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ONE

Jesus and Judaism




Belief in Jesus as the Christ—the Messiah—separates church and synagogue, Christians and Jews. It is not the only distinction, but it is the basic one. For Christians, the claim that Jesus is the way, the truth, and the life is obvious: it is proved by Jesus’s resurrection, confirmed by the Bible, and experienced by the soul. For Jews, claims of Jesus’s divine sonship and fulfillment of the messianic prophecies are false. Since we live in a world of cancer and AIDS, war and genocide, earthquakes and hurricanes, the messianic age cannot be here yet. Since there is no messianic age, obviously the messiah has not yet come. “How could anyone believe in Jesus?” ask Jews, while Christians wonder, “How could anyone not believe in Jesus?” What is self-evident to one is incomprehensible to the other.

Differences between Jews and Christians derive not only from different sacred Scriptures, historical memories, and lived experience; they derive also from belief, from faith. Christians “believe” in Jesus because Jesus fills Christian hearts and souls. In Christian terms, belief comes through “grace.” Once the belief is in place, then the various arguments from the Bible, from nature, or from personal testimony about Jesus’s lordship serve to bolster that belief. In other words, belief is like love: it cannot be compelled. It does not rest on logical argument or historical proof.

The same argument holds for Judaism. For Jews, the system is complete: there is no need for a New Testament, for the Torah and its interpretations within the Jewish community already offer revelation of the divine. Although the analogy is a tad strained, the Torah functions for the synagogue as Jesus does for the church: it is the “word” of the divine present in the congregation. Thus to ask Jews why they don’t believe in Jesus is tantamount to asking Christians why they don’t follow Muhammad. For Jews, Jesus is unnecessary or a redundancy; he is not needed to save from sin or from death, since Judaism proclaims a deity ready to forgive repentant sinners and since it asserts that “all Israel has a share in the world to come” (Mishnah Sanhedrin 10:1).

And yet some Jews do convert to Christianity, and some Christians convert to Judaism. Again, conversion is not a matter of whose teaching is “better” or “true” in any sort of objective sense; it is prompted by the teaching that provides the best personal sense of truth and fulfillment to the individual.

Where we can agree, however, is in Jesus’s own connection to Judaism.

Jewish Context and Content

The fact that Jesus was a Jew has not gone unrecognized. Libraries and bookstores are replete with volumes bearing such titles as Jesus the Jew, The Galilean Jewishness of Jesus, Jesus and the World of Judaism, The Religion of Jesus the Jew, Jesus in His Jewish Context, The Jewish Reclamation of Jesus, and three volumes and counting of A Marginal Jew.1 The point is more than simply a historical observation. Numerous churches today acknowledge their intimate connection to Judaism: connections born from Scripture, history, theology, and, as Paul puts it, Christ “according to the flesh” (Rom. 9:5). Nevertheless, when it comes to the pew, the pulpit, and often the classroom, even when Christian congregants, ministers, and professors do acknowledge that Jesus was Jewish, they often provide no content for the label. The claim that “Jesus was a Jew” may be historically true, but it is not central to the teaching of the church.

The Nicene Creed, composed in the fourth century, proclaims:


We believe in . . .one Lord, Jesus Christ, the only Son of God, eternally begotten of the Father, God from God, Light from Light, true God from true God, begotten, not made, of one Being with the Father; through him all things were made. For us and for our salvation, he came down from heaven, was incarnate by the Holy Spirit of the Virgin Mary and became truly human. For our sake he was crucified under Pontius Pilate; he suffered death and was buried. On the third day he rose again in accordance with the Scriptures. He ascended into heaven and is seated at the right hand of the Father. He will come again in glory to judge the living and the dead, and his kingdom will have no end.



The Apostles’ Creed, likely dating a bit earlier, acknowledges


Jesus Christ, his only Son, our Lord, who was conceived by the Holy Spirit, born of the Virgin Mary, suffered under Pontius Pilate, was crucified, died, and was buried. He descended into hell. The third day he arose again from the dead. He ascended into heaven and sits at the right hand of God, the Father Almighty, whence he shall come to judge the living and the dead.



On the one hand, the creeds do not speak of “the Jews” as responsible for the death of Jesus; he “suffered under” and “was crucified under” Pontius Pilate. On the other hand, the creeds do not mention Jesus’s Judaism at all. With the stress in some churches on Jesus’s divine sonship, the cross, the resurrection, and the redemptory role of saving humanity from sin and death, his historical connection to Judaism gets lost along with his very Jewish message of the kingdom of heaven.

The problem is more than one of silence. In the popular Christian imagination, Jesus still remains defined, incorrectly and unfortunately, as “against” the Law, or at least against how it was understood at the time; as “against” the Temple as an institution and not simply against its first-century leadership; as “against” the people Israel but in favor of the Gentiles. Jesus becomes the rebel who, unlike every other Jew, practices social justice. He is the only one to speak with women; he is the only one who teaches nonviolent responses to oppression; he is the only one who cares about the “poor and the marginalized” (that phrase has become a litany in some Christian circles). Judaism becomes in such discourse a negative foil: whatever Jesus stands for, Judaism isn’t it; whatever Jesus is against, Judaism epitomizes the category. No wonder even today Jesus somehow looks “different” from “the Jews”: in the movies and artistic renderings, he’s blond and they are swarthy; he is cute and buff and they need rhinoplasty and Pilates. Jesus and his followers such as Peter and Mary Magdalene become identified as (proto-)Christian; only those who chose not to follow him remain “Jews.”

This divorcing of Jesus from Judaism does a disservice to each textually, theologically, historically, and ethically. First, the separation severs the church’s connections to the Scriptures of Israel—what it calls the Old Testament (see below, pp. 199–202). Because Jesus and his earliest followers were all Jews, they held the Torah and the Prophets sacred, prayed the Psalms, and celebrated the bravery of Esther and the fidelity of Ruth. To understand Jesus, one must have familiarity with the Scriptures that shaped him (or, as a few of my students will insist, that he wrote). Second, the insistence on Jesus’s Jewish identity reinforces the belief that he was fully human, anchored in historical time and place. This connection is known as the “scandal of particularity”: not only does the church proclaim that the divine took on human form, it also proclaims that it took on this form in a particular setting among a particular people. The church claims that divinity took on human flesh—was “incarnated”—in Jesus of Nazareth. The time and the place therefore matter. Christianity follows Jesus of Nazareth, not Jesus of Cleveland or Jesus of Mexico City; the incarnation dates to the first century, not the twenty-first. Further, the Jewish tradition into which Jesus was born and the Christian tradition that developed in his name were “historical religions,” that is, their foundational events took place in history and on earth, rather than in some mythic time and mythic place; they have a starting point and a vision for the future. To disregard history, to disregard time and place, is to be unfaithful to both Judaism and Christianity.

Historically, Jesus should be seen as continuous with the line of Jewish teachers and prophets, for he shares with them a particular view of the world and a particular manner of expressing that view. Like Amos and Isaiah, Hosea and Jeremiah, he used arresting speech, risked political persecution, and turned traditional family values upside down in order to proclaim what he believed God wants, the Torah teaches, and Israel must do. This historical anchoring need not and should not, in Christian teaching, preclude or overshadow Jesus’s role in the divine plan. He must, in the Christian tradition, be more than just a really fine Jewish teacher. But he must be that Jewish teacher as well.

Further, Jesus had to have made sense in his own context, and his context is that of Galilee and Judea. Jesus cannot be understood fully unless he is understood through first-century Jewish eyes and heard through first-century Jewish ears. The parables are products of first-century Jewish culture, not ours; the healings were assessed according to that worldview, not ours; the debates over how to follow Torah took place within that set of legal parameters and forms of discourse, not ours. To understand Jesus’s impact in his own setting—why some chose to follow him, others to dismiss him, and still others to seek his death—requires an understanding of that setting. If we today have difficulty fathoming how our grandparents could function without the Internet and cell phones, let alone without television, how can we possibly presume to understand the worldview of Jesus and his contemporaries without asking a few historical questions?

When Jesus is located within the world of Judaism, the ethical implications of his teachings take on renewed and heightened meaning; their power is restored and their challenge sharpened. Jews as well as Christians should be able to agree on a number of these teachings today, just as in the first century Jesus’s followers and even those Jews who chose not to follow him would have agreed with such basic assertions as that God is our father, that his name should be hallowed, and that the divine kingdom is something ardently to be desired. Conversely, the failure to understand the Jewish Jesus within his Jewish context has resulted in the creation and perpetuation of millennia of distrust, and worse, between church and synagogue.

Understanding Torah

Jesus’s connections to the basic Jewish teachings were right on target. Mark 12:28–34 recounts that a scribe (a Jewish expert in the interpretation of Torah) heard Jesus teaching and, finding his answers solid, asked him, “Which commandment is the first of all?” Jesus responded, “The first is, ‘Hear, O Israel: the Lord our God, the Lord is one; you shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind, and with all your strength.’ The second is this: ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’ There is no other commandment greater than these.” The scribe affirms Jesus’s response: “You are right, Teacher; you have truly said that ‘he is one and besides him there is no other’ and ‘to love him with all the heart, and with all the understanding, and with all the strength,’ and ‘to love one’s neighbor as oneself’—this is much more important than all whole burnt offerings and sacrifices.” The same story, with different details, appears in Matthew 22:34–40 and Luke 10:25–28.

This “Great Commandment,” as Matthew terms it, is a combination of Deuteronomy 6:4–5 and Leviticus 19:18. The first reading, called the Shema (from its first word, “Hear!” or, better, “Listen!”), is a major part of the synagogue liturgy. The next verses in Deuteronomy enjoin the people: “Keep these words that I am commanding you today in your heart. Recite them to your children and talk about them when you are at home and when you are away, when you lie down and when you rise. Bind them as a sign upon your hand, fix them as a frontlet on your forehead, and write them on the doorposts of your house and on your gates” (6:6–9). The injunctions were taken literally: the caves of Qumran—and so the community associated with the Dead Sea Scrolls, a community contemporaneous with Jesus—yielded examples of those very “signs” bound on the hand and forehead. Called in Hebrew tefillin or, from the Greek, phylacteries, these are boxes that contain small scrolls on which are written Deuteronomy 6:4–9 as well as Exodus 13:1–10; 13:11–16 and Deuteronomy 11:13–21; the boxes are attached to leather straps and worn by Jewish men at worship. (The Babylonian Talmud Eruvin 96a suggests that tefillin were worn by women as well.) Today, some Jewish women as well as men wear them.

Deuteronomy’s words are reinforced also by the literal understanding of “write them upon the doorposts of your house and on your gates.” This is the origin of the mezuzah (Hebrew, “doorpost”), a parchment bearing the words of Deuteronomy 6:4–9 and 11:13–21 that is placed inside a small case and then attached to the door of the house. Josephus, a younger Jewish contemporary of Jesus whose works provide substantial information about Jewish life in the first century, mentions in his Antiquities of the Jews: “They [the Jews] are also to inscribe the principal blessings they have received from God upon their doors” (4.8.13). Mezuzot (plural) have also been found at Qumran, although with different scriptural passages.

Despite these connections, Mark’s version of the citation from Deuteronomy is not a direct quote from the Hebrew. Deuteronomy speaks of loving God with all “your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your might”; the citation in the Gospel changes “might” to “mind” and adds as a fourth component, strength. The slight shift and addition may well have come from Jesus himself, or they may be Mark’s adaptations to his Greek-speaking audience based on an alternative Greek version of the passage.

Jesus’s second point, “You shall love your neighbor as yourself,” is also a central verse in Jewish thought. The great Rabbi Akiva, who lived a century after Jesus, is said to have stated, “Love your neighbor as yourself—this is the major principle of the Torah” (Jerusalem Talmud Nedarim 9:4). The combination of love of God and love of neighbor actually appears in other books from early Judaism, such as the Testament of Dan (“Love the Lord with all your life, and another with a sincere heart,” 5:3) and the Testament of Issachar (“I loved the Lord with all my strength; likewise, I loved every man with all my heart,” 5:2).

Jesus does not have to be unique in all cases in order to be profound.

His connection with basic Jewish teaching continues. According to the Babylonian Talmud, a sixth-century commentary on the Mishnah, a potential convert once asked Rabbi Hillel, one of Judaism’s greatest teachers, “Teach me the Torah, that is, teach me all of your traditions, your values, your practices, and your theology, al regel achat [while standing on one foot]” (Shabbat 31a). 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 also instructed his followers, “In everything, do to others as you would have them do to you.” The connection to Hillel’s summary of the teachings of Judaism is reinforced by Jesus’s very next comment: “for this is the Law and the Prophets” (Matt. 7:12).

Christians and Jews on occasion debate which is the better formulation, the negative version offered by Hillel or the positive version offered by Jesus. The negative version could be charged with promoting a passive or at least nonproactive stance, whereas the positive enjoins action. The positive could be seen as promoting an egocentric form of action that does not consider the distinct needs and wants of the other. But the arguments are ultimately neither accurate nor helpful. Hillel hardly restricted his understanding of the Torah to this one line, and the Jewish tradition as a whole requires proactive engagement. Jesus is hardly talking about forcing one’s views on another. Ultimately, although philosophers who can abstract these two statements from their contexts may want to debate the benefits and debits of each, the discussion on religious grounds tends to devolve into the rhetoric of “My teacher is better than your teacher.” Such an approach hardly demonstrates love of God or neighbor. Perhaps if church and synagogue stopped debating who had the better formulation of the Golden Rule—which is by no means restricted to Jesus and Hillel—and started living by it, we’d all be better off.

Jesus’s connection to Judaism can be seen not only in his general comments about Torah but also in his practice of its commandments. For example, Jesus dresses like a Jew. Specifically, he wears tzitzit, “fringes,” which the book of Numbers enjoins upon all Israelite men (and a number of Orthodox Jewish men still wear) and which can be seen today most readily in the tallit, or “prayer shawl,” worn in the synagogue during worship. Numbers 15:37–40 reads: “The Lord said to Moses, ‘Speak to the Israelites, and tell them to make fringes on the corners of their garments throughout their generations and to put a blue cord on the fringe at each corner. You have the fringe so that, when you see it, you will remember all the commandments of the Lord and do them, and not follow the lust of your own heart and your own eyes. So you shall remember and do all my commandments, and you shall be holy to your God.’”

These tzitzit thus may be compared to WWJD bracelets. Just as the bracelets remind their Christian wearers to ask, “What would Jesus do?” so the fringes remind Jewish wearers of all 613 “commandments,” or mitzvot (Hebrew; singular, mitzvah). The Gospels do not shy away from the fact that Jesus wore these fringes: it is these fringes that the woman with the twelve-year hemorrhage touches in hopes of a healing (Matt. 9:20). Similarly, Mark 6:56 records: “And wherever he went, into villages or cities or farms, they laid the sick in the marketplaces, and begged him that they might touch even the fringe of his cloak, and all who touched it were healed.” That Jesus, according to Matthew 23:5, criticizes the Pharisees and scribes because “they make their phylacteries broad and their fringes long” suggests that his phylacteries were narrow and his fringes shorter. Jesus thus does not dismiss Torah; in the modern idiom, he “wears it on his sleeve.”

The reminder of the fringes has a practical payoff for Christians. The Gospels’ preservation of this detail indicates that the Old Testament must be acknowledged as more than just an anticipation of the coming of the messiah, after which it can be discarded or, more respectfully, put on the shelf next to the other antiques, to be admired but not used. By preserving the detail that Jesus wore fringes, the New Testament mandates that respect for Jewish custom be maintained and that Jesus’s own Jewish practices be honored, even by the gentile church, which does not follow those customs.

Not only does Jesus dress like a Jew; he eats like a Jew as well. He keeps kosher; that is, he keeps the dietary requirements established in Torah. Leviticus 11:3 (and see Deut. 14:4–8) is explicit about what animals are permitted for human consumption: “any animal that has divided hoofs and is cleft-footed and chews the cud”; thus the pig, the camel, the rock badger, and the hare are not kosher. Jesus would never have consumed a ham sandwich. Nor, by the way, would the occasion often have presented itself—archaeological investigation finds few pig bones in Galilee.

The only contact Jesus has with pigs is described in its most complete form in Mark 5:1–20. Following their expulsion from a severely possessed man, a group of demons so numerous that their former host identifies himself as “Legion, for we are many,” requests that Jesus send them into a herd of swine. Jesus agrees, “and the unclean spirits came out and entered the swine; and the herd, numbering about two thousand, rushed down the steep bank into the sea, and were drowned in the sea.” Mark’s narrative anticipates the mission to the Gentiles, for the city of Gerasa, where the story is set, is part of the Decapolis, a league of ten predominantly gentile cities, and the presence of the pigs is a less than subtle clue to the non-Jewish composition of the population. The story also allows a nice political dig against Rome, given that the “unclean spirits” identify themselves as “Legion,” the Latin term for an army cohort. But as for Jesus’s Jewish identity, neither he nor his Jewish associates would have mourned the loss of a herd of hogs, animals that are not kosher and that represent conspicuous consumption, in that they cost more to raise than they produce in meat.

There is one verse, Mark 7:19, that states Jesus declared all foods clean, but this is Mark’s editorial comment and not something Jesus himself said. Many English versions of the Bible place that line in parentheses to signal its editorial nature (if parentheses had been invented in Mark’s time, perhaps he would have used them as well). Not only did Jesus keep kosher; all of his immediate followers did as well. Had Jesus declared all foods clean, the story Luke recounts in Acts 10 would make no sense. Staying at the home of Simon, a tanner, Peter goes up to the roof about noon to pray. “He became hungry and wanted something to eat; and while it was being prepared, he fell into a trance. He saw the heaven opened, and something like a large sheet coming down, being lowered to the ground by its four corners. In it were all kinds of four-footed creatures and reptiles and birds of the air. Then he heard a voice saying, ‘Get up, Peter, kill and eat.’ But Peter said, ‘By no means, Lord; for I have never eaten anything that is profane or unclean’” (Acts 10:9–14). The tanning process required boiled urine, so Peter’s vision about less-than-desirable food products and his demurral about eating are understandable, given the aromas wafting up from Simon’s shop; nevertheless, the point of the story is that Peter believed the dietary regulations to be still valid.

Acts 15, the description of the council of the leaders of the group gathered in Jesus’s name to determine if Gentiles in the church had to be circumcised and “keep the Law of Moses” (15:5), similarly presumes that at least the Jewish members abided by the dietary regulations. There would have been no reason to debate whether Gentiles in the church needed to keep kosher if the Jewish members began lunch with a shrimp cocktail (shellfish are forbidden) or a bacon-wrapped appetizer. One of the major debates in the early church was not whether Jews who followed Jesus needed to keep kosher, but whether Gentiles who followed him needed to do so as well. The conclusion was that they didn’t, for the commandments given to Moses at Sinai were for the Jewish people, not for the Gentiles.

Finally, had Jesus declared all food clean, the disagreement between Peter and Paul about table fellowship recorded in Galatians 2 would have made no sense. As Paul recalls the scene, Peter “used to eat with the Gentiles.” But after some emissaries came from James, the leader of the Jerusalem branch of the movement, “he drew back . . .and other Jews joined him in this hypocrisy” (2:12–13). Paul speaks of challenging Peter; who won the food fight is not recorded (Paul’s silence on the result suggests that the outcome was not to his taste).

For Christians, the practical point to be drawn from these details about Jesus’s dietary practices is that he, like his fellow Jews who also followed the dietary regulations, was committed to the idea of the sanctification of the body; he attended to what went into it and what came out of it. Although he did like to eat and drink (hence the charge that he was a glutton and a drunkard in Matt. 11:19), he did so with respect for the dietary traditions of his people.

Jesus followed the commandments (mitzvot) given to Moses on Mt. Sinai as he understood them. Consequently, he necessarily rejected the understanding of those commandments put forth by rival teachers. He would not, for example, have agreed with the people at Qumran that the best way to live out the teachings of the Torah was to withdraw from society and move to the desert.

The extent to which Jesus would have agreed with the “rabbis”—that is, with the teachings recorded in the Mishnah (codified ca. 200, but preserving much earlier material) as well as the Talmud (a commentary on the Mishnah that includes anecdotes, parables, long digressions, and additional legal materials and that also preserves much older material; the Babylonian Talmud, on which Jewish tradition eventually became based, was completed ca. 600)—is a much more complex topic. Although numerous commentaries on the New Testament (including this one) compare Jesus’s words to some text from the rabbinic tradition, the comparison always creates problems with regard to accuracy and dating. We do not know how much of the material in the Gospels was actually spoken by Jesus himself, as opposed to being a product of the church’s oral tradition or coming from the hands of the Evangelists themselves. Similarly, we cannot be certain that rabbinic material ascribed to a particular teacher was actually spoken by that teacher.

Nor can we be sure of the dates of the rabbinic materials—the Talmud happily puts into conversation teachers who lived centuries and hundreds of miles apart. Consequently, to compare a word of Jesus to a statement from the Talmud may be comparing a first-century statement made in the villages of Galilee to a fifth-century statement made in the capital of Babylon. To presume that the rabbinic rulings all go back to the first century and, more, that they antedate the destruction of the Temple in 70 is an act of faith, not history. The better comparison to the rabbinic documents is not the Gospel material but rather the writings of the church fathers, from Ignatius to Irenaeus to Cyprian to Augustine to Jerome and everyone else in between. Nor again are all the rabbinic statements consistent, for the legal texts record both majority and minority opinions. Finally, the rabbinic legal literature establishes the rabbis’ ideal world; it is their vision of what should be, not of what is.

The rabbinic legal material is sometimes called the “oral Law” because of the teaching that it was delivered to Moses on Mt. Sinai as a commentary on the written Torah. Pirke Avot, a Mishnaic tractate that offers a compendium of great rabbinic teachings, begins with a description of how the oral Law was conveyed: “Moses received the [oral] Law from Sinai, and handed it on to Joshua, and Joshua to the elders, and the elders to the prophets, and the prophets to the men of the Great Synagogue, . . .” and so on to Hillel and his rival, Rabbi Shammai, and on to Judah the Prince. Inevitably, the “oral Law” was written down, but the name stuck. For the rabbinic tradition, the oral and written Torahs function together. For example, the rabbinic texts explain how the commandments of the written Torah are to be practiced. The teachings are not only helpful; they are necessary, because Leviticus and Deuteronomy do not come with instruction manuals for implementing their laws and statutes. The Torah says that one must put the words of Torah on one’s doorposts and gates; the oral Law explains which words and how they are to be affixed.

To return to Jesus, it has been claimed that Jesus rejected the “oral Law,” or the “oral Torah,” the interpretations of the Torah that eventually found their way into Mishnah and Talmud. Therefore, he diverged from what most Jews in the early first century would have found to be the appropriate, faithful following of the tradition. David Klinghoffer best articulates this argument. He finds it “unsurprising that some Jews of the time might have chosen to confront and debate with” Jesus, since he “knowingly rejects the oral tradition, not from ignorance but from willfulness.”2 The problem with this view is that the oral Law itself is variable; not all rabbis agreed with one another either. The story of Rabbi Hillel and the potential convert is actually the second part of an anecdote that begins with the visit of that same potential convert to Shammai. Asked to summarize Torah while standing on one foot, Shammai instead beat the man with a stick. The story, told by those rabbis who saw themselves as Hillel’s heirs, at least acknowledged the rival view. As the Talmudic interpretation, also written by those who identified with Hillel, puts it: “A heavenly voice declared, ‘The words of both schools [of Hillel and Shammai] are words of the living God, but the Law follows the rulings of the school of Hillel’” (Eruvin 13b).

Even if one were to accept the highly disputed claim that the oral Law, eventually written down in the Mishnah close to two centuries after Jesus’s death, was fully in place at the time of Jesus, that still does not mean that Jesus was out of step with his fellow Jews, including those with whom the rabbinic tradition would agree, on most practices. In fact, there is no indication that Jesus had a systematic interpretation of the Torah. He did not, as did the rabbis, discuss the various distinctions of tort law with other rabbinic scholars. Rather, the Gospels suggest that he responded to questions as they were posed to him, either by circumstances (“Can one heal on the Sabbath?”) or by those seeking either to learn from him or to test him (“What is the greatest commandment?”). Jesus is thus neither part of the rabbinic tradition nor clearly antithetical to it. In some cases he would have agreed with the majority views; in other cases he’d have sided with the minority; and in a few cases, such as his forbidding of divorce, he would have been well outside of it (here on the conservative, not the liberal, wing).

Jesus would have expected to be challenged, and he would have issued his own challenges. That he was willing to engage in discussion of how to follow the commandments shows that he cared about them, deeply. In his teaching, he shows enormous respect for the mitzvot, the commandments, so much so that he debates how they are best to be understood and enacted.

For example, he “honors the Sabbath and keeps it holy,” as one of the Ten Commandments requires. The Sabbath is something Jews and Christians share, although churches (with a few exceptions, such as the Seventh-Day Adventists) and synagogues celebrate it on different days and for different reasons. Judaism celebrates Shabbat (Hebrew) or Shabbos (Yiddish, the language of Ashkenazi, or eastern European, Judaism), first because it is the day blessed by God at the conclusion of creation: “Thus the heavens and the earth were finished, and all their multitude. And on the seventh day God finished the work that he had done, and he rested on the seventh day from all the work that he had done. So God blessed the seventh day and hallowed it, because on it God rested from all the work that he had done in creation” (Gen. 2:1–3; see also Exod. 20:8–11, which includes as part of its presentation of the Ten Commandments: “Remember the Sabbath day, and keep it holy. Six days you shall labor and do all your work. But the seventh day is a Sabbath to the Lord your God; you shall not do any work—you, your son or your daughter, your male or female slave, your livestock, or the resident alien in your towns. For in six days the Lord made heaven and earth, the sea, and all that is in them, but rested the seventh day; therefore the Lord blessed the Sabbath day and consecrated it”).

The book of Deuteronomy gives a second reason for honoring the Sabbath: Shabbos guarantees that Israel will never be enslaved again. In another formulation of the Ten Commandments, Moses speaks to the people: “Remember that you were a slave in the land of Egypt, and the Lord your God brought you out from there with a mighty hand and an outstretched arm; therefore the Lord your God commanded you to keep the Sabbath day” (5:15). Although the separate explanations may raise a problem for those committed to chiseling the Ten Commandments on granite stones to be placed in courthouses, the general point of honoring the Sabbath is one upon which at least Jews and Christians might agree.

Jesus and his initial followers, like their fellow Jews, lived within a tradition replete with Sabbath joy. Jews, whether followers of Jesus or not, would have known Isaiah’s summary of righteous worship: “If you refrain from trampling the Sabbath, from pursuing your own interests on my holy day; if you call the Sabbath a delight and the holy day of the Lord honorable . . .then you shall take delight in the Lord, and I will make you ride upon the heights of the earth; I will feed you with the heritage of your ancestor Jacob, for the mouth of the Lord has spoken” (58:13–14). Among the antecedents of these lines is Isaiah 58:6: “Is not this the fast that I choose: to loose the bonds of injustice, to undo the thongs of the yoke, to let the oppressed go free, and to break every yoke?” Jesus’s initial Sabbath teaching in the synagogue of Nazareth, a scene developed in Luke 4, quotes these lines.

Jews told the gospel story originally, and they insisted on retaining the Sabbath. Eventually, the followers of Jesus shifted from celebrating the last day of the week to celebrating the first day of the week, Sunday, the day the church proclaims that Jesus rose from the dead. The meaning of the Sabbath thus shifted from a focus on the creation of the world and the liberation from slavery to a focus on what Christians would see as a new creation and a new liberation: Jesus’s resurrection, his creating a new people, and his conquering death.

The distinction also served, for better or worse, to distinguish Jews from Christians. Such distinctions continue because of unfortunate conclusions drawn from limited understandings of the Gospels. On several occasions, Jesus challenges what appear to be prevailing views on how the Sabbath should be kept. The following story, from Luke 6:6–11 (recounted also in Mark 3:1–6; Matt. 12:9–14), is typical:


On another Sabbath he entered the synagogue and taught, and there was a man there whose right hand was withered. The scribes and the Pharisees watched him to see whether he would cure on the Sabbath, so that they might find an accusation against him. Even though he knew what they were thinking, he said to the man with the withered hand, “Come and stand here.” He got up and stood there. Then Jesus said to them, “I ask you, is it lawful to do good or to do harm on the Sabbath, to save a life or destroy it?” After looking around at all of them, he said to him, “Stretch out your hand.” He did so, and his hand was restored. But they were filled with fury and discussed with one another what they might do to Jesus.



From this and other narratives of Jesus healing on the Sabbath, a number of Christians have received the impression that Jesus completely revised the way the day was observed. In this “Christian” view, “the Jews” had turned the Sabbath from a day of rest and celebration to a day of constraint: don’t do this, don’t do that. The impression is symptomatic of a larger view of Judaism as a straitjacket with thousands of picky injunctions, and of Jews as fearful that if they were to violate one commandment, they would face the wrath of an angry God. Thus, all Jews at the time of Jesus had to have been hopelessly sanctimonious, obsessive, and paranoid. Only Jesus, defined over and against Judaism, escaped this early need for psychoanalysis, since his outlook was so healthy, so liberal, and so profound that he was able to declare: “The Sabbath was made for humankind, not humankind for the Sabbath” (Mark 2:27).

Sabbath observance, in the first century and for the past two millennia, has been a hotly debated issue. No Jew, then or now, would have upheld any Sabbath ruling preventing work were a life in danger. But there are issues that were, and can, be discussed. Should one practice medicine and so “work” in order to heal a nonpainful, chronic condition such as the one in Luke’s story? More, what constitutes “work”? In the case of the healing of the man’s hand, Jesus actually does no “work” per se; he does not even touch the man. The Greek cleverly notes that the man’s hand “was restored”—passive voice. No one, including Jesus, could be accused of violating the mandate for Sabbath rest. Thus, one common interpretation goes, the church celebrates Jesus’s breaking open a legalized, ossified tradition; that he both shamed and frustrated “the Jews” who opposed him is an added benefit to this particular interpretation. The problems are numerous, from a negative and false stereotype of Jewish Sabbath observance to a promotion of Christianity not through what it positively promotes (such as healing) but through a negative comparison to Judaism.


The stereotype is unfortunate; it is also disproved by the details of the Gospels themselves. A number of Jews would have agreed with Jesus that healing takes precedence over the Sabbath; others might have thought that a chronic, nonpainful condition could wait until sundown, lest the healing in this case give the impression that the healer did not honor the day or the commandment. For example, Luke 13:10–17 recounts how Jesus “was teaching in one of the synagogues on the Sabbath. Just then there appeared a woman with a spirit that had crippled her for eighteen years. She was bent over and was quite unable to stand up straight.” Jesus sees her, calls her to him, and states, “Woman, you are set free from your ailment.” “When he laid his hands on her, immediately she stood up straight and began praising God. But the leader of the synagogue [a lay position comparable to “president of the congregation”; the Pharisees are not in charge of synagogues], indignant because Jesus had cured on the Sabbath, kept saying to the crowd, ‘There are six days on which work ought to be done; come on those days and be cured, and not on the Sabbath day.’”

At this point, Luke shifts to confessional language by replacing Jesus’s name with a title: “But the Lord [Greek Kyrios] answered him and said, “You hypocrites! Does not each of you on the Sabbath untie his ox or his donkey from the manger, and lead it away to give it water? And ought not this woman, a daughter of Abraham whom Satan bound for eighteen long years, be set free from this bondage on the Sabbath day?” Luke concludes with the notice: “When he said this, all his opponents were put to shame, and the entire crowd was rejoicing at all the wonderful things that he was doing.”

The story highlights Jesus’s action as in contradistinction from what the synagogue leader would have preferred. But the crowd—that is, the Jewish majority—has no problem with Jesus’s healing the woman, and they would have recognized his argument to be a standard form for discussion of legal matters. He argues on the basis of what is called in Hebrew a qal v’homer, or “from the lighter to the greater,” model. The form is also known as an a fortiori (Latin, “by the stronger”), and it follows the logic: “If you already do X, then you should surely do Y, which is even more important.” Jesus’s healing itself is a matter of touch, which is not forbidden









































































































    

Epilogue




In the summer of 2004, I was sent to the Philippines by the Catholic Biblical Association of America to give a series of lectures on Jesus and Judaism. In the Maryknoll Convent in Project 4, Quezon City, Manila, where I was staying, Sr. Helen Graham handed me a volume by the Catholic writer Megan McKenna, in which I found the following rabbinic story:


In a dream, a devout disciple of the master was permitted to approach the Temple in Paradise where all the great old sages who had studied the Talmud all their lives were now spending eternity. He gazed in at them, and to his amazement, they were all sitting around tables, just as they had done on earth, studying the Talmud still! The disciple watched them passionately exclaiming and arguing and reverently fingering the text. He wondered, “Is this really Paradise? It seems like the earth.” But then his thoughts were interrupted by warm laughter. “You are mistaken. This is not Paradise. The sages are not in Paradise. Paradise is in the sages.”1



I immediately thought of Luke 17:20–21. Some Pharisees inquired of Jesus when God’s kingdom would come. He answered, “The kingdom of God is not coming with things that can be observed; nor will they say, ‘Look, Here it is!’ or ‘There it is!’ For in fact the kingdom of God is among you” [or even “in your midst!”].

In these days of interfaith relations, a Catholic woman can teach me a midrash, and I can respond to her by citing a Gospel text that she does not mention.

The Pontifical Biblical Commission’s document states: “In the past, the break between the Jewish people and the Church of Christ Jesus could sometimes, in certain times and places, give the impression of being complete. In the light of the Scriptures, this should never have occurred. For a complete break between the church and the synagogue contradicts Sacred Scripture.” The connections church and synagogue share, not only in the recognition of the same sacred stories, but also in the similar interpretive understandings, necessarily hold the two movements together. If Isaac and Ishmael, and Jacob and Esau, can learn to live together in peace, there is hope not only for the responsible and the prodigal; there is hope for church and synagogue as well. And if the church and synagogue both could recognize their connection to Jesus, a Jewish prophet who spoke to Jews, perhaps we’d be in a better place for understanding.
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