaves in Egypt, and Shabbos guarantees that we will never be enslaved again. Jews told the Gospel story originally, and they insisted on retaining the Sabbath, the only holiday mentioned in the Ten Commandments. The Church eventually shifted from celebrating on the last day of the week to the first, both to commemorate Jesus’ resurrection and to distinguish itself from Judaism.

Now, many a Christian thinks that Jesus abolished the Sabbath, or at least completely revised its practice. A number of my students (and thus, likely, yours as well) think that Judaism consists of myriads of picky injunctions, and of Jews as sanctimonious neurotics who follow the Torah out of fear. Then, along comes Jesus, who breaks through this obsessive-compulsive, joyless piety to declare: "The Sabbath was made for people not people for the Sabbath” (Mark 2:27).

Wrong.

Sabbath observance, then and now, was a hotly debated issue. The Ten Commandments don’t come with instruction manuals. How do we “honor the Sabbath and keep it holy”? For Jews, the Sabbath was a day to be anticipated rather than dreaded. It was in fact a foretaste of the messianic age. 

And so we can ask our students: how do you make time sacred? How do you celebrate creation? How do you celebrate freedom from slavery? 

Rabbinic texts make the same points Jesus made.  Commenting on Exodus 31.14, "For the Sabbath is holy to you," The Talmud (Yoma 85b) interprets, "The Sabbath is given to you; you are not to be delivered to the Sabbath." Jesus made the same point: “The Sabbath was made for people, not people for the Sabbath.” That the congregation in the synagogues who witness his healing on the Sabbath praised his action shows that he is part of the mainstream. 

Jesus was not telling his fellow Jews, something they didn’t already know. He does not have to be original in order to be profound. 

He was awakening them to the best of their tradition, and he did so through a range of single statements, to parables to prayers.
 

According to the Talmud, Shabbat 31a, Rabbi Hillel – one of Judaism's greatest teachers – was asked by a potential follower, “Teach me the Torah – that is, teach me all of your traditions, values, practices, theology – while standing on one foot.” There may be a Latin pun beneath the Hebrew. The Hebrew is al regel achat, which sounds very much like al regula – on one rule. Hillel wisely responded: “What is hateful to you, do not do to your fellow. All the rest is commentary, go and learn.”  A few decades later, Jesus instructed, "In everything, do to others as you would have them do to you, for this is the law and the prophets" (Matthew 7:12). 

Traditional Jews recite twice daily a prayer called the V'ahavta, from its first word, "and you shall love." This reading, from Deuteronomy 6:5, states, "You shall love the lord your G-d with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your might." We read from the Torah, in Leviticus 19:18, "You shall love your neighbor as yourself." So too, when asked by a lawyer,  “which commandment in the Law is the greatest?” Jesus responds: “You shall love the lord your G-d with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind…. And you shall love your neighbor as yourself; on these two commandments hang all the law and the prophets" (Matthew 22:37-40; quoting the LXX).  

As far as his other teaching is concerned: Jesus teaches in parables, a genre well known to his fellow Jews. Jews knew that parables were more than restatements of the obvious. They knew Nathan’s parable of the ewe lamb in 2 Samuel 12, a parable that convicted David of his adultery with Bathsheba and his complicity in her husband’s death. They knew Jotham’s parable of the trees in Judges 9, a political challenge that presents kingship as a worthless goal and kings as unable to protect their subjects. They knew that parables challenged the status quo, and took listeners out of their comfort zones. Martin Luther once defined religion as comforting the afflicted and afflicting the comfortable. We might think of parables as doing this, with the emphasis on the afflicting. If we hear a parable and think, ‘that’s nice’ or ‘how sweet,’ we’re missing the point, and the punch. 

We’ve noted Jesus’ evocation of Leviticus, “You shall love your neighbor as yourself.”  The context in which this evocation appears in Luke’s Gospel provides one of the best-known parables. Luke recounts how a lawyer (the NT does not like lawyers) asked Jesus what he must do to inherit eternal life. 

Jesus does not answer him directly. Instead, he answers the question with another question: “Jesus said to the lawyer, ‘What is written in the Law? What do you read there?’”  By the way, I once asked my rabbi, “Why answer a question with a question?” He replied, “What do you think?”

The lawyer answered, “V’ahavta… You shall love the Lord your G-d … and you shall love your neighbor as yourself.” 

Jesus answered him, “You have given the right answer. Do this, and you will live.” If the lawyer were smart, he’d have said thank-you and left. But instead, seeking to make himself look smart in the eyes of those around, he asks, “Who is my neighbor?”

This is of course precisely the wrong question: to ask “Who is my neighbor” is just a polite way of asking, “who is not my neighbor” or, more directly, “Whom can I hate?” Had the lawyer deep familiarity with his Scripture, he would have known that Leviticus 19 – the chapter he just cited – goes a long way to providing the answer. This same chapter that commands love of neighbor also mandates, ““When a strange resides with you in your land, you shall not oppress the stranger; the alien who resides with you shall be to you as the citizen among you; you shall love the alien as yourself, for you were aliens in the land of Egypt” (19:16). Leviticus thus teaches that this love extends to the stranger, the foreigner, the alien. 

Extending the point, Proverbs 25:21-22 insists, “If your enemy is hungry, give him food to eat. And if he is thirsty, give him water to drink (Paul cites this verse in Romans 12:20).  

While love of enemy is not necessarily explicit in the Torah, it is not absent either. In Hebrew the words “neighbor” and “enemy” share the same consonants  (resh ayin); they differ only in the vowels – but ancient Hebrew texts do not have vowels. “Your neighbor” can also be read as “your enemy.”

Jesus asked the lawyer, “What do you read there?” Now, most people in antiquity were illiterate; lawyers were among the few who could read. Thus, Jesus is asking, “Dear sir, are you able to see, in the very words of the Torah, the command not only to love the neighbor, but to love the enemy?” And then, Jesus follows with the parable of the Good Samaritan. Here again, if we fail to see Jesus as a Jew talking to Jews, we’ll miss the point. 

The parable of the Good Samaritan is a short story of how a man is attacked by bandits and left for dead in a ditch. A priest (a cohen) walks by without helping, as does a Levite (a temple worker), but a Samaritan – in the early first century, Samaritan were known for attacking Jewish pilgrims coming from Galilee to worship in the Jewish Temple – a Samaritan helps him out. 

The parable does not show that Christians have a broader view of “neighbor” than Jews. The great Rabbi Akiva, another Jewish teacher killed by the Roman Empire, stated, “Love your neighbor as yourself – this is the major principle of the Torah” (y. Nedarim 9:4). 

Similarly, Josephus, a first-century Jewish historian writes in his Against Apion (2.30.211), “there are other things which our legislator [Moses] ordained for us … to afford fire, and water, and food to such as want it; to show them the roads; and not to let anyone lie unburied. He also would have us treat … our enemies with moderation.” 

The parable is also not some banal platitude that tells us we should be nice. 

And it is not about how the oppressed minority can be shown to be the good person, for Samaritans were not an oppressed minority; they were the enemy.

Popular today, and equally wrong, is the idea that the priest and Levite are forbidden by Jewish law from touching a corpse. A 2005 book with the optimistic title The Wide Wide Circle of Divine Love: A Biblical Case for Religious Diversity
 states: “If the traveler were already dead, or he died while they were attending him, then they would have become unclean, contaminated, because they touched a dead body. This would have made it necessary for them to seek ritual cleansing before they could resume their responsibilities.”  

“Unclean” and “contaminated”: Apparently the author’s respect for ‘religious diversity’ does not extend to Jewish practices. 

What “ritual duties” the priest and the Levite would have had is unclear, since the parable explicitly notes that the priest is going “down” (katabaino) from Jerusalem, not up to the Temple. Why ritual cleansing is a problem is unstated. 

This focus on purity is wrong. It is the same nonsense that prompts priest and pastors to insist that when Jesus touches a bleeding woman or a dead girl he is doing away with oppressive purity laws. To the contrary: the laws are not generally oppressive, and Jesus does not do away with them. The bleeding woman is not restricted from anything except visiting the Jerusalem Temple, which she is not likely to do on a daily basis, since she lives in Galilee. She is not restricted to her home; she is not removed from the synagogue. No one runs away from her, screaming, “Get away, unclean woman approaching.” Her story, and that of the dead little girl with whom it is paired, is not about bad Jewish law: it is about the healing of two Jewish women. 

 
Jewish Law insists on both saving lives and burying corpses.  The Talmud states: “As long as there are no other people to look after the burial of a corpse, the duty is incumbent on the first Jew that passes by, without exception, to perform the burial” (b. Nazir 43b). And even were this text not followed by the priest and the Levite, the Torah itself requires love of neighbor – which the priest and Levite fail to show. 

Modern Christians, not Jesus or Luke, read the parable in terms of “uncleanness” or “purity.’ The parable gives neither priest nor Levite an excuse: Were they heading to a wedding or burial? Were they late for lunch? Could the issue be personal safety rather than sacerdotal purity? 

The great African-American civil rights advocate Martin Luther King, Jr. said: “I am going to tell you what my imagination tells me. It’s possible these men were afraid.” The priest and Levite ask, “If I stop to help this man what will happen to me?” The Samaritan asks, “If I do not stop to help this man, what will happen to him…?” King went on “If I do not stop to help the sanitation workers, what will happen to them?” King stopped to help, and he was assassinated. 

The story of the Good Samaritan is about an ethnic other. Jews generally fit then, and fit now, into one of three categories: Priest, Levite, or Israelite. Israelites are descended from Jacob, Abraham’s grandson, whose name is changed to Israel; Levites are descended from Jacob’s son Levi, and priests are descended from Levi’s descendant Aaron, Moses’ brother. Thus, if one said to a Jewish audience, “priest, Levite,” the audience would presume that “Israelite” would complete the phrase. 

Samaritans are descended from the inhabitants of the Northern kingdom of Israel who intermarried with the local population. Jews and Samaritans were, for the most part, enemies -- both fighting over the same legacy: Who is the true heir of Abraham and Moses? Which is the sacred site: Mt. Zion or Mt. Gerizim? Which Scripture – Torah or Samaritan Pentateuch – is the divine Word? 

And there’s the shock of the parable. The rival, the enemy, proves neighbor. From our view, as the one in the ditch, we might have thought, “I’d rather die than acknowledge that a Samaritan proved neighbor.” The point should be not to die, but, as the conversation between Jesus and the lawyer indicated, to live. 

Here’s how to hear this parable today:  Ask your students if they know where modern-day Samaria is. Most likely, they will not (geographical illiteracy may be even worse than biblical illiteracy). Samaria is today the West Bank. What then does the parable say? “I am an Israeli Jew, attacked by robbers on the Jerusalem-to-Jericho road, beaten, stripped, and left to die. But while a rabbi, a priest, and a Protestant minister walk by, the one who stops to help is a Muslim member of Hamas. 

Of course, were Jesus a Samaritan, the story would be called the “parable of the Good Jew.” 

When we extend Jesus’ teachings from single lines to prayer, we again find complete continuity with Judaism. 

 The problem with the “Lord’s Prayer” is that it – like the Good Samaritan -- has become domesticated. It’s too familiar. When I was a child in the early 1960s, we recited in public school "The Lord's Prayer" every morning. It never occurred to me that this was a “Christian” prayer. 

a. Our father, who is in heaven...

Jews typically called G-d “Father.” Malachi 2:10 states, “Have we not all one father?” 


It has been argued that Jesus addressed G-d as “Abba” (Mark 14:36; see also Galatians 4:6 and Romans 8:15), which is likely. Impossible, however, are the further claims that “Abba” meant “daddy” or “dada” (as in baby-talk) that no other Jew would use for the Deity. Joachim Jeremias, the scholar who proposed these ideas, even retracted them as pieces of “inadmissible naiveté.” Nevertheless, the claims are still made. Thus many Christians think that Jesus presents an intimate, kindly G-d whereas “Judaism” presents a distant G-d of judgment. This is the same view that speaks of the “Old Testament G-d of wrath” and the “New Testament G-d of love.” As we have noted, this division is historically as well as theologically incorrect. 

The following is my favorite of the various rabbinic uses of “Abba”; it comes from the Babylonian Talmud (Taanit 23b), and so post-dates Jesus. The figures discussed however are from the first century B.C.E.

“Honi the Circle-maker’s daughter had a son called Hanan ha-Nehba. When the world was in need of rain, the sages would send schoolchildren to him; they would take hold of the hem of his garment and say to him, ‘Father, father [Abba, Abba], give us rain.’ Then he would plead with the holy one: ‘Master of the universe, do it for the sake of these who do not know the difference between an Abba who can give rain and an Abba who cannot.’”  

The prayer offers more than piety. It also concerns politics. The emperors of Rome were called “father” along with titles such as “god,” “son of god,” and “savior.” By speaking of the ‘father in heaven,’’ Jesus insists that Rome is not the ‘true’ father. Noting this point may also help those concerned with the patriarchal language of the text: “mother” would not have the same political import. 

b. Hallowed by your name

The making sacred of the divine name is a component of several Jewish prayers, esp. the “Kaddish,” which begins, “Magnified and sanctified be [G-d’s] great name.” Even more: the prayer is not in Hebrew, but in the language Jesus spoke, Aramaic.  How do we then talk about the name of G-d across religions: what must remain unstated, because not all terms will translate? How can language convey mystery, and sacrality? 

c. Your kingdom come

Traditional Judaism speaks of the “olam ha-ba,” the world to come, a time marked by universal peace and a general resurrection of the dead. Yet contrary to a number of Christians who, following one stream of interpretation of Paul’s letters, are convinced that Jews seek to “earn” a place in this word to come, Traditional Jews think otherwise. Jews follow Torah not to earn a place in the world to come, but because its instructions are part of the covenant between G-d and Israel.


d. Your will be done 

Jesus does this by doing what Jews have always done: by “building a fence” about the law. For example, to those who heard, “You shall not murder,” Jesus says, “If you are angry with a brothers or sister, you shall be liable to judgment.” This is not making things easier; it’s not a liberal view. Jesus takes the law so seriously that he extends prohibitions regarding action to prohibitions regarding thought. 

e. Give us this day our daily bread

The phrase takes on additional meaning when heard in its Jewish context. One way Jews imaged the world to come was as a sumptuous banquet; in the world to come – the olam ha-ba – we eat, for this is a time when no one goes hungry, when Adam’s troubles end. At the synagogue on Shabbos, we serve food. Why? Because the Sabbath is a foretaste – literally – of the world to come.  We see the same idea on the lips of Jesus, who speaks of the day that “many will come from east and west and sit at table with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob” (Matthew 8). (I have the strong sense that the Global Market of this gathering is a true foretaste of that heavenly banquet.)


Daily bread may well have meant, in its originally Aramaic, “tomorrow’s bread”: bring about Your kingdom, when we can eat at the messianic banquet. This is the prophetic hope. It also meant, “dear Father, please give us enough food to get us through the day, so that we and our children will not starve.”  And thus, we are all reminded that not everyone gets the daily bread. 

And again, while we might think of this daily bread as the manna the ancient Israelites ate in the wilderness (and some may be reminded of the “bread of life” discourse of John 6), the prayer does not have to refer only to miraculous food. Actually, we do not receive from G-d “daily bread” – we receive grain. Bread requires human labor: to harvest the grain, grind it, knead the dough, and bake it. I therefore wonder if the prayer subtly acknowledges those people who put our food on the table. The Jewish grace before meals – “Blessed are you O Lord our G-d, ruler of the Universe, who brings forth bread from the earth’ (ha-motzi lechem min ha’aretz)” – may be hinting at the same thing. 

f. As for  “forgive us our trespasses” –

The original may have been “forgive us our debts” (as the Sermon on the Mount puts it). The call here is for economic justice, for the Jubilee year when all debts are forgiven.  It says, “don’t hold a debt. If someone needs, you give.” As Habakkuk earlier stated, “Alas for you who heap up what Is not your own! How long will you load yourselves with goods taken in pledge” (2:6).

And yet, I don’t want to eliminate forgiving of trespasses or sins. Every Monday when I am at home in Nashville, I am at Riverbend Maximum Security Institute (RMSI), where Tennessee’s death row is located.  My first semester there, five years ago, I taught the Gospel of Matthew – this being the text that speaks of visiting people in prison. My divinity students and my Riverbend students met over Matthew. In looking at the Lord’s Prayer, I suggested that Jesus was interested in economic reform. Moreover, I suggested that it is easier to forgive a trespass than a debt. If you owe me $100,000, and I need health insurance as well as the funding to put my children through university, I am going to want the money.  

One of my Riverbend students immediately took exception. He then talked about participating in a restorative justice program. After over a year, he said, the family members of the people he killed said to him, “We forgive you.”  “Lady,” he said, “You don’t know what sin is, and therefore you don’t know what forgiveness means.” And he was right. 

Which then did Jesus state? There is no reason why he could not have taught the basic prayer in more than one way. It is only anal biblical scholars who think that Jesus, or anyone else, would be locked into a single way of teaching. 

g. Lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil

The phrase is better translated, “Do not bring us to the test.” It is the same term used to describe the ‘testing’ of Jesus by Satan. Thus, the phrase at least means: do not tempt me to use my resources just for myself; do not tempt me to seek power that I might lord it over others; do not place me in a situation where I would worship the splendors of the world and not attend to its needs. But we can say more, for Jewish tradition describes the tests G-d sometimes gives to the righteous. G-d decided to ‘test’ Abraham, as the story of the Akedah, the binding of Isaac begins (Genesis 22). 

And G-d allowed the Satan to test Job. Thus the prayer ends, “deliver us from evil” or, more literally, “the evil [one]” who is Satan. 

Does this mean that Jews and Christians should be reciting the Lord’s Prayer together, sing “Kumbaya,” and erase all our differences? No. Differences are important. Nevertheless, perhaps this very Jewish prayer is something that grandparents and grandchildren in intermarried families could say together. 

What have we seen? We have found a Jesus who looks like a Jew, prays like a Jew, instructs other Jews on how to follow halakhah, Jewish practice, teaches like a Jew… The Church even adapts the term halakhah: the word comes from the Hebrew root for ‘to walk’ – is it is way one walks. The early church called itself not “Christians” but members of “the way”: the Greek is hodos, as in odometer. 

If we teach how Jesus lived and died a Jew, we'll make life difficult for neo-Nazis. At the same time, we'll foster good Jewish-Christian relations.  

To summarize these goals, I've come up with an image.  Christians and Jews might imagine ourselves as cars on parallel tracks, of halakhah and hodos, each moving in the same direction. When we look only with narrow vision, at what is immediately ahead of us or behind us, we see only parallel lines. And this is not a bad thing. We should not sacrifice the particularities of our traditions on the altar of interfaith sensitivity. We do not have to agree, and we should not agree, on everything. 

But even as we stand on our own ground, we realize that we do not have the whole picture. The light shines elsewhere as well. Thus, when we look to the horizons, we see with what might be considered divine eyes, and our vision is different. For at the horizon – if you look closely –parallel tracks meet. We could call this an optical illusion; I’d prefer to call it a divine view. 

And on the journey, we see other tracks: Of Islam most clearly, with its start also at Abraham, but also of numerous other various paths of light. We don’t ride on the same train, but am confident that if we follow our respective paths, if we don’t get derailed, we eventually will pull into the same station – of understanding, peace, and clarity of vision. 

* Not for citation without permission of author. 


� This text includes footnotes related to questions asked and comments made following the presentation. Thus it continues the conversation started during the “question and answer” period. I mentioned in my introductory remarks that I would welcome comments and concerns, and I thank those people at the conference who took the time to respond. 


� One of the participants mentioned to a colleague that my comments on Jesus’ relationship to Judaism were “already well known.” He is correct, to the extent that many in the academy (including divinity schools and seminaries) recognize that Jesus must be seen within and not apart from his Jewish context. However, this connection, and even less the details, rarely reach from the pulpit to the pew, and it is often unknown by the Sunday school teachers and others who have not had formal religious training. Next, as my research into the publications of the World Council of Churches, the Bible studies of the Anglican Communion’s Global meetings, and the general tracking of sermons on the internet demonstrates, this “already well known” connection at best is disregarded and frequently is deliberately obviated.


� Similarly, with few exceptions the training of other clergy is equally parochial. When courses in other religions are taught — for example, in a university context — they are not taught in terms of dialogue. Thus the student is responsible for drawing connections. 


� A Muslim colleague at the conference mentioned to me that at his school, the “Jewish” student organization is inextricably connected with Israel: through the name of the student organization to the Israeli flag present in its center to its on-campus activities. If the student body can only think of the state of Israel when it thinks of Judaism, and if we Jews can only define ourselves according to the state of Israel (or, Israel plus the Shoah), then we are all impoverished and mislead. 


� This question of personal reading entered the afternoon workshop discussion. Here a distinction made by Mark Allan Powell in Chasing the Eastern Star Adventures in Biblical Reader Response Criticism (Louisville, KY: Westminster/John Knox, 2001) is helpful. Powell notes that academics will ask, “What does this text mean?”; the response they get is a relatively objectivist, historical-critical treatment. But when he asks, “What does this text mean to you,” the respondent personally engages with the biblical material. It becomes the task of the leader to help individual readers articulate a meaning that can be appreciated by others, so that the meaning “to you” (i.e., to the individual) can lead to community rather than to solipsism. 


� The Idumaeans were a Gentile population group converted to Judaism a century before Jesus; the Khazars an Indo-Turkish group converted to Judaism in the early Middle Ages; Ashkenazim are Eastern European Jews. 


� See Susanna Heschel: The Aryan Jesus: Christian Theologians and the Bible in Nazi Germany (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2008). 


� See my The Misunderstood Jew: The Church and the Scandal of the Jewish Jesus (San Francisco, CA: HarperSanFrancisco, 2006) for details on how priests and pastors unintentionally convey anti-Jewish and anti-Semitic messages in their sermons and Bible studies. 


� For full citation and numerous other examples, see Misunderstood Jew. 


� The concept of a time for rest, which is not unique to Judaism and Christianity, is something especially overworked and/or highly motivated students may well appreciate.


� Whether any or all of the examples are from the “historical Jesus” – as opposed to attributions accorded him by tradition or redaction – will remain debated. For Christians who regard the Gospels as historical “fact,” an according of a statement or action to Jesus is by definition historical. For those who have a less sanguine view of the historicity of the Gospels, I am taking as examples material that I see as consistent with the historical Jesus (contrast the comments above on Mark 7). 


� W. Eugene March, Louisville: Westminster/John Knox, 2005.





