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Abstract 
This dissertation argues that the boundaries between ostensibly separable 

“Jewish” and “Christian” religious traditions were fluid in the past and remain so today 

through examination of four contemporary case studies evidencing two general 

phenomena.  One phenomenon explored is how varieties of self-identified Jesus-

believers have incorporated rituals and ideas that have traditionally been associated 

with Judaism into their contemporary religious practice and understanding of the New 

Testament.  The other phenomenon explored is how varieties of self-identified Jews 

have incorporated practices and figures that have traditionally been associated with 

Christianity into features of the contemporary Jewish landscape.  In exploring the first 

phenomenon, I examine the following two case studies: (1) attempts by Christians of 

varying denominational affiliations to incorporate Jewish rituals associated with Shabbat 

(Jewish Sabbath) observance into Christian practice and (2) attempts by academic Jesus-

believers, self-identified as Gentile Christians and Messianic Jews, to underscore the 

continuing significance of the territoriality of the land of Israel in the New Testament.  In 

exploring the second phenomenon, I examine the following two cases studies: (1) 

attempts by Jews of varying denominational affiliations to incorporate a sense of mission 

traditionally associated with Christianity into Jewish practice for the purpose of Jewish 

outreach or advocacy in support or opposition to the State of Israel and (2) attempts by 
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Jewish filmmakers to incorporate the figure of Jesus into Israeli films.  In analyzing the 

aforementioned case studies relating to ritual observance, biblical exegesis, ideological 

identity, and visual arts, I hope to show how the supposed boundaries between self-

identified Christians and Jews remain, as in the past, fluid and contested. 
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1. Introduction 
A number of different factors have contributed to reshaping the dynamics of 

Jewish-Christian relations in the late 20th and early 21st centuries.  These factors include 

increasing religious diversity of American familial and friendship networks and 

religious tolerance in the United States accompanying increased immigration; rising 

rates of exogamy among Americans, including interfaith marriages between self-

identified Jews and Christians accompanying Jewish assimilation and secularization in 

the United States; the Second World War and the employment of rhetoric relating to 

“Judeo-Christian values” in American political discourse; the Roman Catholic Church’s 

adoption of a more positive view toward Jews and Jewish religious tradition during the 

Second Vatican Council and in subsequent statements; the rapid growth globally of 

“Jewish-affinity” Christians engaged in the observance of Jewish practices; the declining 

confidence in religious institutions and leadership as well as increasing religious 

remixing among Americans with the growing visibility worldwide of spiritually fluid 

individuals embracing religious multiplicity; the establishment of the State of Israel and 

declining support for the Jewish State among American Protestant Christians, initially 

among Mainline Protestants, but increasingly among Evangelical Protestants, 

particularly Millennials; and the growing recognition in academia of the extent to which 

New Testament texts and figures can be characterized as “Jewish” and associated 

deconstruction of essentialist narratives positing an early “parting of the ways” between 

“Jews” and “Christians” into two separate communities.  In the following pages, we will 
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examine how these various factors are changing how self-identified Jews and Christians 

relate to one another and view the others’ religious traditions. 

1.1 Religious Diversity 

Mark Chaves, a sociologist of American religion, has observed, in the second 

edition of his book, American Religion: Contemporary Trends, that there has been a 

discernible increase in the religious diversity of Americans’ familial and friendship 

networks.  In Chaves’ words, “[American] people’s families and friendship circles are 

more religiously diverse than they used to be.  In the 1970s, 16 percent of married people 

had a spouse with a different religion, increasing to 24 percent in the 2010s.”1  This 

growth in religious diversity includes “[i]ncreasing religious intermarriage,”2 which, as 

Chaves notes, 

is especially evident if we look across generations instead of across years.  
Only about 10 percent of ever-married people born before 1920 married 
across one of the five religious categories […] [measured]; about 25 
percent of those born after 1970 have married across those lines.3 
 
Chaves, commenting on the impact of this growth in interfaith marriage on “the 

religious diversity within extended families,”4 observes that “[n]ot only does a single 

interreligious marriage make one household religiously diverse, but it also makes many 

 

1 Mark Chaves, American Religion: Contemporary Trends, 2nd ed. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2017), 
20. 
2 Ibid. 21. 
3 Ibid. 
4 Ibid. 
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people’s extended families more religiously diverse.”5  The increasingly religiously 

diverse nature of American families has, in turn, helped mitigate against “religious 

tension in our society,”6 for “[i]f your Aunt Susan is Catholic or Protestant or Jewish or 

Muslim or completely nonreligious, and you love her, it is more difficult to despise 

people whose religion is different than yours.”7  Chaves also notes that the increasing 

religious diversity of American families has been accompanied by a rise in the religious 

diversity of American friendship networks.  As Chaves states, 

Our close friends also are more likely to be of a different religion than 
they used to be.  In 1988 and 1998, the General Social Survey (GSS) asked 
people to describe as many as three “good friends they feel close to,” not 
including a spouse.  The percentage of friends who share the 
respondent’s broad religious category […] declined from 59 percent in 
1988 to 54 percent in 1998 [...] The percentage of non-family confidantes 
in the same broad religious category as the respondent declined from 66 
percent in 1985 to 60 percent in 2004.8 
 
“All in all,”9 Chaves concludes, “the signal from the data indicates that religious 

diversity has increased in many people’s everyday lives as well as in the society”10 

generally.  Chaves proceeds to note that this increasing religious diversity has, in turn, 

led to “Americans […] becom[ing] more accepting of religious diversity and more 

 

5 Ibid. 
6 Ibid. 
7 Ibid. 
8 Ibid. 21-22. 
9 Ibid. 22. 
10 Ibid. 



 

 4 

appreciative of religions other than their own,”11 with “[i]ncreasing religious 

intermarriage probably […] the best indicator of this increased tolerance and even 

appreciation.”12  The author includes some examples of this acceptance and appreciation 

in the following passage from his book: 

In Muncie, Indiana, the percentage of high school students who agreed 
with the statement “Christianity is the one true religion and everyone 
should be converted to it,” dropped from 91 percent in 1924 to 41 percent 
in 1977.  Today, three-quarters of Americans say “yes” when asked if they 
believe there is any religion other than their own that offers a true path to 
G[-]d; 67 percent say that religions other than their own can lead to 
eternal life.13 
 
This increasing religious diversity, tolerance, and appreciation are certainly 

evident when it comes to the contemporary experience of Jews in the United States.  

Sylvia Barack Fishman, an American sociologist of Judaism, in her book, Double or 

Nothing?: Jewish Families and Mixed Marriage, observes that, 

during the nineteenth and especially the twentieth centuries, […] 
[American] Jews as a group became one of the most highly educated 
American populations, climbing socioeconomic ladders and gaining 
reputations as exemplars of the American success story.14 
 
In addition, Fishman notes, “The social upheavals of the late 1960s and early 

1970s further eroded white Christian cultural hegemony and validated the legitimacy of 

 

11 Ibid. 
12 Ibid. 
13 Ibid. 22-23. 
14 Sylvia Barack Fishman, Double or Nothing?: Jewish Families and Mixed Marriage (New Hampshire: Brandeis 
University Press, 2004), 4. 
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diverse ethnic traditions.”15  This “ero[sion] [of] white Christian cultural hegemony and 

validati[o]n [of] the legitimacy of diverse ethnic traditions”16 has, in turn, resulted in 

“[b]oundaries between American Jews and non-Jews […] becom[ing] so permeable as to 

be virtually nonexistent, and Jews are welcome in nearly every school, business, or 

neighborhood.”17  In this “multicultural American milieu,”18 American “Jews—like other 

ethnic groups—are encouraged to celebrate their differences.”19  The perception and 

admiration for the success of American Jews among Americans more generally and the 

effective erasure of borderlines between many Americans Jews and non-Jews that 

Fishman describes have led, in turn, to increased interaction and interfaith marriages 

between individuals from these respective groups. 

1.2 Interfaith Marriage 

Fishman, reflecting on the phenomenon of interfaith marriage between Jews and 

non-Jews, observes that “[n]o social phenomenon expresses the extraordinary new 

status of American Jews more than their attractiveness as romantic and marital partners 

for mainstream Christian Americans.”20  Indeed, Fishman asserts that, “[i]f 

intermarriage, as some observers claim, is a blessing, American Jews are certainly 

 

15 Ibid. 
16 Ibid. 
17 Ibid. 
18 Ibid. 
19 Ibid. 
20 Ibid. 4-5. 
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among the prime beneficiaries.”21  Commenting on “[r]ecent statistical studies”22 

available as of the publication of her book in 2004, Fishman notes that “about half of all 

recent marriages involving a Jew have been marriages to non-Jews.”23  However, as 

Fishman proceeds to point out, 

[U]nlike mixed marriages at mid-century, which were primarily 
marriages of Jewish men to Christian women, many of whom converted 
into Judaism, very few of the non-Jews marrying Jewish men and women 
today convert into Judaism.  The same cultural tolerance that nurtures 
mixed marriage also promotes the idea that each partner can maintain his 
or her own distinctive, pre-marriage identity.  Thus, the homes they are 
forming include two religious identities, and often two or more ethnic 
identities.24 
 
It is worth noting that more recent data on intermarriage among Jews available 

from the Pew Forum indicate that, “[a]mong Jews by religion who got married in 2005 

or more recently, 55% are married to a Jewish spouse and 45% are married to a non-

Jew,”25 roughly comparable to Fishman’s “about half”26 measure mentioned earlier.  It is 

this significant intermarriage rate that has, in part, spurred certain Jewish outreach 

organizations to promote endogamy among Jews, strengthen Jewish identity, and foster 

inclusive environments for intermarried couples and their children that are believed to 

 

21 Ibid. 5. 
22 Ibid. 
23 Ibid. 
24 Ibid. 
25 “A Portrait of Jewish Americans: Findings from a Pew Research Center Survey of U.S. Jews.” Pew 
Research Center, Washington, D.C. (2013), pewresearch.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/7/2013/10/jewish-
american-full-report-for-web.pdf. 
26 Fishman, Double or Nothing?, 5. 
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be conducive for facilitating affiliation with Jewish religious and communal 

organizations.  Fishman, commenting on how American culture promotes a positive 

view of the interreligious and multicultural state of affairs described above, states, 

American culture encourages individuals and families to combine 
multiple heritages.  Americans share in the festive events and symbols of 
many cultures: on St. Patrick’s day, Americans can all be a “little bit Irish” 
through the “wearin’ of the green.”  Eastern religious strategies are 
incorporated into Western lives through yoga and meditation tapes.  
Protestant churches sponsor Seder programs for their congregants.  
Unlike societies in previous historical periods and in less tolerant 
countries today, marriage across ethnic and religious lines is not 
automatically viewed as apostasy or cultural betrayal.  Jews can marry 
Christians without the baptism of one or the circumcision of the other.  
Intermarriages are viewed by many as doubling, rather than diminishing, 
the family’s capital.27 
 
This American positive valuation of the observance of practices of multiple 

cultures has facilitated the emergence of spiritually fluid individuals who embrace 

religious multiplicity and provides the necessary cultural context for a proper 

understanding of the writings of Christian authors who value incorporating Jewish 

observances associated with Shabbat into Christian practice.  Reforms of Roman Catholic 

Church teachings associated with the Second Vatican Council and related papal and 

Catholic teachings offering religious justification for a positive approach toward non-

Catholic religious traditions, including Judaism, also provide important historical and 

religious context for Christian appreciation of Jewish observances. 

 

27 Ibid. 5-6. 
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1.3 The Second Vatican Council 

The Second Vatican Council, which met during “the early 1960s,”28 constituted 

“an authoritative forum for modern Catholic teachings on a range of subjects,”29 

including “the nature of the Catholic Church, the status of other Christian groups, the 

significance of world religions, the issues of atheism and secularism, and the importance 

of religious freedom.”30  For our purposes, it is worth discussing how two documents 

associated with the Second Vatican Council, Lumen Gentium and Nostra Aetate, shed light 

on the Catholic Church’s official approach to the aforementioned subject of “the 

significance of world religions,”31 specifically relating to Jewish people.  The passage 

from Lumen Gentium that “explicitly addresses the relationship between the Church and 

the Jewish people after the coming of Christ”32 reads as follows: 

Finally, those who have not yet received the Gospel are related in various 
ways to the people of G[-]d.  In the first place we must recall the people to 
whom the testament and the promises were given and from whom Christ 
was born according to the flesh.  On account of their fathers this people 
remains most dear to G[-]d, for G[-]d does not repent of the gifts He 
makes nor of the call He issues.33 
 
Mark Kinzer, past President of the Messianic Jewish Theological Institute, argues 

that the aforementioned passage from Lumen Gentium, notwithstanding other passages 
 

28 Gavin D’Costa, “The New Catholic Zionism,” Mosaic Magazine, Sept. 9, 2019, 4. 
29 Ibid. 
30 Ibid. 
31 Ibid. 
32 Mark S. Kinzer, Searching Her Own Mystery: Nostra Aetate, the Jewish People, and the Identity of the Church 
(Oregon: Cascade Books, 2015), 46. 
33 Ibid. 
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from the same document that could be construed along supersessionist lines, constitutes 

a “decisive reject[ion] [of] the notion that genealogical-Israel has forfeited its election 

and no longer holds a distinctive divine vocation in the world beyond that of other 

ethnicities.”34  Gavin D’Costa, in the following passage from his book, Catholic Doctrines 

on the Jewish People After Vatican II, summarizes the relevant teachings of Lumen Gentium, 

including those of the aforementioned passage from the document: 

Those who do not confess Christ, are all united to him in potentiality, but 
not yet in actuality.  They always have an orientation to this actuality that 
is the sacramental Church of Christ […] The first and dearest of these is 
the (biblical) Jewish people to whom the covenant and promises were 
given by G[-]d.  Jesus was of Jewish flesh.  This covenant is irrevocable 
for G[-]d keeps his promises.35 
 
D’Costa, having thus summarized how he believes Lumen Gentium views the 

Jewish people, proceeds in the following passage from the same book to summarize the 

claims made regarding the Jewish people in Nostra Aetate: “First, not all Jews at the time 

of Jesus, nor Jews since that time, can be held collectively guilty of killing Jesus Christ 

[…] This is a clarification of what the implication of the deposit of faith testifies: some, 

not all, Jews were involved in the death of Christ.”36 As D’Costa points out, these 

teachings do not officially endorse later rabbinic traditions or modern forms of Judaism, 

but rather offer a Catholic interpretation of the biblical data while seeking to exculpate 

 

34 Ibid. 
35 Gavin D’Costa, Catholic Doctrines on the Jewish People After Vatican II (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2019), 14. 
36 Ibid. 14-15. 
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Jews of the charge of deicide.  According to D’Costa, it would take a speech delivered by 

Pope John Paul II in 1980 to extend the aforementioned positive understanding of 

“biblical Judaism to Rabbinic Judaism.”37 Pope John Paul II’s speech included the 

following relevant words: 

[T]he true and central [dimension of our dialogue] […] is the meeting 
between present-day Christian Churches and the present-day people of 
the Covenant concluded with Moses.  It is important here “that 
Christians—to continue the post-conciliar directives—should aim at 
understanding better the fundamental elements of the religious tradition 
of Judaism, and learn what fundamental lines are essential for the 
religious reality lived by the Jews, according to their own 
understanding.”38 
 
Following the delivery of this speech by Pope John Paul II underscoring “the 

present-day people of the Covenant [of Moses],”39 Notes on the correct way to present Jews 

and Judaism in preaching and catechesis in the Roman Catholic Church (1985) highlighted, in 

D’Costa’s words, “the importance of knowing Judaism today as it understands itself.”40  

For D’Costa, this understanding of the importance of contemporary instantiations of 

Judaism “brings into relief that Christian Old and New Testament readers are not the 

sole interpreters of the Old Testament”41 and emphasizes the importance for Christians 

to pay “[a]ttention to Jewish religious practice and thinking as a source of understanding 

 

37 Ibid. 16. 
38 Ibid. 17. 
39 Ibid. 
40 Ibid. 
41 Ibid. 
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those scriptures.”42  This newer understanding of the continued importance of Jewish 

religious tradition for Christian self-understanding and spiritual enrichment has 

persisted into the pontificates of Pope Benedict XVI and Pope Francis.  The former’s 

“pontificate is marked by an increasing use of Jewish terms, familiarity with Jewish 

Rabbinical literature, and a clear sense of contemporary Judaism as being the covenant 

people of G[-]d.”43  One example of this understanding embraced by Pope Benedict XVI 

is found in his remarks recorded in the Pontifical Biblical Commission’s The Jewish People 

and Their Sacred Scriptures in the Christian Bible referencing a shared 

common heritage derived from the Law and the Prophets […]: first of all, 
the solidarity which binds the Church to the Jewish people “at the level of 
their spiritual identity[,]” which offers Christians the opportunity to 
promote “a renewed respect for the Jewish interpretation of the Old 
Testament.”44 
 
Pope Francis has expressed a similar sentiment recognizing, in D’Costa’s words, 

“the spiritual vitality and significance of present-day Judaism and its traditions”45 and 

underscoring that “[t]he Church can learn from Judaism as it too draws from G[-]d’s 

nourishing root.”46  D’Costa sees these views articulated by Pope Francis in “his 

 

42 Ibid. 17-18. 
43 Ibid. 18. 
44 Ibid. 19. 
45 Ibid. 
46 Ibid. 
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Evangelii Gaudium” (2013), in which Pope Francis issues the following “Apostolic 

Exhortation”47 to Catholics: 

We hold the Jewish people in special regard because their covenant with 
G[-]d has never been revoked, for “the gifts and the call of G[-]d are 
irrevocable” (Rom[.] 11:29).  The Church, which shares with Jews an 
important part of the sacred Scriptures, looks upon the people of the 
covenant and their faith as one of the sacred roots of her own Christian 
identity (cf. Rom[.] 11:16-18).  As Christians, we cannot consider Judaism 
as a foreign religion; nor do we include the Jews among those called to 
turn from idols and to serve the true G[-]d (cf. 1 Thes[.] 1:9).  With them, 
we believe in the one G[-]d who acts in history, and with them we accept 
his revealed word….G[-]d continues to work among the people of the 
Old Covenant and to bring forth treasures of wisdom which flow from 
their encounter with his word.  For this reason, the Church also is 
enriched when she receives the values of Judaism (247, 249).48 
 
One can justifiably conclude, therefore, that “the cumulative authority of three 

popes in their public speeches, in an Apostolic Exhortation, and in the Church’s 

Catechism together”49 unmistakably indicate a Catholic understanding of “contemporary 

Judaism [as] ha[ving] religious vitality that comes from G[-]d and is thus a community 

from which the Church must learn”50 for its own spiritual sustenance and nourishment.  

D’Costa, himself, argues that there need not be, in principle, a problem with the 

incorporation of Jewish practices into the Catholic Church, stating that 

faith in Christ […] would not in itself exclude Jewish practices which are 
messianically reconfigured.  We must recall that Jesus Christ continued in 

 

47 Ibid. 
48 Ibid. 19-20. 
49 Ibid. 20. 
50 Ibid. 
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these practices all the days of his life, from circumcision, through to 
preaching at the synagogue as a male Jewish adult, through to the 
preparations at his death and entombment.  He came to fulfill the law, 
not [to] abolish it.  That there can be differing practices within the one 
Church, formed and reconfigured by the Jewish Messiah, does not detract 
from full unity.  It did not in the early church and need not in the 
contemporary church.51 
 
D’Costa, continuing to reflect on the possible permissibility of the incorporation 

of Jewish practice into the Church, observes the following: 

One further point is the acceptance of internally differing practices within 
the Catholic communion: these ceremonial acts of the Mosaic law can be 
maintained either as obligatory, as in the East, or as counsel, in the West.  
Perhaps when these acts took place in a gentile[-]only Church, they were 
foreshadowing the return of the time when the Jewish witness would one 
day return to the Church.  This allows that[,] within the one body, 
significant differences of liturgical practice may exist as [they do] today.52 
 
The Second Vatican Council and its openness to non-Catholic religious 

traditions, including Judaism, would ultimately lay the groundwork for the 

development of individuals embodying lives of spiritual fluidity.  In recent years, 

though, declining confidence in religious institutions and leadership among Americans 

has been accompanied by a trend among individuals expressing increased willingness to 

mix and adapt aspects of different religious traditions.  It is to these trends that we now 

turn. 

 

51 Gavin D’Costa, “The Mystery of Israel: Jews, Hebrew Catholics, Messianic Judaism, the Catholic Church, 
and the Mosaic Ceremonial Laws,” Nova et Vetera 16, no. 3 (2018): 11-12. 
52 Ibid. 18. 
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1.4 Spiritual Fluidity and Religious Multiplicity 

A certain anti-institutional disposition has typified the United States from the 

country’s origins.  Yuval Levin, commenting on this characteristic of American popular 

culture in his book, A Time to Build: From Family and Community to Congress and the 

Campus, How Recommitting to Our Institutions Can Revive the American Dream, observes 

that 

[o]ur popular culture [in the United States] has its roots in a dissenting 
Protestantism that sought a direct connection to the divine and rejected as 
inauthentic or illegitimate most forms of institutional mediation.  That 
culture has therefore always appealed to an implicitly individualistic 
conception of the human person as complete and whole, in need of 
liberation more than formation.53 
 
Levin understands this disposition as a distinct feature of the United States.  

Expanding on this idea, Levin notes that 

“[t]hat desire for immediacy, informality, and authenticity is one of the 
most distinctly American facets of our national character.  We pride 
ourselves on it.  So even though Americans actually stand out as 
institution builders in practice—our Constitution is essentially an 
institutional outline, and we have a civil society teeming with institutions 
of all shapes and sizes—our national ethic is, in important respects, anti-
institutional and always has been.54 
 
Mark Chaves, commenting on Americans’ declining faith in religious leadership, 

observes that “[p]ublic confidence in other kinds of leaders has declined as well, but 

 

53 Yuval Levin, A Time to Build: From Family and Community to Congress and the Campus, How Recommitting to 
Our Institutions Can Revive the American Dream (New York: Hachette Book Group, 2020), 24. 
54 Ibid. 
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confidence in religious leaders has declined more than confidence in leaders of other 

institutions.”55 Chaves attributes this decline to a number of different factors.  One is a 

general decline in confidence in many different institutions in the United States.  

However, Chaves notes that the data indicate “a sudden drop between 2000 and 2002 in 

the percentage of people expressing a great deal of confidence in religious leaders,”56 a 

“sudden drop represent[ing] a real change.”57 Chaves compares this sudden drop in 

confidence in religious leaders to a comparable “sudden drop in confidence in banks 

and financial institutions”58 that occurred in the aftermath of “the 2008 global financial 

crisis.”59 Chaves understands the sudden drop in confidence in religious leaders among 

Americans as resulting from “a wave of negative national publicity about child sexual 

abuse by Catholic priests.”60 Chaves, explaining this sudden drop in confidence in 

religious leaders, observes that “[c]onfidence in religious leaders, like confidence in 

other kinds of leaders, has eroded slowly but steadily since the 1970s, but it also 

nosedived as the Catholic abuse scandals became widely known in 2002.”61 Chaves, 

further explaining the data, states the following: 

 

55 Chaves, American Religion, 10. 
56 Ibid. 85. 
57 Ibid. 
58 Mark Chaves, American Religion: Contemporary Trends (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2011), 79. 
59 Ibid. 
60 Ibid. 
61 Ibid. 80. 
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Americans have less confidence in religious leaders than they once did.  
The [data] […] show this trend both for all adults and for those who say 
they attend religious services at least once per month.  Between 1973 and 
2008, the number of people with a great deal of confidence in religious 
leaders declined from about 35 to under 25 percent.  Confidence levels are 
higher among regular attendees than among the general public, but the 
trend is the same.62 
 
Chaves, summing up the contemporary situation of religious leaders in the 

United States, observes that “the broad picture portrays a professional group that has 

lost ground in recent decades when it comes to its reputation, social prominence, and 

attractiveness as a career choice for young people.”63 The “anti-institutional bent” that 

Levin associates with the character of the United States, the declining confidence among 

Americans in religious leadership that Chaves identifies, and the increasing religious 

fluidity among Americans that Duane Bidwell observes, as will be discussed later, are 

contributing to an approach to religion that is more open to mixing aspects of different 

religious traditions in an individualized and eclectic manner.  As Tara Isabella Burton, 

describing this approach to religion in her book, Strange Rites: New Religions for a G[-

]dless World, notes:  

[W]hat we’re seeing now isn’t just an increase in culturally specific 
syncretism, but religious fluidity on a personal level.  We’re witnessing 
the phenomenon that Harvard Divinity scholars Casper ter Kuile and 
Angie Thurston have called the “unbundling”: the rise of bespoke 
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religious identities, the more willing we are to mix and match ideas and 
practices outside our primary religious affiliation.64 
 
One can also view this trend in religious remixing as a consequence of the 

vacuum created by the decline in institutional religion in America.  As Burton observes, 

[R]eligion in America has been like a pendulum: swinging constantly 
from the institutional to the intuitional.  Fringe religious movements 
championing personal piety and relationship with a higher power 
compete with larger, more settled institutional churches.  Throughout 
American history, as large religious institutions fail to meet the needs of 
their members in a rapidly growing, rapidly diversifying country, new 
DIY movements appear to fill in the cracks.65 
 
Burton, echoing Hillary Kaell’s identification further below of “on-line media” as 

a means by which Jewish-affinity Christians have been influenced to adapt Jewish ritual 

and liturgical practices, notes that the Internet has facilitated this trend toward 

individualized remixing of aspects of different religious traditions among Americans.  In 

Burton’s words, 

[T]he contemporary rise of the Internet—and in particular of the self-
creating power of social media—has only intensified that trend.  The idea 
that our lives can and should be customized to our personal interests and 
wants and needs has bled into the way we construct our religious 
identities.  As scholar and psychologist Phil Zuckerman, author of Living 
the Secular Life, told me: “We want to curate our own Facebook page.  
Why wouldn’t we want to curate our own funeral?”  More and more 
people hunger for a spiritual identity and surrounding community that 
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precisely reflects their values, their moral and social intuitions, their lived 
experience, and their sense of self.66 
 
Another factor Burton identifies as contributing to a trend in religious remixing 

among Americans, especially Millennials, who constitute the vast majority of the 

authors whose work we will examine in Chapter 2 of this dissertation, is this 

generational cohort’s “learned willingness—garnered in part from their boomer 

parents—to prioritize individual expression and autonomy over group affiliation and 

authority.”67 As Burton, quoting from sociologist Michael Hout, states, 

“Many Millennials have parents who are Baby Boomers and Boomers 
expressed to their children that it’s important to think for themselves—
that they find their own moral compass,” Hout said.  “Also, they rejected 
the idea that a good kid is an obedient kid.  That’s at odds with 
organizations, like churches, that have a long tradition of official teaching 
and obedience.  And more than any other group, Millennials have been 
and are still being formed in this cultural context.  As a result, they are 
more likely to have a ‘do-it-yourself’ attitude toward religion.”68 
 
The use of the Internet and the prioritization of “individual expression and 

autonomy over group affiliation and authority,”69 especially among younger cohorts of 

Americans, are factors affecting the American Jewish community.  As Jack Wertheimer, 

in his book, The New American Judaism: How Jews Practice Their Religion Today, observes, 

[A]cross the spectrum of American Judaism the ethos of individualism 
and freedom of choice has spread throughout the Jewish populace.  We 
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have already noted […] the liberties non-Orthodox Jews take, picking and 
choosing from Jewish religious options.  More surprising, perhaps, 
Orthodox Jews also are exercising a significant degree of autonomy in 
their religious lives.70 
 
Wertheimer, honing in on how this personalist ethos has influenced Orthodox 

Jews in the United States, notes that 

Rabbis across the spectrum of Orthodoxy speak of congregants who have 
been shaped by the modern ethos of personalism and autonomy.  “What 
rabbis say does not matter” is a refrain I have heard repeatedly.  
“Authority is in retreat,” declares one rabbi; says another, “People like 
traditional davening (prayer) and singing; but when it comes to halakhah 
impinging on them, then they resist” […] [A]mong the Modern Orthodox 
and Sephardi populations[,] there is a growing tendency to resist or 
ignore rabbinic decisors, or at least choose carefully whom to ask for an 
opinion.71 
 
As Wertheimer proceeds to note, the Internet has played a role in facilitating this 

change in ethos.  In Wertheimer’s words, “This tendency has been facilitated by the easy 

availability of information on the Internet.  Orthodox rabbis see their congregants 

venturing online to find answers to their questions—and then governing themselves by 

conclusions they draw on their own.”72  Wertheimer, then, provides the following 

quotation from Rabbi Yitzhak Adlerstein to buttress Wertheimer’s point: 

The Internet has yielded memes that will be bequeathed for generations 
to come, just as the Enlightenment did.  One of them is resistance to top-
down authority.  The Internet has somewhat leveled the playing field, 
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giving everyone a voice….This democratization of power affects 
everyone with intoxicating freedom, even those who don’t have much to 
say.  Old assumptions about who should speak and who should be silent 
are crumbling….For better or worse, the Internet and the new 
technologies are leaving people more connected, more knowledgeable, 
and more demanding of personal gratification.73  
 
Duane Bidwell, in his book, When One Religion Isn’t Enough: The Lives of Spiritually 

Fluid People, asserts that, “[a]mong Christians, changes to church doctrine—especially 

Pope Paul VI’s 1965 declaration Nostra Aetate [mentioned above], which encourages 

relationships with other religions—helped make religious multiplicity possible.”74 

Indeed, that declaration, according to Bidwell, 

presents the world’s religions as G[-]d’s gifts to humanity and encourages 
Catholic Christians […] to engage with other religions to the extent that 
these faiths reflect church teaching.  Suddenly, people not only had access 
to multiple religions, but also had the church’s blessing to engage with 
them in meaningful ways.75 
 
Bidwell, in the following passage from his book, describes a number of ways in 

which individuals exemplify lives of spiritual fluidity: 

Most people, in fact, are spiritually fluid to one degree or another, even 
those who identify with one tradition.  All religions borrow from the 
cultures and forms of spirituality that surround and precede them, and 
these imported ideas and practices eventually seem natural.  For example, 
Jews were the first Semitic people to bow in prayer, and Christians and 
Muslims adopted the practice from them.  In this and many other ways, 
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religion can be singular in name but multiple in practice, sometimes 
without recognition.76 
 
Bidwell, expanding on this theme of religious borrowing later in his book, 

proceeds to observe that 

Religious and spiritual traditions have always borrowed freely from each 
other, usually without formal acknowledgment […] Christians adopted 
and adapted Jewish texts.  Muslims bow in prayer in part because 
Christians did, and Christians bowed in prayer to distinguish themselves 
from other Abrahamic faiths.77 
 
The author, further elaborating on this concept of religious borrowing, asserts 

that 

Religious boundaries are always shifting.  So are cultural, linguistic, and 
artistic boundaries.  Borrowing across religious traditions has been a 
norm whenever and wherever different communities encounter one 
another, and these exchanges have benefited human spirituality around 
the world.78 
 
This phenomenon of religious borrowing, according to Bidwell, is increasingly 

recognized as a non-marginal phenomenon.  In Bidwell’s words, “Religious multiplicity 

isn’t a fad or a tiny movement.  Its increasing visibility challenges the illusion of singular 

religious identities and the expectation of lifelong fidelity to one spiritual tradition.”79  

Bidwell identifies “three types of individuals [who] choose religious multiplicity.”80  The 
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first type consists of “those born into and committed to one religious tradition but 

attracted to another for a variety of reasons.”81 The second type consists of “people 

convert[ing] from one religion to another (or descend[ing] from converts) and begin to 

explore and appreciate what was lost when they left their original religious traditions.”82  

The third type consists of “religiously multiple people [who] see value in several 

religious traditions but might not identify fully with any.”83  According to Bidwell, this 

third category 

includes many influenced by migration, international travel, and mass 
communication, such as religious “nones” (people who explore various 
spiritual beliefs and practices but who don’t, or won’t, align with a formal 
religious tradition or community) and people who say they are spiritual 
but not religious (SBNR).84 
 
The phenomenon of religious borrowing, however, has been a subject of 

contention.  For example, individuals who believe they are engaged in legitimate acts of 

religious borrowing can be viewed by others as engaging in forms of cultural 

appropriation.  As Bidwell explains, 

Sometimes, what passes as religious multiplicity becomes cultural 
appropriation.  Taking bits and pieces of a religion for personal use—
even for sincere reasons—can do violence to the tradition and to people 
for whom the tradition is a family, cultural, and social identity.  This 
practice becomes especially problematic when white people from 
developed nations turn to religious imagery, vocabulary, dress, and 
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behavior from minority communities in attempts to appear exotic or 
radical, to claim superior spiritual understanding, or to make a fashion 
statement.85 
 
The Christian observance of the Jewish Passover Seder ritual has become 

something of a lightning rod when it comes to accusations of cultural appropriation.86 

Moreover, “During the course of the 20th century, […] Hebrew Christian societies and 

churches wrote Haggadahs”87 that incorporated “New Testament references and 

Christian theological interpretations of this or that Jewish custom.”88  These instances of 

Christian observance of the Jewish Passover Seder would, with the emergence “of the 

modern Messianic movement in the 1970s,”89 proliferate “and gain general 

acceptance.”90 It is to this Christian observance of not only the Jewish Passover Seder, but 

also other Jewish practices, and the Messianic Jewish movement with which such 

Christian observance is associated, that we will soon turn.  In this regard, the importance 

of learning from and emulating Jewish practice, and the association of such learning and 
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emulating with the figure of Jesus, is evident in how many individuals identified as 

“Jewish-affinity Christians”91 relate to Jewish religious observances. 

1.5 Jewish-Affinity Christians 

Hillary Kaell, in her article, “Under the Law of G[-]d: mimesis and mimetic 

discipleship among Jewish-affinity Christians,”92 describes “the rapid growth of ‘Jewish 

affinity,’”93 which she identifies as “a trend especially among evangelicals and 

Pentecostals/charismatics towards adapting Jewish ritual and liturgy”94 that has 

influenced “millions of Christians”95 around the world via “on-line media.”96 Kaell 

attributes “most of [the] success”97 of the movement of “Messianic Judaism in North 

America”98 to the “rapid growth”99 of this trend.  The movement of “Messianic 

Judaism,”100 comprised of Jewish and Gentile believers in Jesus, represents, in the words 

of Religious Studies scholar, Yaakov Ariel, “[an] attempt to overcome the historical 

differences between the two [Jewish and Christian] religious traditions”101 by 
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“amalgam[ating] […] the two [Jewish and Christian] faiths.”102 The term “Messianic 

Jew,”103 the self-designation preferred by a subgroup of “Jewish converts to 

Christianity”104 emerging during “the 1970s and 1980s,”105 both “highlight[s] the 

messianic element in Christianity and point[s] to the [Messianic Jewish] movement’s 

ideology of emphasizing the Jewish roots of the Christian faith.”106 

Kaell observes that “the association between Jewishness and ordered laws in 

general holds great importance for Jewish-affinity Christians.”107 In the North American 

context, this view among Jewish-affinity Christians is “complicated”108 by the seemingly 

contradictory attitudes of “attract[ion]”109 and “rep[ulsion]”110 evinced by these 

Christians.  In Kaell’s words, 

Such Christians are strongly attracted to the legalism that also repels 
them, in effect exaggerating the ambivalence that scholars have noted 
among other evangelical or charismatic Protestants who engage in rituals 
while also discursively condemning them.”111 
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Kaell contends that the behaviors of these Jewish-affinity Christians “are best 

understood through the theoretical framework of mimesis,”112 which she describes as “a 

concept in anthropology that is helpfully parsed by Christian theologians.”113 For our 

purposes, it is important to note that Kaell, basing her understanding of mimesis on the 

theorization of Rene Girard and Michael Taussig, explains, “To imitate mimetically is to 

become both self and other, or subject and object.”114 Kaell argues 

that the possibility of becoming radically enmeshed in another being, 
even a divine being, while ultimately reinforcing difference, is a – even 
the – central problematic for gentile adherents to Messianic Judaism.  
Specifically, I argue that two interrelated forms of mimesis are at work: 
the first is mimesis of Jews; the second is what I call “mimetic 
discipleship” of Jesus-the-Jew.115 
 
Kaell maintains that 

[b]oth [forms of mimesis] are active forms of imitation or representation.  
However, based on the biblical idea of discipleship, the latter implies 
learning and following, rather than the complete transmutation of one 
being into another, since Jesus is both human and divine (and therefore 
never fully knowable to believers).116 
 
Kaell explains that 

[f]rom an anthropological standpoint, recognizing both forms clarifies 
how mimesis of Jews derives from a set of historically constituted power 
relations that are also driven by the theological motivations especially 
evident in mimetic discipleship.  It is the convergence of both that so 
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convincingly authenticates Jewish practices as spiritually viable for the 
Christians who adopt them.117 
 
Kaell, in explaining what might initially seem to be a simple Gentile mimicry of 

Jewish religious behaviors by Jewish-affinity Christians, clarifies that such Christians 

never seek to imitate non-Messianic Jewish orthodoxy perfectly, which 
they dismiss as “superficial” and “rabbinic” (a variant of legalism).  
Instead, their goal is to follow the Law biblically by using evangelical and 
Pentecostal interpretative techniques that rely on personal scripture 
reading and emotional inflections.118 
 
This approach to understanding biblical texts and personal sentiments for the 

purpose of discerning normative religious conduct adopted by Jewish-affinity Christians 

is intended to eschew pitfalls of human interpretation.  Kaell, explaining this approach, 

notes the following: 

This method is meant to avoid what they see as two extremes of man-
made interpretation: the legalism of Jewish synagogues and the 
ahistoricism of [“]Sunday churches[.”] According to Messianics, the 
former fail because they are “rabbinic” in how they append human 
interpretation to the word of G[-]d; the latter fail because they have 
interpreted the text such that they ignore how G[-]d’s commandments 
were given in perpetuity, and, worse, have incorporated [“]pagan[”] or 
[“]Greek[”] aspects unknown to Jesus on earth.119 
 
Kaell explains that this approach to observance of biblical law aims “to merge 

past-orientated primitivism and future-orientated millennialism,”120 with the Law, “the 
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root of Christian faith,”121 effectively “recaptur[ing] aspects of the apostolic age through 

a set of ritualized practices”122 and serving as “an interrelated set of signs that extend 

outwards to colour the things of the world differently; in biblical times, these signs 

presaged the First Coming [of Jesus], and today[,] they point toward the Second.”123 

Having explained these pre-figural and proleptic understandings of the observance of 

biblical law among Jewish-affinity Christians, Kaell observes that the latter 

understanding is further underscored by the belief shared by a significant number of 

such Christians that “the spread of the Law signals Jesus’ imminent return, when he will 

again celebrate the Jewish rituals and feasts.”124 Given their expectation of the imminent 

arrival of the eschaton, such Jewish-affinity Christians believe the Law serves a kind of 

anticipatory pedagogical function that “allows believers to recognize or familiarize 

themselves with what is to come”125 and, by “continually retracing a line between 

legalism and biblicism,”126 contributes to “reaffirm[ing] [for such Christians] what it 

means to be a disciple of Jesus.”127 
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Another factor that Kaell notes that Taussig identifies as contributing to the 

appeal of imitating Jews among Jewish-affinity Christians is “the sensuality”128 with 

which such imitation is associated.  According to Kaell, Taussig “argues that minority 

populations, namely Jews and Blacks, have bodies that are matter out of place, situated 

beyond white, European conceptions of normality and thus outside the body politic.”129  

Due to this conception of such bodies, the bodies of Jews and Blacks “exude a certain 

power—hence the fascination and will to imitate”130 them.  Kaell, linking the appeal of 

this bodily conception to Jewish-affinity Christians, observes that, for such Christians, 

Jewish bodies are also matter out of place that excites fascination, but, 
unlike Horkheimer and Adorno’s secularized social vision [on which 
Taussig based her argument], this complex of ideas rests on biblical 
interpretations that see contemporary Jews as proof that G[-]d fulfils his 
promises.131 
 
An example Kaell adduces to support this observation is “the fact of Jewish 

survival,”132 which she claims “produces in many [Jewish-affinity Christians] […] a kind 

of enthralled awe at Jewish resilience.”133 Kaell contends this awe is “compounded by 

their perception of US Jews as a ‘model minority’ that has fulfilled the American dream 
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despite adversity.”134  It is “these factors,”135 Kaell points out, that “provide a historically 

rooted basis for US evangelicals’ fascination, and identification, with the Jews.”136 The 

aforementioned power accounting for Jewish survival and resilience that is exuded by 

Jews is not, in fact, “Jewish power per se,”137 but rather “the power of G[-]d channeled 

through them [Jews].”138  It is this power of G-d manifested through the divine 

“preserv[ation] [of] this people [of Israel] for their prophetic destiny”139 of which Jewish-

affinity Christians are in awe.  These Jewish-affinity Christians, in imitating Jews, are, 

therefore, “engag[ing] at a deep sensory level with those whom they understand to be 

the physical descendants of Israelites, who are thus an earthly incarnation of divine 

intentionality.”140 

Another reason Jewish-affinity Christians engage in imitation of Jews by 

observing the law is that, in so doing, they hope to render “non-religious American 

Jews,”141 who such Christians believe are knowingly “refus[ing] to obey [laws they 

should follow as ‘chosen people’],”142 more receptive “to the gospel”143 they seek to share 

with Jews.  Such Jewish-affinity Christians understand Paul’s statement in the New 
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Testament Book of Romans about Gentiles “‘provok[ing] Jews to jealousy’ (Rom. 

11:14)”144 as a biblical basis for their behavior toward the Law and its impact on Jews vis-

à-vis the gospel message.  As Kaell explains, “Whether or not they know Jews personally 

[…], by adhering to the Law biblically, [Jewish-affinity Christians] […] believe they may 

nevertheless set at least some non-religious Jews on the path towards fulfilling their 

cosmological obligations.”145 In imitating Jews by “following the Law biblically,”146 

however, Jewish-affinity Christians 

seek to be imperfect copies of Jews, in the sense that [doing so] […] 
necessarily distinguishes their actions from those of contemporary Jews, 
“rabbinic” and “secular[.]”  By this logic, […] [Jewish-affinity Christians] 
seek to imitate Jews imperfectly in order to make Jews more perfectly 
Jewish—that is, helping them recognize the Law that was given to them 
and, ultimately, Jesus as Messiah.147 
 
Kaell, explaining how this way of observing the Law biblically links to Jewish-

affinity Christian imitation of Jesus, asserts that, “in mimesis of Jesus the Other is 

already a perfect, more-than-human Being.”148 Cognizant of “this inherent imbalance 

[between the imitator and object of imitation],”149 those engaged in such imitation 

“describ[e] […] [their behavior] as discipleship – ‘the art of imitating one’s Master’ that 

makes it incumbent upon his followers to ‘do all things as he did’ (First Fruits of Zion 

 

144 Ibid. 
145 Ibid. 
146 Ibid. 503. 
147 Ibid. 
148 Ibid. 
149 Ibid. 



 

 32 

2013).”150  Further explaining this idea of “mimetic discipleship,”151 Kaell asserts that 

such Jewish-affinity Christians 

insist upon the centrality of G[-]d’s incarnation in a particular kind of 
human, a first-century Jew who followed particular laws.  Mimetic 
discipleship seems to offer the possibility of enmeshing believers in the 
corporeal, human side of Jesus’ experience to produce a closer union with 
G[-]d.152 

 
Some of the mimetic practices Kaell identifies as those observed by Jewish-

affinity Christians include “wearing a kippah, eating kosher, or pronouncing Hebrew 

brachot (blessings).”153  There are other practices, however, whose observance has 

“provoke[d] debate.”154  An example of this latter type of practice that Kaell identifies is 

the utilization of shofars among this population.  Kaell explains that 

shofars (often “jumbo” sized) have spread among Jewish-affinity 
Christians; they are easily incorporated into their emotive worship as a 
male instrument of joy and, for Pentecostals, are also associated with 
healing miracles and angelic intervention.155 
 
A subject of Kaell’s study who utilized a shofar in the context of congregational 

worship provided the following two justifications for his engagement in the practice of 

shofar-blowing: (1) “Jesus certainly would have heard shofars since biblical Jews blew 
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them”156 and (2) “the healing miracles and feeling of joy it produces are coherent with 

Jesus’ goals during his earthly ministry.”157 Messianic Jews who witness Jewish-affinity 

Christians engaged in this practice can sometimes find the practice off-putting, noting a 

given Messianic congregation’s eschewal of some practices associated with 

“charismatic”158 worship and the lack of explicit biblical support for the idea “that Jesus 

used a shofar.”159 

Another reason Jewish-affinity Christians engage in mimetic behavior is their 

desire to actualize their love for Jesus in concrete ways.  As Kaell explains, 

Contemporary US evangelical and Pentecostal churches are steeped in 
the language of love […] and Messianics are highly concerned with how 
to live out their love of Jesus.  They view this love, in large part, as the 
ability to sublimate their own will to G[-]d’s […] [They] com[e] to love 
what G[-]d loves by denying certain human desires: […] giv[ing] up 
foods like bacon or end[ing] beloved Christian traditions.160 
 
According to Kaell, Jewish-affinity Christians “are after a set of regulated, more 

all-encompassing habits through which they can sublimate self into other.  The Law is 

attractive because it creates obligations, providing a disciplined structure for translating 
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love into action.”161 Expanding on this desire for the concretization of love through the 

observance of obligatory practices among Jewish-affinity Christians, Kaell observes that 

The search for “a protocol” […] may bring [Jewish-affinity Christians] 
[…] into conflict with their former charismatic or evangelical churches.  
Their critique lies in how they feel stymied by ritualistically thin services 
that require one to speak extempore to G[-]d, framed by ill-defined 
expectations couched in the language of love.  How does one love and 
glorify G[-]d?  What does that look like in concrete terms? […] [T]here is a 
freedom that comes with practical obligations under the Law, such as 
keeping kosher, refraining from work on Saturdays, or following biblical 
directives, as they see it, for worshipping and celebrating holidays.162 
 
A number of Jewish-affinity Christians also engage in mimetic behavior to heal 

the divisions and factionalism that have characterized much of Christian history.  

Commenting on this reason as articulated by one of Kaell’s subjects, Kaell notes 

that the Law can create security at a broader level […], as it has the 
potential to heal the fractures dividing Protestantism into what can seem 
like an endless series of schisms and splits […] [Jewish-affinity Christians] 
are not seeking ethnic unity, but at least some […] do believe that 
obedience to G[-]d’s instructions about everyday life can bring 
Protestants into correct alignment with the Bible’s dominant imagery of a 
united Israel under the Law.  Schisms are just one symptom […] of what 
happens when Christians erroneously ignore the Hebrew Bible: disunity 
and insecurity among G[-]d’s people and in the heart of each believer.163 
 
The “mimetic discipleship” of a Jewish Jesus embodied by Jewish-affinity 

Christians is rendered more comprehensible by developments in modern scholarship 

over the last several decades situating the historical Jesus firmly in a Second Temple 
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Jewish context.  Moreover, the academic trend of locating a “parting of the ways” 

between ostensibly separable “Jewish” and “Christian” religious traditions centuries 

after the time of the historical Jesus would also seem to lend credence to the notion that 

a significant number of Gentile Christians remained comfortable continuing to observe 

Jewish practices and affiliate communally with Jewish people longer than had largely 

been imagined by self-identified Jews and Christians as well as academics historically.  It 

is to these scholarly trends that we now turn. 

1.6 The Jewish Jesus and “The Ways that Never Parted” 

A significant number of Christians, particularly in the aftermath of World War II 

and the Holocaust, aimed to acquire a better understanding of the historical Jesus that 

“was primarily aimed at improving the relationship between the churches and 

Judaism.”164 Traditionally, though, “Christian theologians never studied the life of Jesus 

without also focusing on his significance as the savior and central figure of the Christian 

faith.”165 Walter Homolka credits “the Jewish quest [for the historical Jesus]”166 with 

fostering an appreciation of “Jesus without this dogmatic veil”167 previously obscuring 

the historical figure.  Homolka, further explaining the role played by “the Jewish quest 

 

164 Walter Homolka, Jesus Reclaimed: Jewish Perspectives on the Nazarene (New York: Berghahn Books, 2015), 
44. 
165 Ibid. 45. 
166 Ibid. 
167 Ibid. 



 

 36 

[for the historical Jesus]”168 in clarifying the Jewish character of Jesus, quotes the 

following passage from Gerd Theissen and Annette Merz’s book, The Historical Jesus: A 

Comprehensive Guide: 

Whereas Christian theology devalued the quest of the historical Jesus by 
turning away from theological liberalism, the beginning of scholarly 
Jewish research into Jesus which began at the same time continued the 
liberal tradition.  In so doing, it emphasized aspects to which insufficient 
justice was done in Christian research, namely the Jewish character of the 
life and teaching of Jesus—a process which is part of “bringing Jesus 
home to Judaism.”  Because the conflict with the Jewish Law was no 
longer located at the centre of Jesus’ life, other possibilities of interpreting 
Jesus’ violent death historically were considered.169 
 
The scholarly portraits of the historical Jesus resulting from this Jewish quest 

included depictions of him “as exemplary Jew and ethicist, as exhorting prophet, as 

revolutionary, rebel, and freedom fighter, as big brother, and as messianic Zionist.”170 

Susannah Heschel identifies the period of “the 1960s and 1970s,”171 which coincides with 

the emergence of the movement of Messianic Judaism, as “the era of the ‘new quest’ of 

the historical Jesus.”172 It was during this time that “Jewish writers approached Jesus as a 

fraternal figure, seeing in him a Jew who represented much that was good about early 
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Judaism.”173  For example, in 1970, the Israeli scholar and diplomat, Pinchas Lapide 

(1922-1997)[,] argued, in his […] Der Jude Jesus: Thesen eines Juden. Antworten eines 

Christen (The Jew Jesus: These of a Jew; Answers of a Christian) and in several other 

publications[,] both that Jesus was Torah-observant and that the Jews did not reject 

Jesus174 while affirming that “Jesus’ resurrection was a physical occurrence”175 of a 

“mirac[ulous]”176 nature “whose purpose was to bring Gentiles to belief in Israel’s G[-

]d.”177 Heschel notes that Lapide was one of a number of Jews “in post-war West 

Germany”178 who “urg[ed] Protestant theologians to understand the Jewishness of 

Jesus.”179 The scholar, “David Flusser (1917-2000), professor of New Testament and Early 

Christianity at Hebrew University,”180 similarly affirmed, in “[h]is 1968 Jesus in 

Selbstzeugnissen und Bilddokumenten (Jesus in Self-Portrayals and Picture-Documents) and 

his article, ‘Jesus,’ in the Encyclopedia Judaica,”181 that “Jesus [was] […] an observant Jew 

concerned with purity of heart, humility, and caring for the poor.”182 Flusser also 

contended that, notwithstanding disputes between Jesus and Pharisees recorded in the 
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New Testament, the “teachings [of Jesus] were similar to those of the liberal Pharisaic 

school of Hillel.”183 Heschel notes that, 

In more recent years, a so-called “Third Quest” of the historical Jesus has 
emerged that includes a more historical-critical approach to the rabbinic 
sources and greater attention to other Jewish material from the late 
Second Temple period (e.g., the Dead Sea Scrolls, Josephus and Philo, the 
Pseudepigrapha, archaeological remains).184 
 
Jewish scholars associated with this new quest of the historical Jesus have, in 

Heschel’s view, “expand[ed] the sources with which Jesus’ teachings could be 

compared.”185  For example, the scholar, Geza Vermes, wrote a number of “major 

studies[,] starting with Jesus the Jew (1973),”186 but also including “his 1974 book, Jesus the 

Jew,”187 that “point to Jewish charismatic miracle workers, such as Honi the Circle-Maker 

and Hanina ben Dosa,”188 as context for better understanding the “charismatic healer”189 

role attributed to Jesus.  In a similar way, the writer, Shmuel Safrai, contextualized the 

historical Jesus Jewishly by situating him “among the Galilean Hasidim”190 while 

affirming the affinity between the “legal opinions”191 of Jesus and those of “the 
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Pharisees.”192  Meanwhile, Hyam Maccoby contextualized the historical Jesus Jewishly 

by situating him “among apocalyptically[-]inclined Jews who were expecting divine 

intervention to end Roman occupation.”193  The scholar, Amy-Jill Levine, in her book, 

The Misunderstood Jew: The Church and the Scandal of the Jewish Jesus, similarly “locates 

Jesus within his diverse Jewish context”194 while contesting traditionally negative views 

of Jews and Judaism historically held by Christians.  In addition, Levine, in 2006, in 

collaboration with “Dale C. Allison, Jr[.] (a Protestant) and John Dominic Crossan (a 

Catholic),”195 co-edited a “collection of studies”196 as the book, The Historical Jesus in 

Context, in which she, along with her co-editors, “situate Jesus and the Gospel writers in 

both their Jewish and Roman worlds.”197 Similarly, Levine, in her 2014 book, Short Stories 

by Jesus: The Enigmatic Parables of a Controversial Rabbi, “both seeks to set the parables in 

their original Jewish contexts and notes the extensive anti-Jewish stereotypes that across 

the centuries accompanied Christian understandings of Jesus’ teaching.”198  

Heschel notes that a number of contemporary “Israeli scholars,”199 including  

“Eyal Regev, Uriel Rappoport, Joshua Efron, and Israel Knohl,”200 have been “making 
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contributions both in archaeologically situating Jesus and using increasingly 

sophisticated methods of textual analysis to see how he fits into a Jewish context.”201 

Other scholars have even begun to see how ideas about Jesus traditionally held by self-

identified Christians, including his messianic vocation and divine incarnation, are 

thoroughly Jewish.  For example, Daniel Boyarin, in his 2012 book, The Jewish Gospels: 

The Story of the Jewish Christ, offers not only a “portra[it] [of] both Jesus and the Gospel 

authors as Jews engaged in intra-Pharisaic debate,”202 but also contends “that Jesus 

fulfilled Jewish messianic expectations, which he [Boyarin] claims included anticipation 

of a suffering messiah, and that Trinitarian doctrines find their impetus in an ancient 

Jewish belief in a duality of divinity.”203 The recognition by Boyarin and other scholars of 

the essentially Jewish character of the historical Jesus and ideas about Jesus traditionally 

held by Christians has implications for the dating of the “parting of the ways” between 

two ostensibly distinct “Jewish” and “Christian” religious traditions.  As Heschel points 

out, 

Insisting on the Jewish nature of Jesus’ teachings and even of the 
subsequent claims made about him (messianism, incarnation) open the 
question of how and when the division between Judaism and Christianity 
arose.  Earlier scholarship attributed the break to Paul, while recent 
scholars increasingly look even later, to the fourth century, and highlight 
political rather than theological causes.204 
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Matt Jackson-McCabe, summing up contemporary scholarship on the 

aforementioned “parting of the ways,” asserts the following: 

According to some recent scholars, in fact, the definitive separation of 
Christianity and Judaism was not a first- or even second-century 
phenomenon, but a product of Christianity’s rise to imperial power in the 
fourth century.  Most notably, Daniel Boyarin, picking up on an idea 
advanced decades earlier by Rosemary Radford Ruether, has argued that 
“for at least the first three centuries of their common lives, Judaism in all 
of its forms and Christianity in all of its forms were part of one complex 
religious family, twins in a womb…It was the birth of the hegemonic 
Catholic Church…that seems finally to have precipitated the 
consolidation of rabbinic Judaism as Jewish orthodoxy, with all its rivals, 
including the so-called Jewish Christianities, apparently largely 
vanquished.  It was then that Judaism and Christianity finally emerged 
from the womb as genuinely independent children of Rebecca.”205 
 
Eric C. Smith, in his 2017 book, Jewish Glass and Christian Stone: A Materialist 

Mapping of the “Parting of the Ways,” underscores a similar point to those made by 

Heschel and Jackson-McCabe about the increasingly later dating of the “parting of the 

ways” between Jewish and Christian religious tradition.  Smith, however, thinks the 

“parting of the ways” might have occurred even later than the “fourth century”206 to 

which Heschel alluded above.  According to Smith,  

[W]hat is remarkable is that across disparate contexts and even as late as 
the sixth century, we see solid evidence of continued shared practices and 
material expressions between what we would call Judaism and 
Christianity.  Rather than producing choppy evidence spread over a long 
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period and across unrelated places, I see the chronological and 
geographical ranges of the objects presented in this book as evidence that 
the “ways” went un-parted for longer than scholars have usually 
assumed or imagined.207 
 
John G. Gager, in his book, Who Made Early Christianity: The Jewish Lives of the 

Apostle Paul, refers to a piece of evidence from the fourth century indicating that “the 

ways,”208 at least in certain locations in antiquity, had, indeed, remained more “un-

parted”209 than is sometimes supposed.  The piece of evidence, “a series of eight sermons 

preached at Antioch (present-day Turkey, Antakya) in the 380s by the towering figure of 

John Chrysostom”210 attesting to the fact that Christians seem to have continued to 

frequent synagogues long after the time of Jesus in order to observe Jewish festivals and 

the Sabbath, bears witness to the persistence of fluid boundaries between Jews and 

Christians in antiquity.  The primary objective of these orations seems to have been “to 

discourage Christians from Judaizing—from attending Jewish services or continuing to 

practice some Jewish rituals and observances,”211 activities to which a number of 

individuals claiming to be Christians seems to have been attracted.  The following is an 

excerpt from Chrysostom’s orations: 
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What is this disease? The festivals [Rosh Hashanah, the New Year, and 
Yom Kippur, the Day of Atonement] […] are soon to march upon us […] 
There are many in our ranks who say they [Jews] think as we [Christians] 
do.  Yet some of these are going to watch the festivals.  And others will 
join the Jews in keeping their feasts and observing their fasts.  I wish to 
drive this perverse custom from the Church right now.212 
 
Chrysostom, here, expresses his disapproval with those who regard themselves 

as Christians, yet participate in activities deemed Jewish.  These activities included 

“watch[ing] the [Jewish] festivals,”213 “keeping their [Jews’] feasts,”214 and “observing 

their [Jews’] fasts.”215 As Chrysostom explains in this excerpt, he wants to stem the 

practice of some Christians to engage in observances associated with Jews.  Gager, 

explaining the disposition evinced by Chrysostom in the aforementioned orations, 

relates, 

John is in an angry mood in these sermons.  What set him off was the 
realization that members of his congregation were absent from church, 
absent because they were celebrating the fall festivals of the Jews in the 
local synagogues—Rosh ha-Shanah (New Year), Yom Kippur (the Day of 
Atonement), and Sukkoth (Festival of Booths).  John pleads with the 
believers listening to him to drag their fellow Christians back into the 
church.216 
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Chrysostom, after “interview[ing] the Judaizers to discover what drew them into 

their deviant behavior,”217 learns that Christians engaged in such “Judaiz[ing]”218 

behaviors 

did not share any of John’s hostile views of Jews.  On the contrary, they 
inform John that they attend the synagogue because it is a holy place, a 
place of religious power.  No one would dare to violate a business deal 
sealed in the synagogue.  And if you were sick, a night spent in the 
synagogue could reveal a special cure.219 
 
Chrysostom also discovers that, for Christians engaged in such activities, “it was 

not just, or even primarily, the sacred scriptures that drew Gentiles […] to the 

synagogue.  It was the Sabbath and the autumn festivals of the Jewish calendar—Rosh 

ha-Shanah, Yom Kippur, and Sukkoth—that drew John’s Christians.”220 As is evident, 

the views toward Jewish practices held by so-called “Judaizers” stand in marked 

contrast to the hostile views promoted by Chrysostom.  Gager, underscoring the 

contradistinction between these perspectives on Jewish practices and highlighting the 

comparatively greater number of Christian “Judaizers” than their opponents, observes, 

The contrast between John and his Judaizers could not have been greater.  
Their Christian identity was flexible; it made room for Jewish neighbors, 
their practices, and their institutions.  John’s sense of Christian identity, 
by contrast, was exclusive, with rigid boundaries.  There was no room for 
Judaism […] John’s efforts to create this tightly bounded Christian 
identity—which was always a work in progress—were profoundly 
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threatened by his Christian Judaizers […] [I]n Ignatius’ time, and 
probably in John’s too, these figures and their views probably stood in the 
minority.221 
 
If a fluid Christian identity embracing aspects of Jewish identity existed during 

this ancient period when religious leaders raged against Christians engaging in such 

behavior, it is, perhaps, not surprising that we see a similar resurgence in interest in 

aspects of Jewish religious life, including Shabbat observance, in our own time, when 

religious fluidity is in vogue.  In fact, as we have already seen, the contemporary 

Christian interest in features of Jewish religious life has been facilitated by Christian 

leaders who seem to be discarding anti-Jewish views embraced by Christian leaders of 

antiquity.  It should also be no surprise that this positive Christian attitude toward 

Jewish ritual should prevail in the United States given the anti-institutional disposition 

characterizing the country from its earliest years.  In fact, to the extent that 

contemporary Christian leaders do caution fellow believers against embracing Jewish 

practices, lay American Christians seem less likely to heed such warnings today than 

they would have in the past given the contemporary decline of confidence in religious 

institutions and leadership in the United States and the turn to individual autonomy as 

the primary locus and determinant of religious authenticity and meaning among 

Americans. 
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Another feature of the American landscape that has facilitated an openness 

toward features of Jewish religious life among self-identified Christians is the 

development of a conception of “‘Judeo-Christian’ values.”222  The scholar, Faydra L. 

Shapiro, in her book, Christian Zionism: Navigating the Jewish-Christian Border, contends 

that the “impulse […] to emphasize the Jewishness of Christianity, and Christianity’s 

debt to Jewish texts, ideas, practices, and culture”223 has been shaped by “changing 

attitudes toward Jews both after World War II and relative to other late-twentieth-

century immigration to America”224 referenced earlier while evincing an attempt to 

“mobilize”225 a concept of “Judeo-Christian values” in the “develop[ment] of scholarly 

paradigms that similarly emphasize the Jewish context of Jesus, Paul, and the New 

Testament”226 alluded to above.  Shapiro, commenting on the malleability of the term, 

“Judeo-Christian values,” explains that 

Until the 1930s[,] the term was used to refer to the relationship between 
Judaism and Christianity in the ancient world, applied primarily to 
communities or texts that were part of the shared origins between the two 
emerging traditions.  This use began to change in the 1940s when 
concerns about fascism inspired thinkers and scholars to begin using it as 
a united front of shared religious values.  Democracy, during the war, 
was presented as being built on a Judeo-Christian foundation, in direct 
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contrast to totalitarianism, which had grown out of a weakening of those 
foundations.227 
 
Shapiro notes that “this belief in an essential common nature”228 would enable 

“Jules Morgenstern, the president of Hebrew Union College, to assert that the two 

religions are ‘truly, basically one,’”229 as evidenced in the following statement by 

Morgenstern: 

Today[,] we realize, as never since Christianity’s birth, how intimate are 
the relations for the two religions, so intimate and insoluble that they are 
truly, basically one, that they have a common descent, a common vision, 
hope, mission, face a common foe and a common fate, must achieve a 
common victory or share a common death.  We speak now, with still 
inadequate but steadily expanding understanding, of the Judeo-Christian 
heritage.  We comprehend, as we have not comprehended in all of 
nineteen hundred years, that Judaism and Christianity are partners in the 
great work of world-redemption and the progressive unfolding of the 
world-spirit.230 
 
This conception of “Judeo-Christian” values, notwithstanding those, like Sidney 

Hook and Trude Weiss-Rosmarin, who “criticized the notion that democracy found its 

roots in shared religious values”231 and “highlight[ed] the differences between Judaism 

and Christianity,”232 resonated with those Americans who, following the Holocaust and 

the Second World War, were seeking “common values and values that […] would be 
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inclusive of difference.”233  Shapiro points out that, “[a]fter World War II[,] those values 

were actively mobilized to stand in contrast with those of Bolshevism.”234  Indeed, the 

scholar, K. Healan Gaston, observes that “Judeo-Christian exceptionalism”235 received “a 

major boost”236 from “the Cold War.”237  Echoing the inclusivist aims referenced by 

Shapiro, Gaston notes that, “[i]n many hands, the Judeo-Christian idea functioned as a 

devise of inclusion to bring religious Jews into the national community, marking an 

important step in the development of a more inclusive polity and culture.”238  However, 

the mobilization of this “Judeo-Christian idea”239 could also function as a means of 

dividing Americans themselves, with 

Judeo-Christian exceptionalists routinely depict[ing] those who did not 
profess Christian or Jewish religious beliefs—and even those friendly to 
nonbelievers and advocates of strict church-state separation—as carriers 
of ideologies inimical to the flourishing of American democracy.240 
 
This exclusionary effect noted by Gaston could perhaps be observed in how a 

conception of “Judeo-Christian values” was mobilized “in the 1980s,”241 a period in 

which this idea would undergo something of a renewal, “bec[oming] a popular way to 
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designate a positive cultural core of conservative values to the nation within domestic 

American politics.”242  As Shapiro notes, it is this latter sense of “Judeo-Christian values” 

that ”Christian Zionism picked up […] and began to mobilize […] in ways that combine 

both its early ‘religious’ referents and its later, political weight into a post[-]9/11 world to 

represent values that are felt to be qualitatively different from those of Islam.”243  Caitlin 

Carenen, author of the book, The Fervent Embrace: Liberal Protestants, Evangelicals, and 

Israel, describing religious and political shifts affecting how Protestants through the 

aforementioned period of the 1980s related to the State of Israel, observes, 

American Protestants [disillusioned by the increasing loss of theological 
distinctions between most mainline denominations and their 
abandonment of orthodoxy in favor of modernity] in the late 1960s began 
to establish their own churches.  A move into the suburbs to newer homes 
and newer church buildings, coupled with a reactionary return to 
orthodoxy, created a profound shift in American Protestantism.  Mainline 
Protestants were now the “liberals,” and evangelicals and 
fundamentalists gradually became the dominant group of American 
Protestants.  This religious realignment had profound implications for 
American politics, and especially for U.S. foreign policy.  The mainline 
American Protestants who had supported Israel for pragmatic and 
humanitarian reasons were increasingly replaced in numbers and 
influence by evangelical and fundamentalist Protestants who viewed 
Israel through an eschatological lens […] the evangelical response to 
Israeli military prowess and land acquisitions between 1967 and 1979 
permanently altered evangelical Protestant behavior and set the 
foundation for the dynamic political engagement that would characterize 
evangelical Protestants in the 1980s.244 
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 An interesting feature characteristic of a number of the contemporary Zionist 

academics whose writings are analyzed in Chapter 3 of this dissertation is a resistance to 

conflation of a certain political agenda with the theological construction of their newer 

forms of Zionism.  Thus, Gerald R. McDermott has lamented that “some of us [Christian 

Zionists] have…supported Israel out of love for our own politico-theological agendas 

more than real concern for the Jews.”245  Mark Kinzer, President Emeritus of Messianic 

Jewish Theological Institute, asserts that 

[M]any readers might assume that the present volume [he wrote] 
advocates political and theological positions characteristic of the 
movement that has come to be called “Christian Zionism.”  A large 
percentage of those who identify as Christian Zionists endorse the 
ideology of the religious settlers on the West Bank, and oppose on 
theological (rather than prudential) grounds any Israeli territorial 
concessions.  They sometimes espouse a dispensationalist theology, and 
their Zionist political convictions accordingly correspond to well-defined 
expectations regarding the tribulation, rapture, second coming, and 
millennium.  Christian Zionist readers of such vintage […] will not find in 
it [his work] an argument for the expansive ideology that has come to be 
associated with their movement.246 
 
Kinzer further clarifies his own views in contradistinction to the views often 

associated with Christian Zionism in  stating the following: 

My own political and theological convictions on these matters are not at 
all what one would expect from such a “Christian Zionist.”  In terms of 
Israeli politics, I am left of center, and have little enthusiasm for the 
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settlement project.  Theologically, I have never been a dispensationalist, 
and even hold an agnostic position regarding the millennium.247 
 
The articulation of these newer forms of Zionism formulated by academic 

believers in Jesus could be viewed as a response to what these proponents view as the 

problematic supersessionist hermeneutical approach to Scripture adopted by Christians 

that, in the view of such Zionist proponents, fails to realize the continuing importance of 

the land of Israel as a theologically significant category for Christians.  In McDermott’s 

words, 

So is supersessionism a thing of the past, at least among scholars?  One 
might think that.  Most scholars, both Catholic and Protestant, now agree 
that neither Jesus nor Paul taught that G[-]d’s covenant with Israel had 
ended.  They are teaching more and more that G[-]d is still in covenant 
relationship with Israel as a people, even with those who do not accept 
Jesus as Messiah.  But that is only half, as it were, of supersessionism.  
The other half still prevails […] Even when [most Christians] […] 
recognize, with the scholars I have just described, that G[-]d’s covenant 
with Jews is ongoing, they fail to see the importance of the land in the 
covenant.”248 

 
Kinzer, too, notes this lack of recognition of the theological significance of the 

connection between the land of Israel and the people of Israel among a number of 

Christians in the following passage: 

[T]he Jerusalem they [Gentile believers in Jesus] loved was the city of 
Jesus, the Jerusalem of an already-accomplished redemption—not the 
Jerusalem of the Jewish people, the city of an as-yet-unrealized 
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eschatological restoration.  Just as Jesus himself had been torn from the 
people who were his own flesh-and-blood, so the city of Jewish hope had 
likewise become exclusively “Christian” (i.e., non-Jewish) property.249 
  
Like McDermott, Kinzer acknowledges that even as scholars have made strides 

in recognizing the Jewish character of New Testament texts, there are scholars who have 

not yet fully understood the implications of this recovery of the Jewish character of New 

Testament texts for the theological significance of the land of Israel.  Thus, Kinzer 

observes, 

N. T. Wright has taken the first steps in rethinking the euangelion in 
Jewish terms, but we must continue along the path from which he 
eventually retreats […] I propose that […] the good news concerning the 
death and resurrection of Jesus is simultaneously the good news of G[-
]d’s coming reign in Jerusalem.250 
 
Such proponents of this “new Christian Zionism” could also be responding to 

waning support for the State of Israel among evangelical Christians, particularly 

Millennials.  Perhaps this development explains, in part, why McDermott begins the 

Introduction to his book, Israel Matters: Why Christians Must Think Differently about the 

People and the Land, by quoting from “a young Christian leader”251 who wrote the 

following to him: 

I was raised in a conservative church […] and naively supported 
whatever Israel did.  We were led to believe that G[-]d had given the land 
of Israel to his people, the Jews, and their fight for their land in 1948 was 
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a religious act by a religious people looking to their G[-]d.  But then[,] in 
college[,] I read The Promise by Chaim Potok.  As I read the novel, it 
seemed that Israel reclaimed the land not as a faith-filled people finding 
their G[-]d-given inheritance[,] but as a people who, crushed and 
disillusioned by the Holocaust, decided they could not and would not 
wait any longer for a messiah.  They felt they had to take the land for 
themselves, and they did it by violence.  So I have questioned whether 
that was right.  Should the Jews have waited for the Messiah to return 
them to the land?  Was their fight for the land perhaps turning their backs 
on G[-]d?252 
 
David Brog, describing the shifting relationship of evangelical Christians toward 

the State of Israel, states, 

As they are increasingly confronted with an evangelical-friendly, anti-
Israel narrative, more and more of these Christians are turning against the 
Jewish state […] Palestinian Christians and their American sympathizers 
are successfully promoting a narrative aimed at reaching the rising 
generation of evangelicals and turning them against Israel.  As a result, 
more leaders of this generation are moving toward neutrality in the 
conflict while others are becoming outspoken critics of Israel.  
Questioning Christian support for the Jewish state is fast becoming a key 
way for the millennials to demonstrate their Christian compassion and 
political independence.  In short, this population is in play […] With 
every passing month, more evidence is emerging that these anti-Israel 
Christians are succeeding in reaching beyond the evangelical left and are 
influencing the mainstream.  In particular, they are penetrating the 
evangelical world at its soft underbelly: the millennial generation.  These 
young believers (roughly ages 18 to 30) are rebelling against what they 
perceive as the excessive biblical literalism and political conservatism of 
their parents.  As they strive with a renewed vigor to imitate Jesus’ stand 
with the oppressed and downtrodden, they want to decide for themselves 
which party is being oppressed in the Arab-Israeli conflict […] The 
greater threat comes from the younger generation that never developed 
such bonds [to Israel] and seems quite eager to question them.  There is a 
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real danger that […] films, conferences, and campus attacks will combine 
to create a generational shift in attitudes toward Israel […] [T]here is a 
cadre of rising young evangelical stars who are bonding on trips to Israel 
and the Palestinian Authority and returning to push their fellow 
evangelicals away from the Jewish state.  This is a largely well-coifed and 
fashionably dressed bunch dedicated to marketing Christianity to a 
skeptical generation by making it cool, compassionate, and less overtly 
political.  Questioning support for Israel and expressing sympathy with 
the Palestinians is fast becoming a hallmark of this clique.253 
 
We have discussed trends that emerged in the aftermath of the Holocaust and 

the Second World War as well as their later developments that have influenced the 

current state of affairs we see among a subset of American Christians who wish to 

observe features of Shabbat and articulate newer forms of Zionism that Christians can 

embrace without necessarily adopting a particular political agenda or conservative 

politics.  The contemporary desire among a number of “mainstream” Jews to engage in 

forms of missionary work and engage in what might be considered a form of Jewish 

reclamation of the figure of Jesus through cinema also seems to have been influenced by 

the Holocaust and the emergence of the State of Israel.  The desire to engage in mission 

evinced by Chabad, to which a considerable amount of attention is paid in Chapter 4 of 

this dissertation, seems to have been influenced, among other factors, by the Holocaust.  

As Samuel Heilman and Menachem Friedman, in their book, The Rebbe: The Life and 

Afterlife of Menachem Mendel Schneerson, note, 
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This active messianism [of Chabad] became in many ways a response to 
the extraordinary events of the last hundred and fifty years of Jewish 
history, including the ferment of European Jewish life and the erosion of 
the traditional world of Judaism through secularization, migration, 
socialist revolution, war, and Holocaust.  All these, as well as the advent 
of Zionism and the founding of the state of Israel, along with the post-
Second World War relocation of Jewry to Western democracies, 
convinced the seventh rebbe and the Lubavitchers that the scene was now 
irrevocably set for the coming of the Messiah.  Under the leadership of 
Rabbi Menachem Mendel, they saw themselves as being on a mission to 
transform Jewry—and indeed the world.254 
 
A number of factors have contributed to Chabad’s ability to implement its 

missionary vision.  These factors include what Heilman and Friedman identify as a 

contemporary religious resurgence occurring by the 20th century’s end in modernized 

parts of Western civilization that extended to expressions of spirituality and “New Age” 

religion, the increased prominence of modern technology in society, and Lubavitchers’ 

ability to address Jewish anxieties about Jewish identity’s potential disappearance in the 

face of Jews’ experience of assimilation and globalization.  These factors will be 

discussed in further detail in Chapter 4 of this dissertation. 

Other Jewish figures outside Chabad promoting forms of mission who are also 

discussed in Chapter 4 of this dissertation also addressed the subject of the Holocaust in 

arguing for the importance of mission.  Thus, Harold Schulweis contends that Jews 

should not engage in missionary work to non-Jews in order to repopulate the Jewish 
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 56 

people following “World Jewry’s losses sustained in the Holocaust.”255  He also does not 

believe Jews should engage in such missionary activity as a means of addressing 

“cultural assimilation and intermarriage with non-Jews,”256 developments mentioned 

earlier in this Introduction.  Schulweis, instead, contends that such missionary activity 

should be motivated by a desire to promote “Jewish self-understanding, pride, and 

dignity.”257  Zalman Schachter-Shalom, addressing an American Jewish community 

situated in a United States characterized by a multitude of religious expressions alluded 

to earlier, argues for a kind of Jewish engagement with the non-Jewish world that results 

in a transformation of the function of the synagogue itself that embraces the positive 

contributions non-Jewish religious and cultural expressions can have on Jews willing to 

embrace a more open attitude toward non-Jewish religious and cultural traditions. 

In the sub-section dealing with Zionist and anti-Zionist figures of Chapter 4 of 

this dissertation, the subject of the Holocaust plays a role in the thinking of a number of 

the individuals discussed.  Thus, Byron L. Sherwin believes that Jewish advocacy 

organizations “evoke Christian guilt for a history of antisemitism culminating in the 

Holocaust”258 while they engage in what could be considered proselytizing in 
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attempting to convince Christians to endorse certain policies concerning the State of 

Israel.  Relatedly, Jacob Neusner, as elucidated by Shaul Magid, seems to believe that an 

American Jewish “obsession with the Holocaust”259 has impeded the ability of American 

Jews to positively contribute to America.  Similarly, Magid references the sociologist of 

American Jewry, Charles Liebman, who maintained the Holocaust’s centrality to the 

civil religion of American Jews.  Emanuele Ottolenghi, who sees the transmutation of 

missionary categories in rhetoric directed against the State of Israel, also sees Jewish 

intellectual detractors of the Jewish State casting the State of Israel as a villainous Nazi 

state. 

The Holocaust, as was mentioned earlier, influenced Christian theological 

interest in the historical Jesus, but the Shoah and the Second World War also influenced 

Jews’ reclamation of the figure of the Jewish Jesus.  In the following passage from his 

book, Jesus, An Emerging Jewish Mosaic: Jewish Perspectives, Post-Holocaust, the scholar, 

Daniel F. Moore, identifies such an influence: 

Our seven [Jewish] authors [who seek to present Jesus objectively from a 
Jewish perspective] are representative of an effort emerging in the 
aftermath of the Second World War: an effort whose motivation, in some 
measure, was not merely scientific.  Before Auschwitz-Birkenau, 
Treblinka, Sobibor, and the like, most European Jews encountered Jesus 
in the recriminations of Christians or as a figure suspended upon the 
wooden crossbeams of Christian wayside shrines.  Both such matters 
encountered were to be avoided.  In the aftermath of Hitler’s genocide, 
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diffidence yielded to confrontation, avoidance to scrutiny, silence to 
dialogue.260 
 
Moore, describing the delineation by one such Jewish author, Pinchas Lapide, of 

“four ways in which the figure of Jesus, seen from a Jewish perspective, was affected by 

Hitler’s genocide; three of them undergird[ing] the irenic and scholarly endeavors of our 

seven select authors,”261 states the following: 

• As a counterpoise to the sea of tears from Auschwitz, people sought 
refuge in a factual scientific image of the Nazarene, beyond passions and 
emotions. 

• Jewish authors sought neither the gospel Son of G[-]d nor the Talmud’s 
heretic and perverter of the people but the human brother who lived an 
exemplary Jewish life in a world full of inhumanity […] 

• [O]n the whole[,] we are dealing with the process of the Jewish recovery 
of Jesus, of bringing him home.  This inscribes his name, with the honor 
due a hero, on the mass graves of the victims of Nazism or in the ranks of 
the resistance fighters.  The faith and zeal of the Nazarene, the 
unshakable power of his hope, the deep love which he cherished for 
Israel, and his tragic death have made him dear to many thinkers and 
poets in Israel today, beyond all walls and graves.262 

 
The ”renewed dialogue among Christians and Jesus”263 that such “re-

Judaiz[ation] [of] Jesus”264 has “engendered and sustain[ed]”265 has, in Moore’s view, 
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“yielded to an emerging multidisciplined approach, stimulated by modern scholarly 

inquiry and debate.”266  According to Moore, 

This joint, though unorchestrated, Jewish and Christian approach, 
situating Jesus securely within Judaism while seeking objectivity and 
assessing historical probability, was supplemented by recently discovered 
archaeological evidence, imbued with scholarly optimism and modern 
technique, and characterized by rapprochement and renewed Christian-
Jewish dialogue.267 
 
The historical experience of Jewish suffering of which the Holocaust could be 

taken as an example has also influenced the ways in which Jews have approached the 

figure of Jesus.  In his book, From Rebel to Rabbi: Reclaiming Jesus and the Making of Modern 

Jewish Culture, the scholar, Matthew Hoffman, notes that, 

since the nineteenth century, modern Jewish historians, theologians, 
writers, and artists have also turned to the symbols of Jesus’ passion in 
reckoning with the tragedies of Jewish history.  As part of the wider trend 
of reclaiming Jesus as a Jew, […] numerous Jews have used the 
crucifixion as the ideal paradigm for explicating and depicting the Jewish 
historical experience of persecution and suffering, both in general, and in 
particular historical contexts.268 
 
One such Jewish figure who adopted symbols of Jesus’ passion in explaining 

Jewish historical experience is Joseph Salvador, who “understood [the ongoing suffering 

of the Jews] as part of their spiritual/historical mission as a ‘Christ people,’ whose 
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suffering served as a model for Jesus and for all of humanity.”269  Hoffman, explaining 

Salvador’s understanding, observes that Salvador “was the first to express this view [of 

Jewish history] in terms of the conceptual framework of Christ’s passion.”270  Similarly, 

Reform Jewish thinkers [in the late nineteenth century,] such as Kaufman 
Kohler, Emil Hirsch, and Joseph Krauskopf[,] developed Salvador’s 
notion of the passion of Jewish history as they began to formulate 
Christological understandings of the Jewish historical experience, seeing 
the Jewish nation as the embodiment of “the man of sorrows from whose 
wounds flow the balm of healing for the nations.”271 
 
Hoffman, explaining the kind of activity in which such Reform Jewish thinkers 

were engaged, notes that, “by appropriating the heretofore exclusively Christian 

symbolism of Jesus’ passion and applying it to their understanding of Jewish history, 

these thinkers were helping to radically transform the crucifixion into the paradigmatic 

archetype of Jewish suffering.”272  According to Hoffman, 

This appropriation of the passion is structured around a central irony: the 
martyrdom of the Jew, Jesus, had become (indirectly) the primary cause 
of the martyrdom of countless Jews through the centuries, and now, 
Jesus’ crucifixion was seen as the paradigm for all subsequent Jewish 
martyrs.273 
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Among those Jews who continued to reclaim the figure of Jesus as a Jew in “the 

aftermath of World War II and the Holocaust”274 was Sholem Asch.  According to 

Hoffman, “[Sholem] Asch had continued to incorporate Christian motifs and 

sympathetic appraisals of Jesus in his writings,”275 including in “his epic novel on the life 

of Jesus, The Nazarene (1939).”276  This novel by Asch includes an “empathetic 

presentation of the historical Jesus, whom he [Asch] affectionately depicts as a wonder-

working rebbe and pious Jewish patriot.”277  Four years after the publication of The 

Nazarene, “Asch revisited the Jesus theme […] in a melodramatic story, ‘Kristos in geto’ 

(‘Christ in the Ghetto,’ 1943).”278  Asch’s ideological program, which can be discerned in 

this latter work, was influenced by conciliatory aims comparable to those mentioned 

earlier among those Jewish figures examined by Moore.  According to Hoffman, 

As with so much of his fiction, Asch’s underlying ideology shapes the 
thematics of his writing in a very direct way, making it possible to grasp 
his overarching ideological program by closely reading his stories and 
novels.  Indeed, “Kristos in geto” reads like a point-by-point outline of 
Asch’s basic thesis concerning Jewish-Christian reconciliation.  The key 
ideological principles that Asch incorporated into the story are: (1) Jesus 
feeling deep sympathy for the suffering of Jewish victims; (2) the Jewish 
victims being depicted as exact images of Christ on the cross, sharing a 
physical resemblance as well as acting in a way that embodies Jesus’ 
teachings of compassion[,] such as loving one’s enemies; (3) erasing the 
historical animosity between Jews and Jesus by exonerating Jesus of the 
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violence Christians perpetrated in his name; (4) ecumenical overtones 
expressed as a desire for Jewish-Christian reconciliation, and a denial of 
Jewish complicity in killing Jesus; (5) the ultimate conflation of Jesus and 
real-life Jews, in the form of Jesus taking on the image of the murdered 
rabbi.”279 
 
Hoffman, further elaborating on the relationship between the figure of Jesus and 

Jewish characters in the aforementioned story, explains that 

[t]he similarities between Jesus and the rabbi […] give way to their 
ultimate conflation: Jesus is resurrected as a contemporary Jew, a rabbi in 
the Warsaw Ghetto dressed in traditional garb.  Instead of having Jesus 
use his miraculous power to revive the [murdered] rabbi, Asch stages a 
scene in which the reader can watch as Jesus becomes a traditional Jew, 
step by step.  Asch’s vision of the modern-day Jesus as a Polish rabbi in 
the Warsaw Ghetto reflects both his understanding of the historical Jesus 
as a normative rabbinic figure and his perception of Jewish victims as 
Christ-like.280 
 
Asch also described “the horrors of life in the Warsaw Ghetto”281 as well as “the 

liquidation of the ghetto’s Jews in Christological terms”282 in his “short nonfiction 

booklet written at the end of the [Second World W]ar[,] entitled[,] One Destiny: An Epistle 

to the Christians.”283  That description is found in the following passage from that text:   

battalions of people dragged themselves across the streets of the ghetto, 
singing, praying, crying out to G[-]d with the same prayers which 
accompanied victims in former days on their way to the stakes of the 
Inquisition, the same outcry heard on the cross from him who gave his 
life to save the world, “Eli, Eli, lama sabachtani”—“My G[-]d, my G[-]d, 
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why hast thou forsaken me?”  That same cry was heard on the streets of 
Warsaw from hundreds of souls who, with their crosses, were being 
whipped on the way to Golgotha.284 
 

The Jewish artist, Marc Chagall, to whom reference will be made in analyses of Israeli 

films in Chapter 5, similarly depicted Jewish martyrdom by employing Christological 

symbols and the figure of Jesus.  Thus, Hoffman points out that Chagall, reflecting on 

“his 1912 painting [Golgotha] as the ‘first in a series of Golgothas or Crucifixions,”285 

related that, 

as early as 1908[,] he began to conceive of Jesus as the ideal symbol of 
Jewish martyrdom, both ancient and contemporary: “For me, Christ has 
always symbolized the true type of Jewish martyr.  That is how I 
understood him in 1908 when I used this figure for the first time….It was 
under the influence of the pogroms.”286 
 
Hoffman notes that Chagall would not return to “incorporat[ing] the crucifixion 

motif in his work for approximately twenty-five years,”287 deciding to do so “at the 

outset of World War II.”288  The first of “a series of paintings in which the man on the 

cross was depicted as a quintessentially Jewish martyr” is “White Crucifixion (1938).”289  

In his book, Behold the Man: Jesus in Israeli Art, the scholar, Amitai Mendelsohn, observes 

that this painting depicts “Jews under threat in scenes of attack, destruction, and 
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flight,”290 which is rendered comprehensible in light of the historical context of the 

painting’s production, which included 

synagogue burnings in Munich and Nuremberg in the summer of 1938, 
the expulsion of Polish Jews living in Germany in October, and finally[,] 
the pogrom of November 1938—Kristallnacht (The Night of Broken 
Glass)—a foreshadowing of what would occur in Europe when war broke 
out.291 
 
Mendelsohn notes that Chagall, in using the crucifixion motif, 

chose to invest the crucifixion, their [Christians’] most distinctive and 
most profound image, with Jewish content[,] […] believ[ing] that 
Christians would understand the message of Jesus’ Jewishness from the 
prayer shawl girding his loins, the menorah surrounded by a halo of light 
that echoes Jesus’ halo, and the shtetl scenes of persecution.” 
 
We will return to some of Chagall’s art later in Chapter 5 of this dissertation in 

analyzing the inclusion of Jesus in Israeli films, as similar themes portrayed by Chagall 

in his art are depicted visually juxtaposed in the Israeli film, The Other Story.  An 

interesting feature of Israeli reclamation of the figure of Jesus, though, involves a 

distancing between the figure of Jesus and the Holocaust.  In her book, Other and Brother: 

Jesus in the 20th-Century Jewish Literary Landscape, the scholar, Neta Stahl (Associate 

Professor in the Department of Modern Languages and Literatures and the Director of 

the Stulman Program in Jewish Studies at Johns Hopkins University), observes, 

In pre-Holocaust modern Hebrew literature, the representation of the 
figure of Jesus is characterized by an ambivalence arising from the 
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conflicting yet simultaneous emotions of attraction and rejection, 
identification and alienation.  In the period after the Holocaust, and, even 
more importantly, in the wake of the establishment of the state of Israel, 
Israeli writers’ approach toward Jesus underwent a fundamental 
transformation.  In literary works published after Israeli statehood (1948), 
especially those written by the younger generation of Israeli-born writers, 
we find, rather than ambivalence, a strong sense of identification and 
empathy with Jesus.  Jesus’ foreignness creates a greater affinity between 
him and Israeli writers, who now identify with the very “otherness” that 
in previous works constituted a threatening element.  The menacing 
Christian component in the figure of Jesus as the Other is now almost 
completely neutralized.292 
 
An openness to the figure of Jesus in Israeli society has also been facilitated by 

the decline in Zionism as a comprehensive ideology providing meaning for Israelis in 

the wake of the 1973 Yom Kippur War.  This decline led, in turn, to other faiths 

competing for Israeli hearts and minds in the spiritual marketplace in the State of Israel, 

as described by Yaakov Ariel in Chapter 5 of this dissertation.  The figure of Jesus has 

been featured in this Israeli spiritual marketplace with a number of Israelis choosing to 

embrace the figure of Jesus. 

The factors delineated above are reshaping the boundaries between self-

identified Jews and Christians today.  In the following chapters, we will examine case 

studies exemplifying these shifts.  The second chapter will discuss the writings of 

Mainline and Evangelical Christian authors who have sought to incorporate features of 

Shabbat into their lives and the lives of their coreligionists.  The writings of these authors 
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evince the aforementioned recognition of the Jewish character of Jesus and New 

Testament texts as well as promote Jewish-Christian variations of the spiritual fluidity 

and religious remixing mentioned earlier by encouraging the reappropriation and 

recontextualization of Jewish practices for Christian living.  One of these authors, Lauren 

Winner, as the child of a Jewish father and Southern Baptist Christian mother, 

underscores the aforementioned growth of religious diversity and interfaith marriage in 

the United States.  In addition, her own spiritual journey involving an initial conversion 

to Judaism and subsequent conversion to Christianity exemplifies the kind of spiritual 

fluidity alluded to above that is increasingly characteristic of younger demographics in 

contemporary America.  The third chapter will examine the emergence of Anglican, 

Evangelical, and Messianic Jewish thinkers associated with a new movement seeking to 

promote a “new Christian Zionism” that is grounded in scholarly soil.  The fourth 

chapter will examine different forms of missionary activity observable among self-

identified Jews, focusing specifically on contemporary behavioral and rhetorical 

manifestations of the phenomenon.  The fifth chapter will analyze the figure of Jesus in 

Israeli cinema in the context of the phenomenon known as “the Jewish reclamation of 

Jesus” and the recent trend in the Jewish State to portray previously marginalized 

communities on screen.  These case studies will serve as windows into the ways in 

which ostensible boundaries are shifting among self-identified Jews and Christians. 
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2. Mainline Mimesis, Evangelical Emulation, & Shabbat 
[I]n my fascination with the lives of my [Orthodox Jewish] neighbors (a 
fascination in part foolish and romantic, I admit) I become half a Judaizer 
myself, and occasionally find myself musing about how it might be nice 
to do something with candles on Friday evenings or even keep just a very 
little bit kosher.1 
 
The historical relationship between large segments of the Christian world and 

the Jewish Sabbath has traditionally been an ambivalent one, characterized by apparent 

Christian opposition to “Judaizing,”2 or “acting like a Jew,”3 while, nevertheless, seeking 

to retain and adapt some of these practices for the Church.  This ambivalent attitude 

toward Jewish observance derives, at least in part, from a disparity between traditional 

Christian interpretations of verses in Paul’s epistles that claim Paul disparages the 

continuing validity of Jewish law and other passages in the Pauline epistles in which the 

“apostle to the Gentiles” seems to speak positively about the continuing importance of 

Jewish law.  As Pamela Eisenbaum, in her book, Paul Was Not a Christian: The Original 

Message of a Misunderstood Apostle, points out, deciphering what Paul means in his letters 

can be a difficult task, especially when his letters seem to contain contradictions 

concerning the subject of Jewish law.  In Eisenbaum’s words, “Paul sometimes appears 

to contradict himself.  He makes statements about Jewish law that seem to be 
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unequivocal condemnations.  At other times, he expresses unmitigated praise for it.”4 

Eisenbaum adduces and juxtaposes the following seemingly contradictory verses from 

Paul’s epistles to demonstrate her point: 

A. We ourselves are Jews by birth and not Gentile sinners, yet we know that 
a person is justified not by works of the law but through faith in Jesus 
Christ…because no one will be justified by the works of the law (Gal[.] 
2:15-16)[.] 

B. It is not the hearers of the law who are righteous in G[-]d’s sight, but the 
doers of the law who will be justified (Rom[.] 2:13)[.] 
 

A. All who rely on the works of the law are under a curse; for it is written, 
“Cursed is everyone who does not observe and obey all the things written 
in the book of the law” (Gal[.] 3:10)[.] 

B. The law is holy, and the commandment is holy and just and good (Rom[.] 
7:12)[.] 
 

A. Those who are physically uncircumcised but keep the law will condemn 
you that have the written code and circumcision but break the law 
(Rom[.] 2:27)[.] 

B. Then what advantage has the Jew?  Or what is the value of circumcision?  
Much in every way.  For in the first place, the Jews were entrusted with 
the oracles of G[-]d (Rom[.] 3:1-2)[.] 
 

A. If it is the adherents of the law who are to be heirs, faith is null and the 
promise is void.  For the law brings wrath; but where there is no law, 
neither is there violation (Rom[.] 4:14-15)[.] 

B. Is the law then opposed to the promises of G[-]d?  Certainly not (Gal[.] 
3:21)[!]5 
The apparent ambivalence toward Jewish law seemingly evidenced in the 

aforementioned verses from the Pauline corpus is not limited to the letters of Paul and 
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his later interpreters, but can even be understood as evident in the Gospels themselves 

in a number of different episodes in which Jesus, himself, is depicted as displaying an, at 

minimum, apparently controversial attitude toward Jewish observances, including 

incidents involving Jesus and/or his disciples’ apparent violation of the Jewish Sabbath.  

It is concerning interpretations that construe such incidents as violations of Jewish law 

that Amy-Jill Levine perceives as evincing what she calls “the lingering view that Jesus 

dismissed basic Jewish practices, such as the Laws concerning Sabbath observance and 

ritual purity, [that] turns Jesus away from his Jewish identity and makes him into a 

liberal Protestant.”6 Interestingly, as will become evident, a number of “liberal 

Protestant” individuals now seem to be among those Christians advocating for a 

warmer embrace of traditions relating to the Jewish Sabbath.  Mark Kinzer, regarding 

whose work Levine has recently spoken in glowing terms, has observed, for example, 

that the Gospel of Mark depicts “leaders [of the Jewish people in Galilee] […] rais[ing] 

concerns about Yeshua’s [Jesus’] healing on the Sabbath, eating with sinners, and 

forgiving sins.”7 Honing in, specifically, on an incident regarding Jesus on the Sabbath in 

the Gospel of John, Kinzer adduces and examines the following passage from that text: 

“Didn’t Moshe [Moses] give you the Torah?  Yet not one of you obeys the 
Torah!  Why are you out to kill me?...I did one thing, and because of this, 
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all of you are amazed.  Moshe gave you b’rit-milah [circumcision]—not 
that it came from Moshe but from the Patriarchs—and you do a boy’s 
b’rit-milah on Shabbat [the Jewish Sabbath].  If a boy is circumcised on 
Shabbat so that the Torah of Moshe will not be broken, why are you angry 
with me because I made a man’s whole body well on Shabbat?  Stop 
judging by surface appearances, and judge the right way” (John 7:19, 21-
24, Jewish New Testament)[!]8 
 
Kinzer, as a self-identified Messianic Jew intentionally quoting from an English 

translation of the New Testament that seeks to underscore the text’s Jewish character, 

argues that, despite a superficial reading of John that understands its depiction of Jesus 

as contravening and superseding Jewish law, the text, in fact, can be read and, indeed, 

should be read in such a way as to maintain Jesus’ faithfulness to Jewish law.  Thus, 

Kinzer notes that “Jesus rebukes his opponents for not obeying the Torah.”9 

Furthermore, as Kinzer points out, 

the point of Yeshua’s rabbinic-style argument is that his work of healing 
on the Sabbath does not violate the Sabbath any more than does the work 
of circumcision.  Thus, as in the synoptic Gospels, we have here a 
halakhic dispute over what activities are permitted on the Sabbath rather 
than a rejection on Yeshua’s part of the continuing validity of the Sabbath 
commandment.10 
 
It, thus, seems, according to various Gospel accounts, that Jesus did, in fact, 

observe the Sabbath even if the manner in which he sought to do so was a subject of 

contention.  His Gentile followers, however, although retaining certain elements of the 
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Jewish Sabbath, would, ultimately, reconfigure such elements as a sacred occasion in a 

distinguishable Christian way.  As Oskar Skarsaune, in his book, In the Shadow of the 

Temple: Jewish Influences on Early Christianity, asserts: 

When studying the links between Jewish and Christian worship, we have 
to distinguish (1) the daily prayer; (2) the weekly worship; and (3) the 
annual festivals.  In first-century Judaism, prayer—privately and in the 
temple—was daily; Scripture reading weekly (each Sabbath in the 
synagogue); and the Passover meal once a year.  In second-century 
Christianity[,] all three elements—prayer (communal), Scripture reading 
(with exposition = sermon) and the eucharistic meal—were combined in 
the weekly assembly each Sunday morning.  This shows how important 
the first day was to the early Christians, and that the cycle of the week 
became the most important one.11 
 
Skarsaune points out that not only does this Christian Sabbath on Sunday 

incorporate elements of Jewish tradition within it, but its microcosmic form seems to 

parallel the Jewish Sabbath in certain respects.  In Skarsaune’s words, 

There is and was […] a relevant parallel in Judaism to this custom of 
celebrating an event weekly, an event which is also celebrated annually: 
each Sabbath is in some measure a small Sederabend, a Passover night in 
miniature, in which the exodus is remembered.  In the same way each 
Sunday is an Easter Sunday; the same event is celebrated annually as well 
as weekly.  Maybe this parallel helped the first believers to establish their 
double pattern of celebrating the resurrection: each week, as well as once 
a year.12 
 
Historically, though, there were Christians who, nevertheless, still sought to 

recognize the seventh day as the Sabbath like Jews have done.  This movement within 
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the Christian world has been termed Sabbatarianism, referring to “the belief that the 

seventh-day Sabbath of Judaism has not been replaced by first-day or Sunday worship, 

observed by the great majority of Christians.”13 This particular belief was promoted by 

“Oswald Glait and Andreas Fisher, both former Catholics,”14 in approximately “1528 in 

Moravia, Silesia, and Bohemia.”15 The year “1617”16 saw the establishment of “[t]he first 

Christian congregation organized to keep a seventh-day Sabbath […] in London under 

the leadership of John Trask.”17 The establishment of this congregation ultimately led to 

the founding of approximately “15 Sabbatarian congregations”18 by the end of the 1600s.  

The movement gained some traction among “Baptists,”19 but in more significant 

numbers among “Adventists,”20 ultimately leading to “the Seventh-Day Adventist 

Church”21 becoming “the major organization spreading Sabbatarianism”22 globally.  

Adherents of “Seventh-[D]ay Adventism”23 would “spread into more than 200 of the 

world’s countries,”24 spawning “smaller Sabbatarian Christian groups,”25 with 
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Practices, 2nd ed. (Santa Barbara: ABC-CLIO, 2010), 2489. 
14 Ibid. 
15 Ibid. 
16 Ibid. 
17 Ibid. 2489-2490. 
18 Ibid. 2490. 
19 Ibid. 
20 Ibid. 
21 Ibid. 
22 Ibid. 
23 Ibid. 
24 Ibid. 
25 Ibid. 
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“[a]dditional Sabbatarian groups emerg[ing] from the Church of G[-]d (Seventh Day) 

including the Worldwide Church of G[-]d, which by the 1980s had become the second 

largest Sabbatarian group in the world.”26 A number of “Sabbatarians banded together 

in 1943 to form the Bible Sabbath Association,”27 which “offers smaller Sabbatarian 

groups, especially independent congregations, support and works to end discrimination 

against Sabbatarians in the workplace.”28 

A number of contemporary self-identified Christian authors have gone further 

than noting parallels between the Jewish and Christian Sabbath while, nevertheless, 

eschewing a full acceptance of the seventh-day Jewish Sabbath as their own Christian 

Sabbath, writing books articulating ways in which Jewish practice can enrich Christian 

spiritual life and practice.  These individuals include Lauren Winner, author of 

Mudhouse Sabbath: An Invitation to a Life of Spiritual Discipline;29 Rachel Held Evans, 

author of A Year of Biblical Womanhood: How a Liberated Woman Found Herself Sitting on 

Her Roof, Covering Her Head, and Calling Her Husband Master;30 J. Dana Trent, author of 

For Sabbath’s Sake: Embracing Your Need for Rest, Worship, and Community;31 and A. J. 

 

26 Ibid. 
27 Ibid. 
28 Ibid. 
29 Lauren F. Winner, Mudhouse Sabbath: An Invitation to a Life of Spiritual Discipline (Brewster: Paraclete Press, 
2007). 
30 Rachel Held Evans, A Year of Biblical Womanhood: How a Liberated Woman Found Herself Sitting on Her Roof, 
Covering Her Head, and Calling Her Husband Master (Nashville: WordServe Literary Group, 2012). 
31 J. Dana Trent, For Sabbath’s Sake: Embracing Your Need for Rest, Worship, and Community (Nashville: Upper 
Room Books, 2017). 
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Swoboda, author of Subversive Sabbath: The Surprising Power of Rest in a Nonstop World.32  

In the following pages, we will explore how relevant writings of the aforementioned 

authors promote Christian embrace of various Shabbat observances. 

2.1 Lauren Winner 

Lauren Winner is Associate Professor of Christian Spirituality at Duke Divinity 

School as well as an ordained Episcopalian priest.  Her interests include “Christian 

practice, the history of Christianity in America, and Jewish-Christian relations,”33 and 

she has authored a number of books, including Girl Meets G[-]d34; A Cheerful and 

Comfortable Faith: Anglican Religious Practice in the Elite Households of Eighteenth-Century 

Virginia35; Still: Notes on a Mid-Faith Crisis36; and Wearing G[-]d: Clothing, Laughter, Fire, 

and Other Overlooked Ways of Meeting G[-]d.37  She broaches the subject of Jewish-

Christian relations most explicitly in the first two books listed above.  In the first of these 

two books, Girl Meets G[-]d, Winner, in the course of “tak[ing] us through a year in her 

young Christian life,”38 reflects on her religious journey as the child of a Reform Jewish 

 

32 A. J. Swoboda, Subversive Sabbath: The Surprising Power of Rest in a Nonstop World (Grand Rapids: Brazos 
Press, 2018). 
33 “Lauren Winner,” Our Faculty, Duke Divinity School, last modified 2020, 
divinity.duke.edu/faculty/lauren-winner. 
34 Lauren F. Winner, Girl Meets G[-]d: A Memoir (Chapel Hill: Algonquin Books of Chapel Hill, 2003). 
35 Lauren F. Winner, A Cheerful and Comfortable Faith: Anglican Religious Practice in the Elite Households of 
Eighteenth-Century Virginia (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2010). 
36 Lauren F. Winner, Still: Notes on a Mid-Faith Crisis (New York: HarperOne, 2012). 
37 Lauren F. Winner, Wearing G[-]d: Clothing, Laughter, Fire, and Other Overlooked Ways of Meeting G[-]d (New 
York: HarperOne, 2015). 
38 Winner, Girl Meets G[-]d, Back Cover. 
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father and a formerly Southern Baptist mother.  Despite having become a Christian, 

Winner believes her newfound religious identity continues to be shaped by her earlier 

Jewish experiences.  Winner, in her life and writing, embodies the kind of spiritual 

fluidity mentioned in the Introduction that has exerted influence on the religious 

practices observed by individuals in the contemporary period.  In her book, Mudhouse 

Sabbath: An Invitation to a Life of Spiritual Discipline, Winner attends to the ways in which 

Jewish practice can positively shape Christian practice, aiming to identify “eleven 

spiritual practices from Judaism”39 that she believes can enrich Christian observance. 

The “spiritual practices”40 referred to above are those Winner misses from her 

lived experience as a practicing Jew before her conversion to Christianity and from 

which she believes Christians can learn.  These practices, which also serve as the chapter 

titles of her book, are “Sabbath,”41 “fitting food,”42 “mourning,”43 “hospitality,”44 

“prayer,”45 “body,”46 “fasting,”47 “aging,”48 “candle-lighting,”49 “weddings,”50 and 

 

39 Winner, Mudhouse Sabbath, Back Cover. 
40 Ibid. 
41 Ibid. Contents. 
42 Ibid. 
43 Ibid. 
44 Ibid. 
45 Ibid. 
46 Ibid. 
47 Ibid. 
48 Ibid. 
49 Ibid. 
50 Ibid. 
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“doorposts.”51  Winner is quick to note that Christians share many of these practices 

with Jews, but she observes that the latter “do [these spiritual practices] better [than the 

former].”52 She contends that “Christian practices…would be enriched”53 and become 

“thicker and more vibrant”54 were Christians to learn from Jewish spiritual practices.  

She attributes Jews’ superior engagement in such spiritual practices, their “do[ing] these 

things [spiritual practices] with more attention and wisdom,”55 to action’s centrality to 

Judaism.  According to Winner, though, spiritual practices can be found in every 

religion, a recognition echoing such factors mentioned in the Introduction as the general 

idea of spiritual fluidity and the claims of the Second Vatican Council about the value 

and significance for Christians of grappling with non-Christian religious traditions and 

communities.  Thus, she writes: “Buddhists burn sage and meditate.  Muslims avail 

themselves of their prayer rugs.  Christian tradition has developed a wealth of practices, 

too: fasting, almsgiving, vigil-keeping, confessing, meditating.”56 Winner contends that 

although American Christians have historically not placed much emphasis on the role of 

spiritual practice in faithful living, this state of affairs “is beginning to change,”57 with 

people “[i]n churches and homes everywhere…increasingly interested in doing 

 

51 Ibid. 
52 Ibid. ix. 
53 Ibid. 
54 Ibid. 
55 Ibid. 
56 Ibid. xi. 
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Christianity, not just speaking or believing it.”58 She argues that while such practices are 

neither obligatory nor salvific for Christians, they “teach us [Christians] what it means to 

live as Christians,”59 clarifying that “[t]he ancient disciplines form us to respond to G[-

]d, over and over always, in gratitude, in obedience, and in faith.”60  This allusion by 

Winner to Christian discipleship seems to reflect a similar “reaffirm[ation] [of] what it 

means to be a disciple of Jesus” Kaell mentioned earlier in the context of our discussion 

of Jewish-affinity Christians in the Introduction. 

2.1.1 Shabbat/Sabbath 

Having thus contextualized her interest in Jewish spiritual practices and their 

value for Christian living, Winner attends specifically to Shabbat.  In discussing Shabbat, 

she notes that its observance should, in theory, be more amenable to incorporation into a 

Christian way of life than, say, “observ[ing] the Jewish new year”61 or “hear[ing] the 

Torah chanted in Hebrew”62 given that some form of the Sabbath is already observed 

weekly by Christians.  As Winner notes, “But the Sabbath!  The Sabbath is a basic unit of 

Christian time, a day the Church, too, tries to devote to reverence of G[-]d and rest from 

toil”63 during the week.  She is quick, however, to observe how her own behavior on the 

 

58 Ibid. xiii. 
59 Ibid. xii-xiii. 
60 Ibid. xiii. 
61 Winner, Mudhouse Sabbath, 3. 
62 Ibid. 
63 Ibid. 
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Sunday on which she is writing this very text in which she is meditating on the 

importance of Shabbat, despite having “attended church in the morning,”64 seems to lack 

any indication that this day is in any way distinct or set apart from any other day of the 

week.  As Winner observes, “And yet here a Sunday afternoon finds me sitting in a 

coffee shop, spending money, scribbling in the margins of my book, very much in ‘time 

as we know it,’ not at all sure that I have opened my heart in any particular way”65 on 

this sacred day.  After a brief digression regarding biblical references to the Sabbath, 

including those in the Books of Exodus, Deuteronomy, and Isaiah, Winner observes that 

the “reverence”66 and “celebration”67 characteristic of her past experience of Shabbat as a 

Jew is absent from her own present experience of the Sabbath as a Christian. After 

questioning the appropriateness of her own behavior on the Sabbath (“What, really, was 

wrong with my Mudhouse Sabbath?  After all, I did spend Sunday morning in church.  

And I wasn’t exactly working that afternoon, not exactly”68), Winner concludes that her 

Sunday was more an afternoon off than a Sabbath.  It was an add-on to a 
busy week, not the fundamental unit around which I organized my life.  
The Hebrew word for holy means, literally, ‘set apart.’  In failing to live a 
Sabbath truly distinct from weekly time, I had violated a most basic 
command: to keep the Sabbath holy.69 
 

 

64 Ibid. 
65 Ibid. 3-4. 
66 Ibid. 7. 
67 Ibid. 
68 Ibid. 9. 
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Winner cautions that she is “not suggesting that Christians embrace the strict 

regulations of the Orthodox Jewish Sabbath”70 given that “the New Testament 

unambiguously inaugurates a new understanding of Shabbat”71 distinct from an old 

understanding of the sacred day.  This recognition of a distinction between Orthodox 

Jewish Sabbath observance and the kind of Sabbath observance for which Winner is 

advocating bespeaks a similar attempt to become what Kaell in the Introduction 

described as the attempt evidenced among Jewish-affinity Christians to become 

“imperfect copies” of Jews by eschewing a full adoption of Orthodox Jewish praxis with 

regard to Shabbat observance.  To buttress her view that the New Testament articulates 

“a new understanding of Shabbat,”72 Winner references Paul, who, Winner claims, views 

“the Sabbath, like other external signs of piety,”73 as “insufficient for salvation”74 in 

asserting that “Therefore do not let anyone judge you…with regard to a religious 

festival, a New Moon celebration or a Sabbath day [(Colossians 2:16)].”75  Winner also 

locates support for her position in what she considers Jesus’ critique of the 

“fetish[ization] of Sabbath observance”76 in “insisting that ‘the Sabbath was made for 

 

70 Ibid. 
71 Ibid. 
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74 Ibid. 
75 Ibid. 9-10. 
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man, not man for the Sabbath’”77 in responding to Pharisees critical of him “for plucking 

grain from a field on Shabbat,”78 an activity such Pharisees regard as constituting a 

violation of a prohibited form of work on Shabbat. 

What, then, should Christians do to make the Sabbath holy, set apart, and distinct 

from the rest of the week?  Winner argues that Christians should reclaim aspects of 

Shabbat that are absent from the Christian Sabbath: namely, “a true cessation from the 

rhythms of work and world, a time wholly set apart, and, perhaps above all, a sense that 

the point of Shabbat, the orientation of Shabbat, is toward G[-]d.”79 It is this divine 

purpose and orientation that Winner sees missing in the Sabbath observance of 

contemporary secular Americans, who, Winner believes, honor and benefit themselves 

through their practice rather than “giving a gift to G[-]d and imitating Him,”80 biblical 

reasons she adduces for Sabbath observance.  This mimetic imitation of G-d and 

adducing of biblical, rather than strictly rabbinic, warrant for her Sabbath observance 

underscores the point made earlier about a distinction between Orthodox Jewish Shabbat 

praxis and the kind of Sabbath observance for which Winner is advocating. In her 

personal life, Winner decided to incorporate the aforementioned “cessation”81 and 

divine focus into her observance of the Sabbath by “join[ing] a Bible study that meets 
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Sundays at 5, a bookend to my day that helps me live into Shabbat—there’s not enough 

time between church and Bible study to pull out my laptop and start working, so instead 

I try to have a leisurely lunch with friends from church,”82 as she explains.  Furthermore, 

Winner chose to “forsw[ear] Sunday shopping (a bigger sacrifice than you may 

realize)”83 and occasionally “join [her] friend Ginger on her afternoon visits to church 

shut-ins,”84 among other activities.  However, given “Christianity[’s]…long tradition of 

Sabbath observance,”85 embracing such Sabbath practices constitutes “more a reclaiming 

of the Christian birthright than the self-conscious adoption of something Jewish,”86 in 

Winner’s view. 

2.1.2 Hadlakat Nerot/Candle-Lighting 

Winner also seeks to reclaim the spiritual practice of candle-lighting, another 

feature of Shabbat observance, for Christian life.  In Chapter Nine, “hadlakat nerot/candle-

lighting,”87 after mentioning her own “most recent purchases [of Jumping Jasmine- and 

Lemonberry Meringue-scented candles],”88 Winner notes that “spirituality sales”89 

constitute a significant percentage of candlestick purchases.  As she observes, 

 

82 Ibid. 13. 
83 Ibid. 
84 Ibid. 
85 Ibid. 12. 
86 Ibid. 
87 Ibid. 109. 
88 Ibid. 
89 Ibid. 



 

 82 

Candles are part of bedside altars, sun-porch shrines, and meditation 
gardens.  We sniff up all those scents not because we like aroma, but 
because we like aromatherapy.  We are buying candles not just because of 
the romance they promise, but because they are good for the soul […] 
There seems to be no surer way to sacralize time or space than lighting a 
candle, and no quieter quiet than the silence of candlelight.  Candles are 
peaceful, and transfixing, and also ancient.  The candle craze may be 
recent, but New Agers aren’t the first to figure out that candles can calm 
and still and center and sanctify.90 
 
Winner, having contextualized the spiritual value of candles, proceeds to observe 

that, while “candles per se are not found in Hebrew Scripture,”91 they are ubiquitous in 

modern Jewish life: 

In the synagogue, in front of the cabinet that holds the Torah scrolls, 
burns the ner tamid, the eternal light, which is never allowed to be 
extinguished.  Memorial candles commemorate the dead.  Chanukah is 
marked by the nightly lighting of an eight-branched candelabrum, the 
menorah.  And candles bracket the Jewish Sabbath.92 
 
She, having thus listed various contexts in which Jews utilize candles, proceeds 

to focus on the use of candles on Shabbat.  Thus, she states: 

And candles bracket the Jewish Sabbath.  On Friday evening, women 
usher the Sabbath into their homes by lighting two candles.  This is the 
moment when the hectic, last-minute Shabbat preparations become last 
week’s work, and the peace of the Sabbath begins.  After you light the 
candles, you close your eyes and beckon the light toward you three times 
with your hands, almost like you are drawing water from a basin to your 
face.  There is something both meditative and practical about drawing the 
candlelight and the Sabbath stillness into yourself with your hands.93 
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Winner, having described how women traditionally utilize candles at the 

beginning of Shabbat, proceeds to describe how women traditionally use candles at the 

conclusion of Shabbat, observing, 

Candles mark the end of the Sabbath as well.  In the ceremony called 
havdalah—which literally means “separation,” in this case the separation 
between Sabbath and week—one lights a multi-wicked, braided candle 
[…] And each week, the confidence of the havdalah candle helps the 
transition from Sabbath to week; at the end of Shabbat, as the busyness of 
the work week begins, there is something reassuring in that last tranquil 
moment of candlelight.94 
 
It is “[t]his promised quiet”95 that, Winner states, “is part of what I am looking 

for when I light my Lemonberry Meringue and set it on the edge of my bathtub.”96 

Winner, in reflecting on her experience of candles and touching on a theme of 

“attention”97 that also emerges in Rachel Held Evans’ account of her observance of 

Shabbat discussed further below, observes that “Candles seem to create peace.  You don’t 

find candles lit in frenetic houses; you find them lit in houses where people are trying to 

pay attention.”98 Soon after Winner identifies this theme of “pay[ing] attention,”99 she 

attempts to make Christians pay attention to the various ways in which “the church […] 
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ha[s] candles, at almost every turn of the liturgical year”100 as if to rectify the discrepancy 

she acknowledges between the centrality of candles in Jewish practice and the relative 

lack of emphasis placed on them in Christian contexts, as evidenced in her assertion: 

“Christian homes are not typically as candle-filled as Jewish homes.  We Christians do 

not traditionally light candles to usher in the Sabbath or memorialize the dead.”101 She, 

thus, notes that 

We begin during Advent, the month before Christmas, during which we 
prepare to celebrate both Jesus’ coming to earth in Bethlehem and His 
coming again in glory.  We make Advent wreaths out of seasonal greens 
and four candles.  Each week we light one more candle, edging closer out 
of the darkness of unredemption and toward the light of Jesus’ coming.102 
 
She recounts how she and her 
 
beau [Griff] […] put a wreath on his kitchen table and lit the candles 
before dinner, the wreath both making a candlelit date out of an ordinary 
meal and helping us live into a liturgical season so easily overshadowed 
by Santa Claus lists and shopping trips and cookie exchanges.103 
 
Winner, thus, observes how including candles in the context of celebrating 

Christian holidays can simultaneously elevate what might normally be regarded as a 

mundane meal to spiritual heights while reminding Christians of the deeper spiritual 

significance of their religious observances amidst the pervasive commercialization of 

Christian holidays (e.g., Christmas) in an American context.  It is the ubiquity and 
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importance of candles within Jewish life, specifically of those candles marking the 

beginning and end of Shabbat, that inspire Winner to reclaim the importance of candles 

for Christian living. 

2.2 Rachel Held Evans 

Rachel Held Evans was a prominent Christian author and blogger who The 

Atlantic’s Emma Green believes was 

part of a vanguard of progressive-Christian women who fought to change 
the way Christianity is taught and perceived in the United States […] 
[and who,] [e]specially for people who have felt hurt by or unwelcome in 
the Church, […] provided a safe shore, full of encouragement and defiant 
acceptance.104 
 
Green, writing in a similar vein, contends that “Evans helped forge new space for 

diverse voices who are denied authority or power in the Christian world”105 and “wrote 

about the importance of women’s voices in traditionally patriarchal Christian 

subcultures.”106 Evans’ books include Faith Unraveled: How a Girl Who Knew All the 

Answers Learned to Ask Questions107; Searching for Sunday: Loving, Leaving, and Finding the 

Church108; and Inspired: Slaying Giants, Walking on Water, and Loving the Bible Again.109 In 

 

104 Emma Green, “Rachel Held Evans, Hero to Christian Misfits,” The Atlantic, May 6, 2019, 
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105 Ibid. 
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her book, A Year of Biblical Womanhood: How a Liberated Woman Found Herself Sitting on 

Her Roof, Covering Her Head, and Calling Her Husband Master, one can observe Evans’ 

interest in both fostering a positive attitude toward Jewish religious traditions 

historically perceived negatively by church authorities while amplifying “women’s 

voices”110 in Evans’ recounting of her attempt to live what she calls “a year of biblical 

womanhood,”111 dedicating a whole year of her life to literally following “all of the 

Bible’s instructions”112 pertaining to women.  In the course of pursuing this objective, 

Evans reclaims a number of aspects of Shabbat for her own Christian way of life. 

2.2.1 Eshet Chayil/Woman of Valor 

In corresponding via email with an Israeli rabbi’s wife, named Ahava, Evans 

questioned Ahava regarding whether “Jewish women struggle as much as Christian 

women to live up to the Proverbs 31 ideal,”113 a query that prompted Ahava to respond 

with the following: 

Here’s the thing.  Christians seem to think that because the Bible is 
inspired, all of it should be taken literally.  Jews don’t do this.  Even 
though we take the Torah literally (all 613 commandments!), the rest is 
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seen differently, as a way of understanding our Creator, rather than 
direct commands.  Take Proverbs 31, for example.  I get called an eshet 
chayil (a valorous woman) all the time.  Make your own challah instead of 
buying? Eshet chayil!  Work to earn some extra money for the family? 
Eshet chayil!  Make balloon animals for the kids at Shul?  Eshet chayil!  
Every week at the Shabbat table, my husband sings the Proverbs 31 poem 
to me.  It’s special because I know that no matter what I do or don’t do, he 
praises me for blessing the family with my energy and creativity.  All 
women can do that in their own way.  I bet you do as well.114 
 
Evans, then, proceeds to recount how this email reply prompted her to inquire as 

to the traditional Shabbat practice of the husband singing Proverbs 31 to his wife.  The 

influence of this email correspondence on Evans’ religious behavior evidences the point 

made by Burton, Adlerstein, and Wertheimer mentioned in the Introduction about the 

influence of the Internet on individuals’ contemporary religious practices.  After finding 

confirmation of this practice “in Jewish culture,”115 Evans joyfully recounts how her 

husband, Dan, would henceforth regularly incorporate an amended form of this practice 

into their life, having “found ways to invoke the new blessing in the midst of our daily 

routines.”116 The fact that the traditional recitation of Proverbs 31 is adapted and not 

strictly adopted by Evans would seem to provide yet further evidence of an attempt to 

“imperfect[ly] copy” Jewish practice mentioned earlier and similar to that evidenced by 

Winner above.  Thus, when Evans’ “blog sold enough ads to become profitable,”117 Dan 
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would “look up from the computer, smile, and declare, ‘Woman of valor!’”118 In 

addition, when Evans finished “cleaning out the guest room closet,”119 Evans recounts 

how Dan “high-fived [her] and shouted ‘Woman of valor!’”120 When she came home 

from work with “takeout pizza to show for dinner,”121 Evans’ husband “stretched out his 

arms in absolute delight and cried, ‘Pizza?  Woman of valor!’”122 In reflecting on this 

incorporation of an amended Shabbat Proverbs 31 recitation practice into their daily 

routines, Evans observes that “It’s amazing what a little poetry can do for a marriage,”123 

indicating that observing such a practice not only positively impacted her own marital 

relationship, but also has the potential to positively affect other marriages. 

According to Evans’ friend, Ahava, “women use the [‘woman of valor’] blessing 

to encourage one another as well,”124 extending its use to individuals of the same sex 

outside of the Shabbat context and marital orbit. Therefore, Evans, too, began to utilize 

the blessing in her interactions with “friends, family, and readers,”125 incorporating into 

her own practice the contemporary application of the “woman of valor” blessing as an 

expression of female solidarity.  Thus, “When Tiffany’s pharmacy aced its 
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accreditation,”126 Evans greeted such wonderful news with “Eshet chayil!”127 In addition, 

“When Amanda beat out a million applicants for the job she wanted in North Carolina, 

[Evans] called her up and shouted, ‘Woman of valor!’”128 Moreover, “When a fellow 

blogger went on national television to speak boldly against child abuse in 

fundamentalist churches, [Evans] sent her an e-mail with the subject line Eshet chayil!”129 

Furthermore, “When [Evans] learned that three women had won the Nobel Peace Prize, 

[she] shared the news with [her] readers in a blog post entitled ‘Meet Three Women of 

Valor.’”130 Evans, reflecting on how she witnessed the spread of the practice of using the 

“woman of valor” blessing in her own life, observes, 

Before long, I overheard friends repeating the blessing to one another in 
response to news of pregnancy, promotions, finished projects, and final 
cancer treatments.  I saw it exchanged in tweets and on Facebook walls.  
Readers sent me links to dozens of articles about women of valor from 
around the world who had built hospitals in Africa, launched successful 
micro-financing initiatives in India, been elected to public office in 
Afghanistan, and staged protests in Egypt.  Never before had I 
considered how many acts of raw bravery occur every day in the lives of 
women.  One friend told me she was thinking of getting an Eshet chayil 
tattoo!131 
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Realizing “how powerful and affirming this ancient blessing could be,”132 Evans 

concluded that “it was time for Christian women to take back Proverbs 31.”133 In Evans’ 

view, 

Somewhere along the way, we surrendered it to the same people who 
invented airbrushing and Auto-Tune and Rachel Ray.  We abandoned the 
meaning of the poem by focusing on the specifics, and it became just 
another impossible standard by which to measure our failures.  We 
turned an anthem into an assignment, a poem into a job description.134 
 
Ahava’s insight that “All women can do that in their own way,”135 it turns out, 

becomes the basis for Evans’ and others’ universalization of the practice of using the 

“woman of valor” blessing, as “according to Ahava, the woman described in Proverbs 

31 is not some ideal that exists out there; she is present in each one of us when we do 

even the smallest things with valor.”136 

2.2.2 Shomer Shabbat/Sabbath Observance 

In addition to using the “woman of valor” blessing, a feature of Shabbat 

observance, in her own Christian life, Evans also observed the Sabbath itself in a way 

that she felt accorded with the Jewish understanding of the sacred day.  As Evans 

recounts, 
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Today, on Holy Saturday, I would observe the Sabbath. Not the doze-off-
in-your-armchair-with-your-laptop-on-while-watching-Sunday-
afternoon-football Sabbath that the Christians observe, nor the go-ahead-
and-take-a-long-bath-because-you-deserve-a-treat-once-a-week Sabbath 
that the self-help culture observes, but the stop-whatever-you’re-doing-
and-know-that-G[-]d-is-G[-]d Sabbath that Jews have observed for more 
than three thousand years.137 
 
In her account of her plan to observe the Sabbath, Evans, like Winner, 

distinguishes between three different ways of observing the Sabbath: namely, a 

Christian way, a self-help cultural way, and a Jewish way.  After noting the various 

ways in which “contemporary Jews who observe a strict Sabbath”138 do so, including by 

“refrain[ing] from doing any business, spending any money, tackling the to-do list, 

riding in cars, talking on the phone, or using electricity,”139 Evans asserts that she 

“figured this would be a good time to observe a real Sabbath”140 given she was “living in 

a tent without electricity”141 already.  Evans came to the realization that “Deliberate rest 

is a spiritual exercise,”142 echoing the type of language Winner employed to describe 

such observance: “spiritual practices” and “spiritual disciplines.”  In accordance with 

traditional Jewish observance of the Sabbath [on Saturday], Evans “prepared all [her] 
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food ahead of time,”143 as with Jewish legal (halakhic) regulations relating to the 

institution of eruv tavshilin before Shabbat begins.  In addition, in contradistinction to her 

normal practice of multitasking by simultaneously eating and going on her computer or 

watching the television, she decided to focus on just the act of eating.  In Evans’ words, 

[O]n this Sabbath, I did only one thing at a time, so for the first twenty 
minutes of the day, I focused on breakfast. I watched the steam rise like a 
playful ghost from my coffee cup. I studied the swirls of peanut butter on 
my matzo, remembering from their sloppy patterns the haste with which 
I’d prepared it. I chewed each piece slowly, deliberately, running my 
tongue over the roof of my mouth after every bite. I whispered the 
prayer, “Blessed art thou, O L[-]rd our G[-]d, King of the universe, who 
brings forth bread from the earth,” and smiled as a mockingbird 
attempted his best bluejay impersonation from a nearby telephone 
wire.144 
 
It was not only the act of focusing on the act of eating that was impacted by 

Evans’ Sabbath observance, but also the act of observing animal behavior more fully.  As 

Evans relates, 

Before my Sabbath, I’d only observed little snippets of Pip’s life, when I’d 
watch her scope out the front yard from the porch railing by the window 
or roost protectively over her brood when we’d pull into the carport late 
at night. But today I realized that Pip had a routine, jumping from her 
nest to the front porch railing, from the front porch railing to the yard, 
from the yard to the garbage cans, and from the garbage cans back to the 
nest. I admired the precision with which she dove to the ground to catch 
her prey and smiled at the little tuft of feathers on the top of her head that 
distinguished her from her mate. When that mockingbird started to give 
her trouble, she flitted on by, keeping her head high. She’s got no time for 
that sort of drama with a nest of baby birds to feed. 
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This morning, I paid attention.145 

After recounting this increased focus, Evans acknowledges that she did cheat 

somewhat in terms of her Sabbath observance by “taking a nap in the guest room for a 

while”146 due to the temperature “get[ting] pretty hot in the tent”147 in which she had 

been residing.  Nevertheless, Evans insists she 

successfully avoided any use of the computer, TV, phone, and kitchen 
appliances (besides the refrigerator), and I did my best to avoid untying 
or erasing or lifting anything. Strangest of all, I went an entire day 
without writing . . . anything. No notes, no lists, no blog posts, no books, 
no phone numbers, no underlines, no recipes. This proved to be the most 
challenging, yet redemptive, part of the day, for it forced me to exist 
without justifying that existence by the words I create from it. It forced 
me to simply be.148 
 
Evans, as evidenced in the above paragraph, sought to refrain from a wide 

variety of activities prohibited in traditional Judaism for Jews on Shabbat, at least until, 

as she later notes, she observed three stars in the sky, which traditionally marks the end 

of Shabbat. 

2.3 J. Dana Trent 

J. Dana Trent graduated from Duke Divinity School and serves as Professor of 

World Religions and Critical Thinking at Wake Tech Community College.  She is also 
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“an ordained Baptist minister and former hospital chaplain,”149 writing for such media 

outlets as “Time.com, Religion News Service, Sojourners, Religion Dispatches and The 

Christian Century.”150 Her books include Saffron Cross: The Unlikely Story of How a 

Christian Minister Married a Hindu Monk151 and One Breath at a Time: A Skeptic’s Guide to 

Christian Meditation.152 In her book, For Sabbath’s Sake: Embracing Your Need for Rest, 

Worship, and Community, J. Dana Trent aims to demonstrate how “[k]eeping the sabbath 

can help restore balance to our lives”153 and “suggest[s] practical ways to make sabbath a 

regular part of our lives.”154 In pursuing this end, Trent discusses practices associated 

with Shabbat and how they can help Christians observe the Sabbath.  As she states in 

Chapter 2, “Sabbath Roots,”155 in the section, “Back to Basics,”156 

Perhaps we should seek the wisdom of our Jewish brothers and sisters 
who—amid persecution, secularism, and minority views—remain 
committed and countercultural, drawing strict lines around their sabbath 
observance.  The time is ripe for Christianity to revisit the very heart of 
sabbath practice in order to create a more meaningful weekly observance 
of who we are and whose we are.  The time is ripe for me too.157 
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Trent’s connection of “weekly observance” to not only “who we are,” but also 

“whose we are” would also seem to underscore Kaell’s point mentioned in the 

Introduction about mimetic discipleship offering Jewish-affinity Christians a means of 

“produc[ing] a closer union with G-d.”  The following sub-sections will examine ways in 

which Trent believes Christians can learn from Jewish observance of Shabbat and 

integrate the insights gleaned into their own lives. 

2.3.1 Tikkun Olam/Fixing the World 

In terms of aspects of Jewish observance of Shabbat that Trent believes Christians 

should incorporate into Christians’ own observance of the Sabbath, in the same chapter 

mentioned earlier, in the section “Go Within or Go Without,”158 Trent observes that her 

friend, 

Judy[,] believes that Shabbat can mend the broken and aching parts of our 
lives while also cultivating a more fulfilling life.  She tells me that once 
we step out of our actual or metaphorical sanctuaries, we are more 
prepared and inclined to participate fully in tikkun olam—or “repairing 
the world.”159 
 
Trent subsequently notes that she has come to the recognition that she 

need[s] both parts of what Judy is suggesting: the sanctuary of meditation 
and prayer and the participation in tikkun olam.  These practices, she tells 
me, are the antidote for a host of self-centered, twenty-first-century ills.  
When Christians use sabbath time to confront our “golden calves”—ego, 
unpiousness, selfishness, envy, greed, lust, and pride—we get to join our 
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Jewish brothers and sisters in a practice that holds the power to change 
the world.  Christians can rediscover their connection with Judaism as it 
relates to sabbath by returning to these ancient Hebrew ways.160 
 
Trent, here, contends that Jewish practice of meditation and tikkun olam are 

Jewish activities associated with Shabbat that Christians can incorporate into their own 

observance of the Sabbath.  Judy’s belief that Shabbat observance can serve as a remedy 

for the brokenness of human existence seems reminiscent of the belief among Jewish-

affinity Christians discussed by Kaell in the Introduction that adoption of Jewish 

practice has the ability to heal ecclesial divisions.  She references tikkun olam again as an 

important activity worth embracing in the section, “Doing Justice, Loving Mercy, 

Walking Humbly—Especially on the Sabbath,”161 from the same chapter referenced 

earlier, stating that the Reform rabbi, Larry Bach, of the Reform synagogue in Durham, 

North Carolina (Judea Reform Congregation) (as of the time the author wrote her text) 

“encourage[d] his Reform Judaism congregation to host public gatherings on Saturday 

that build community or tikkun olam—furthering G[-]d’s work in repairing the world 

and bringing about justice for the oppressed.”162 Trent believes Christians can also learn 

from what Bach “thinks Judaism is good at leaning into”163 that which is “its very best 
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thing”164: namely, “the rhythm of doing and pausing, of six and one, a true relief from 

our culture’s 24/7 rhythm.”165 The importance of learning from this aspect of Jewish 

observance of Shabbat is particularly pertinent, in Trent’s view, “[g]iven the steady 

decline of the American church”166 as, presumably, such a practice could, apparently, 

according to Trent, stem this decline. 

2.3.2 Melachah/Prohibited Work 

Trent, in Chapter 4, “A Different Calling,”167 in the section, “Do Whatever You 

Want,”168 observes that her friend admires certain features of Shabbat observance that she 

wishes Christians would incorporate into their own observance of the Sabbath, stating, 

Kate wishes her [Christian] clergy would offer some stricter confines [of 
Sabbath observance].  This is where Kate finds herself drawn to the 
Jewish practice of sabbath, which has a set time for sabbath’s beginning 
and end.  Kate loves the idea that at Friday sundown, laundry is dropped 
mid-fold, errands are stopped, and computers are turned off.  Candles are 
lit, prayers are said, services are attended, and dinners are shared.  Time 
with G[-]d and community ensues on a timeline not of our own making 
(but of the Creator’s), and ordinary tasks vanish for twenty-four hours.  
Could the body of Christ offer its members something similar?  Since the 
Jews have perfected this art form, Christians could return to their Hebrew 
roots.169 
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Trent, here, in response to her friend’s desire to incorporate a feature of Shabbat 

observance into Christian observance of the Sabbath, ponders whether Christians could, 

in fact, embrace such a feature of Shabbat observance in their own way of life.  Kate, 

herself, appears to have incorporated just such a feature of Shabbat observance into her 

own Sabbath observance, as “everyone in Kate’s office seems to respect the boundaries 

of Saturday.  An unspoken rule among her work team says that no one checks email that 

day.  Sunday afternoon, however, is fair game.”170 By refraining from checking email on 

Saturday, Kate and those in her office have sought to incorporate an aspect of Shabbat 

observance into Christian observance of the Sabbath.  It is also worth noting that Kate’s 

appreciation of “stricter confines” she associates with Jewish Shabbat observance seems 

to reflect a sentiment similar to that evinced by those Jewish-affinity Christians 

described by Kaell in the Introduction who appreciate Jewish rituals as concretizations 

of love. 

2.4 A. J. Swoboda 

A. J. Swoboda “is a professor, author, and pastor of Theophilus Church in 

Portland Oregon.”171 At Fuller Theological Seminary and George Fox Theological 

Seminary, he instructs on such subjects as “biblical studies, theology, and church 
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history.”172 His books include Messy: G[-]d Likes It That Way173; A Glorious Dark: Finding 

Hope in the Tension Between Belief and Experience174; and The Dusty Ones: Why Wandering 

Deepens Your Faith.175 In his book, Subversive Sabbath: The Surprising Power of Rest in a 

Nonstop World, Swoboda references traditional practices associated with Jewish 

observance of the Sabbath to enrich Christian observance of the Sabbath.  In this regard, 

Swoboda, like Winner, mentions the significance of the Jewish ritual of candle-lighting 

on the Sabbath in the following passage: 

We must begin by remembering.  If you journey into a contemporary 
Jewish home prepared for Sabbath, you will likely encounter two candles 
lit by (more often than not) the woman of the home.  On Friday evening, 
she waves the flames from the kiddush candles—setting the mood for 
restful intimacy—toward her face to symbolize the Sabbath entering her 
home.  One tradition holds that these candles symbolize a room set for 
lovemaking.  But why two candles?  They represent the two lists of 
commandments, one commanding us “to remember” (Exod. 20:8) and the 
second “to observe” (Deut. 5:12) the Sabbath.  Those two candles are a 
reminder, the rabbis insisted, that Sabbath observance depended on 
Sabbath remembrance.  To do, one must first remember.176 
 

2.4.1 Tinok Shenishba/A Child Who Was Captured 

Having thus described the manner in which the candle-lighting ritual is 

performed as well as its symbolic and representational roles within traditional Jewish 
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observance of Shabbat, Swoboda proceeds to note that the biblical imperative to 

remember, of which the rabbis insist the candles serve as reminders, is something of 

which Christians need to be reminded.  In his words, 

Christianity has an acute sense of Sabbath amnesia—we have forgotten to 
remember.  We have become what the rabbis called tinok shenishba.  
Literally translated, this means “the child who was captured.”  Judith 
Shulevitz illuminates the image of the one who forgets the Sabbath: “The 
rabbis [discussed] the legal implications of forgetting the Sabbath…What 
would the penalty for such amnesia or ignorance be?  And what kind of 
Jew could be so oblivious to the Sabbath?  Only, the rabbis thought, a Jew 
who had suffered extreme cultural dislocation.  Only a Jew who had been 
kidnapped as a child and raised by non-Jews.”  For Jews, forgetting the 
Sabbath was akin to forgetting one’s entire identity.  A Jew forgetting the 
Sabbath was like an Israelite who was raised by Pharaoh.  While 
Christians are going to enter into the Sabbath in a unique way, to 
remember the Sabbath is to remember who we are—children born of the 
grace and mercy of Jesus Christ.  To keep a Sabbath is to give time and 
space on our calendar to the grace of G[-]d.177 
 
Swoboda, in the above passage, uses the rabbinic understanding of an individual 

who has forgotten the Sabbath, with the implications for that person’s identity such a 

conceptualization entails, to underline the significance for Christians of the task of 

remembering in reference to the Sabbath and what is at stake if a Christian were to fail 

to do so in terms of failing to maintain his or her own identity in reference to Jesus 

Christ. 
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2.4.2 Shabbat Shalom/Sabbath of Peace 

Another Jewish ritual associated with observance of Shabbat that Swoboda 

believes can enrich Christian observance of the Sabbath is that of singing.  As Swoboda 

states, 

[A]fter preparing for the Sabbath, we sing a song together.  Some families 
sing the L’khah Dodi, a traditional Jewish song sung on Friday nights.  It 
goes, “Come, O Bride, and shed thy grace, O’er the faithful chosen race; 
Come, O bride!  Come, O bride!”  Our family sings a song called the 
Shabbat Shalom, or “Sabbath Peace.”  Each person in the family is named. 
 
Shabbat Shalom to A.J. 
Shabbat Shalom to Quinn. 
Shabbat Shalom to Elliot. 
 
We have six chickens, and we usually name them in the song too.178 
 
Swoboda, here, mentions the Jewish ritual of singing Hebrew songs on Shabbat, 

referencing one, L’khah Dodi, in particular.  Rather than incorporating this specific song 

into his Christian family’s observance of the Sabbath, he chose to formulate and utilize 

his own song that involves Hebrew words and includes references to Shabbat to mark 

the significance of the day, a form of adaptation of Shabbat practice similar to that 

evinced, for example, by Evans’ incorporation of Eshet chayil into her life. 
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2.4.3 Shabbat Metukah/Sabbath of Sweetness 

Another Jewish tradition associated with Shabbat observance that Swoboda 

believes can enrich Christian observance of the Sabbath involves honey.  As Swoboda 

explains, “I read at one point that some Jewish fathers, on the morning of the Sabbath, 

would give their children a spoon of honey.  What a beautiful tradition!  The idea was 

simple: that they would always remember the sweetness of the Sabbath for the rest of 

their lives.”179 Having thus explained this Jewish tradition, Swoboda proceeds to note its 

similarity to ancient Christian practice, observing that “[i]t [the aforementioned Jewish 

tradition associated with honey] is similar to the way the earliest Christians took 

Communion: with milk and honey.  This symbolism was to remind them that in Christ 

they had come to the promised land.”180 As a way to incorporate this Jewish tradition 

into contemporary Christian practice while also underlining its structural similarity to, 

despite its symbolic and temporal distinctiveness from, ancient Christian practice, 

Swoboda developed a Sabbath “rule”181 relating to “pancakes”182 regulating his family’s 

observance of the sacred day.  As Swoboda explains, 

[The] […] [rule] […] [is] pancakes.  Pancakes are essential to our Sabbath.  
As Quinn sleeps, I often get up early with Elliot, and together we craft the 
largest pancakes known to man.  Sitting on the counter, he helps me stir 
the batter.  Then[,] we cook them up.  Elliot will pour syrup on that thing 
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like nobody’s business (I sometimes worry he has a problem).  Then[,] we 
eat.  It is a pancake feast—slappy cakes, bacon, eggs, coffee with extra 
honey in it.  The pancakes are essential […] That is my hope—that when I 
am dead and gone and my boy is all grown up, if anyone whispers the 
word Sabbath around my son, he will just start drooling.  It is a Pavlovian 
experiment of the highest order.183 
 
Swoboda, here, incorporates, albeit with modifications and behaviors 

normatively proscribed by Jewish tradition, such as consuming non-kosher food (e.g., 

bacon), a Jewish ritual into his Christian family’s observance of the Sabbath.  As he 

explains in the passage above, Swoboda, in incorporating such a Jewish tradition into his 

own Christian family’s observance of the Sabbath, aims to achieve a similar result to the 

Jewish father mentioned earlier: namely, to cause children to perpetually recall the 

Sabbath’s sweetness. 

We have seen through the aforementioned examples how contemporary 

Protestant Christian writers, both Mainline and Evangelical, have sought to incorporate 

Shabbat practices, mutatis mutandis, into Christian observance.  Winner believes 

Christians should find ways of incorporating the restfulness, divine telos, and candle-

lighting associated with Shabbat into Christian observance.  Like Winner, Evans adopts 

an attitude of mindfulness orientating herself to the divine purpose of Shabbat.  

However, unlike Winner, who counsels against observing Shabbat according to 

Orthodox Jewish standards, Evans incorporates such traditional Shabbat practices as use 
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of the phrase, eshet chayil; observance of eruv tavshilin regulations; recitation of the Jewish 

blessing (berachah) over bread (hamotzi); and refraining from utilizing electric appliances.  

Trent, like the other Christian writers discussed, believes in the importance of 

meditation for Christian observance of the Sabbath.  In addition, Trent, like Evans, 

refrains from using certain electronic capabilities.  Trent also identifies tikkun olam, 

which she associates with Shabbat observance, as important for Christians to incorporate 

into their way of life.  Swoboda incorporates traditional concepts and behaviors 

associated with Shabbat into his Christian observance of the Sabbath, including 

meditating on concepts of observance (shamor) and remembrance (zachor) of Shabbat 

drawn from the Shabbat liturgy; using the phrase Shabbat Shalom; singing songs, as with 

traditional Shabbat zemirot; and making sweet food, as with the traditional custom of a 

Jewish father feeding his children a spoon of honey on Shabbat morning.  Just as we have 

shown in this chapter how Mainline and Evangelical Christians have made efforts to 

incorporate Shabbat practices into Christian observance of the Sabbath, the following 

chapter will discuss how a variety of believers in Jesus affiliating with Evangelicalism 

and the Messianic Jewish movement who are cognizant of the Jewish character of New 

Testament texts have contributed to the formation of newer forms of Christian Zionism 

rooted in scholarly soil. 
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3. Rooting a New Christian Zionism in Scholarly Soil 
The embrace of modern Israel, not only as an idea but as a place, is an 
essential element in a Christianity that has freed itself of supersessionism. 
That is the core assertion of the New Christian Zionism that [Gerald R.] 
McDermott and a group of other theologians are now proposing […] 
Could it be that an important and consequential part of the history of the 
Christian Church was erected on a misreading?1 

 
Scholars of Christian Zionism often contend that Christian supporters of the 

State of Israel hold to an eschatologically-oriented (read: Armageddon-obsessed) 

premillennial dispensationalist worldview that expresses interest in contemporary 

geopolitical developments in the Middle East in order to hasten the Second Coming of 

Jesus rather than to promote positive Christian engagement in the region for the 

betterment of its inhabitants.  A number of academics who believe in Jesus and the 

authority of the New Testament have developed what they regard as a more 

theologically coherent Christian Zionism that holds to the continuing importance of 

Israel’s territoriality, tracing its significance back to the New Testament and early 

church, but that is not based primarily on eschatological views, as was alluded to in the 

Introduction.  Moreover, as was also mentioned in the Introduction, two factors, in 

particular, have contributed to the development of this newer form of Christian 

Zionism: (1) a growing appreciation of the Jewish character of New Testament texts and 

(2) shifting attitudes toward the State of Israel among Millennial Evangelicals.  This 
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section will discuss this newer form of Christian Zionism evidenced by Gerald R. 

McDermott, in his book, The New Christian Zionism: Fresh Perspectives on Israel & the 

Land2; Joel Willitts, in his chapter, “Zionism in the Gospel of Matthew: Do the People of 

Israel and the Land of Israel Persist as Abiding Concerns for Matthew,” in the 

aforementioned book; David Rudolph, in his chapter “Zionism in Pauline Literature: 

Does Paul Eliminate Particularity for Israel and the Land in His Portrayal of Salvation 

Available for All the World?” in the aforementioned book; and Mark S. Kinzer, in his 

chapter, “Zionism in Luke-Acts: Do the People of Israel and the Land of Israel Persist as 

Abiding Concerns in Luke’s Two Volumes?” in the aforementioned book. 

3.1 Gerald R. McDermott 

Gerald R. McDermott (Ph.D., University of Iowa), Anglican Chair of Divinity at 

Beeson Divinity School in Birmingham, Alabama, in his “Introduction: What is the New 

Christian Zionism” of his book, The New Christian Zionism: Fresh Perspectives on Israel & 

the Land, describing the “new Christian Zionism” mentioned above, asserts, “Most 

scholars have assumed that all Christian Zionism is an outgrowth of premillennial 

dispensationalist theology,”3 a view that, as McDermott proceeds to note, “puts Israel 

 

2 Gerald R. McDermott, The New Christian Zionism: Fresh Perspectives on Israel & the Land (Downers Grove: 
InterVarsity Press, 2016). 
3 Gerald R. McDermott, “Introduction: What Is the New Christian Zionism?” in The New Christian Zionism: 
Fresh Perspectives on Israel & the Land, ed. Gerald R. McDermott (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 2016), 
11. 
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and the church on two different tracks, neither of which runs”4 simultaneously.  In 

addition, this “traditional dispensationalist version of Christian theology […] is attached 

to an elaborate schedule of end-time events dominated by the great tribulation and a 

rapture of the church that leaves Jews and the rest of the world behind.”5 In 

contradistinction to this form of Christian Zionism, McDermott advocates for a form of 

Christian Zionism that “is not connected to […] dispensationalism,”6 but rather 

looks to a long history of Christian Zionists who lived long before the rise 
of dispensationalism and to other thinkers in the last two centuries who 
have had nothing to do with dispensationalism—theologians such as Karl 
Barth, Reinhold Niebuhr, Robert Jenson and the Catholic Old Testament 
scholar Gary Anderson, as well as President Harry Truman.7 
 
McDermott’s turning to what he regards as ancient antecedents or forerunners to 

contemporary Christian Zionists constitutes an attempt to reclaim an apparent strain of 

Christian Zionism from an earlier period in Christian history that persists into the period 

subsequent to the emergence of contemporary dispensationalism.  McDermott clarifies 

that one of the 

basic implications of what we [the contributors to the book] mean by this 
term [Christian Zionism] […] is that the people and land of Israel are 
central to the story of the Bible.  This might seem obvious.  But Israel has 
not been central to the church’s traditional way of telling the story of 
salvation.  Typically[,] the story has moved from creation and fall to 
Christ’s death and resurrection, with Israel as an illustration of false 
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paths.  We believe that the Bible claims that G[-]d saves the world through 
Israel and the perfect Israelite; thus[,] the Bible is incoherent and salvation 
impossible without Israel.  We propose that the history of salvation is 
ongoing: the people of Israel and their land continue to have theological 
significance.8 
 
McDermott, in differentiating the new form of Christian Zionism to which he 

and the contributors to the book subscribe from some other forms of Christian Zionism, 

asserts that 

We should explain what we do not mean by the New Christian Zionism.  
We do not mean that the state of Israel is a perfect country.  Or that it 
should not be criticized for its failures.  Or that it is necessarily the last 
Jewish state we will see before the end of days.  Or that we know the 
particular timetable or political schema that will come before or in the final 
days.9 
 
McDermott, here, aims to articulate the relatively more modest theological claims 

he and his fellow contributors seek to affirm with regard to the contemporary State of 

Israel and effectively distance himself and his fellow contributors to the book from what 

might be regarded as more maximalist claims affirmed by comparatively less 

theologically nuanced proponents of Christian Zionism.  Continuing in the same vein of 

affirming the centrality of the land of Israel and differentiating the new form of 

Christian Zionism that McDermott and his fellow contributors seek to promote from 

other forms of Christian Zionism, McDermott observes that “the land of Israel, which is 

at the heart of the covenantal promises, continues to be important to G[-]d’s providential 
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purposes”10 and says: “It [the New Christian Zionism] is neither dispensationalism nor 

mere nationalism, nor land theft, nor merely Christian eschatology, nor theocracy.”11 

McDermott, in explaining how the new form of Christian Zionism is distinct from 

dispensationalism, asserts that  

The authors of this book reject those dispensationalist approaches that are 
confident they can plot the sequence or chronology of end-time events.  
We also disagree with many of the political beliefs associated with 
dispensationalism at the popular level (most of these are not embraced by 
dispensationalist scholars), such as the idea that the present state of Israel 
is never to be criticized because it is G[-]d’s chosen people, or that any 
concessions of land are forbidden on theological grounds.12 
 
McDermott, in further elucidating his and his fellow contributors’ position on the 

subject of dispensationalism, notes that, in contradistinction to dispensationalism, “the 

New Christian Zionism holds that the schedule of events leading up to and including 

the eschaton are in G[-]d’s secret providence,”13 intriguingly acknowledging, though 

pointedly not definitively recognizing, “that the return of Jews to the land [of Israel] and 

their establishment of the state of Israel are partial fulfillments of biblical prophecy and 

so are part of G[-]d’s design for what might be a long era of eschatological fulfillment,”14 

paraphrasing Mark Kinzer as stating that “today’s state of Israel both awaits redemption 
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and is a means to it.”15 To reiterate, “It [today’s state of Israel] is a proleptic sign of the 

eschaton, which means that it is a provisional sign of the not-yet-actualized 

consummation,”16 further clarifying: “While a sign of G[-]d’s final redemption, perhaps 

a type (divine prefigurement) of the new earth with Israel at its center, the state of Israel 

is still only a pointer to a far greater consummation to come.”17 

McDermott, in Chapter 1, “A History of Supersessionism: Getting the Big Story 

Wrong,”18 further elaborates on the ways in which what he terms “the New Christian 

Zionism” is distinct from an older form of Christian Zionism.  Thus, McDermott asserts 

that 

Israel is essential not only to eschatology (the message of the old 
Christian Zionism) but to soteriology (in the New Christian Zionism).  
Israel is critical not only to the future (the old Christian Zionism) but also 
to our past and present (the New Christian Zionism).  Not only to where 
Christians will be (the old Christian Zionism) but to what they are (the 
New Christian Zionism).”19 
 
McDermott, honing in on the territorially-grounded dimension of “the New 

Christian Zionism,” argues that 

In that book [Revelation], usually dated near the end of the first century, 
the new earth is centered in Jerusalem, whose twelve gates are inscribed 

 

15 Ibid. 
16 Ibid. 
17 Ibid. 
18 Gerald R. McDermott, “A History of Supersessionism: Getting the Big Story Wrong,” in The New Christian 
Zionism: Fresh Perspectives on Israel & the Land, ed. Gerald R. McDermott (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 
2016), 33. 
19 Ibid. 35. 
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with the names of the twelve tribes of Israel (Rev. 21:12). So we can be 
confident that this Zionist vision […] continued through at least the end 
of the first century.20 
 
McDermott notes, however, that although the biblical text seems to provide 

evidence of the continuing theological importance of the territorial nature of Israel, 

many of his fellow Christian academics have not noted this.  Thus, McDermott laments 

that, 

while Paul and Jesus scholarship has eroded support for one sort of 
supersessionism, most Protestant and Catholic scholars have not 
embraced the countervailing notion that G[-]d has a present and future 
role for Jews in the land of Israel.  That is, while most Protestant and 
Catholic scholars since the Holocaust fall over each other reaffirming G[-
]d’s eternal covenant with Israel, for the most part they ignore what for 
most Jews is absolutely integral to that covenant: the land […] [M]ost 
Protestant and Catholic affirmations of the Jewish covenant ignore this 
central component.21 
 
It is to the aforementioned situation in Christian scholarship that McDermott 

offers his edited volume as a corrective.  Looking to the biblical text to support his 

position regarding the centrality of the land of Israel in the Bible, McDermott, in Chapter 

2, “A History of Christian Zionism: Is Christian Zionism Rooted Primarily in 

Premillennial Dispensationalism?”22 finds support for his position in a quantitative 

analysis of the biblical text, observing that 
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By one scholar’s count, land is the fourth most frequent noun or 
substantive in the Tanak.  He notes that it is more dominant statistically 
than the idea of covenant.  By my counting, more than one thousand 
times in the Tanak the land (eretz) of Israel is either stated or implied.  Of 
the 250 times that covenant (b’rit) is mentioned, in 70 percent of those 
instances (177 times) covenant is either directly or indirectly connected to 
the land of Israel.  Of the 74 times that b’rit appears in the Torah, 73 
percent of those times (54) include the gift of the land, either explicitly or 
implicitly.  In other words, when the biblical G[-]d calls out a people for 
himself, he does so in an earthly way, by making the gift of a particular 
land an integral aspect of that calling.23 
 
McDermott, having underscored the importance of the land of Israel in the Bible 

through quantitative analysis, proceeds to further elaborate on the land’s importance in 

noting the various roles it plays in biblical narrative, stating that 

[a]ccording to the Dictionary of Biblical Imagery, “Next to G[-]d himself, the 
longing for land dominates all others [in the Old Testament].”  Land is 
presented by the Torah as a place of spiritual testing; its pollution by sin 
and Israel’s consequent exiles are portrayed as analogous to humanity’s 
fall from grace in Eden and consequent expulsion.  Adam, formed from 
land, failed to protect it and therefore allowed the serpent (evil) access to 
it.  Land also represents the human condition: “Good in principle, land is 
cursed as a result of humanity’s sin, and people alienated from it as well 
as being joined to it.”24 
 
McDermott observes that, in addition to the roles the land of Israel has played in 

the past, the biblical text holds that the land of Israel will remain important in the future.  

Thus, “The prophets, who wrote mostly from exile, prophesied that one day Jews from 
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all over the world would return to the land.”25 McDermott then provides a number of 

examples of this expectation, mentioning the prophet “Isaiah […] [who] predicted in the 

early seventh century BC[E] that in some future day G[-]d ‘will assemble the outcasts of 

Israel, and gather the dispersed of Judah from the four corners of the earth (Is[.] 

11:12).’”26 In addition, McDermott references the prophet “Jeremiah[, who] wrote that 

‘the days are coming when it shall be said that the L[-]rd ‘brought [the people of Israel] 

out of all the countries where he had driven them…back to their own land that [he] gave 

to their fathers…There they shall dwell in their own land’ (Jer[.] 16:14-15; 23:8).”27 

McDermott also mentions the prophet Zechariah in support of the belief in that same 

expectation of a future return to the land of Israel, noting that “Zechariah[, [i]n the late 

sixth century BC[E],] delivered G[-]d’s promise that, ‘[t]hough I scattered them among 

the nations, yet in far countries they shall remember me, and with their children they 

shall live and return’ (Zech[.] 10:9 RSV).”28 It is in these and other similar prophetic 

passages, McDermott observes, that “[s]imilar promises are made”29 regarding Israel’s 

restoration to her land from exile.  Moreover, these promises are made “over the course 

of different periods in Israel’s later history—after the first exile to Assyria, during and 

after the second exile to Babylon and after the return of the exiles under Ezra and 

 

25 Ibid. 52. 
26 Ibid. 
27 Ibid. 
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Nehemiah,”30 underscoring their ubiquity throughout the people of Israel’s historical 

experience as recounted in the biblical text. 

McDermott believes this expectation regarding the people of Israel’s restoration 

to the land of Israel to be present in the New Testament, too.  As McDermott relates, 

“Jesus and the apostles give evidence that they were still expecting a future return,”31 

subsequently adducing textual evidence for this contention.  McDermott, thus, points 

out that “Jesus quotes Isaiah’s prediction that the temple would become ‘a house of 

prayer for all the nations’ (Mk[.] 11:17; Is 56:7),”32 which “seems to concur, as Richard 

Hays suggests, with Isaiah’s vision of ‘an eschatologically restored Jerusalem’ where 

foreigners would come to G[-]d’s holy mountain to join the ‘outcasts of Israel’ whom G[-

]d has ‘gathered’ (Is 56:7-8).”33 McDermott, thus, locates textual support for his assertion 

regarding the people of Israel’s restoration to her land in Hays’ hermeneutical 

interpretation of a passage from the Gospel of Mark as understood in light of its intertext 

from the Book of Isaiah.  In addition, McDermott holds that “Paul, Peter and the writer 

of the Book of Revelation had similar expectations”34 about the people of Israel’s return 

to the land of Israel.  Thus, McDermott references Acts 3, in which “Peter looks forward 

to ‘the times of restoration of all things which G[-]d spoke through the mouth of his holy 
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prophets from ancient time’ (Acts 3:21).”35 As McDermott points out, “The word Peter 

uses for ‘restoration’ is the same word (apokatastasis) used in the Septuagint (which the 

early church used as its Bible) for G[-]d’s future return of Jews from all over the world to 

Israel.”36 Furthermore, “the new earth is centered in Jerusalem, which has twelve gates 

named after ‘the twelve tribes of the sons of Israel’ (Rev 21:2, 12).”37 

The concept of a restoration of the people of Israel to the land of Israel is, in 

McDermott’s view, also evidenced in the “early and medieval church.”38 Thus, 

McDermott notes that “Justin Martyr (100-165), one of the best-known second-century 

Christian writers, expected that the millennium would be centered in Jerusalem,”39 

proceeding to observe that “[a]lthough he was one of the first replacement theologians, 

his vision of the church’s future included a particular city in the particular land of 

Israel.”40 McDermott provides the following passage by Justin Martyr to support this 

contention: 

But I and others, who are right-minded Christians on all points, are 
assured that there will be a resurrection of the dead, and a thousand years 
in Jerusalem, which will then be built, adorned and enlarged, [as] the 
prophets Ezekiel and Isaiah and others declare…[such as] John, one of the 
apostles of Christ, who prophesied, by a revelation that was made to him, 
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that those who believed in our Christ would dwell a thousand years in 
Jerusalem.41 
 
McDermott observes that Irenaeus (d. ca. 202), although believing that “the 

church is the ‘true’ seed of Abraham”42 while “those who will return ‘from all the 

nations’ will be Christians rather than Jews,”43 similarly anticipated “a future for 

Jerusalem in the end days”44 when “[i]t will be ‘rebuilt after the pattern of the Jerusalem 

above’”45 in material form.  Similarly, McDermott observes that Tertullian expected that 

the people of Israel “would one day be returned to their land”46 in the following 

passage: “It will be fitting for the Christian to rejoice, and not to grieve, at the restoration 

of Israel, if it be true, (as it is), that the whole of our hope is intimately united with the 

remaining expectation of Israel.”47 Another figure to whom McDermott refers is “the 

Egyptian bishop Nepos,”48 who “foresaw a restoration of Jerusalem and rebuilding of 

the temple.”49 With regard to that “area of third-century Egypt,”50 McDermott contends 

that “[m]illennial teaching was prevalent […,] along with, presumably, faith in a 
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restored Israel,”51 so such a belief in Israel’s restoration to her land was not restricted to 

the bishop. 

McDermott observes that, although such prominent Christian figures as Origen 

and Augustine would largely “empt[y] [prophecies about the land of Israel and the 

future of the Jewish people on the land] of their spiritual content,”52 other figures from 

later in church history held restorationist ideas relating to Israel.  Thus, McDermott 

points out that “Gerard of Borgo San Donnino (ca. 1255)”53 held “that some Jews would 

be blessed as Jews in the end time, and they would return to their homeland.”54 In 

addition, “John of Rupescissa (ca. 1310-1366)”55 claimed that “Jews would be converted 

and Jerusalem would be rebuilt to become the center of a renewed and purified faith.”56 

It was with “the Reformation and later,”57 though, that the “vision for a future Israel”58 

would reemerge with more strength.  McDermott asserts that “[h]istorian Donald Lewis 

suggests that it was the Geneva Bible’s vision of Israel’s spiritual ‘return’ or ‘turning’ 

that prepared its huge readership for the associated idea of a literal return of Jews to 

their ancestral homeland.”59 Of course, modern Christian Zionism holds similar ideas 
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relating to the people and land of Israel, but as McDermott has shown, such ideas 

relating to the people of Israel’s return to the land of Israel are more ancient than is often 

supposed.  To further buttress his case for a “New Christian Zionism” aiming to reclaim 

theological ideas from Christian antiquity for today, McDermott enlists the help of Joel 

Willitts, David Rudolph, and Mark S. Kinzer. 

3.2 Joel Willitts 

Joel Willitts (Ph.D., University of Cambridge), Professor of Biblical and 

Theological Studies at North Park University in Chicago, Illinois, in Chapter 4, “Zionism 

in the Gospel of Matthew: Do the People of Israel and the Land of Israel Persist as 

Abiding Concerns for Matthew?”60 in the book, The New Christian Zionism: Fresh 

Perspectives on Israel & the Land, contends that, “while the Gospel [of Matthew] is not 

about Israel’s territorial restoration, the author assumes it.”61 According to Willitts, 

Matthean scholarship has generally overlooked two important facts that 
have recently been emphasized, while also severely downplaying 
Matthew’s continuity with his early Jewish milieu: (1) the place of the 
land in the structure of Matthew’s story reveals his territorial interests 
and (2) when compared with the other Gospels—particularly Mark—
Matthew reveals a greater attention to Eretz Israel in his reporting of both 
Jesus’ teaching and activity within the land.62 
 

 

60 Joel Willitts, “Zionism in the Gospel of Matthew: Do the People of Israel and the Land of Israel Persist as 
Abiding Concerns for Matthew,” in The New Christian Zionism: Fresh Perspectives on Israel & the Land, ed. 
Gerald R. McDermott (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 2016), 107. 
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Willitts, in “focus[ing] primarily on the land in Matthew’s theology”63 and 

“argu[ing] for an affirmative answer to the question posed in the subtitle: Yes! The 

people of Israel and the land of Israel persist as abiding concerns in the Gospel of 

Matthew,”64 offers his reading of the Gospel of Matthew as a corrective to this scholarly 

lacuna of the presence of the land within this New Testament text.  Thus, Willits asserts: 

This specific attention to the land in Matthew will serve, at the very least, 
to correct the conventional wisdom that Matthew had little interest in the 
land of Israel.  More than that, however, I think his interest in Eretz Israel, 
both what he adds to his sources and what he includes of them, can be 
reasonably taken to mean that the author of the First Gospel, and thus the 
Gospel itself, had an abiding land consciousness in line with the traditional 
Jewish territorial hope.65 
 
Willits notes that “Matthias Konradt recently suggested that Matthew’s 

summary of the extent of Jesus’ geographical influence reflects intentional reference to 

the twelve tribal areas of settlement in order to ‘allude to the motif of the reconstitution 

of Israel.’”66 The author holds that “[a]n audience that shared an interest in the Land of 

Israel would have picked up this subtle and creative allusion.”67 Moreover, Willitts 

contends that 

[t]he focus of Matthew’s Gospel on the messianic activity in the northern 
territory of the Promised Land is reminiscent of the Jewish traditions 
concerning the appearance of the Messiah in the north as well [as] the 
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general expectation of a new united Davidic kingdom of the twelve tribes 
in a restored territory.68 
 
Willitts observes that 

Richard Beaton points in this direction in his exegesis of Matthew 4:15-16 
and the reuse of Isaiah 8:23-9:1. Beaton’s investigation considered both 
Matthew’s text-type and the function of the quotation in Matthew’s 
Gospel.  With respect to the text-form of the citation, Beaton observed 
that the quotation’s relationship to known ancient versions, though 
complex, suggests a geographical emphasis: “Matthew appears to draw 
upon the geographical specificity of the MT in support of Jesus’ 
movements and messianic ministry.”  It is quite clear, then, that the 
surface-level purpose of the citation is “to demonstrate how Jesus of 
Nazareth’s geographical movements fulfilled Scripture.”69 
 
Willits notes that 

Beaton adds that the inclusion of Isaiah 9:1 as a mere “geographical 
validation” does not exhaust the import of the citation.  He points to the 
quotation’s importance for Israel and the land: “Matthew’s emphasis 
upon Jesus’ move to Capernaum and the mention of Zebulun and 
Naphtalai [sic] may suggest a desire to demonstrate that the messiah 
went initially to the tribes of Israel who were the first to be taken into 
captivity (cf. [Mt.] 10:5-6; 15:24).”70 
 
It is this additional interpretation of the text offered by Beaton, coupled with his 

earlier observation concerning the text’s geographic dimension, that leads Willits to 

contend that “Beaton’s observation provides the eschatological basis for the Galilean 

ministry: the restoration of the tribes of Israel.”71 Willits further argues that “[a]dditional 
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evidence for the land consciousness in the first Gospel”72 can be seen “in the ‘turfed’ 

(concrete and territorial) nature of the kingdom of heaven.”73 In particular, 

Four passages illustrate, first, that the kingdom is somewhere on earth.  
Second, on a more careful survey, one can see that the “somewhere” is 
most likely the land of Israel.  In each case, the passage under 
consideration is either a more landed version in comparison with Mark 
and Luke, or it is unique to Matthew’s Gospel.74 
 
Willitts holds that “contextual considerations”75 of the meaning of land among 

Jews at the time of Matthew “lend support for a more turfed and specific focus”76 on the 

land of Israel in “the ‘L[-]rd’s Prayer’ [‘Your kingdom come, Your will be done, on the 

land as it is in heaven’77] of Matthew 6:10.”78 According to Willitts, 

It is the Jewish disciples who are in the land of Israel who are to pray that 
G[-]d’s kingdom, once again, takes the concrete form of the Davidic 
kingdom on earth.  The kingdom’s tribal borders will be the Levant—that 
is, the eastern coast of the Mediterranean Sea north of the Arabian 
Peninsula and south of Turkey—but its sovereignty will extend over the 
whole earth (Ps[.] 72).79 
 
The second passage in which Willitts observes a turfed understanding of land is 

“Matthew 8:11 (ESV): “Many will come from east and west and recline at table with 
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Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob in the kingdom of heaven.”80 Willits discerns “[t]he turfed 

nature of the kingdom of heaven”81 in “the many”82 who “will be coming from somewhere 

in the east and the west to feast with Israel’s patriarchs in the kingdom of heaven”83 

given that “reference to Israel’s patriarchs”84 could be seen as including “[t]he land of 

the patriarchs,”85 which is “Canaan, Eretz Israel,”86 as “it was to them that the land was 

promised (Gen[.] 12; 15; 17; 26 and 28).”87 Moreover, Willitts observes that “[t]he 

direction in question from the east and from the west is to Israel and, specifically, to 

Jerusalem.”88 In addition, Willitts asserts that “Matthew is echoing biblical prophecy and 

Jewish tradition related to the eschatological return of the exiles to Israel,”89 which 

would “likely include […] Gentiles who will accompany the returnees”90 given that 

“Isaiah portrays the reconstitution of the nation of Israel in the land as facilitated by 

Gentile supporters (Is[.] 49:22-23), and the event is pictured as a great feast (Is[.] 25).”91 
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Another “line of evidence”92 for the continuing importance of land in the Gospel 

of Matthew to which Willits refers is the text’s “affirmative posture toward Jerusalem 

and the temple in spite of his severe critique and prophetic word of destruction.”93 Thus, 

“Two times Matthew refers to Jerusalem as ‘the holy city,’”94 underscoring the city’s 

sacred status, and “Matthew 23:39 [“For I tell you, you will not see me again until you 

say, ‘Blessed is he who comes in the name of the L[-]rd,’”]”95 which seems, in “John 

Nolland’s interpretation,”96 to envision “a future time when the people of Jerusalem will 

receive their king—the Greek phrases thus indicating that seeing will resume at an 

indicated but uncertain future moment.”97 While “[t]he possibility that this will happen 

in Jesus’ ‘now’ is cut off[,…] that is not the end of the story,”98 as “[t]he sense of this 

statement by Jesus is that there is a future scene to be enacted,”99 while “Jesus’ statement 

has a hopeful tone, albeit full of present grief.”100 In addition, Jesus, in “Matthew 23:27 

[,…] states: ‘Jerusalem, Jerusalem…How often have I desired to gather your children 

together as a hen gathers her brood.’”101 Willitts discerns in this text “a strong allusion to 
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Isaiah 54, with its depiction of a desolate and barren wife who will soon be redeemed 

and made fertile again,”102 asserting that 

[t]he two opposing conditions of the wife-mother Jerusalem symbolize 
the before and after of G[-]d’s redemption of his people and his city.  
There should then be little doubt that Jesus, when he speaks of gathering 
Jerusalem’s children with the image of a hen gathering her chicks, makes 
explicit reference to the reconstitution of G[-]d’s exilic people in the land 
of Israel in a new Jerusalem.103 
 
Willitts also observes “eschatolog[ical]”104 references to the continuing 

importance of the land of Israel in the Gospel of Matthew.  Thus, Willits understands 

Mt[.] 28:19-20 concerning “the meek inheriting the land”105  as a reference to the land of 

Israel given that “[i]t seems much more likely on the lips of Jesus and in the report of 

Matthew”106 that “the narrower meaning of the term is intended, Eretz Israel.”107 Further 

elaborating on this point, Willits asserts that “Jesus’ statement is adapted from and 

nearly identical to Psalm 37:11 (NIV): ‘But the meek will inherit the land and enjoy peace 

and prosperity,”108 a verse that, given its “context,”109 would seem to indicate that it is 

“the meek who will receive the inheritance of the Promised Land, not the violent and 
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evil.”110 Another indication that this interpretation of the use of Psalm 37 by the Gospel 

of Matthew is plausible is other texts from the Second Temple period, such as “a pesher 

(ancient commentary on the text of the Bible) on Psalm 37 [that] was discovered, 4Q171 

(4QpPs] II, 9-12,”111 which seems to “retain this narrow meaning”112 of the land of Israel.  

Willitts contends that  

Christoph Heil is right […] to observe the similarity between the pesher 
and Matthew on the meaning of the “land”: “Both Matthew and the 
Qumran Commentary on Psalm 37 evidently agree in an expectation for 
their addressees of a concrete and this-worldly enjoyment of the land.  So 
in Matthew 5:5 the Greek word ge is better translated as ‘land,’ not 
‘earth.’”113 
 
Another eschatological reference to the land of Israel in the Gospel of Matthew 

can be observed, according to Willitts, in “Matthew 19:28: ‘Jesus said to them, ‘Truly I 

tell you, at the renewal of all things, when the Son of Man is seated on the throne of his 

glory, you who have followed me will also sit on twelve thrones, judging the twelve 

tribes of Israel.’’”114 According to Willitts, “Implicit in this eschatological promise is the 

political reconstitution of a twelve-tribe nation state,”115 as “[t]he prediction of tribal 

oversight alludes to and is based on the model of the administration of the Davidic and 

Solomonic empires by twelve tribal leaders (see 1 Kings 4:7-19; I Chron[.] 27:16-22; Ezra 
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2:2; Neh[.] 7:7).”116 Indeed, “Matthew assumes, it appears, that in the future in the 

restored Davidic kingdom, the twelve disciples will govern over restored tribal 

territories,”117 which is an “assumption”118 that, Willitts contends, “is in concert with the 

eschatological expectation, apparently in the air in the first century, that the tribal 

leaders of the Davidic empire would be restored in the messianic kingdom.”119 

3.3 David Rudolph 

David Rudolph (Ph.D., University of Cambridge), a self-identified Messianic Jew 

and Professor of New Testament and Jewish Studies at The King’s University in 

Southlake, Texas, likewise contends, in Chapter 6, “Zionism in Pauline Literature: Does 

Paul Eliminate Particularity for Israel and the Land in His Portrayal of Salvation 

Available for All the World?”120 in The New Christian Zionism: Fresh Perspectives on Israel 

& the Land, that Paul, in his epistles, similarly maintains the continuing importance of 

the land of Israel.  Thus, Rudolph asserts that 

the term “gifts” includes the land especially.  Similarly, the terms 
‘covenants’ and ‘promises’ in Romans 9:4 and 15:8 cannot be understood 
apart from their land aspect, because the origins of these covenants and 
promises are coterminous with the oath that G[-]d made to Abraham, 
Isaac and Jacob concerning the land (e.g., Ex[.] 32:13).  This 
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interconnection between covenant, promise and land is echoed hundreds 
of times in Israel’s Scriptures, something that would have been as clear to 
Paul as the stars in the sky.121 
 
Rudolph believes there are additional contextual indicators in Paul’s epistles 

suggesting that Paul did, in fact, maintain hope in the return of the people of Israel to 

the land of Israel.  For example, Paul states the following in Romans 15:12: 

 and again Isaiah says, 
  “The root of Jesse shall come, 
   the one who rises to rule the Gentiles; 
  in him the Gentiles shall hope.”122 

 
As Rudolph notes, the context of the prophetic passage in Isaiah from which Paul 

is drawing, particularly that portion of Isaiah’s text following the cited portion found in 

Paul, states the following: 

And it shall be in that day, that the L[-]rd shall again show his hand, to be 
zealous for the remnant that is left of the people…. 
  

 And he shall lift up a standard for the nations, 
  and he shall gather the lost ones of Israel, 

 and he shall gather the dispersed of Judah 
  from the four corners of the earth (Is 11:11-12 LXX).123 

 
These verses providing the context of the verse from Isaiah Paul references in 

Romans indicate that “the universal dimension of the messianic kingdom is balanced by 

the particularity of Israel’s king (‘the root of Jesse,’ that is, the son of David) and the 
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return of his people to their land.”124 As Rudolph proceeds to note, “[t]hough Paul does 

not quote Isaiah 11:11-12, we can reasonably assume that he was aware of the territorial 

context and that in keeping with contemporary Jewish practice his quotation served as 

more of a bookmark than a stand-alone comment.”125 Moreover, “Paul described the 

future kingdom in Zionist terms in Romans 11:26, where he proclaims, 

And so all Israel will be saved; as it is written, 
 ‘Out of Zion will come the Deliverer; 
 he will banish ungodliness from Jacob.’”126 
 
As Rudolph notes, “[the scholar William] Horbury concludes”127 from this 

passage as well as “Galatians 4:26-30 (‘Be glad, barren woman’ [NIV])”128 that  

Paul envisaged a coming messianic reign in the divinely prepared 
Jerusalem, bringing together the king with the city and the sanctuary on 
the Old Testament pattern….Hints at a Jerusalem-centred messianic reign 
in both passages would be consonant with the eschatological importance 
of Zion or the land in Rom. 9.25-6.129 
 
The passage from Romans (9.25-6) that Horbury references has 

Paul quot[ing] Hosea as saying, 

 And in the very place where it was said to 
  them, ‘You are not my people,’ 
 there they shall be called children of the 
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  living G[-]d (Hos[.] 1:10, NRSV, emphases added).130 
 

 As Rudolph explains, 

Since the Greek word EKEI (translated “there” in Rom 9:26) does not 
appear in any known Septuagint version of Hosea, it would seem to 
suggest that Paul is placing an emphasis on this geographic location.  
What do the words “in the very place” and “there” point to?  In the 
context of Hosea 1, these terms refer to the land of Israel.  Moreover, the 
Hosea 1:10 text that Paul quotes is in the middle of the prophet’s 
description of how the land and seed promises to the patriarchs are 
fulfilled in the eschaton.  In Hosea, a messianic king is appointed and 
then possession of the land is restored.131 
 
Rudolph cites W. D. Davies who understands Paul’s view of Hosea 1:10 as 

indicating Paul’s presentation of “a normative territorial view of Zion.”132 As Davies 

observes: 

What is illegitimate is to ignore the plain geographic emphasis of the text 
at Rom. 9:25-26 in favour of a generalized reference to the call of the 
Gentiles or of lapsed Jews.  The full weight of the doctrines which we 
dealt with in Part I are in favour of giving to Zion a geographic 
connotation.  Zion or Jerusalem was for the Jew, Paul, the centre of the 
world, the symbol of the land itself and the focal point for the Messianic 
Age.  The likelihood is that, at first at least, it occupied the same place in 
his life as a Christian. 2 Thess. 2, and possibly Rom. 11:26, and, probably 
Rom. 9:26 confirm this.133 
 
Rudolph also provides the following passage from Horbury as indicating the 

eschatological role of the land in Paul: 

 

130 Rudolph, “Zionism in Pauline Literature,” 192. 
131 Ibid. 
132 Ibid. 
133 W. D. Davies, The Gospel and the Land: Early Christianity and Jewish Territorial Doctrine (Oregon: Scholars 
Press, 1990), 196. 



 

 131 

In the larger Pauline context the most important passage for the question 
is 1 Cor. 15.20-8.  The present writer follows those who hold that in 1 Cor. 
15 Paul envisages a Zion-centered Messianic reign, beginning with a 
second coming of Christ.  As is shown in [1 Cor. 15:]25-8 by the 
exposition of Pss. 110.1, 8.6 on the subjection of enemies, this reign 
involves the crushing victory over hostile forces granted to the king, G[-
]d’s son, in Zion, on the lines sketched in Pss. 2.6-9, 110.1-6….In Christian 
sources this execution of foes in the messianic victory is pictured at 2 
Thess. 2:8.134 
 
Rudolph believes this passage from Horbury underscores that “[a]ll of this 

eschatological drama described in 1 Corinthians 15, centering on the death, resurrection 

and bodily return of the Messiah, takes place in the land of Israel,”135 once again evidencing 

the continuing importance of the land of Israel in Paul’s epistles. 

3.4 Mark S. Kinzer 

Mark S. Kinzer, in Chapter 5, “Zionism in Luke-Acts: Do the People of Israel and 

the Land of Israel Persist as Abiding Concerns in Luke’s Two Volumes?”136 in The New 

Christian Zionism: Fresh Perspectives on Israel & the Land, similarly holds that the land of 

Israel retains its significance in the New Testament, specifically Luke-Acts.  Kinzer 

begins his chapter with the following quotation of a passage from Gary M. Burge’s book, 

Jesus and the Land: The New Testament Challenge to ‘Holy Land’ Theology: 

 

134 William Horbury, “Land, Sanctuary and Worship,” in Early Christian Thought in its Jewish Context, ed. 
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At no point do the earliest Christians view the Holy Land as a locus of 
divine activity to which the people of the Roman empire must be drawn.  
They do not promote the Holy Land either for the Jew or for the Christian 
as a vital aspect of faith….The early Christians possessed no territorial 
theology.  Early Christian preaching is utterly uninterested in a Jewish 
eschatology devoted to the restoration of the land.  The kingdom of 
Christ began in Judea and is historically anchored there but it is not 
tethered to a political realization of that kingdom in the Holy Land.137 
 
Kinzer, like the aforementioned scholars, recognizes that this passage claiming 

the significance of the territoriality of the land of Israel resides only in its historical role 

as the place from which the kingdom of Christ was initiated represents the view of “the 

mainstream of Christian scholars”138 on the significance of the land of Israel in the New 

Testament.   Indeed, as Kinzer notes, 

It is commonplace for specialists in Christian theology and Scripture to 
assert that the land of Israel loses its theological significance in the New 
Testament.  Minimally, it seems self-evident to most that the theme of the 
land as a particular geographical location (as opposed to an 
eschatological symbol representing the entire world) lacks prominence in 
the New Testament texts.139 
 
It is against this mainstream scholarly view of the land of Israel held by many 

New Testament scholars that Kinzer levels his argument.  In Kinzer’s words, 

Luke-Acts displays an orientation to the city of Jerusalem that contradicts 
these standard conclusions.  According to Luke-Acts, Jerusalem possesses 
a unique status not only because “the kingdom of Christ” is “historically 
anchored” there but even more because that kingdom will achieve its 
eschatological consummation within its walls.   This means that the land 
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of Israel also retains its unique status for Luke-Acts, for the city of 
Jerusalem functioned from the time of the postexilic prophets as a symbol 
for the land as a whole, as well as for the people destined to inherit it.140 
 
One argument Kinzer makes to support his contention regarding the importance 

of the land of Israel in Luke-Acts relies on the narrative structure of the texts.  According 

to Kinzer, “Luke underlines the thematic centrality of Jerusalem for his two-volume 

work by structuring his narrative geographically, with Jerusalem as its pivot.”141 Kinzer 

believes that “an examination of the geographical structure of Luke-Acts, and of Luke’s 

teaching concerning Jerusalem, will provide clues regarding the message that the two 

volumes”142 relate.  Noting the geographical distinctiveness of the narrative in Luke-Acts 

read in comparative perspective with other New Testament texts, Kinzer asserts the 

following: 

No other book in the New Testament adheres to such a defined 
geographical pattern as a primary principle of organization.  This author 
also gives more attention to the destiny of Jerusalem than does any other 
New Testament writer […] Among the four Gospels, only Luke begins in 
Jerusalem—and not merely in Jerusalem but at the heart of the city, the 
holy temple, where the future father of John the Baptist offers incense and 
receives an angelic visitation (Lk[.] 1:5-23).143 
 
Kinzer, further elaborating on the distinctiveness of Luke-Acts when read in 

comparative perspective with other New Testament texts, observes the following: 
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Only Luke among the canonical Gospels provides readers with a story of 
Jesus as a youth, and that story recounts the boy’s visit to Jerusalem and 
his lingering in the courts of the temple (Lk. 2:41-51).  Thus, Luke’s two-
chapter introduction centers on the city of Jerusalem and its temple.144 
 
Kinzer also observes that 

Luke has chosen to organize the material around th[e] Passover 
pilgrimage, with occasional editorial reminders of the geographical 
context (e.g., Lk. 13:22; 17:11).  In this way the central section of Luke’s 
narrative, which occurs outside Jerusalem, employs the holy city as its 
point of orientation and source of structural unity.145 
 
The importance of Jerusalem to Luke can also be discerned, in Kinzer’s view, in 

“Luke[‘s] restrict[ing] resurrection appearances to the Jerusalem region, and […] 

Luke[’s] inclu[sion] [of] the dominical command requiring the disciples to remain in the 

city (Lk 24:49).”146 In Kinzer’s words, 

The Gospel ends as it began—in the Jerusalem temple, with a community 
of Jews worshiping the G[-]d of Israel (Lk[.] 24:53).  Among the canonical 
Gospels only Luke begins in Jerusalem, ends in Jerusalem and orients its 
central narrative around a journey to Jerusalem.  This geographical 
structure underlines Luke’s unique concern for the holy city and its 
enduring theological significance.147 
 
Kinzer contends that the geographical structure ordering the Gospel of Luke is 

also evidenced in the Book of Acts, which “likewise orders its narrative according to a 

geographical pattern centered in Jerusalem, and, as already noted, that pattern finds 
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explicit articulation in Acts 1:8: “You will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and 

Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.”148 Pointing out similarities with regard to 

Jerusalem between the Gospel of Luke and the Book of Acts, Kinzer notes that both 

“begin in Jerusalem, with a community centered on the temple” (Acts 2:46; 3:1-10; 4:1-2; 

5:12, 20-21, 42),”149 underscoring Jerusalem’s centrality at the outset.  Although other 

geographical locales are part of Paul’s itinerary, apparently “radiating outward,”150 what 

is often not noted is how “the story continually reverts back to Jerusalem,”151 a pattern 

Kinzer observes and evinces through his own writing in the following passage: 

Paul encounters Jesus on the road to Damascus, and then returns to 
Jerusalem (Acts 9:26-29).  Peter proclaims Jesus to Cornelius in Caesarea, 
and then returns to Jerusalem (Acts 11:2).  A congregation arises in 
Antioch, and then in a time of famine sends aid to Jerusalem (Acts 11:27-30).  
Paul and Barnabas journey from Antioch to Asia Minor, and then return 
to Jerusalem for the central event in the book—the Jerusalem Council (Acts 
15:2).  From Jerusalem Paul travels with Silas and Greece, and then 
returns to Jerusalem, where he is arrested (Acts 21:17-23:11).152 
 
Kinzer points out that another scholar, Robert Brawley, has made a similar point 

about Paul’s travels in the following passage: 

Although Acts begins in Jerusalem and ends in Rome, it is inaccurate to 
conclude that Jerusalem falls out in favor of Rome.  The narrative in Acts 
actually reciprocates between Jerusalem and the extended 
mission….Even when Paul is in Rome, his memory reverts to Jerusalem 
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to reiterate his fate there ([Acts] 28:17).  Hence, Acts does not delineate a 
movement away from Jerusalem, but a constant return to Jerusalem.  In the 
geography of Acts[,] emphasis repeatedly falls on Jerusalem from 
beginning to end.153 
 
Jerusalem’s centrality is also evidenced, in Kinzer’s view, in the language 

employed in the text to describe Rome, which is “characterize[d] […] [as] ‘the ends of 

the earth.’”154 As Kinzer helpfully explains, 

Given the city [of Rome’s] overwhelming political, military, economic 
and cultural dominance within the first-century world inhabited by Luke, 
applying this phrase (even by implication) to Rome comes as a shock.  For 
Luke, Rome may be the capital of a Gentile empire that rules much of the 
earth, but it was neither the center nor the true capital of the world.  That 
honor belonged to Jerusalem alone.155 
 
Kinzer points out that another scholar, Richard Bauckham, discerns a similar 

phenomenon “in the geographical structure of the list of Jews gathered for the holiday of 

Pentecost (Acts 2:5, 9-11),”156 as the latter observes in the following passage referenced 

by Kinzer: 

Luke’s list of the nations and countries from which the pilgrims attending 
the festival of Pentecost had come (Acts 2:9-11) provides a much more 
authentically Jerusalem perspective on the Diaspora.  The order in which 
the names occur has perplexed interpreters.  In fact, if we take the trouble 
to plot the names on a map of the world as an ancient reader would have 
perceived it, we can see that Luke’s list is carefully designed to depict the 
Jewish Diaspora with Jerusalem at its centre….The names in Acts 2:9-11 
are listed in four groups corresponding to the four points of the compass, 
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beginning in the east and moving counterclockwise….The first group of 
names in the list…begins in the far east and moves in towards Judaea, which is 
then named.  Recognizing that Judaea is in the list because it is the centre 
of the pattern described by the names is the key to understanding the list. 
The second group of names…is of places to the north of Judaea, and 
follows an order which moves out from and back to Judaea, ending at the point 
from which one might sail to Judaea.  The third group of names…moves 
west from Judaea through Egypt…and Libya to Rome, and then back to 
Judaea by a sea route calling at Crete.  Finally, a single name (Arabs) 
represents the movement south from Judaea, presumably indicating 
Nabataea, immediately due south of Judaea.157 
 
As Kinzer also proceeds to note, “Not only does this list depict Jerusalem as the 

center of the world; it also follows the same rhythm of outward and inward movement 

that characterizes the entire narrative of Acts.”158 Underscoring his earlier point, Kinzer 

states that 

In both the greater story of the advance of the good news and the more 
circumscribed story of Paul, Jerusalem is the heart from which the blood 
flows and to which it invariably returns.  Contrary to Burge’s claim, the 
centrifugal movement of the narrative of Acts is continually balanced by 
a centripetal movement.159 
 
Another indication, in Kinzer’s view, of the continuing significance of the land of 

Israel in Luke-Acts is Luke  21:24, especially “in light of other Jewish literature of the 
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period,”160 as asserted by Robert Tannehill in the following passage referenced by 

Kinzer: 

That Jerusalem or the sanctuary has been or will be “trampled on” is a 
repeated theme in ancient Jewish writings….This trampling of Jerusalem 
will last only “until the times of the Gentiles are fulfilled.”  We are not 
told explicitly what will happen then, but if we return to the other texts 
that speak of this trampling, we find the expectation that Jerusalem will be 
restored.161 
 
As Kinzer goes on to note, “According to Albrecht Oepke, the verbal form of 

apokatastasis becomes in the Septuagint and Josephus a technical term ‘for the restoration 

of Israel to its own land.’”162 Kinzer also believes this meaning is evident in Acts 3:17-21, 

which reads, 

And now, brethren, I know that you acted in ignorance, just as your 
rulers did also.  But the things which G[-]d announced beforehand by the 
mouth of all the prophets, that His Christ would suffer, He has thus 
fulfilled.  Therefore repent and return, so that your sins may be wiped 
away, in order that times […] of refreshing may come from the presence 
of the L[-]rd; and that He may send Jesus, the Christ appointed for you, 
whom heaven must receive until […] the period of restoration 
[apokatastasis] of all things about which G[-]d spoke by the mouth of His 
holy prophets from ancient time.163 
 
As Kinzer states, “From its context, the noun form in Acts 3:21 evidently includes 

this meaning [of the restoration of Israel to its own land].”164 In this regard, Kinzer 
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identifies another distinctive feature of the Lukan narrative regarding the land of Israel 

compared to other New Testament texts, observing, 

Luke is thus unique among the Gospels not only in its emphasis on 
Jerusalem’s coming destruction but also in its anticipation of the city’s 
future restoration.  This theme occupies an especially prominent place in 
the Lukan infancy narrative, where Simeon and Anna’s encounter with 
the child Jesus satisfies their longing to see the beginning of “the 
redemption of Jerusalem” (Lk[.] 2:38) and the “consolation of Israel” 
(Lk[.] 2:25).165 
 
The physical/territorial character of the restoration of Israel to her land is 

similarly underscored, according to Kinzer, in the recounting in Acts 1 of the revelation 

received by Jesus’ disciples by “two men in white robes […] [who] said, […] This Jesus, 

who has been taken up from you into heaven, will come in the same way as you saw 

him go into heaven.”166 According to Kinzer, the meaning of “will come in the same way 

as you saw him go”167 should be understood as referencing “the Mount of Olives,”168 

mentioned in Acts 1:12, itself an allusion 

to the eschatological prophecy of Zechariah 14: “For I will gather all the 
nations against Jerusalem to battle….Then the L[-]RD will go forth and 
fight against those nations as when he fights on a day of battle.  On that 
day his feet shall stand on the Mount of Olives, which lies before Jerusalem 
on the east; and the Mount of Olives shall be split in two from east to 
west by a very wide valley….Then the L[-]RD my G[-]d will come, and all the 
holy ones with him […]” (Zech[.] 14:2-5, emphasis added). 
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As Kinzer elucidates, 

In light of Zechariah 14 and Luke’s Jerusalem-centered cartography, we 
should interpret the phrase “in the same way” (Acts 1:11) as including the 
physical site of the two events.  Just as Jesus ascends now from the Mount 
of Olives, so he will descend at the end to the Mount of Olives.  Just as he 
ascends now from Jerusalem, so he will descend at the end to Jerusalem.  
Jerusalem will suffer many things, just as Zechariah 12-14 foretells.  But 
she will be consoled when her L[-]rd comes to defend her at the end, his 
feet standing on the Mount of Olives.169 
 
We have seen through the aforementioned examples how such Evangelical 

Christian scholars as Gerald R. McDermott and Joel Willits on the one hand and such 

Messianic Jewish scholars as David Rudolph and Mark S. Kinzer on the other are 

seeking to apply a post-supersessionist hermeneutic in reinterpreting New Testament 

texts in ways that they believe provide a stronger biblical foundation for developing an 

alternative vision of Zionism that is more theologically coherent and buttressed by the 

best of contemporary scholarship.  As we have observed, this scholarly development 

constitutes, in part, a response to the proliferation of scholarly writings by detractors of 

Christian Zionism as well as declining pro-Israel sentiment among Millennial 

Evangelical Christians.  Simultaneously, trends in New Testament scholarship discussed 

in the Introduction have provided Zionist Evangelical Christian and Messianic Jewish 

scholars with a resource for constructing a fresh multi-pronged defense of Zionism that 

includes New Testament exegesis as one of its pillars.  In the next chapter, we will 
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examine how Jewish outreach organizations and advocates for and against the State of 

Israel have, in the modern period, sought to address perceived problems by engaging in 

missionary behavior and employing rhetoric long associated with Christianity in order 

to achieve their objectives. 



 142 
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4. “Mainstream” Missionizing Among Modern “MOTs”1 
Kathryn Borgenicht (Bozeman, MT): “At one point, he [Chabad Rabbi 
Chaim Bruk] and one of his congregation actually came to our house and 
gave us some matzah, and I was very uncomfortable with it, and I 
basically told him not to come back.  I don’t want to be proselytized to.  I 
don’t think that is appropriate.” 

 
Retired Renewal Rabbi Allen Secher (Whitefish, MT): “You’re a 
missionary.” 
Chabad Rabbi Chaim Bruk (Bozeman, MT): “Absolutely, a missionary!  
I’m on a mission to Jews.  I’m a missionary to Jews.  I’m a Jew on a 
mission to Jews.”2 
 
There is perhaps no subject more likely to induce outrage and indignation 

among many a Jew than that of proselytizing or, rather, of being the target of 

proselytization efforts.  This seeming aversion to proselytizing among self-identified 

Jews, however, has not always been the prevailing sentiment.  Indeed, while Jews have 

largely opposed efforts by Christians or Jewish believers in Jesus to proselytize Jews 

throughout history and have themselves often refrained from doing so,  traditional 

Jewish law does not explicitly prohibit Jews from engaging in the activity.  As the 

scholar, David Novak, observes in his book, The Election of Israel, “[D]espite its absence 

from years of Jewish history, it [a proselytizing agenda] is not an impossibility in 

Normative Judaism […] [T]here is no actual halakhic prohibition against it.”3 In fact, as 

Novak proceeds to note, “The imperative to proselytize, when possible, was one he 
 

1 An acronym for “Members of the Tribe,” a colloquial term referring to fellow Jews. 
2 Amy Geller and Gerald Peary, The Rabbi Goes West (2019; Boston: Big Sleeps Films, 2019), vimeo, 
vimeo.com/378931083. 
3 David Novak, The Election of Israel: The Idea of the Chosen People (Great Britain: Cambridge University Press, 
1995), 158-159. 
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[Rabbi Moses Maimonides] included under the general commandment to ‘sanctify G[-

]d’s name’ (kiddush ha-shem).”4 Although Novak, himself, believes there are cogent 

reasons Jews should not engage in proselytizing efforts, he acknowledges that “there is, 

nevertheless, no compelling halakhic argument that one can raise against”5 adopting a 

proselytizing agenda. 

I argue that contemporary societal and geopolitical developments have led Jews 

to reassess the subject of proselytizing in a more favorable light and, ultimately, reclaim 

the activity for themselves in different ways and for varying ends.  As alluded to in the 

Introduction, as interfaith marriage and social interaction between Jews and non-Jews 

has increased, concerns about the future of American Jewry have predominated in much 

of the discourse among Jewish communal leaders.  This concern has, on the one hand, 

led some Jews to promote outreach to non-Jewish partners of Jews.  In addition, kiruv 

(Orthodox Jewish) outreach organizations aim to fortify the faith and educate Jews who 

Orthodox Jewish outreach professionals regard as largely ignorant of Jewish tradition.  

Moreover, some have argued that as Zionist Jews have become aware of the importance 

of pro-Israel Christians as a strategic asset for the continued viability of the State of 

Israel and observe Christian interest in Judaism, organizations have emerged to engage 

this demographic.  Moreover, as we will see later in this chapter, some argue that Jewish 
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anti-Zionism fits a pattern from earlier periods in the history of Jews in which anti-

Jewish activity has spurred some Jews to defect to a majority culture and attack their 

former co-religionists.  Such defection and hostility, according to this argument, were 

sometimes manifested in the form of adopting a missionary posture toward Jews, a 

pattern that has arguably reemerged in our time.  In the following section, we will 

briefly consider Jewish proselytizing historically and examine the aforementioned 

contemporary manifestations of missionary activity among Jews. 

4.1 Jewish Proselytizing in Antiquity 

There is debate among scholars as to what extent, if any, Jews have historically 

engaged in the practice of proselytizing among non-Jews.  In his book, A Jew to the Jews: 

Jewish Contours of Pauline Flexibility in 1 Corinthians 9:19-23, David J. Rudolph, 

summarizing academic scholarship on this subject during the first century, notes: 

Martin Goodman (1994), Scot McKnight (1991) and Rainer Riesner (2000) 
maintain that there is little to no evidence for active Jewish proselytizing 
among Gentiles in the first century.  By contrast, John Dickson, James 
Carleton Paget, Peder Borgen and Louis Feldman contend that the 
evidence for such proselytizing exists, but the minimalist position levels 
down a diverse Second Temple Judaism and employs a definition of 
“missionary” that is overly narrow.6 
 

 

6 David Rudolph, A Jew to the Jews: Jewish Contours of Pauline Flexibility in 1 Corinthians 9:19-23, 2nd ed. 
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Rudolph concludes that “the medial stance as represented by Dickson, Carleton 

Paget, Borgen and Feldman best accounts for the evidence,”7 as such a stance “makes the 

most sense of the broad spectrum of historical data, which, when cumulatively read, 

suggests that some Jews in some geographic locations were proselytizing Gentiles (e.g., 

Josephus, Ant. 20.17-96; Dio, Hist. 57.18.5a; Matt 23:15).”8 This view, Rudolph claims, is 

bolstered by the following assessment of the question of Jewish proselytizing by the 

scholar, Shaye Cohen: 

Was Judaism in antiquity a missionary religion?  We must be wary of 
simplistic generalizations.  There were many varieties of Judaism in 
antiquity and no single one of them was “normative” or “orthodox.”  
Judaism changed radically during the centuries under review (from the 
Maccabees, mid-second-century B.C.E., to the fifth century C.E.), and 
there is no reason to assume that its attitude toward conversion and 
converts (or anything else, for that matter) was uniform or remained 
unchanged during that entire period.  The evidence surveyed here 
indicates that there may have been missionary trends among some 
segments of diaspora and Palestinian Jewry in the first century C.E.9 
 
Rudolph proceeds to note that, according to Dickson, “a number of other texts 

point to a general ‘missions-commitment’ in ancient Judaism, which served as a seedbed 

for overt missionary-apologetic activity (e.g., Philo, Mos. 1.149; Ios 85-87; Josephus, J. W. 

 

7 Ibid. 
8 Ibid. 136-137. 
9 Shaye J. D. Cohen, “Was Judaism in Antiquity a Missionary Religion?” in Jewish Assimilation, Acculturation 
and Accommodation: Past Traditions, Current Issues and Future Prospects, ed. Menachem Mor (New York: 
University Press of America, 1992), 20. 
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7.45; Ant. 8.115-17; 2 Macc[.] 9.13-17; Tob[.] 13.3-6),”10 further strengthening Cohen’s 

assessment.  Moreover, in Rudolph’s view, this position “would suggest that Daube’s 

proposal that 1 Cor. 9:19-23 reflects the influence of Pharisaic missionary-apologetic 

practice does not appear to be precluded by a lack of evidence for Jewish proselytizing 

activity in the Second Temple period.”11 According to Rudolph, Matthew 23:15 provides 

explicit evidence “that the Pharisees engaged in active missionary-apologetic activity,”12 

a view with which, as Rudolph notes, Cohen concurs, acknowledging the verse 

constitutes “an ‘ancient source that explicitly ascribes a missionary policy to a Jewish 

group.’”13 However, as Rudolph asserts, “Goodman’s explanation that the Pharisees 

sought to win ‘converts’ from among the masses of ordinary Jews”14 seems to be the 

most plausible reading of the verse. 

With regard to proselytizing activity directed toward Gentiles, though, Oskar 

Skarsaune notes that “The Maccabean era had created new self-confidence among the 

Jews, and there seems to have been an increasing flow of converts to Judaism, partly as 

the result of active Jewish mission,”15 a mission whose reality, Skarsaune contends, is 

 

10 Rudolph, A Jew to the Jews, 137. 
11 Ibid. 
12 Ibid. 
13 Cohen, “Was Judaism in Antiquity a Missionary Religion?” 18. 
14 Rudolph, A Jew to the Jews, 141. 
15 Skarsaune, In the Shadow of the Temple, 42. 
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confirmed by “rabbinic sources.”16 As Skarsaune proceeds to explain, “In the first 

century A.D.[,] many Jews seem to have been convinced that their religion was 

ultimately to become the religion of all people, and this in a not-too-distant future,”17 a 

missionary orientation shared by “[t]he earliest Christians.”18 Nevertheless, whether 

Jews had engaged in proselytizing activity among non-Jews to a great extent or not at 

all, Jews during the Middle Ages seem to have largely refrained from engaging in the 

activity.  David Berger, in his “Reflections on Conversion and Proselytizing in Judaism 

and Christianity,” adduces the following reasons for this reluctance:  

Jewish reluctance to proselytize was of course greatly reinforced by the 
attendant dangers of such efforts in both the Christian and the Muslim 
worlds. Setting aside the danger, the very fact that Jews were a small, 
relatively powerless minority rendered the idea that they could win over 
large numbers of converts unrealistic […] The concept of Jewish 
chosenness, of the special sanctity of Israel as a collective, rendered the 
objective of a mass conversion to Judaism problematic. Even in the 
eschaton, all the nations may call upon G[-]d together in a clear voice 
(Zephaniah 3:9), but they remain discrete nations. In Jewish eyes, those 
nations would presumably follow the Noahide code, binding in historical 
times as well as at the end of days, which defines G[-]d’s expectations of 
non-Jews in a manner that keeps them separate from Israel. Since 
obedience to this code provides eternal felicity to its non-Jewish 
adherents, the drive to convert gentiles to Judaism is diminished even 
further. At the same time, it is far from clear that medieval Jews refrained 
from missionizing only or even primarily because they saw another route 
to salvation for gentiles. Given the realities of the medieval Jewish 
condition, many Jews so resented their persecutors that they had no 
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interest in their salvation; rather, they looked forward to their 
damnation.19 
 
Berger summarizes these reasons in the following passage:  

In sum, then, Jews in the Christian world refrained from missionizing as a 
result of an extraordinarily complex constellation of theological, 
historical, and psychological considerations not always consistent with 
one another: The Jewish people should retain its uniqueness even in 
eschatological times; non-Jews have an avenue of salvation without 
joining that people (though that avenue is probably not Christianity); 
missionizing was dangerous; its chances of meeting with significant 
success were minuscule; and the persecutors of Israel should receive their 
just punishment for all that they had done.20 
 
Despite these reasons, there were Jews during this period who, Berger notes, 

“challenged their Christian neighbors with arguments”21 formulated to demonstrate 

Judaism’s veridicality.  However, Berger is quick to note that “these contacts do not add 

up to a Jewish mission or near-mission,”22 as “[t]he motive was primarily to reinforce 

Jewish morale, not to create a cadre of proselytes”23 to Judaism.  Discussing the 

contemporary period, though, Berger notes that “Reform Judaism [has], after much soul-

searching, affirmed the desirability of outreach to non-Jews with the hope of attracting 

them to Judaism,”24 hastening to add that such “efforts are restricted to ‘unchurched’ 
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gentiles or—sometimes—to Christians who have married or plan to marry Jews.”25 As 

Berger contends, “Committed Christians remaining within their own community remain 

beyond the scope of such initiatives for reasons not only of pragmatism but of 

principle.”26 

4.2 Contemporary Jewish Conceptions of “Mission” 

Reuven Silverman, in his contribution, “Jewish Mission,” in Jews and Christians: 

Perspectives on Mission, observes that “explicit expressions of ‘Jewish Mission[,]’ or the 

‘Mission of Israel[,]’ have arisen only in relatively modern times,”27 proceeding to 

adduce examples of individuals from “the 19th and 20th centuries”28 who adopted the 

idea.  According to Silverman, “The notion of Jewish Mission emerges as an expression 

of covenant thinking, as well as reflecting Jewish concepts of redemption and 

messianism.”29 Silverman notes that both Jewish “traditionalists and reformers”30 

articulated concepts of “Jewish mission,”31 even though, echoing a view affirmed earlier 

by Berger, “it is believed to have taken on special meaning for Reformers as a 

universalized form of the Messianic hope, and a radical reinterpretation of the Chosen 
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People doctrine.”32 To support this view, Silverman quotes Michael Meyer, who, in his 

book, Response to Modernity: A History of the Reform Movement in Judaism, asserts that “the 

Germans too believed they possessed a civilizing mission, often, as in the case of 

Schleiermacher, closely linked to that of Christianity.”33 From an intra-Jewish theological 

perspective, however, reformers “emphasi[z]ed the global human role in the pursuit of 

Utopia and de-emphasi[z]ed the personal Messiah”34 while “affirm[ing] the brotherhood 

of Jews and Christians,”35 as they seek to achieve shared objectives. 

One 19th-century reformer, Abraham Geiger, “a founding father of Classical 

Reform Judaism,”36 held that “Judaism was destined to be a universal religion with a 

prophetic task to bring salvation to the world.”37 The American Reform Jewish leader, 

Isaac Mayer Wise, held a similar view regarding such a destiny on a more microcosmic 

scale, believing “that Reform Judaism, as a progressive, universal and non-authoritarian 

religion, would one day become the common faith of America.”38 In Geiger’s words, 

“Judaism must give up all outworn forms and, devoid of all its nationalist elements 

from the past…come forth in its eternal truth, in its lofty teachings and its appeal to 
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mankind to hallow all life.”39 Silverman, explaining Geiger’s position, notes that Geiger 

believed that “[d]evotion to the historical religion of Judaism, its ceremonies, language 

and laws were vital means to that end: the ‘cosmopolitanism’ for which he strove could 

only be achieved through particular loyalties.”40 Striving to make Judaism more 

conducive to pursue a universalist mission, “Geiger abolished all references to a return 

to Zion, the rebuilding of the Temple, and references to a personal Messiah,”41 doctrines 

to which traditionalist Jews adhere. 

A 19th-century traditionalist, Samson Raphael Hirsch, “a founder of Modern 

Orthodox Judaism”42 promoted “a mission theology”43 of his own.  Despite not 

employing the term “mission”44 itself, Hirsch used the German term, Beruf, denoting a 

“vocation”45 or “calling,”46 which Silverman contends can “be taken to correspond with 

the term “mission.”47 Silverman notes that “Maybaum suggests he [Hirsch] avoids using 

‘mission’ to distance himself from both Geiger and Christianity.”48 The idea of Jewish 
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Mission Hirsch holds involves “an ideal individual character,”49 which he terms “the 

Yisroel-Mensch.”50 According to Hirsch, “Observance of Torah precepts had the capacity 

to transform him [the Jew] into a higher type of human being”51 and “represent[ative]”52 

of Torah, thereby rendering him a witness to G-d.  Silverman explains that “[t]his [idea] 

translated into a social mission when collectively Jews were expected to counteract the 

idolatrous obsession with prosperity, power and pleasure.”53 Given this purpose of 

Jewish Mission, Hirsch asserts that Israel 

could not join in the doings of other peoples lest it descend to their level 
and perish in the abyss of their worship of wealth and pleasure. It must 
remain alone and do its work and live its life as a separate entity until, 
refined by Israel’s teachings and Israel’s example, humanity as a whole 
might turn to G[-]d and acknowledge Him as the sole Creator and Ruler. 
Once that is attained, Israel’s mission will have been accomplished.54 

 
Jewish Mission, thus, entailed, for Hirsch, Israel’s maintenance of a degree of 

distinctiveness and separation from society in order to fulfill her mission of universal 

enlightenment.  In Hirsch’s view, Jewish dispersion could be understood as “open[ing] a 

new, great and extensive field for the fulfillment of its mission…Israel has accomplished 

its task better in exile than when it was in the full possession of good fortune.”55 
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Whereas “Geiger and the Reformers”56 emphasized the Prophets in articulating their 

understanding of Jewish Mission, Hirsch emphasized the importance of observance of 

Torah regulations to fulfilling the Jewish Mission. 

Hermann Cohen, a prominent 19th-century “neo-Kantian Jewish thinker”57 who 

was “influenced by both Geiger and Hirsch,”58 promoted “a Messianist [Jewish] 

mission.”59 According to Cohen, the dispersion of the Jews “and the hopes expressed in 

the [Jewish] prayers”60 point to the realization of this Jewish Mission.  The vocation of 

the Jews is to achieve the “[u]nification [of] all peoples”61 and “the election of 

humanity.”62 Israel, in this role, becomes “the Suffering Servant, the witness exposed to 

martyrdom,”63 given that she is “deprived of land, language and sovereignty”64 and 

called to relate a message to “other nations”65 who are unwilling to receive it.  Serving in 

this capacity of “the Suffering Servant,”66 she “is also the symbol of suffering 

humanity.”67 Cohen believed that Israel should promote the ideal of pure ethical 
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monotheism from which “Christianity diverged.”68 According to Franz Rosenzweig, 

however, Cohen believed “that liberalizing Protestantism in his day was already making 

moves in this direction”69 and even considered “German Protestantism […] a fulfillment 

of prophetic Judaism.”70 

Claude Montefiore, “a founding father of British Liberal Judaism,”71 believed 

“Christianity was ‘only a stage’”72 toward his “ideal universalized Judaism.”73 

Montefiore promoted “an active outreach to the Christian world as a sign of strength 

and Jewish self-confidence, overcoming any Christian charges of Jewish particularism 

and asserting Jewish universalist principles.”74 According to Montefiore, Israel is “a 

chosen people, not chosen for themselves but for others… chosen to diffuse 

experience… by leading holy lives.”75 It should be noted that Montefiore, even as he 

encouraged outreach to Christians, believed Judaism to be in need of “develop[ment] 

and purifi[cation].”76 This Jewish “religion of the future,”77 in Montefiore’s view, “will 
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not omit the name of Jesus,”78 as Montefiore held that “Christianity and Judaism must 

gradually approach each other.”79 According to Montefiore, Christianity “must shed the 

teachings which Jesus did not teach,”80 while Judaism “must acknowledge, more fully, 

more frankly than has as yet been done, what he [Jesus] did was for religion and for the 

world.”81 In the next sub-section, we discuss how theoretical constructions of “mission” 

among self-identified Jews have become practically operationalized in the form of 

Jewish outreach organizations. 

4.3 Kiruv/Orthodox Jewish Outreach to Jews 

A number of Jews have sought to proselytize other Jews.  Outreach efforts, called 

“kiruv (literally, ‘bringing close,’ meaning closer to G[-]d and the commandments)”82 by 

its practitioners, among Orthodox Jews in the United States commenced following 

World War II.  These efforts originated in “the Modern Orthodox sector,”83 specifically 

“the National Council of Synagogue Youth (NCSY)”84 and “the Young Israel 

movement,”85 which developed “educational programs”86 directed at “teach[ing] 

returning war veterans and Jewish children enrolled in public schools about traditional 
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Jewish observance.”87 In “the 1950s, the Torah U’Mesorah movement”88 began building 

“Orthodox day schools in communities across”89 the United States, “most of whose 

students did not come from fully observant homes”90 themselves.  These outreach efforts 

include those of Chabad, which, as was mentioned in the Introduction, decided to 

engage in such outreach efforts as a result of the seventh Lubavitcher rebbe’s messianic 

interpretation of the following historical experiences: 

the ferment of European Jewish life[,] […] the erosion of the traditional 
world of Judaism through secularization, migration, socialist revolution, 
war, and Holocaust[,] […] as well as the advent of Zionism and the 
founding of the state of Israel, along with the post-Second World War 
relocation of Jewry to Western democracies.91 
 
The messianic interpretation of the aforementioned events held that they set the 

stage “for the coming of the Messiah.”92  This messianic interpretation of this series of 

historical experiences prompted the Lubavitcher Rebbe, Rabbi Menachem Mendel, and 

his followers to view themselves “as being on a mission to transform Jewry—and indeed 

the world.”93 
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4.3.1 Chabad 

The seventh and last Chabad Lubavitcher Rebbe, Menachem Mendel Schneerson, 

“in the mid-1950s,”94 formed “the first small cadre of emissaries to fan out to 

communities across the United States and abroad with the mission of remaking those 

communities.”95 In the following passage from their book, The Rebbe: The Life and Afterlife 

of Menachem Mendel Schneerson, Samuel Heilman and Menachem Friedman sum up this 

mission of those emissaries well: 

The task of being a shaliach [(emissary)] was not an easy one.  It meant 
leaving the Hasidic heartland in the Rebbe’s court, where when the Rebbe 
was there every disciple longed to remain, as well as one’s family and the 
comfort of a Lubavitcher enclave, and going to places where often there 
were few or no other observant Jews and trying to convince the 
uninitiated to embrace Jewish observances and traditions.  This attempt 
to awaken religious awareness and establish Jewish commitments among 
largely secular Jews is aimed at purifying the world and in Lubavitcher 
thinking thereby hastening the coming of the day of redemption.96 
 
Heilman and Friedman observe that one can detect this missionary impulse in 

the Hasidic movement more broadly “at its [the movement’s] beginnings in the 

eighteenth century”97 when its adherents “tr[ied] to persuade all Jewry that the true 

expression of their religion is possible only through the ideas and practices of the 
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Hasidic masters.”98 However, as the authors proceed to note, “by the end of the 

nineteenth century, that mission was largely over,”99 with those who were going to join 

the Hasidic movement “ha[ving] already done so”100 by then.  This desire to proselytize 

other Jews was never relinquished by “Chabad Hasidism, however, a special strand of 

Hasidism established by Schneur Zalman (1745-1812) of Lyady that became the 

progenitor of present-day Lubavitchers.”101 The Lubavitcher objective of proselytizing, 

as Heilman and Friedman assert, “is not just to make believers or bring back prodigal 

children, or even to make Jewish observance possible for those who have gone far from 

their Jewish home,”102 but rather “to fulfill a messianic vision that began with the Ba’al 

Shem Tov, the legendary eighteenth-century East European founder of Hasidism, who 

sought to spiritually unify himself and commune with the Kingdom of Divinity.”103 The 

Ba’al Shem Tov recounted “meeting with the Redeemer himself.”104 The Ba’al Shem Tov 

related the following about this encounter: 

I asked the Messiah: “When will you come?”  He answered me: “Through 
this you will know—when your teachings are publicized and revealed in 
the world and your wellsprings will be spread to the outside—that which 
I have taught you, and which you have grasped [will be understood by 

 

98 Ibid. 
99 Ibid. 
100 Ibid. 
101 Ibid. 
102 Ibid. 2. 
103 Ibid. 
104 Ibid. 



 

 159 

those you have taught] and they too will be able to make ‘unifications’ 
and ascents like you.”105 
 
Heilman and Friedman observe that, although the Ba’al Shem Tov himself might 

have “understood in the Messiah’s reply ‘a striking demand for the communication of 

esoteric power to the people’ and a need to delineate the mysteries of kabbalah so that 

‘every man should be able to make spiritual ascents just like this,’”106 Lubavitcher 

“shluchim (emissaries) have taken this as a mandate to pass their rebbe’s message to the 

Jewish people and carry out his mission to prepare the ground for the imminent arrival 

of the Messiah and Jewish redemption.”107 As Heilman and Friedman argue, 

“Ultimately, this aim goes beyond strictly Jewish limits for it seeks to repair the world so 

that the messianic redemption will come more swiftly than it otherwise might.”108 

The missionary impulse of Chabad Hasidism “became the special concern of 

Menachem Mendel Schneerson,”109 whose “primary targets [were] […] nonreligious 

Jews with minimal Jewish education.”110 As Heilman and Friedman go on to note, 

though, 

by the late twentieth century[,] his sights were set on nothing less than 
the “very existence of Jewry,” the capturing of the hearts and minds of 
the entire Jewish people (including those secular Jews living in the 
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modern state of Israel) and of those non-Jews willing to abide by the 
Seven Noahide Commandments.111 
 
The actualization of this vision “required an ever-increasing supply of 

shluchim,”112 their “number […] grow[ing] exponentially”113 since being sent on their 

mission by the Lubavitcher Rebbe.  These emissaries, as Heilman and Friedman point 

out, “traveled to the furthest reaches of the planet, encountering every manner of Jew 

and style of life.”114 In describing the disposition evinced by these emissaries toward 

their task, Heilman and Friedman characterize the Lubavitcher Rebbe’s emissaries as 

follows: 

Because they know they are on a mission from their rebbe, who they are 
convinced would never send them into danger unprotected, the shluchim 
go forth into the world unafraid of spiritual contamination from their 
“forsaken” outposts.  Nor are they worried about physical dangers in 
their often far-flung postings, or the challenge of supporting themselves 
economically.115 
 
Distinguishing Lubavitchers from other Hasidim, Heilman and Friedman note 

that 

Lubavitchers are unlike other Hasidim, who remain far more anchored to 
the geographic and cultural boundaries of their community, fated to be 
born, live, and die within its “four cubits” and insulated by its customs 
and restrictions.  While other Hasidim have tried to preserve themselves 
and their own version of Judaism by ghettoizing themselves, choosing 
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Yiddish as their primary language, dressing in ways that make them 
seem attached to another time and place, and sheltering their young deep 
within their community boundaries, Lubavitchers have eschewed these 
limitations.116 
 
Heilman and Friedman, describing some such differences in dress between 

Lubavitchers and other Hasidim, observe that, 

[a]lthough bearded, Lubavitcher men do not wear the fur hat or shtrayml 
common among other Hasidim, preferring fedoras instead.  Their 
married women shun the kerchief that so many of the Orthodox don to 
cover their hair and wear instead attractive wigs that could pass for their 
own hair.  Thus attired—not quite looking like those around them, but 
also not wholly other—these couples go way beyond the boundaries of 
their insular communities, hoping, perhaps even expecting, to change the 
world.117 
 
The deployment of couples as emissaries, as alluded to in the above passage, is 

significant, as  “couples were preferred [as emissaries] because they fortified each other, 

could work with both genders, and, as their families grew, served as a model family.”118 

As Heilman and Friedman note, initially, “parents of shluchim were […] somewhat 

anxious about sending their children away as emissaries, especially to the open societies 

of the West.”119 However, such feelings of anxiety were short-lived, as “the assurances of 
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Rabbi Menachem Mendel, like those of his predecessor, proved sufficient”120 to allay the 

concerns of such parents.  Indeed, 

as they were being told [by the Lubavitcher Rebbe] through the story and 
example of Jacob [who left home and was blessed], in spite of their 
[emissaries’] exile, they would be blessed where they went (and those 
who sent them would be blessed as well) with Jewish children, who 
would come home safe and sound.121 
 
In compensation for their meritorious actions, “boundless blessings would come, 

and ‘all the families of the earth shall bless themselves by you and by your offspring.’”122 

The Lubavitcher Rebbe, underscoring the importance of the emissaries’ mission,  

told them they should keep in mind wherever they were they would “be 
living examples of how it is possible” to be observant Jews and 
Lubavitcher Hasidim, people who study Torah and Hasidism and who 
bring these to action, observing G[-]d’s commandments with devotion.123 
 
Moreover, he fortified the resolve of Lubavitcher Hasidim to successfully engage 

in their mission by reassuring them “that ‘our Hasidim can be sent into any 

environment, no matter how strange or hostile, and they maintain themselves within 

it.’”124 This position: namely, “that observant Jews could be surrounded by unbelievers 

and the unobservant but would change the environment rather than assimilating into 
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it”125 was, as Heilman and Friedman describe it, “radically new.”126 In the following 

passage, Heilman and Friedman describe well the position of the Lubavitcher Rebbe:  

Menachem Mendel understood that it was possible for a Jew to move into 
the outside world, to leave behind tribal Jewish ties, to aspire to a career 
and a life far from the precincts of Jewish tradition and practice, to 
become an acculturated cosmopolitan citizen of the world—and yet be 
retrieved and redeemed.  He knew, moreover, that some Jews were able 
to stand with a foot in both the precincts of religious observance and the 
general culture, as they had done in the Hildesheimer Seminary in Berlin 
and as many were doing in the growing number of Modern Orthodox 
day schools of America, some in his own Crown Heights, Brooklyn, 
neighborhood.127 
 
Heilman and Friedman, continuing to elucidate the Lubavitcher Rebbe’s 

position, observe that 

[h]e [the Lubavitcher Rebbe] believed that this journey away from 
parochial Jewish identity, belonging, and practice was not irreversible or 
permanent.  One could be made to abandon those aspirations, to counter-
acculturate and turn back to the most parochial of Jewish identities, to 
escape the seductions of contemporary culture and embrace the tradition 
and old practices even more powerfully.  He knew that being and looking 
traditional in America—even looking like a Hasid—could be acceptable, 
even laudable.  He understood that a Jew could now choose to be 
publicly religious even in a so-called secular environment.  He knew all 
this because he had experienced it himself.128 
 
Heilman and Friedman argue that the Lubavitcher Rebbe was convinced of this 

vision on the “bas[is] [of] […] his own experience of being distant from the heart of 
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Jewish life and yet remaining tied to his Hasidic roots.”129 He was, further, convinced of 

such a vision “because there was a new cultural atmosphere in the modern world that 

was willing to accept Orthodox Jews in its midst.”130 As Heilman and Friedman also 

note, “as the movement’s missionary vocation became more pronounced toward the end 

of the twentieth century, young Lubavitcher couples were further encouraged to choose 

a joint life as emissaries by strong communal pressure no less than by the urging of their 

rebbe.”131 Indeed, “As young Lubavitchers increasingly chose to ‘go on shlichus’ and out 

into the world, remaining within the Lubavitcher enclave seemed increasingly like being 

left behind.”132 

Further distinguishing Lubavitchers from other Hasidim, Heilman and Friedman 

note that 

Lubavitcher women have not taken a back seat to men in the missionary 
vocation.  While elsewhere in the Hasidic and traditional Jewish world 
women were encouraged to find a husband who ideally would be a 
Torah scholar studying in the yeshiva and whom they would support in 
that effort, contemporary Lubavitcher women are expected to go out into 
the world as emissaries with their husbands.  In practice, much of the 
work falls on their shoulders, including coordinating Sabbath or holiday 
meals for all sorts of guests—often invited on short notice—and acting as 
a nurturing guide for the Jewishly uninformed.  Some […] have started 
schools.  Women in Lubavitch are not second class; they are full-fledged 
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emissaries who have their own kinus and are encouraged no less than 
men in their mission.133 
 
There was, to be sure, context for the assumption of more prominent roles by 

Lubavitcher women.  Indeed, as Heilman and Friedman point out, despite Orthodox 

Jewry’s general “reluctan[ce] to embrace feminism”134 in as all-encompassing a manner 

as many of the more liberal Jewish movements, “the fact was that in some ways, females 

had already been more empowered in Orthodoxy of the twentieth century than they had 

in all the preceding years,”135 with “Orthodox women bec[oming] better educated Jews 

and in the cultural atmosphere of American feminism, they unsurprisingly began to 

seek a greater role in public Jewish life.”136 In the context of Chabad Hasidim, “the 

[Lubavitcher] Rebbe made it a practice to address them [Lubavitcher women] 

separately—and ultimately the women would have their own kinus shluchos gatherings 

to discuss strategy and the like.”137 Heilman and Friedman even contend that “there is 

reason to believe he [the Lubavitcher Rebbe] would have gone even farther in allowing 

women a great degree of involvement in Jewish religious observance had he not 

discovered a fundamentalist-like backlash within the Hasidic and Orthodox world”138 to 

which he belonged.  According to Heilman and Friedman, “Whenever he could, 
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Menachem Mendel would try to find a way to include them [Lubavitcher women] in his 

mission and activities, as well as to provide a place for them to study Jewish sources and 

become more engaged by their Judaism.”139 

Describing the preparation of Lubavitcher emissaries for their missionary task, 

Heilman and Friedman note that 

the[ir] training often starts in the early teens (and for children of 
shluchim[,] it is part of their upbringing), when the would-be emissary 
serves as a counselor or assistant in a Lubavitcher summer camp or 
school in a place where ChaBaD already has an institutional presence.  He 
or she might then graduate to the position of assistant to a shaliach 
elsewhere.  Finally, after marriage, often in their early twenties, the young 
couple would find a posting where they were in charge.  At first[,] this 
might be in a territory in which they would be expected to report to a 
senior shaliach, and later they might at last find a place where they could 
be totally on their own.140 
 
Heilman and Friedman identify a number of factors that enabled this missionary 

vision of emissaries to materialize.  One such factor “was the remarkable resurgence of 

religion in the modern world”141 that occurred “by the end of the twentieth century,”142 

particularly in areas “of Western civilization where modernity had been forged.”143 As 

Heilman and Friedman note, “In the atmosphere of religious resurgence, young 

Lubavitcher shluchim and their mission have become more conceivable and acceptable, 
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both in America and everywhere in the modern world Jews have flocked.”144 Elaborating 

on this religious resurgence, Heilman and Friedman note that, 

[b]y the last twenty years of the century, when a backlash against the 
excesses of the counterculture took hold, and as the rebels of the sixties 
aged, finally moved into their adulthood and careers, and began their 
own families, many from the liberal era of the counterculture found 
refuge in religion.  At the same time, fundamentalist variants of religion 
resurfaced.  Led by new Christian fundamentalists, this resurgent religion 
often spoke to the needs of those who had been disappointed by the 
unfulfilled promise or emotional letdown of the radical counter-culture.  
Often those who had in their youth been radicals against religion began 
to take it up in their middle-years.145 
 
It was not simply fundamentalist religion, however, that manifested itself during 

this period, but also “‘New Age’ religion and spirituality.”146  As Heilman and Friedman 

observe, while commenting on the commonalities shared by “‘New Age’ religion and 

spirituality”147 on the one hand and “fundamentalists”148 on the other, 

At the other extreme, so-called “New Age” religion and spirituality, an 
open exploration of faith and belief, also captured the imagination of 
many, allowing people to either explore religious roots they thought had 
long been torn out or establish new connections to ancient or novel 
religious practices.  From studying kabbalah to using crystals or 
practicing feng shui, these New Agers turned religion into a kind of 
therapy.  What both extremes shared was a willingness to be public and 
assertive about their religion and to take their places in the public 
square.149 
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The public and assertive nature of these two manifestations of religion and 

spirituality accorded well “with what the Rebbe had urged his shluchim to encourage”150 

and provided an atmosphere in which “Lubavitch could increasingly insert itself and its 

public form of Jewish practice and identity”151 into the public domain.  One example of 

Chabad “insert[ing] itself and its public form of Jewish practice and identity into the 

public domain”152 is its practice of placing and lighting a Chanukah Menorah on public 

property.  The reasoning undergirding Chabad’s engagement in this activity is 

articulated in the following passage from a letter submitted to The Jewish Observer, “an 

Orthodox Jewish publication,”153 by an attorney, Gershon Sternberg, assisting Chabad in 

litigation efforts to protect the right of Chabad to engage in this practice: 

We believe that by displaying the Menorah on public property, especially 
where the government provides funding or allows for the display of 
other religion[s’] symbols, such as the tree, we are not only proclaiming 
the Sheim Hashem [name of G-d], we are […] showing the world that there 
is a G-d and how we serve Him.154 
 
The attorney, in the above passage, compares the role of a Jewish religious 

symbol (the Chanukah menorah) to that of a Christian symbol (the tree) in the public 

square.  Barbara J. Redman also notes the comparable missiological function these 
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religious symbols serve for their respective religious communities when she observes 

that “Menorahs on public property […], like nativity scenes […] on public property, are 

logical extensions of missionary activity.”155 Further underscoring the missiological 

function of the Chanukah menorah, the act of lighting a Chanukah menorah in a public 

square enables non-Jews to “observe and learn from”156 the miracle of Chanukah.  Thus, 

“The non-Jewish world […] also benefits”157 by observing the Chanukah miracle’s 

commemoration.  Redman quotes the following passage from Chanukah—A Lesson in 

Religious Freedom expanding on the aforementioned observation:  

Such is the nature of light that when one kindles a light for one’s own 
benefit, it benefits also all who are in the vicinity.  Indeed, the Hanukkah 
lights are expressly meant to illuminate the “outside[,]” symbolically 
alluding to the duty to bring light also to those who for one reason or 
another still walk in darkness.158 
 
Another means Chabad has utilized to pursue its missional agenda is that of 

technology.  Jeffrey Shandler, in the context of discussing the role contemporary 

technology has played in helping ChaBaD disseminate its message, quotes from 

anthropologist Jerome Mintz’s “study of Hasidism in New York,”159 in which he 

observes that 
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[w]ith telephones in every household and a fax machine in every office, 
gossip moves at an electronic gallop.  Today[,] a dispute may range from 
Jerusalem to New York, but allies and antagonists are joined 
instantaneously by wire, satellite, telephone, fax, the daily press, and 
television.160 
 
As Shandler adds, “Writing in the early 1990s, Mintz does not mention cell 

phones or the Internet, but by the end of the twentieth century[,] these, too, were part of 

the array of new media with which hasidim have grappled in the post-Holocaust era.”161 

Indeed, Shandler goes on to note that “[o]bservers have regularly noted Chabad’s 

expansive use of media for promotion and outreach under Menachem Mendel 

Schneerson’s leadership.”162 Shandler, further elaborating on Chabad’s use of 

technology, quotes Heilman as saying that hasidim believe that “technology often 

represent[s] what [is] best, perhaps all that [is] good, in the outside world.”163 However, 

as Shandler proceeds to observe, “Menachem Mendel Schneerson is distinguished 

among hasidic leaders for the way in which he situated technology within his view of 

humankind’s relationship to G[-]d and to the universe.”164 Shandler, explaining the 

Rebbe’s view of technology, notes that, 

[i]n public addresses, the Rebbe occasionally expounded on the 
significance of technology.  In one discourse[,] he sanctified the advent of 
modern science as having been predicted in the Zohar, the foundational 
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work of Jewish mysticism, noting that this medieval text teaches that “in 
the six-hundredth year of the sixth millennium after Creation [i.e., the 
year 1839/1840], there will be a great advance in the secular sciences, in 
order to ready the world for the arrival of the seventh millennium,” 
which will witness the advent of the messianic age.165 
 
As Shandler goes on to observe, 

it is worth noting that this date marks the advent of both the still 
photograph (which Louis Daguerre made public in 1839) and the 
telegraph (Samuel Morse applied for his patent in 1840), two 
technological innovations that paved the way for television and other 
new communications media of the twentieth century.166 
 
As Shandler further explains, 

In the Rebbe’s teachings, he conceptualized technological advances not as 
inherently corrupting distractions but as containing—as do all aspects of 
this world—the potential to be integrated into Jewry’s spiritual mission.  
“Developments such as television,” he explained, are “instances of 
tapping and understanding G-dly forces that are manifested in nature.  
Man has been charged with tapping these resources to refine and civilize 
the world, to transform our material surroundings into a proper home for 
spirituality and G-dliness.”  Television, then, is understood as but one 
means of realizing Chabad’s ongoing commitment to making esoteric 
principles of spiritual transformation accessible and meaningful to the 
entire Jewish community.167 
 
One can observe a similar phenomenon among Evangelical Christians who have 

also sought to utilize contemporary technology for their own missionary purposes.  As 

Michele Rosenthal, in her book, American Protestants and TV in the 1950s: Responses to a 

New Medium, observes, “For the most part, Evangelicals viewed new forms of mass 
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media simply as an extension of G[-]d’s other gifts of communication—such as the 

common world language under the Roman Empire and the printing press during the 

Reformation.”168 Evangelical Christians, too, believe such technology to have been 

anticipated by their own sacred text: the Bible.  Thus, Lauren Frances Turek, in her book, 

To Bring the Good News to All Nations: Evangelical Influence on Human Rights and U.S. 

Foreign Relations, observes that 

[l]inking evangelism and communications technology through scripture 
also contributed to the prophetic language that Christian media 
influencers, particularly Ben Armstrong, began to use when discussing 
new communications tools[,] such as satellites and computer networks.169 
 
As Turek goes on to note, 

Armstrong believed that satellite broadcasting might be a pivotal piece of 
the end times, as depicted in the Book of Revelation […] Armstrong saw 
larger eschatological implications.  He argued that the existence of 
satellite technology made it possible for evangelicals to blanket the earth 
with the gospel, bringing the good news to all nations and then the end 
times, as described in Matthew 24:14.170 
 
A second factor “was ChaBaD’s offering young people who were Lubavitcher 

Hasidim a way to enter into the new world of contemporary culture—a world that most 

of their Hasidic counterparts”171 attempted to eschew “—without feeling they had to 
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abandon all their Hasidic and Jewish attachments.”172 A third factor “stems from the 

multiple forces of robust economic growth, globalization, and technological advance 

that have led increasing numbers of prosperous Jews to travel and settle all over the 

world for business and pleasure,”173 including “observant Jews who need religious 

services wherever they find themselves, and other less observant Jews who Lubavitchers 

believe also need their religious services.”174 As Heilman and Friedman clarify, “They 

[Lubavitchers] do so not only for those who want these services but also for those whose 

desire for these services must be aroused and vitalized.”175 Another factor is 

Lubavitchers’ “respond[ing] effectively to the growing anxiety among many Jews in this 

globalized and fast-changing, seductive world that a distinctive Jewish identity might 

disappear as Jews assimilate into open society and the global culture.”176 

Outreach “efforts picked up steam in the 1960s”177 with the building of “yeshivas 

in Israel aimed at potential baalei teshuva (returnees to Jewish practice)”178 as well as the 

development “of beginner services in Orthodox synagogues”179 in the United States.  As 

Jack Wertheimer points out, “By 1988, enough personnel were engaged in kiruv work to 

 

172 Ibid. 
173 Ibid. 11. 
174 Ibid. 
175 Ibid. 
176 Ibid. 11-12. 
177 Wertheimer, The New American Judaism, 213. 
178 Ibid. 
179 Ibid. 



 

 174 

warrant the creation of the Association of Jewish Outreach Programs, or AJOP,”180 and 

“Since the 1990s,”181 outreach efforts “ha[ve] really taken off,”182 with “Chabad—the 

Lubavitch Hasidic movement”183—taking the lead.  An aspect of Chabad’s outreach 

efforts that “distinguish”184 it from other practitioners of kiruv consists of “its 

programming for Jews of all ages and types of Jewish interests.”185 Thus, “For younger 

Jews, Chabad runs early-childhood programs, Hebrew schools, day schools, and day 

camps,”186 while for Jewish teenagers, Chabad has established “CTeen, which is 

attracting ever larger numbers to its seminars, holiday events, and Shabbatons.”187 For 

Jews attending colleges and universities, “Chabad […] operates on 162 college and 

university campuses across”188 the United States.  Commenting on how the Lubavitcher 

Rebbe viewed college students in the context of discussing emissaries’ mission, Heilman 

and Friedman observe that 

Students, separated from their parents, homes, and communities of 
origin, living on campus in a liminal period of becoming, were a perfect 
target audience for initiating change, and Lubavitchers understood that.  
The shluchim would try to convince them to change, to become like them; 
but until the change came, they would accept them as they were.189 
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Heilman and Friedman, further discussing the role emissaries play in the context 

of campus life among students at colleges and universities, note that 

Ultimately[,] these emissaries of the Rebbe would become a permanent 
presence on or near the campuses, building over 250 ChaBaD Houses into 
which they invited students and others, hoping to provide them an 
alternative Jewish home where the Lubavitcher couple would be like 
parents or older siblings and with their children would represent a kind 
of model Jewish family with which visitors could share a warm 
environment, Sabbath meals, ideas, and a Jewish life, without a 
commitment in advance to total Jewish observance.190 
 
The authors, further elaborating on the kinds of activities engaged in among such 

emissaries and students on college and university campuses, observe that 

They [emissaries interacting with students at college and university 
campuses] would also often offer a lekhayim, sanctification of life carried 
out over drinks, where the alcohol flowed freely.  Young college students 
could thus mix the excesses of liquor (always a campus pleasure) with the 
excuses of religion in an atmosphere of camaraderie and friendship that 
the shaliach and the others in the ChaBaD House provided.  This was 
often an irresistible draw for those searching for a haven from the 
insecurities of adolescence and the loneliness they might have felt on 
campus.191 
 
For those Jews who have “graduate[d] from college, Chabad has created 

emissaries whose primary task is to reach young singles and newly married couples in 

their twenties and thirties.”192 Chabad also serves “adults”193 through a number of 
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different “activities,”194 including “daily and Sabbath services, High Holiday prayer 

venues, educational lectures,[…] social programs,”195 and even “hiking and skiing 

programs”196 that enable recreational-oriented Jews “to connect”197 with one another.  In 

addition, Chabad has reportedly begun “experimenting with ‘Jewish yoga’”198 in 

conducting outreach to Jews through avocational-oriented appeals.  Moreover, Chabad 

has developed “initiatives directed at subpopulations of Jews,”199 such as “immigrants 

from the former Soviet Union and their offspring, Israelis, French speakers, and families 

with special-needs children.”200 

Another initiative of Chabad is its “Jewish Learning Institute (JLI),”201 which 

Wertheimer says is “by far the largest internationally coordinated adult-education 

program on Jewish topics, offering the same set of courses at hundreds of Chabad 

locations around the world, all on the same schedule.”202 Thus, “Jews who are traveling 

can follow the same course from session to session, even if they find themselves in a 

different city each week.”203 
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4.3.2 Non-Hasidic Haredi 

Although Chabad has, indeed, taken the lead in outreach, there have been an 

impressive number of “non-Hasidic yeshivas”204 also engaged in kiruv.  However, 

whereas Chabad “for a century has embraced a mission to reach Jews of all stripes (a 

strategy devised in part by Chabad leaders who were living under communist 

oppression), the Yeshivish world historically has been far more insular.”205 Nevertheless, 

“over the past two decades,”206 this reality “has been changing,”207 with “yeshivas […] 

sending their students […] to establish study centers for all comers”208 throughout the 

United States.  According to Wertheimer, “First on the scene was Aish HaTorah, which 

runs seminars on leading a Jewish life, with locations in some fifteen US cities and a 

presence on nearly as many university campuses”209 throughout the country.  In 

addition to Aish HaTorah, “community or outreach kollelim—centers of study for 

advanced yeshiva students”210—have been established, with “some sixty-five 

community kollelim now dot[ting] the American landscape”211 and “talk of opening an 

additional thirty”212 more. 
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As Wertheimer notes, “The men and women involved in community kollelim are 

expected to divide their days between their own continuing study and then teaching 

local residents in classrooms, small groups, or personalized one-on-one sessions.”213 A 

number of those men and women are “recruit[ed]”214 from “the Lakewood Yeshiva, Ner 

Israel in Baltimore, and numerous Israeli yeshivas”215 rather than from among the ranks 

of Modern Orthodoxy.  Wertheimer argues that 

A good deal of this is attributable to economics.  Modern Orthodox Jews 
must earn substantial salaries if they are to afford to become professional 
outreach workers.  There also is the question of mission: Haredi Jews may 
be more driven to draw nonobservant Jews to Judaism because their 
yeshivas imbue them with a sense of mission to reach assimilating Jews 
before they are lost to Judaism.  And not least, in an odd way, the Haredi 
world is better positioned to engage in outreach because it has no fear of 
associating with non-Orthodox Jews.  The Modern Orthodox, by contrast, 
with their deep division over Open Orthodoxy, are more vulnerable to 
de-legitimation if they make common cause with non-Orthodox Jews.216 
 
As opposed to other organizations in the “outreach world,”217 such as Chabad, 

whose “primary orientation […] is encouraging people to take action—that is, to take on 

one more mitzvah, commandment,”218 organizations like “Aish HaTorah and the 

kollelim”219 emphasize “study, rather than prayer.”220 According to “[t]he Yeshivish 
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approach, […] learning will lead to greater ritual performance,”221 thereby justifying 

stressing study more than prayer.  Jewish outreach professionals have targeted their 

efforts not only at non-Orthodox Jews and non-Jews, but also at fellow Orthodox Jews.  

Indeed, as Wertheimer asserts, “Off the record, individuals engaged in outreach work 

speak candidly about day school graduates and current members of Orthodox 

synagogues who are not ‘inspired Jews,’”222 including “[s]ome [who] drop out of 

Orthodoxy already during their college years; more mature adults may have become 

mechanical in their observances.”223 As a result of this reality, 

the Orthodox Union’s Jewish Learning Initiative on Campus, for example, 
has placed married couples on over twenty campuses with the express 
purpose of strengthening Orthodox life and not incidentally to reach 
Orthodox-raised college students who may be wavering in their 
commitments.224 

 

4.3.3 Modern Orthodox 

Modern Orthodox Jewish attempts to engage in kiruv include NCSY’s 

active programs in public and nonsectarian private schools, the 
Manhattan Jewish Experience (a Modern Orthodox outreach effort aimed 
at young professionals), beginners’ services in a few Modern Orthodox 
synagogues, and the not inconsiderable numbers of Modern Orthodox 
Jews who volunteer to teach in outreach programs, such as Partners in 
Torah.225 
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The following is a description of Manhattan Jewish Experience (MJE) as found on 

the outreach organization’s website: 

Founded by Rabbi Mark N. Wildes in 1998, MJE is a warm and open 
community where millennial men and women in their 20s and 30s can 
explore Jewish life and meet new people.  MJE runs a wide range of 
inclusive, engaging and innovative programs for thousands of young 
Jewish professionals, including Shabbat Dinners, Holiday Events and 
Parties, Ski Trip, Classes, Beginner Services, Trips to Israel, Marching in 
the Israel Day Parade and much more. MJE was founded in memory of 
Ruth B. Wildes z”l.226 
 
According to information found on the website of Partners in Torah, the outreach 

organization provides Jews with “[p]ersonalized [l]earning,”227 enabling them to “Study 

one-on-one with a mentor or partner chosen especially for you!”228 These interactions 

can occur via “[p]hone calls, Face Time, or Face-to-Face time – you and your partner get 

to decide when, what, how often.”229 The organization holds that these interactions form 

“[l]ifelong [f]riendships.”230 

The goals of various Orthodox Jewish outreach professionals vary, with some 

holding to an “all-or-nothing”231 view, believing that such professionals cannot be said 

to have accomplished their mission unless the Jews they are targeting become fully 

observant, as understood by such professionals.  Others pursue such outreach with a 
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more “modest”232 goal in mind.  Thus, Wertheimer reports that one Chabad emissary 

told him that “Chabad efforts have ‘a non-result orientation.  Our job is to love our 

fellow Jews, regardless of outcomes.  Chabad does not regard its work as a waste of time 

if people don’t become frum [observant].  Any mitzvah is a positive step.’”233 This more 

modest goal is not limited to Chabad, as evidenced by the following quotations from 

non-Chabad Orthodox Jewish outreach professionals delineated in his book: 

• “We plant seeds but don’t know what impact we have.” 
• “Everyone is on a journey.” 
• “Kiruv works on the ta’amu u’reu model.  Give people a chance ‘to 

taste and observe’ traditional Judaism, and then[,] they may come 
back for more.” 

• “I can only teach Torah, but people have free will; we can’t coerce 
behavior.” 

• “My goal is to increase knowledge of all Jews[,] so they can make 
informed decisions.” 

• “I judge success by how many people come to engage in Torah 
study.” 

• “We don’t make anyone frum.  We build a community of interested 
people and break down apathy.”234 

 
As Wertheimer points out, “These kinds of comments are not only stated off the 

record.”235 Indeed, “The website of Aish HaTorah asserts: ‘Judaism is not all or nothing; 

it is a journey where every step counts, to be pursued according to one’s own pace and 
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interest.”236 Wertheimer proceeds to explain that “Once they [outreach centers] get 

beyond the insular world of the yeshiva, outreach workers quickly learn their limitations 

and privately lower their expectations.  Not for nothing do some speak of the 

‘Chabadization of Orthodox outreach.’”237 Wertheimer notes that the “difficult[y]”238 

involved in “bring[ing] less observant Jews to Orthodoxy”239 is evidenced empirically.  

Indeed, according to Wertheimer, “[W]ell-placed people in the outreach world estimate 

that there are roughly two thousand new recruits to Orthodoxy in the United States 

annually, with as many as 30 percent consisting of college students.”240 As Wertheimer 

subsequently notes, “As recently as the 1990s, these numbers were thought to be twice 

as high.”241 Most individual Jews who are most likely to be drawn to such Orthodox 

outreach centers come “from Conservative Jewish homes where they had been exposed 

to some measure of traditional Judaism”242 prior to encountering an Orthodox outreach 

variation.  However, as Wertheimer points out, “The numbers suggest there are more 

than three full-time outreach workers for every single ‘success.’”243 Moreover, “For every 
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recruit to Orthodoxy, […] there are dozens who choose not to go the distance.”244 

Indeed, as Wertheimer goes on to note, 

Kiruv workers […] try to identify those who seem interested in a bit 
more—perhaps some study opportunity, theological conversation, or 
religious participation.  As these seekers move along from one program 
to the next, only a very small minority comes out of the funnel as 
Orthodox.245 
 
Nevertheless, despite this apparently less-than-stellar result, outreach workers 

themselves believe their efforts to be valuable for a number of reasons, helpfully 

summarized by Wertheimer in the following passage:  

[F]rom the perspective of outreach workers, there are mitigating 
circumstances.  First, winning over two thousand annual recruits 
translates into a quantitative net gain because these individuals will 
marry other Jews and raise far more Jewish children than they would 
have otherwise done.  Theology plays a role, too.  If one believes that 
drawing even a single Jew to G[-]d and the commandments is a mitzvah, 
a religious imperative, quantity is far less of an issue.  Some have their 
eye on an even higher religious aspiration because they regard each Jew 
brought closer to observance as a contribution to Jewish “national 
teshuva”—the return to G[-]d’s ways that is a necessary prelude to the 
coming of the Messiah.246 
 
Wertheimer points out that there are a number of factors that account for the 

major increase in kiruv efforts during the last twenty years.  One such factor is 

economic necessity […] As ever more students attend Haredi advanced 
yeshivas or women’s seminaries while simultaneously eschewing a 
university education, a vast pool of people with expertise in Torah but no 
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other marketable skills must find opportunities to earn an income […] 
Kiruv work is a natural fit, as it is fundamentally about teaching Torah 
(the one type of knowledge these yeshiva products have in great 
abundance).247 
 
This reality, as Wertheimer points out, has led “the heads of yeshivas […] to pay 

attention to the success of Chabad emissaries in supporting their own families through 

kiruv work and now encourage their students to enter the field.”248 Another factor 

accounting for the growth in kiruv efforts in recent years is the changed status of 

Orthodox Jewry on the American Jewish landscape.  As Wertheimer explains, 

For much of the past two centuries, traditional Judaism has hemorrhaged 
vast populations to other Jewish movements or secularism, leading the 
Orthodox world to adopt a defensive, self-insulating posture.  But in 
recent decades, this strategy has been rethought in some quarters because 
Orthodox Jews no longer see themselves as a beleaguered minority.  Once 
a net loser of adherents, Orthodox Jewry in most places around the globe 
has now stabilized and, if anything, is growing […] Demographic 
resurgence has been coupled with a newfound sense of self-confidence, 
born of a conviction that the Orthodox alone will continue to thrive while 
the other religious movements of American Judaism are in steep decline; 
and born, too, of a realization that they have little to fear from 
interactions with their nonobservant coreligionists.249 
 
Indeed, according to this view, Orthodox Jews not only have “little to fear”250 

from such interactions, but also can significantly benefit from such encounters.  As 

Wertheimer proceeds to note, 
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It is now understood that there is much to be gained spiritually, 
financially, and demographically from intensive efforts at reaching out to 
those who may be brought closer to G[-]d and the commandments of the 
Torah.  Orthodox outreach thus represents a shift from fearful 
defensiveness to a heady sense of mission, whose goal is nothing less 
than the rescue of Jews for G[-]d and Judaism before they are lost 
forever.251 
 
Having examined Orthodox Jewish outreach to Jews, we now turn to a sampling 

of non-Orthodox Jewish outreach to Jews. 

4.4 Non-Orthodox Jewish Outreach to Jews 

There are other organizations on the American Jewish landscape outside of 

Orthodox Jewry that have also engaged in proselytizing of Jews.  One such organization 

is the National Jewish Outreach Program (NJOP).  The organization identifies as “an 

independent, non-denominational, non-profit organization”252 and “was established in 

1987 by Rabbi Ephraim Z. Buchwald in response to the spiraling losses of Jews from 

Jewish life due to assimilation and lack of Jewish knowledge.”253 To combat such 

developments, the organization promotes “highly innovative and stimulating 

educational programming and influential social media platforms”254 to show “the 

relevance and vibrancy of Judaism to contemporary Jews.”255 To accomplish these 

objectives, NJOP seeks to provide Jews with “greater understanding and knowledge of 
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the basics of Judaism and Jewish life”256 through such programs as “READ HEBREW 

AMERICA AND CANADA, SHABBAT ACROSS AMERICA AND CANADA, 

PASSOVER, SUKKOT, and CHANUKAH ACROSS AMERICA, Shabbat and High 

Holiday Beginners Services and Crash Courses in Basic Judaism and Jewish History”257 

in “5,101 synagogues and Jewish organizations across North America and in 41 

additional countries around the globe.”258 

4.5 Jewish Outreach to Non-Jews 

4.5.1 Chabad 

In addition to initiatives directed at Jews, a number of outreach organizations 

have sought to direct their outreach efforts toward non-Jews.  For example, as was 

alluded to earlier in the Introduction and above in this chapter, Chabad has sought to 

promote what in Jewish tradition have come to be known as the Seven Noahide Laws 

among non-Jews.  These laws consist of regulations concerning “[a]djudication[,…] 

[b]lasphemy[,…] [i]dolatry[,…] [h]omicide[,…] [s]exual [r]elations[,…] [r]obbery[,…] 

[and] the [t]orn [l]imb”259 that were regarded as binding on non-Jews “for all time”260 
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and serve as “the measure by which gentiles would be judged”261 by G-d.  Although 

rabbis themselves believed these laws to have a biblical foundation, Novak argues “that 

the concept of the Noahide is absent until the first century CE”262 and is a rabbinic 

formulation.  These laws, though, seem to have occupied a theoretical status in rabbinic 

imagination rather than constituting a set of laws practically enforceable by rabbinic 

authorities.  Indeed, in Novak’s words, 

these laws never constituted an active body of applied social and criminal 
regulation, and they are not descriptive of any actual historical period.  
By the time that the laws received their basic formulation in the Talmud, 
no gentiles were living under Jewish jurisdiction, and as a consequence[,] 
the rabbinic imagining of these laws as a functioning legal system was of 
theoretical value alone.263 
 
The promotion of such laws among non-Jews was “[o]ne of the more innovative 

components of the modern Habad project initiated in earnest by the sixth Lubavitcher 

rebbe, Joseph Isaac Schneerson (d. 1950).”264  Reinforcing Novak’s earlier point about the 

theoretical nature of the Seven Noahide Laws, Shaul Magid notes, 

While the need, even obligation, to do so [attempt to spread the Noahide 
laws to the Gentile population] is codified in Moses Maimonides’ Mishneh 
Torah, ‘Laws of Kings,’ 8:10, it was rarely practiced in such a proactive 
way, especially in traditional circles.”265 
 
Indeed, as Sue Fishkoff argues, 
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Their [Lubavitchers’] first interest is in kindling the sparks within Jewish 
souls, but since the early 1980s, they have widened their appeal to include 
non-Jews, whom they urge to remain within their own religions while 
obeying the seven laws G[-]d gave to Noah […] This is crucial because 
only when all G[-]d’s divine sparks are released and reunited with the 
Divine Oneness will G[-]d’s purpose be achieved.266 
 
Despite the primacy Lubavitchers seem to accord to Jews over non-Jews in their 

outreach efforts, however, Magid believes Lubavitchers view their outreach to non-Jews 

to have not only halakhic (Jewish legal), but also messianic, significance.  As Magid 

states, 

Interpreting the deeper meaning of R. Joseph Isaac Schneersohn’s release 
from prison in 1927 in Stalinist Russia, R. Menahem Mendel Schneerson 
(his son-in-law and later the seventh rebbe of Lubavitch) said that Jews 
have a duty “to unify all the people of Israel by means of the 
dissemination of the Torah and Judaism, which includes the spreading of 
the fulfillment of the commandments of the sons of Noah in all the world 
in its entirety.”  Given that R. Joseph Isaac Schneersohn’s release from 
prison is viewed in Habad as a crucial part of their messianic program, it 
is safe to say that the Noahide project has messianic connotations as 
well.267 
 
Magid, himself, asserts, though acknowledging “hav[ing] no evidence to prove 

it,”268 that the Noahide “project may also have been Schneerson’s response to the 
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conversion to Judaism of many who would not live as halakhic Jews,”269 which is “a 

phenomenon Schneerson surely viewed as very troubling.”270 

4.5.2 National Center to Encourage Judaism 

An organization not explicitly tied to any specific Jewish movement that is 

engaged in outreach to non-Jews is the National Center to Encourage Judaism (NCEJ).  

According to the website of the NCEJ, the organization 

is a private foundation that funds efforts worldwide to attract more 
people to Judaism. 
 
Its primary objective is to help Judaism grow by encouraging conversion 
and helping those in interfaith marriages see the benefits of raising their 
children as Jews. To help achieve its objectives, NCEJ offers grants to 
synagogues and other non-profit Jewish groups that sponsor programs 
teaching non-Jews in their communities about Judaism. 
 
The foundation began in 1981 as the National Center for Understanding 
Judaism by Ash and Gloria Gerecht of Silver Spring, MD, later changing 
its name to NCEJ in 1994.  The Gerechts founded the organization to 
encourage synagogues to grow membership by reaching out to non-
Jews in their community.  For over 35 years, it has provided Jewish 
organizations throughout the U.S. and abroad with hundreds of grants, 
primarily to offset the cost of advertising “Introduction to Judaism” 
classes, holiday workshops, and other such programs. The foundation 
has also funded a number of initiatives, including the Gerecht Family 
Institute for Outreach at Hebrew Union College in New York. This HUC 
program is designed to help future rabbis and cantors at HUC become 
more aware of the importance of encouraging both outreach and 
conversion to Judaism.271 
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As indicated in the aforementioned passage from the website of the NCEJ, the 

organization, like its Orthodox Jewish outreach counterparts, believes in the importance 

of teaching Judaism to others and the benefits that can accrue to the Jewish community 

from such teaching.  However, the organization differs from Orthodox Jewish outreach 

organizations in being motivated by expanding the ranks of Jews through 

“conversion”272 to Judaism and encouraging parents involved in interfaith families to 

“rais[e] their children as Jews.”273 The organization acknowledges that “Unlike virtually 

every other world religion, Jews traditionally do not proselytize nor does Judaism 

encourage conversion or even make it an easy process.”274 Nevertheless, due to 

“increasing assimilation and intermarriage and many Jewish families delaying having 

children and having fewer of them, the percentage of people identifying as Jewish is 

shrinking rapidly.”275 Thus, “For Judaism to survive[,] we believe it must step up efforts 

to educate non-Jews on how Judaism differs from other religions and how they can 

benefit from being Jewish.”276 Indeed, it is the contention of NCEJ that “Judaism will 

survive only by reaching out to non-Jews and Jews alike, by making every effort to 
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‘welcome the stranger into our midst[,]’ and clearly communicating what Judaism has to 

offer. We need to be willing to ‘blow our own Shofar!’”277 

To advance its mission, NCEJ “has provided grants [for over 35 years] to groups 

that sponsor programs that attract more people to Judaism.”278 These grants help fund 

such programs as “Judaism 101 [classes], conversion classes and similar courses.”279 

International recipients of such grants aiming to foster “Jewish renewal in Eastern 

Europe”280 include the Joint Distribution Committee (JDC) and the World Union for 

Progressive Judaism.  National recipients of the grants for “umbrella organizations for 

outreach”281 include Women of Reform Judaism, Jewish Federations of North America, 

[The] Rabbinic[al] Assembly-Conservative Movement, and Union of Reform Judaism.  

Local recipients of these grants include “[i]ndividual [f]ederations and  JCCs [(Jewish 

Community Centers)],”282 such as the JCC of Greater Pittsburgh, Jewish Federation of 

Greater Indianapolis, and Raleigh-Cary Jewish Federation.  Other local recipients of 

such grants include “[s]ynagogues and […] rabbinic councils and other groups”283 that 

help fund such activities as “Holiday how-to workshops, Ask-a-Clergy discussion 

groups, Elements of Judaism classes, Conversion classes, Taste of Judaism, and Interfaith 

 

277 Ibid. 
278 Ibid. 
279 Ibid. 
280 Ibid. 
281 Ibid. 
282 Ibid. 
283 Ibid. 



 

 192 

family outreach.”284 In addition to providing grants to a variety of organizations to fund 

different activities and events, NCEJ also “sent out Jewish Proclaimer, a quarterly 

newsletter, to synagogues nationwide, showing how [its] grants were being used, and 

highlighting successful programs”285 with the  “hope […] [of] encourag[ing] more 

synagogues to offer these types of programs, thereby increasing engagement and 

eventually the number of Jews by Choice,”286 a term used to refer to non-Jews who have 

decided to convert to Judaism. 

It should be noted, though, that the phenomenon of Jewish outreach to the non-

Jewish world has occurred not only due to changing developments internal to Judaism, 

but also due to changing developments in society more generally.  As Shaul Magid 

notes, 

For the first time in modern history[,] many Gentiles, for a variety of 
reasons, actually want to become Jews.  They do not all feel bound to the 
Jewish people, nor do they come to Judaism, or Jewishness, with a strong 
commitment to Jewish belief and practice to the exclusion of all else.  
However, they do come to Judaism because there is something about it, 
or about Jews, that is compelling.287 
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In fact, in commenting on the relatively recent “A Portrait of Jewish 

Americans”288 report released in 2013 that found that the “category of people who are 

not considered Jews by the Jewish community but identify as Jews is nearly 25% of the 

Jews by religion or no religion, those we conventionally call ‘Jews,’”289 Magid observes, 

The fact that there are so many Americans who identify in some way as 
“Jewish” while not being Jewish is fascinating […] [T]oday’s non-Jewish 
Jews aren’t identifying as such because they live in Jewish enclaves, but 
because identifying as “Jewish” has become an asset and fashionable; it’s 
no longer a liability. The impact this community will have on the Jewish 
community remains to be seen.290 
 
The idea that “identifying as ‘Jewish’ has become an asset and fashionable”291 

might be evidenced by the fact that, according to a Pew Research Center survey, “Jews 

are the most warmly regarded religious group in America.”292 

4.5.3 Alexander M. Schindler and the UAHC 

Advocacy for proselytizing non-Jews has also emanated from within the Reform 

Jewish community.  In a “[s]peech [e]stablishing [o]utreach”293 delivered to the Board of 
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Trustees of the Union of American Hebrew Congregations (UAHC) on December 2, 1978 

in Houston, Texas, Rabbi Alexander M. Schindler aimed 

to offer a resolution which recommends the creation of an agency within 
our movement involving its every arm which will earnestly and urgently 
confront the problem of intermarriage in specified areas and in an effort 
to turn the tide which threatens to sweep us away into directions which 
might enable us to recover our numbers and, more important, to recharge 
our inner strength.294 
 
Schindler, here, aims to address the issue of “intermarriage”295 confronting the 

movement of Reform Judaism.  After delineating the importance of “Jewish 

education”296 and adopting a welcoming disposition toward non-Jewish partners 

involved in interfaith relationships with Jews in effectively addressing the subject of 

intermarriage, Schindler asserts that 

I now come to the third and likely the most controversial aspect of the 
matter, I believe that the time has come for the Reform movement - and 
others, if they are so disposed - to launch a carefully conceived Outreach 
program aimed at all Americans who are unchurched and who are 
seeking religious meaning.297 
 
Schindler continues, 

It would be easy to tip-toe here, to use obfuscatory language and be 
satisfied to hint at my purpose.  But I will not.  Unabashedly and 
urgently, I propose that we resume our vocation as champions of 
Judaism, that we move from passive acceptance to affirmative action.298 
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Schindler proceeds to advocate for the implementation of a number of 

policies, stating, 

Let us establish information centers in many places, well-publicized 
courses in our synagogues, and the development of suitable publications 
to serve these facilities and purposes.  In short, I propose that we respond 
openly and positively to those G[-]d-seekers whose search leads them to 
our door, who voluntarily ask for our knowledge.299 
 
In articulating those to whom he seeks to engage in outreach and clarifying that 

this population does not include those who already identify as adherents of a particular 

religion, Schindler states, 

I do not suggest that we strive to wean people from the religions of their 
choice, with or without the boast that ours is the only true and valid faith; 
I do not suggest that we enter into rivalry with all established churches.  I 
want to reach a different audience entirely.  I want to reach the 
unchurched, those reared in non-religious homes or those who have 
become disillusioned with their taught beliefs.  I want to reach those 
seekers after truth who require a religion which tolerates - more than 
tolerates, encourages - all questions.  I want especially to reach the 
rootless and the alienated who need the warmth and comfort of a people 
known for its close family ties, a people of ancient and noble lineage.300 
 
Schindler, having established to whom such outreach efforts should be directed, 

argues against the notion “Judaism is not a propagating faith,”301 contending, in 

contradistinction to this position, that biblical and rabbinic texts do not teach this, but 

rather the opposite, as related in the following passage from his speech: 
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It has been a practiced truth for the last four centuries, but it was not true 
for the forty centuries before. Abraham was a convert, and our tradition 
lauds his missionary zeal.  Isaiah enjoined us to be a “light unto the 
nations” and insisted that G[-]d's house be a “house of prayer for all 
peoples.”  Ruth of Moab, a heathen by birth, became the ancestress of 
King David.  Zechariah foresaw the time when men of every tongue 
would grasp a Jew by the corner of his garment and say, “Let us go with 
you, for we have heard that G[-]d is with you.”302 
 
Schindler, having referenced biblical and rabbinic tradition to bolster his 

position, enlists history in formulating his argument, stating, 

During the Maccabean period, Jewish proselytizing activity reached its 
zenith: schools for missionaries were established, and by the beginning of 
the Christian era[,] they had succeeded in converting ten percent of the 
population of the Roman Empire-roughly four million people […] After 
Christianity became the established religion of the Roman Empire, and 
later, again, when Islam conquered the world, Jews were forbidden to 
seek converts or to accept them.  The death penalty was fixed for the 
gentile who became a Jew and also for the Jew who welcomed him.  
Many were actually burned at the stake, and the heat of the flames cooled 
our conversionist ardor.  Even so, it was not until the 16th century that we 
abandoned all proselytizing efforts; only then did our rabbis begin their 
systematic rejection of those who sought to join us.303 
 
Schindler proceeds to argue that given that historical circumstances have 

changed, Jewish views of proselytizing should change, too.  Thus, he states, 

[T]his is America[,] and it is 1979. No repressive laws restrain us. The fear 
of persecution no longer inhibits us. There is no earthly-and surely no 
heavenly-reason why we cannot reassume our ancient vocation and open 
our arms to all newcomers.  Why are we so hesitant? Are we ashamed? 
Do we really believe that one must be a madman to embrace Judaism? Let 
us shuck our insecurities; let us recapture our self-esteem; let us, by all 

 

302 Ibid. 
303 Ibid. 



 

 197 

means, demonstrate our confidence in the value of our faith.  For we live 
in a time when millions of our fellow-Americans are in search of 
meaning. Tragically, many of the seekers go astray, and some fall prey to 
cultic enslavement. Searching for meaning, they find madness instead 
[…] Judaism has an enormous wealth of wisdom and experience to offer 
this troubled world and we Jews ought to be proud to speak about it, to 
speak frankly and freely, with enthusiasm and with dignity.304 
 
The Board of Trustees of the UAHC, following Schindler’s speech, adopted the 

following resolution affirming the movement of Reform Judaism’s engagement in 

outreach to non-Jews: 

Rapid demographic change is doing much to affect the future of 
American Jewry. Among the significant and critical demographic trends 
are the growth of mixed marriages; the decline of the Jewish birthrate 
relative to the general population; and the increase in the number of non-
Jews converting to Judaism. These trends require our profound, serious, 
and continuing attention. They call for creative leadership so that we 
reach out to shape our future and do not become passive products of 
forces beyond our own control.305 
 
Accordingly, the Union of American Hebrew Congregations at its Board meeting 

in Houston on December 2, 1978, resolves:  

1. To intensify our formal and informal Jewish educational program within 
the Reform Jewish movement to stimulate positive and knowledgeable 
Jewish identification;  

2. To develop a sensitive program of welcoming and involving converts to 
Judaism, recognizing that those who choose Judaism in good faith are as 
authentic in their Jewish identity as those who are born Jewish;  

3. To develop an effective Outreach Program whereby the Reform 
synagogue can seek out mixed married couples in order to respond to the 

 

304 Ibid. 
305 Ibid. 



 

 198 

particular emotional and social stresses in their situations and to make 
the congregation, the rabbi, and Judaism itself available to them and their 
families; and  

4. To plan a special program to bring the message of Judaism to any and all 
who wish to examine or embrace it. Judaism is not an exclusive club of 
born Jews: It is a universal faith with an ancient tradition that has deep 
resonance for people alive today. 

WHEREAS the Task Force on Reform Jewish Outreach was 
appointed and has been functioning since that time; and  

WHEREAS an intensive effort is being made to facilitate progress 
in the development of a sensitive and effective program as defined in that 
resolution to reach the religiously unaffiliated and those who voluntarily 
wish to embrace Judaism; and  

WHEREAS this Biennial Convention is the first opportunity to 
express approval of the Outreach Program;  

THEREFORE, BE IT RESOLVED THAT this General Assembly 
affirms the foregoing resolution, authorizes the continuation of the Task 
Force Program, and requests a progress report to be made to the 1981 
Biennial Assembly.  

We further call upon the congregations of our Union to make the 
Outreach Program effective by including the first three of its aspects in 
their own synagogue programming.306 

 
Having examined how the subject of outreach to non-Jews has been approached 

from within the Reform Jewish movement, we now turn to how a prominent voice 

within the Conservative Jewish movement has advocated for outreach to non-Jews. 

 

306 Ibid. 



 

 199 

4.5.4 Harold Schulweis and the USCJ 

The activity of engaging in outreach to non-Jews has also been embraced by 

prominent members of the movement of Conservative Judaism in the United States.  For 

example, “Rabbi Harold Schulweis of the 1,800-family Valley Beth Shalom, the largest 

synagogue in the San Fernando Valley,”307 argued that Jews should essentially do just 

that.  According to Schulweis, “Judaism is a world religion with something to offer […] 

‘Far from being a sectarian, ethnic clan, we are a people whose faith and wisdom and 

ethics have endured for four millennia.’”308 In an interview with the Los Angeles Times, 

Schulweis expressed his “hope to promote in national Jewish circles the idea of seeking 

converts.”309 As was mentioned in the Introduction, Schulweis does not believe Jews 

should “seek converts”310 in order to compensate for “World Jewry’s losses sustained in 

the Holocaust,”311 nor to combat “cultural assimilation and intermarriage with non-

Jews,”312 nor “in response to beefed-up efforts by Southern Baptist missionaries and the 

campaigns of such groups as Jews for Jesus.”313 Schulweis contends, rather, that such 

seeking of converts “is important for Jewish self-understanding, pride, and dignity”314 
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and would consist of “an open-arms, low-pressure explanation of Judaism’s emphasis 

on ethics, intellectual inquiry and varieties of spiritual expression,”315 which “will[,] in 

turn[,] remind Jewish-born congregants of what they already have but only dimly 

appreciate.” 

The aforementioned reasoning of Schulweis echoes that evinced earlier by Rabbi 

Schindler, whose “call to conversion efforts was at first controversial,”316 but was 

subsequently embraced by “Reform leaders [who] adopted convert-seeking programs 

and now advertise a free course about Judaism in”317 many cities.  Schulweis and 

another rabbi offered a series of “free lectures”318 to potential converts.  The former 

expressed intent to “seek out religiously unaffiliated people who may have 

experimented with New Age religions”319 and even “admitted”320 he would “refer”321 

those “interested in supernatural mysticism”322 to “the Chabad movement or those 

teaching the cabala.”323 In a manner similar to Schindler, Schulweis argues that his 

position on seeking converts has a basis in biblical and rabbinic tradition, as noted in the 
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following passage of the article, “Rabbi Schulweis Urges Jews to Seek Converts,”324 in 

the Los Angeles Times: 

Schulweis said Friday night that the Jewish faith was once peopled by 
noted converts and that even King David, ruler of ancient Israel, was the 
son of Ruth the Moabite. The Prophet Isaiah urged Israel to be “a light for 
the nations,” and a Talmudic rabbi suggested that “G[-]d exiled the Jews 
from their homeland for one reason—to increase the number of 
converts.”325 
 
Schulweis seems to have believed that history, too, bolsters his case for Jewish 

proselytizing of non-Jews, as seemingly evidenced in the following passage from the 

same article mentioned above: 

A modern Jewish historian, Salo Baron, estimated that Jews grew in 
number from 150,000 in 586 BC to 8 million in the 1st century, said 
Schulweis. The Gospel of Matthew expressed early Christian hostility 
toward Jewish proselytizers: “For you cross seas and land to make a 
single convert, and you make the new convert twice as much a child of 
hell as yourselves.”326 
 
Having examined how voices within the Reform and Conservative Jewish 

movements have embraced outreach to non-Jews, we now turn to how a proponent of 

Jewish Renewal has engaged non-Jews from a unique perspective. 
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4.5.5 Zalman Schachter-Shalomi and Jewish Renewal 

Magid discusses Zalman Schachter-Shalomi’s “much more audacious and, to my 

mind, inclusivist theory of partial conversion which overtly functions as a response to 

what he believes are inauthentic conversions practiced in much of non-Orthodox 

American Judaism.”327 Schachter-Shalomi, “[i]n an unpublished encyclical to Renewal 

rabbis entitled ‘Concerning Gerey Tzedek (Full Converts) and Gerey Toshav (B’nai Noah) 

in our Communities,’ […] lays out the basic contours of his approach to conversion.”328 

As Magid points out, “He [Schachter-Shalomi] is concerned that Renewal takes 

conversion too lightly, that it converts people for the wrong reasons, and that its 

conversions will not be accepted by the larger Jewish community,”329 pursuing, instead, 

“another route to open Judaism to the non-Jewish world.”330 As Schachter-Shalomi 

states, 

With some of them [prospective converts] I have discussed the possibility 
of them not joining in full conversion but instead of that to organize 
themselves in a circle of G[-]d[-]fearers.  Such groups of G[-]d[-]fearers 
have been around since Temple times as we can point out in various 
psalms which offer them a voice in the worship.331 
 
In the aforementioned passage, Schachter-Shalomi seems to be advocating for the 

contemporary Jewish reclamation of a category known from ancient Judaism related to 
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the convert: namely, the “G[-]d[-]fearer.”332 Magid, commenting on the category of “G[-

]d[-]fearer,”333 notes that 

While the ambiguous G[-]d[-]fearers (yirei shamayim) and perhaps to a 
lesser extent gerei toshav may have had some status in the Jewish 
community in late Antiquity—the former were likely “members” of the 
Jewish community although the extent of that membership remains 
unknown—the normative halakhic tradition in the post-rabbinic period 
has little to say about them [the G[-]d[-]fearers].334 
 
Magid, then, proceeds to quote the following passage from Shaye Cohen, who 

provides more information about the “G[-]d[-]fearer”335 category: 

Gentiles who were conspicuously friendly to Jews, who practiced the 
rituals of the Jews, or who venerated the G[-]d of the Jews, denying or 
ignoring all other gods—these gentiles had an unusual attachment to 
Judaism, were sometimes called “Jews” by other gentiles, and may even 
have thought of themselves as “Jews” to one degree or another.  Would 
[the] Jews have called them “Jews?”  We cannot be sure, but I would 
argue that the answer is no….The Jews of antiquity in both Greek and 
Hebrew termed these gentiles, or at least some of them, “Fearers of G[-]d” 
or “venerators of G[-]d,” a usage attested in Josephus, Acts, rabbinic 
literature, and several inscriptions.336 
 
As Magid proceeds to explain, 

The halakhic use of the term ger toshav, generally defined as one who 
accepts the seven Noahide laws, is to differentiate the righteous Gentile 
and the idolater.  Sometimes the ger toshav is also equated with the 
convert-in-process; e.g., one who has been circumcised but has not yet 
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immersed in the mikveh (ritual bath).  In any case, in the classic halakhic 
tradition[,] the ger toshav is fully a non-Jew.  Most of the halakhic 
distinctions have to do with cases such as wine used for idolatry (yayin 
nesakh) or other matters dealing with defining the practices of [G]entiles 
related to the “impurity” of idolatry.337 
 
Having thus explained how “the term ger toshav”338 is employed in halakhic 

literature, Magid observes that the way in which Schachter-Shalomi uses that term is 

distinct from its aforementioned halakhic usage, as Schachter-Shalomi aims to “reviv[e] 

its ostensible late antique origins when these Gentiles may have actually been a part of 

the Israelite or Jewish community.”339 In addition to this distinction, Magid notes that 

although Schachter-Shalomi appears to use the terms ger toshav and “G-d[-]fearers” 

interchangeably, these terms did not have “identical”340 referents historically.  In 

Schachter-Shalomi’s usage, these designations refer to “those who desire to become part 

of the Jewish community but may not be prepared, or ready, for full conversion.”341 

According to Schachter-Shalomi, “these modern-day G[-]d[-]fearers”342 should not be 

“encourage[ed]”343 to “conver[t],”344 but rather should “remain Gentiles and take on 

certain Jewish practices.”345 
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According to Magid, Schachter-Shalomi adopts a contemporary “rendering of 

the kabbalistic idea popularized in the sixteenth century—perhaps in response to the 

phenomenon of returning conversos—that converts are individuals with Jewish souls in 

non-Jewish bodies.”346 Thus, in Schachter-Shalomi’s view, those people “who feel close 

to Judaism […] have their own unique gifts to share with us and the world.”347 Given 

this position, Schachter-Shalomi tells such individuals, 

You think Jewish; you pray Jewish, you feel Jewish.  It’s all there.  Maybe 
at some point later on, it will really be right for you to convert, but right 
now[,] you can do it voluntarily.  Why would you need to become a 
convert?  Did you get “marching orders?”  In other words, on those deep 
levels, I believe that this person was Jewish already and wouldn’t gain 
anything through conversion.348 
 
As Magid points out, the individual to whom the above passage is directed 

“would also be granted certain ritual rights in the synagogue and a status in the Jewish 

community,”349 for, according to Schachter-Shalomi, “many […] converts today […] 

maintain a dual membership in Jewish and non-Jewish communities.”350 As Schachter-

Shalomi elaborates, 

There may also be a person whose conversion represents a kind of dual 
membership.  The person may feel guided to be also Jewish.  There is no 
halakhic precedent allowing for this.  In the past it was clear that one 
would have to say to the convert to sever all relationships [with] past 
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religions.  However[,] much of what the person brings to the conversion 
process is the progress they have made that brought him to seek 
affiliation with Judaism.351 
 
Explaining this concept of “dual membership,”352 which, as Magid notes, 

Schachter-Shalomi calls “hyphenation,”353 Schachter-Shalomi states the following: 

Whenever a person commits to the spiritual renewal of Judaism, it almost 
always carries with it some commitment to practices learned outside 
Judaism.  In fact, this is true everywhere in the modern world…Given 
those new realities, why can’t we allow somebody who wants to convert 
to Judaism to be hyphenated just as many of whom were born Jewish 
are?  Why can’t people join us and, while accepting the Jewish part as 
their core practice, still remain loyal to the best of what brought them to 
Judaism?354 
 
Schachter-Shalomi, further elucidating his perspective, asserts that, 

[i]n order to become a convert, you have to give up everything that you 
ever had before; all your religious and familial connections have to be cut, 
and you are…compared to a newborn.  That’s a wonderful idea, that 
becoming a Jew is a fresh start, the beginning of a new life.  But at the 
same time, it is also problematic, because it assumes the person must start 
over with respect to their moral and faith development.355 
 
Magid, explaining this view of Schachter-Shalomi, observes that Schachter-

Shalomi is essentially “propos[ing] […] [the creation of a category of] a postethnic ger 
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toshav.”356 Continuing his explanation of Schachter-Shalomi’s position, Magid contends 

that Schachter-Shalomi holds that 

the narrative of Judaism can be shared in conjunction with other 
narratives by liberating “Judaism” from its exclusively Jewish context.  
He is not suggesting […] that Judaism as a positive religion ostensibly 
should cease to exist.  Judaism will remain largely a religion of the Jews 
and for the Jews.  It just will not be exclusively so.357 
 
Further explaining Schachter-Shalomi’s position, Magid observes that 

“Schachter-Shalomi refuses to limit Jewish ritual and practice as the exclusive property, 

and expression, of the Jews.  His global paradigm shift requires Jews to move 

confidently beyond the borders of ethnicity into their shared sacred space.”358 In a way, 

though, Schachter-Shalomi’s proposal effectively constitutes an effort to proselytize the 

synagogue itself.  As Magid notes, 

Schachter-Shalomi wants to transform the synagogue into a place of 
spiritual experimentation, where participants may learn from the wisdom 
of the east, from the ecstatic dances of Sufism, and from the melodic and 
ethereal cadences of Gregorian chants.  Instead of abandoning the 
traditional synagogue for the secular Society for Ethical Culture, 
Schachter-Shalomi wants to transform the synagogue into a Society for 
(Jewish) Global Spirituality.359 
 
As Magid elaborates, “Schachter-Shalomi wants to turn secular humanism, 

environmentalism, and human rights through creative ritual performance that seeks to 
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reconstruct the shekhina (divine presence) in this world.”360 Based on what was 

mentioned in the Introduction and the analysis here, it seems that Schachter-Shalomi, in 

a curious way, is, in fact, proselytizing, but not by bringing non-Jews to convert to 

Judaism so much as converting the function of the synagogue from a domain 

characterized by apparent Jewish exclusivity to one marked by openness to other 

traditions and values ostensibly external to Judaism. 

4.6 Jewish Missionaries Spreading Other Forms of “Good News” 

4.6.1 Zionist and Anti-Zionist Preachers 

Jews also can be said to be engaged in proselytizing non-Jews even when they 

are not apparently explicitly seeking their conversion to Judaism so much as their 

identification with the Jewish people and state.  Thus, Byron L. Sherwin, in discussing 

how some Jewish communal organizations relate to non-Jews, asserts that 

Whereas [Rabbi Dr. Abraham Joshua] Heschel and other Jewish 
theologians have refused to engage in interreligious dialogue as long as 
“mission to the Jews” remains part of the Christian agenda, Jewish 
advocacy agencies often attempt a kind of proselytizing of their own, in 
that they aim at “converting” Christians to affirm certain Jewish 
communal policies regarding the State of Israel, stimulated by evoking 
Christian guilt for a history of anti-Semitism culminating in the 
Holocaust.  The strategy of many Jewish advocacy organizations in 
interreligious dialogue is neither religious, theological, nor authentic, but 
is rather an effort to enlist Christian support for the Jewish communal 
agenda.361 

 

360 Ibid. 
361 Sherwin, “Nostra Aetate: A Reflection,” 312. 



 

 209 

 
In the aforementioned passage, Sherwin relates his view about how Jews’ efforts 

to convince Christians to adopt apparently politically “pro-Israel” political positions 

approximate the way in which Christians have proselytized Jews to adopt Christian 

theological beliefs.  He laments how such “secular Jewish organizations”362 have come, 

“in recent decades[,] […] [to] dominate Jewish involvement in interreligious dialogue”363 

and, in so doing, to effectively “marginalize issues of faith, seeking instead to further 

their institutionally based sociopolitical agendas.”364 Indeed, Sherwin contends that this 

state of affairs has led to “real interfaith dialogue”365 being “considered an irrelevancy or 

an unaffordable luxury,”366 approvingly paraphrasing in this regard “Cardinal 

Cassidy,”367 who has apparently held that “we [Christians and Jews] are not two social 

service agencies or two political action committees but two faith communities.”368 

Sherwin is not alone in his belief that Jewish behavior can, at times, assume a religious 

form even if that behavior is not explicitly grounded in Jewish religious belief. 
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As alluded to in the Introduction, Magid, in his article, “American Jews Must 

Stop Obsessing Over the Holocaust,”369 in Tablet Magazine observes the following: 

The Holocaust for Neusner becomes an example of negative election that 
has its own exceptionalist consequences. Sociologist John Murray 
Cuddihy argues that divine election in a secularized form becomes an 
“ideology of Jewish moralism.” Jews see themselves as different and 
what happens historically (not theologically) to them as “different.” Ismar 
Schorsch, borrowing from Cuddihy, called this use of the Holocaust “a 
distasteful secular version of chosenness.” As a result, to the extent to 
which it does play a role in the religious lives of many American Jews, it 
does so as a foundational event and not part of a larger complex 
narrative.370 
 
In the following passage from his book, American Post-Judaism: Identity and 

Renewal in a Postethnic Society, Magid elaborates on this idea of the transmutation of such 

a Jewish doctrine as divine election into the secularized form of a particular usage of the 

Holocaust, clarifying how this apparent reality transpires: 

The need to be “set apart” stems, in part, from the fact that what set Jews 
apart for so many centuries, that is, their religion, no longer functions that 
way for the majority of American Jews today.  Hence the Holocaust de 
facto becomes the religion of the secular Jew, not an event that is part of 
Jewish history […] If there is no tradition, there is nothing to endure, and 
if there is nothing to endure, the Holocaust fills the vacuum.371 
 
Magid, in this context, approvingly quotes the scholar, Jacob Neusner, who was 

also mentioned in the Introduction as an individual for whom the Holocaust plays a role 
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in his thinking and who asserted, “In so far as America represents itself as a religious 

nation, with a place for Catholic, Protestant, Jew (and, I would hope, Moslem, Buddhist, 

Russian and Greek Orthodox, and many more), the Judaic component is now defined by 

the Holocaust.”372 Magid, explaining Neusner’s point, observes that “[t]his is something 

Neusner laments precisely because he thinks Judaism has much to offer America and the 

world if it could only move beyond its obsession with the Holocaust and stop allowing 

itself to be defined, and to define itself, in negative terms.”373 Magid notes that such a 

prominent sociologist of American Jewry as Charles Liebman, “influenced by Robert 

Bellah’s celebrated 1967 essay ‘Civil Religion in America,’”374 held “that the Holocaust 

stood at the epicenter of American Jews’ civil religion.”375 Magid argues that “After 

1967[,] American Jews in many ways adopted the Holocaust myth procured in Israel, a 

myth of shoah u’gevurah (catastrophe and redemption)”376 and that “Zionism became a 

dogma of American Jewry after 1967.”377 According to Neusner, “since American Jewry, 

unlike much of Israeli Jewry, has lost this ‘vast context of the history of the Jewish 
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people,’ it enabled the Holocaust to dominate its civil religion in an unhealthy way.”378 

As Neusner states, 

Holocaust-and-redemption theology is easy and appeals to people with 
no access to Jewish piety, learning, tradition….Wanting intuitively, 
instinctively, to be Jewish, without knowing what that might mean, or, 
knowing, without being prepared to mean quite that, “the Holocaust[;]” 
we act out our Jewishness by way of Redemption—that is, by 
commitment to the State of Israel, that place which gives meaning and 
significance to a remission from the terror.379 
 
Magid subsequently reflects on Neusner’s position in the following passage: 

Like many others, Neusner is concerned that the Holocaust has become 
too pervasive in American Jewish civil religion.  He adds Israel as an 
integral part of that equation and views Israel too as an unhealthy pre-
occupation—even obsession—of American Jews.  Neusner’s diagnosis is 
that American Jews have largely lost a sense of their attachment to their 
past (via religion and history) and, combined with successful assimilation 
and the disassimilationist sentiments of the third and fourth generations, 
have a desire to be “Jewish” but no foundation on which to construct that 
identity.  The Holocaust and Israel provide suitable foundations in part 
because of their emotional and sentimental capital and in part because 
they do not require much prior knowledge.380 
 
Magid, here, observes that, according to Neusner, “[t]he Holocaust and Israel”381 

effectively fill the vacuum left by “religion and history”382 among American Jewry.  One 

can argue, like Sherwin has, that some Jews seem to be engaged in a form of 
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proselytizing when it comes to their advocacy for Israel.  An organization that could be 

said to be engaged in missionary activity along these lines even if its intention is 

purportedly not to convert non-Jews is Yeshiva for the Nations, which is located in 

Israel.  According to the website of Yeshiva for the Nations, “We are living in unique 

times. The 20th century saw the establishment of the modern State of Israel, as well as a 

rise in the number of non-Jews who are interested in learning about Judaism and Israel 

from an authentic Jewish perspective”383 In response to these non-Jews’ desire, “Yeshiva 

for the Nations […] offer[s] authentic Jewish education to students who are not 

Jewish.”384 The “Orthodox [Jewish] institution”385 claims to be “[g]uided by the principle 

of Ohr L’Goyim, that the Jewish people are to serve as a Light to the Nations”386 and 

strives to “help non-Jews understand Judaism, the Jewish Bible, Jewish History and 

Israel in deep and satisfying ways.”387 Although the website of the institution professes 

that “Your existing religious identity and faith are respected and Yeshiva for the Nations 

does not recruit students for conversion to Judaism,”388 the website of Yeshiva for the 

Nations acknowledges “promot[ing] the beauty and religious significance of Israel to 
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friends and supporters around the world,”389 which arguably constitutes a form of 

proselytizing. 

The idea that religious ideas can be transmuted into secular ones alluded to 

earlier has also been applied to Western Christianity.  Thus, Chad Alan Goldberg, in his 

book, Modernity and the Jews in Western Social Thought, observes that 

Christian theological perspectives on Jews did not vanish with 
secularization.  In Europe and North America, they formed part of what 
sociologist John Torpey calls latent religiosity, “the geological substrate 
left behind by centuries of religious influence,” and […] theological 
schemas took secularized forms embedded in broader philosophical or 
political traditions.390 
 
Even as some scholars, such as Magid and Neusner, seem to argue that  

American Jewish support for the State of Israel represents a transmutation of Jewish 

religious ideas, the scholar, Jon Levenson, contends that the rhetoric employed by 

detractors of the State of Israel is reminiscent of earlier manifestations of Christian anti-

Judaism.  According to Levenson, “Jewish obsolescence as described by the early 

Christian church echoes in contemporary anti-Zionism,”391 suggesting that certain forms 

of religiously-oriented polemics traditionally directed against Judaism have transmuted 

into politically-oriented attacks on the legitimacy of Zionism.  If Levenson’s argument is 
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correct, it is worth examining whether negative rhetoric of Jews concerning Jewish 

missionaries can be observed in political forms today.  The scholar, Ruth R. Wisse, in her 

book, Jews and Power, describes the historical figure, Pablo Christiani, as “a Jewish native 

of Montpellier who had converted to Catholicism, joined the Dominican Order, and 

engaged in missionary activities to Jews.”392 Wisse observes that, “[a]pparently 

frustrated in his attempt to influence his former coreligionists, Christiani persuaded the 

king to sponsor a public debate in which he […] would demonstrate the truth of 

Christianity through recourse to Jewish sources.”393 Later, in her sub-section, “Traitors, 

Informers, Casualties of Exile,” Wisse suggests that Christiani fits a type of “Jewish 

defector” observable throughout history.  In Wisse’s words, 

The convert Pablo Christiani, who helped his adopted church subjugate 
his own group, recalls the historian Flavius Josephus.  Jewish defectors 
were often invited not only to convert from one religion to another but to 
help prosecute their former co-religionists.  Christiani used his familiarity 
with Jewish sources to discredit the community into which he had been 
born, knowing that they could, and probably would, suffer as a result.  It 
bears noting that the kind of Jew that Gentiles were likeliest to get to 
know was the disloyal kind whose emergence they encouraged.394 
 
Wisse compares the Jewish apostate, Pablo Christiani, not only to such a 

historical figure as Flavius Josephus, but also to later historical figures.  Thus, Wisse 

asserts that “Christiani anticipated thinkers such as Karl Marx who singled out the Jews 
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for attack—in the latter case as the purest manifestation of the larger capitalist evil he 

was exposing.”395 Emanuele Ottolenghi’s contribution, “Present-Day Antisemitism and 

the Centrality of the Jewish Alibi,”  to the volume, Resurgent Antisemitism: Global 

Perspectives, edited by the scholar, Alvin H. Rosenfeld, suggests that some of the 

dynamics Wisse describes regarding the Jewish missionary, Pablo Christiani, are 

evidenced in the context of geopolitical discussions about the State of Israel and the role 

so-called “self-hating Jews” play in such discussions.  In Ottolenghi’s words, 

The label “self-hating Jew” has accompanied the debate over Jewish 
support and criticism of Israel ever since the establishment of the State of 
Israel.  In recent years, however, it has been revived, with defenders of 
Israel sometimes throwing the epithet against anti-Zionist Jews and their 
targets responding in tone.396 
 
Ottolenghi notes that “it [the label ‘self-hating Jew’] is not just a term of abuse, 

but the object of considerable scholarship based on an impressive body of historical 

evidence.”397  One of the scholarly sources to which Ottolenghi refers is Camillo 

Berneri’s book, Le juif anti-Semite.  Ottolenghi draws the historical figure, Pablo 

Christiani, back into our discussion in summarizing Berneri’s relevant scholarship: 

Berneri sought to explain self-hating Jews by documenting the historical 
recurrence of this phenomenon and then explaining it as a typical act of 
neophyte zeal and the result of a burning desire to burnish their 
credentials as new Christians.  He mentioned Jewish converts, like Pablo 
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Cristiani, who led the medieval trials against the Talmud, and Alfonso de 
Valladolid, who wrote ferocious anti-Jewish polemics in the fourteenth 
century.  These converted Jews not only became Catholic but anti-Jewish, 
placing their knowledge of Judaism at the service of anti-Jewish causes.  
The Catholic Church, noted Berneri, used them as proof of the fallacy of 
the Jewish faith.398 
 
Ottolenghi, in addition to referencing Berneri’s scholarship, alludes to the 

academic work, Jewish Self-Hatred, by the scholar, Sander Gilman.  Ottolenghi, in 

explaining Gilman’s scholarship, echoes Wisse’s observation about the presence of 

Jewish defectors throughout history, albeit with a post-emancipation modification, in 

the following quotation: 

History is rich with precedent in this sense.  But while before Jewish 
emancipation, Jews who joined their own enemies sought to aid and abet 
the efforts to destroy the Jewish people, since emancipation this 
phenomenon has become more complex […] [I]t usually manifests itself 
as an attempt by defectors to redefine Jewishness, rather than convert to 
Christianity, in a way that makes it acceptable to the reference group.399 
 
Ottolenghi, applying this analysis to the contemporary geopolitical situation of 

the State of Israel while noting, as alluded to in the Introduction, how the subject of the 

Holocaust is weaponized by detractors of the State of Israel, observes that, 

[i]n the current circumstances, the reference group views Israel as the 
proverbial and perennial villain of the piece at best, and as a modern-day 
incarnation of a Nazi state or of an apartheid regime at worst.  Given such 
hostile characterizations, Jewish intellectuals seek acceptance in the wider 
circles of Western opinion-formers by ingratiating themselves through 
the adoption of a language about Israel that is disproportionately and 
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unfairly critical at best, and demonizing at worst.  It is my contention that 
this thought process occurs among many prominent Jewish anti-Zionist 
intellectuals who accept the demonization of Israel as truth, not prejudice.  
They therefore discard Israel from modern Jewish identity and proceed to 
build a new identity that is at home with anti-Israel discourse.  Having 
transformed Jewish identity, they thunder against those Jews who refuse 
to join them, as the traitors of authentic Judaism – one that is devoid of 
any connection to the land and the State of Israel.400 
 
Ottolenghi contends that the soteriological rhetoric employed by “some Jewish 

intellectuals”401 in their polemics directed at the legitimacy of Zionism betrays a religious 

dimension that I believe to be reminiscent of a desire among Christian missionaries to 

save Jews.  According to Ottolenghi, “[T]heir [some Jewish intellectuals’] anti-Zionist 

rhetoric is imbued with the salvific language of Christianity.”402 Ottolenghi, expanding 

on this salvific theme, observes that 

The notion that Zionism entailed a loss of innocence, which only its 
abandonment can ever restore, is central to current Antisemitism because 
it enables those who call for the demise of Israel to claim that such demise 
will save the Jews—much like baptism or the Inquisition’s fire did once.  
The abrupt descent from heaven has been described, in the acrimonious 
debate over Israel’s new historiographical school and its writings, as an 
“original sin.”403 
 
Ottolenghi, having framed the religious terms of anti-Zionist discourse, 

references the following statement from the scholar, Benny Morris, as further evidence 

of this claim: 
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How one perceives 1948 bears heavily on how one perceives the whole 
Zionist/Israeli experience.  If Israel, the haven of a much-persecuted 
people, was born pure and innocent, then it is worthy of the grace, 
material assistance, and political support showered upon it by the West 
over the past forty years – and worthy of more of the same in years to 
come.  If, on the other hand, Israel was born tarnished, besmirched by 
original sin, then it was no more deserving of that grace and assistance 
than were its neighbors.404 
 
Ottolenghi, commenting on Morris’ statement, proceeds to explain how a 

“former fellow traveler”405 of his, Avi Shlaim, betrays similar religious language with a 

salvific bent in the following passage: 

Morris subsequently attributed this theological term to others and while 
his former fellow traveller Avi Shlaim denied that the term had even been 
used, he quickly ridiculed the notion that Israel’s creation might have 
equally been “an immaculate conception”—another Catholic theological 
concept closely correlated to the notion of sin.406 
 
It is regarding such theologically-inflected polemics that Ottolenghi inquires, 

“How does Israel restore its supposedly lost innocence?”407  Ottolenghi, explaining the 

answer provided for that query by such polemics, asserts the following: 

By a process of political and moral rehabilitation that will save Jews from 
the evils inherent to Zionism.  The argument that the Jewish state was 
born in sin, is central to this notion of rehabilitation.  The use of terms 
borrowed from Christian theology leaves little doubt as to what subtext 
informs this discourse, reflecting as it does a vision of Israel that finds 
echoes in the very theology from which it borrows its terminology.408 
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Ottolenghi, further expanding on the implications of this theological schema for 

the State of Israel, observes the following: 

Giving up Israel’s Jewish nature becomes a means to address the charge 
of “original sin[.]”  If the injustice Israel is charged with is inherent to the 
project that led to its creation—as the notion of original sin suggests— 
there is only one remedy for addressing that injustice.  Original sin is a 
distinctive Christian theological concept. According to the Catholic 
Encyclopaedia[,] “Original sin may be taken to mean: (1) the sin that 
Adam committed; (2) a consequence of this first sin, the hereditary stain 
with which we are born on account of our origin or descent from Adam.”  
Salvation from original sin could be provided by baptism—for Jews, it 
meant conversion to Christianity. If at the individual level a Jew can be 
saved from the original sin through baptism and conversion, what would 
be the baptism equivalent for Israel?  

 
Present anti-Semitism does not demand baptism and conversion to Jews 
as individuals.  But it surmises that Israel was born in sin.  If its birth was 
characterized by original sin, only an act equivalent to baptism will save 
Israel from eternal damnation.  Ridding Israel of its Jewish nature 
provides that equivalent: by ceasing to be Jewish, the state of the Jews 
rather than Jews as individuals will be granted forgiveness and salvation, 
and will be redeemed from the kind of damnation that a pre-baptism 
condition would have guaranteed.  Washing away the stain of the 
original sin will restore a primeval condition of innocence that somehow 
characterized Jews prior to Israel’s establishment.  It will also free the 
Jewish spirit from the burden of Jewish power and release the potential 
for the Jews to act as “prophets” in the world again, by being the voice of 
conscience for the nations amidst which they dwell.  If Zionism entails a 
loss of innocence, paradise will be won over through conversion to the 
new dominant ethos of the age, the new baptism for a sinful Israel that 
needs to be saved from itself.409 
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Ottolenghi proceeds to point out that individuals outside the ranks of the so-

called “New Historians” can be observed employing similarly religiously-freighted 

terminology.  In Ottolenghi’s words,  

New historians are not alone in using this highly charged Christological 
language of salvation. For example, in 2000, Bernard Avishai, used the 
term “atonement” in a review of two books by new historians. He was 
illustrating what tool Israel should deploy to confront its past and achieve 
peace. The tool was post-Zionism: “One reads Morris and Shlaim, 
presumably, to find reasons to encourage Israeli leaders to approach 
peace-making with pragmatic humility and even an openness to 
atonement.” In 2005, Avishai doubled down in a Harper’s Magazine essay 
entitled “Saving Israel from itself[.]”  In thinking the “unthinkable” in the 
New York Review of Books, the late Tony Judt explained European anti- 
Semitism as the result of Ariel Sharon’s misguided policies. The Jews, 
once again, had only themselves to blame for their own misfortunes. He 
then advocated an end to Zionism to be replaced by a bi-national state – 
the only way to save the Jews from themselves. For Judt, their suffering 
would be relieved through a simple act of self-effacing, a veritable 
spiritual and intellectual Auto da Fé for the modern times.410 
 
Ottolenghi, then, proceeds to point out that Judt composed the following passage 

outlining his vision for a kind of national conversion of the State of Israel from a Jewish 

to a binational state: 

In a world where nations and peoples increasingly intermingle and 
intermarry at will; where cultural and national impediments to 
communication have all but collapsed; where more and more of us have 
multiple elective identities and would feel falsely constrained if we had to 
answer to just one of them; in such a world[,] Israel is truly an 
anachronism.  And not just an anachronism but a dysfunctional one.  In 
today’s “clash of cultures” between open, pluralist democracies and 
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belligerently intolerant, faith-driven ethno-states, Israel actually risks 
falling into the wrong camp. 

 
To convert Israel from a Jewish state to a binational one would not be 
easy, though not quite as impossible as it sounds: the process has already 
begun de facto. But it would cause far less disruption to most Jews and 
Arabs than its religious and nationalist foes will claim.411 
 
Judt’s unwillingness to affirm the State of Israel as a Jewish state despite having 

“celebrated”412 the nation-state in other literary contexts, betrays, in Ottolenghi’s view, 

not only Judt’s stunning level of hypocrisy, but also the true conversionist aim 

underlying his polemic.  Ottolenghi expresses this view in the following passage: 

For Israel alone, Judt chose the opposite standard. There, for reasons that 
defy reason, Judt assumes that the “only remaining, as well as best-
adapted, source of collective and communal identification” is an 
“anachronism” and that the best way forward is a “conversion” to a non-
existent alternative identity, binationalism. There is nothing logical in 
singling Israel out the way Judt did—and besides, Judt’s use of the term 
“conversion” is no coincidence. That is what anti-Zionism advocacy is 
truly about. Convert the Jews.413 
 
Having discussed ways in which the behavior and rhetoric of Jews in support 

and opposition to Zionism can reflect a desire to disseminate religiously-inflected 

messages with a kind of missionary zeal, we now turn to how Jewish psychologists can 

be said to have been involved in what could be considered forms of proselytizing. 
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4.6.2 Evangelical Psychologists 

The belief alluded to earlier that secular beliefs might come to fill the vacuum left 

by the absence of religious ones is also evidenced by “historian Yosef Hayim 

Yerushalmi,”414 who, as Andrew R. Heinze points out, held that “[t]hroughout the 

nineteenth century […] Jews who had lost faith in the G[-]d of their fathers sought and 

found a spectrum of novel secular Jewish surrogates,”415 which, as Heinze notes, include 

“Zionism, socialism, Yiddishism, and Hebraism.”416 Heinze subsequently contends that, 

“[i]n the same vein, Freud and Adler expressed a Jewish sensibility through the 

invention of psychoanalytic moralism.”417 Heinze provides another example of the 

transmutation of religious ideas into more secular ones in the following passage: 

Long uprooted from a homeland and scattered among the nations, Jews 
had developed the mental equivalent of a national home through their 
veneration of religious texts.  The Beit Midrash (house of study) was the 
center of the Jewish world and beckoned to every Jewish male beyond the 
age of four.  In this homeland of the mind, the scholar triumphed over 
every other type of hero.  Jews cultivated disdain for physical strength 
and indifference to the robust physicality that landed peoples valued and 
infused into their icons.  The ideal of scholarship persisted in new forms 
after modernized Jews entered the German and Austrian bourgeoisie.  An 
urban and commercial people, Jews quickly succeeded at business across 
Europe.418 
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Heinze, here, describes how the ideal of scholarship became transmuted into 

more secular forms in the modern period.  Heinze continues to note that 

Almost without exception, the fathers of the Freuds and the Adlers were 
merchants and manufacturers a generation or two removed from the 
ghetto.  These men and their wives abandoned traditional Judaism and 
reared their sons in the Germanic ethos of Bildung (education, 
cultivation).  They wanted to see the younger generation distinguish itself 
through careers in medicine, law, science, and letters.  In this way, the old 
stigmatic association of Jews and business could be muted and the old 
Jewish ideal of literacy could be expressed through prestigious 
professions.419 
 
Heinze, here, observes how Jewish literacy can be understood as having been 

transmuted as discerned through the types of jobs Jews pursued.  The author notes how 

Freud himself could be said to have engaged in a kind of proselytizing of his own.  

Indeed, as Heinze states, 

Although psychoanalysis was a general method of therapy and not at all 
dependent upon Jewish culture, it did develop within the social world of 
Vienna Jewry.  Nearly all of Freud’s students were Jewish, as were many 
of the patients whose cases led to his seminal theories.  Freud spoke 
candidly about the special intimacy he felt with his Jewish colleagues.  He 
liked to refer to the “consanguineous Jewish traits” that attracted Jews to 
one another and distinguished them emotionally from gentiles.  Precisely 
because of his awareness of the Jewish dimensions of psychoanalysis, he 
wanted to evangelize the new science through Christian followers such as 
Carl Jung and Oscar Pfister.420 
 
Freud, seeking to convert non-Jews to his cause, aimed at achieving a broader 

goal, as articulated by Heinze in the following passage: 
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Burdened by a common stereotype of Jews as incapable of true scientific 
objectivity (as they were also presumably incapable of true artistic 
creativity), Freud knew that he faced an epic challenge of Jewish self-
overcoming.  Only by relentlessly and even tyrannically promoting his 
theories of the unconscious to a wider public would he be able to turn an 
enterprise of imaginative Jews into a universally applicable method of 
psychological investigation.421 
 
Heinze here contends that Freud sought to convert non-Jews to his cause to more 

effectively spread the “good news” of psychoanalysis to the general public.  Another 

example of this transmutation of the religious to the secular is evidenced by Freud.  As 

Heinze explains, 

Perceiving Jews as more emotionally disciplined and more rational than 
Christians, Freud believed that Jewish moral superiority lay in a capacity 
to sublimate the sensual into the spiritual.  Jews retained the “inclination 
toward spiritual interests” that had been granted them in the time when 
they accepted the de-materialized G[-]d of Moses.  After the destruction 
of the Temple, they inaugurated a grand tradition of Torah study that 
sustained spiritual discipline.  Out of this tradition, Freud thought, Jews 
collectively incorporated or, in Einstein’s words, incarnated superior 
ethical traits.  Those characteristics no longer required formal religion, as 
they were naturally conveyed through the Jewish people [and] […] Adler 
[…] shared the view that the “most valuable, ethical ideals” of Judaism 
should “be expressed through social and political action.”422 
 
In the following passage, Heinze notes another transmutation from the religious 

to the secular evidenced by Freud and Adler: 

The achievement of Freud and Adler was to adapt the rationalist 
moralism of German Jewry to the discipline of psychology, and to do so 
with a pioneering focus on family dynamics.  In the language of 
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psychology, these two psychoanalysts replicated the sophistication of 
Jewish domestic life, which evolved through centuries of rabbinic 
commentary on the proper behavior of spouses, parents, and children.423 
 
Heinze argues one can even observe the transmutation of Jewish religious styles 

of writing/formatting/commentary in Jewish psychological writing, stating, “Like Freud, 

Coriat used an expository format resembling that of the Talmud and Midrash: a piece of 

text is presented and then parsed word by word or phrase by phrase.  ‘Mrs. X remarked: 

‘That is a rabbi: we don’t want any more rabbis in here.’”424 Similarly, Heinze notes that 

Paralleling the traditional Jewish injunction to recite the Shema (the biblical 
declaration of G[-]d’s oneness) twice a day, in the morning and the evening, he 
advised, I want you to read it over every day, morning and night, until you can 
almost recite it….What I want you to do is to cultivate an emancipated and 
enlightened egoism, not an immaculate saintliness.  You need not go about in 
sandals and sackcloth to be a good social human being.425 
 
Another psychologist who Heinze argues transmuted a religious idea into a 

secular one is Abraham Maslow, as evidenced in the following passage from Heinze’s 

book: 

Maslow conceived of self-actualization not as a purely individual matter 
but as a means of creating healthy relationships between people.  Like 
many Jewish socialists concerned with the creation of just social relations, 
he interpreted his own idealism as a secular expression of Judaism’s 
prophetic call for justice.426 
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Heinze also describes, in Chapter 10, “Peace of Mind: A New Jewish Gospel of 

Love,”427 of his book, another kind of proselyting by a Jewish proponent of psychology, 

Rabbi Joshua Loth Liebmen, who “was one of America’s most charismatic religious 

orators and the country’s most famous rabbi after the publication of Peace of Mind.”428 As 

Heinze notes regarding the leveling of the religious market and the rabbi’s ability to 

compete with his Christian counterparts, 

Joshua Liebman had written an emphatically Jewish book, the first of its 
kind to enter an inspirational mass market long monopolized by 
Protestants.  By appealing to Americans on the basis of psychology rather 
than theology, Liebman could compete with his Christian peers.  
Theology favored believers over nonbelievers, whereas psychology 
placed everyone, Christian as well as Jew, on the same ground and 
recommended its prescriptions for maturity to one and all […] Judaism, 
Liebman preached, offered a unique healing message of self-acceptance, 
and self-acceptance formed the foundation for neighborly love.429 
 
Heinze goes on to note about Liebman that, 

For the first time since the establishment of Christianity, a rabbi—a Jew 
speaking from a frankly and openly Jewish standpoint—was competing 
in a mass market of souls […] [W]hen Christians listened to and read 
Liebman, as they did in large numbers, they entered a new precinct of 
ideas.  They heard Jesus and the leading lights of Christianity spoken of 
in relative terms.  They heard Jewish sages cited as authorities to live by, 
and Jewish rituals hailed as superior mechanisms for human self-
expression.430 
 

 

427 Ibid. 217. 
428 Ibid. 216. 
429 Ibid. 217. 
430 Ibid. 236. 



 

 228 

Heinze, clarifying that Liebman did not necessarily believe Judaism was superior 

to Christianity “on the basis of faith alone,”431 observes that Liebman “could argue that 

Judaism offered special insight into the workings of the human mind and emotions” 

(Heinze 239) on the basis “of modern psychology.”432 

Another Jewish individual Heinze discusses who could be said to engage in a 

sort of proselytizing is “family therapist Laura Schlessinger,”433 who, as Heinze notes, 

“became by far the most listened-to radio ‘psychologist’ in the United States”434 during 

“the late 1990s.”435 As Heinze observes, “At her peak, ‘Dr. Laura’ […] claimed 20 million 

listeners, second only to conservative talk-show host Rush Limbaugh.”436 In addition, 

“she wrote several best-selling books.”437 Although she was not halakhically Jewish 

according to a traditional Jewish definition of a Jew given the fact that her mother was 

Catholic, “she formally converted to Judaism and followed an Orthodox path.”438 It was 

her conversion, Heinze contends, that “paved the way to her career as a public 

moralist—she became ‘much more interested in advocating moral and ethical behavior 

in spite of whatever psychological turmoil is present.’”439 Indeed, she “hammered on the 
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theme of personal moral accountability and scorned psychologized justifications for 

destructive behavior.”440 However, as Heinze notes, “[H]er sense of ‘mission’ and 

accusatory style were not characteristic of Modern Orthodox Jews, with whom she 

identified until her sudden break with Judaism in August 2003.”441 

We have seen through the aforementioned examples how Jewish organizations 

and figures have promoted outreach to Jews and non-Jews while Zionist and anti-

Zionist advocates as well as Jewish psychologists have been engaged in behavior 

resembling, and employed rhetoric associated with, missionaries.  Chabad’s attempt to 

elevate the universe’s cosmic divine sparks and possibly facilitate messianic redemption 

through outreach to Jews and promotion of Noachide laws, the efforts of other ultra-

Orthodox Jews to promote their brand of Judaism to non-Ultra-Orthodox Jews, and the 

ways in which advocates and detractors of Zionism relate to and discuss the State of 

Israel bear marks of language and missiological activities traditionally associated with 

Christianity.  In the next chapter, we will discuss how another subject generally 

associated with Christianity, the figure of Jesus, has assumed a prominent role on the 

contemporary Israeli cultural landscape through the medium of film. 
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5. Cinematic Stories of a Sabra1 Savior 
 [E]xcept for [Marc] Chagall, none boldly depicted Jesus as a thoroughly 
Jewish figure […] [F]or many Jews, Jesus was now beyond the pale; his 
old status as the emblem of Christian anti-Semitism had resurfaced, and 
he was once again seen as treyf.2 

 
Jesus will not soon disappear from the larger Israeli cultural state […] 
[T]he Israeli conversation about Jesus is only just beginning.3 
 
Jews in the modern period have sought to reclaim the figure of Jesus in a variety 

of ways and for different reasons as was mentioned in the Introduction.  In the realm of 

contemporary scholarship, Jewish scholars have engaged in what the scholar, Donald A. 

Hagner (Professor of New Testament at Fuller Theological Seminary), has described as 

“the constructive study of Jesus.”4 In Hagner’s words, 

In contrast to the centuries preceding the Emancipation, characterized 
mainly by an alternation between purposeful silence and biting criticism, 
modern Jews have increasingly been able to approach the New Testament 
with new open-mindedness and a genuine willingness to evaluate Jesus 
positively from within their Jewish perspective.  The number of Jewish 
writers on Christianity began to increase in the past century [current text 
published in 1997] and has mushroomed in our own century.5 

 

 

1 A term referring to a Jew born in Israel. 
2 Hoffman, From Rebel to Rabbi, 255. 
3 Shalom Goldman, “Israeli Jesus: More Popular Than Ever,” Religion Dispatches, Aug. 27, 2009, 
religiondispatches.org/israeli-jesus-more-popular-than-ever/. 
4 Donald A. Hagner, The Jewish Reclamation of Jesus: An Analysis and Critique of Modern Jewish Study of Jesus 
(Eugene: Wipf and Stock Publishers), 24. 
5 Ibid. 24-25. 
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Hagner, in adducing support for this reclamation of the figure of Jesus among 

Jewish scholars, references a number of “important Jewish works on Jesus and the 

Gospels,”6 including 

Claude Goldsmid Montefiore’s two-volume commentary, The Synoptic 
Gospels, a classic first published in 1909, […] the closely related and highly 
esteemed work of Montefiore’s friend, Israel Abrahams, Studies in 
Pharisaism and the Gospels, originally published in two parts (1917 and 
1924)[,] […] Montefiore’s Some Elements of the Religious Teaching of Jesus 
According to the Synoptic Gospels (1910), […] Joseph Jacobs’s Jesus as Others 
Saw Him (1925)[,] [and] […] the writings of contemporary [Jewish] 
scholars such as Sandmel and Vermes.7 
 
A number of more recent academic publications could be added to the scholarly 

genre of the aforementioned list, such as those mentioned in the Introduction, including 

The Jewish Gospels: The Story of the Jewish Christ by Daniel Boyarin (Professor of Talmudic 

Culture at the University of California, Berkeley) and such books by Amy-Jill Levine 

(Professor of New Testament and Jewish Studies at Vanderbilt University) as The 

Misunderstood Jew: The Church and the Scandal of the Jewish Jesus and Short Stories by Jesus: 

The Enigmatic Parables of a Controversial Rabbi.  The “epochal Hebrew-language work 

Jesus of Nazareth,”8 authored by the “prolific historian and literary scholar,”9 Joseph 

Klausner of Mandate Palestine, could be added to the aforementioned list of modern 

 

6 Ibid. 25. 
7 Ibid. 25-26. 
8 Shalom Goldman, Zeal for Zion: Christians, Jews, & the Idea of the Promised Land (Chapel Hill: The University 
of North Carolina Press, 2009), 147. 
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publications.  The scholar, Shalom Goldman (Professor of Religion at Middlebury 

College), summing up Jesus of Nazareth, observes that Klausner “placed Jesus’ life and 

teachings within the context of Late Second Temple times and the development of 

rabbinic Judaism.”10 In explaining how the situation in Mandate Palestine lent itself to 

such scholarly investigation of Jesus by Jews, Goldman asserts, 

Engaged in creating an autonomous Jewish society, a society whose 
“other” was Muslim, not Christian, the “new Jews” of Palestine no longer 
had to fear Christian doctrine and teachings […] To secular members of 
the Yishuv, Christians missions did not seem a direct threat […] By the 
1920s, Protestant missionary activities in Palestine were directed 
primarily toward Eastern Christians and Catholics; most missionaries had 
decided to no longer target Jews.  This situation left open a space and an 
opportunity for Jewish investigations of Christian origins, particularly in 
the figure of Jesus.11 
 
Neta Stahl, in discussing the reclamation of Jesus by Zionist writers in the 20th 

century in her book, Other and Brother: Jesus in the 20th-Century Jewish Literary Landscape, 

observes that 

Zionist writers during the first half of the twentieth century adopted the 
figure of Jesus, not as part of an external and apologetic discourse or as a 
mediator between Judaism and Christianity, but rather in the context of 
the new national identity, as a model for the desired New Jew.  In 
modern Hebrew literature, the figure of Jesus embodied an internal 
Jewish attempt to redefine Jewish selfhood by reclaiming Jesus for Jewish 
nationalism and the Zionist project.   Zionist writers[…] presented Jesus 
as an ideal type of Jew, one that could serve as a model for the new 
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Jewish national identity, and as an integral and even necessary part of 
Zionist pioneering and national redemption.12 
 
The openness toward Jesus evinced by Zionists writers of the 20th century, 

academic and otherwise, has grown considerably since that time period, with the 

scholar, Yaakov Ariel (Professor in the Department of Religious Studies at The 

University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill), observing that, 

Following the Yom Kippur War of October 1973, the older Israeli elite, 
who were mostly European born, secular, and labor oriented, lost much 
of their self-confidence.  Faith in Zionism as an all-encompassing 
ideology, providing hope, meaning, and a sense of purpose, weakened 
considerably.  With the fading away of a central secular national faith and 
the moral and spiritual vacuum it left, there was plenty of room for 
alternative faiths to make their way in the Israeli spiritual and communal 
market.13 
 
Ariel, elaborating on the development described in the aforementioned passage, 

asserts that, 

In the years following the Yom Kippur War, thousands of young Israelis 
joined new religious movements that had not been represented in the 
country just a few years earlier, including EST, the Church of Scientology, 
the Hare Krishnas, and the Unification Church.  Thousands became 
“returnees to tradition” and joined Orthodox forms of Judaism.  Many 
others accepted the Christian faith, mostly in its evangelical Messianic 
Jewish form.14 
 
The ground was, thus, paved for a more open attitude to the figure of Jesus in 

Israeli society not only through earlier Israeli scholarship on the figure of Jesus, but also 
 

12 Stahl, Other and Brother, 10-11. 
13 Ariel, An Unusual Relationship, 235. 
14 Ibid. 236. 
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through declining confidence in “a central secular national faith”15 that, prior to the Yom 

Kippur War, had predominated in the State of Israel.  Goldman, commenting in 2009 on 

contemporary developments in an Israeli context in his article, “Israeli Jesus: More 

Popular Than Ever,” in the online journal, Religion Dispatches, argues that “Jesus will not 

soon disappear from the larger Israeli cultural state […] [T]he Israeli conversation about 

Jesus is only just beginning.”16 I agree with Goldman regarding the growing presence of, 

and positive attitude evinced toward, the figure of Jesus on the Israeli cultural scene.  

Whereas previous scholarship has discerned what might be regarded as forms of 

reclamation of the figure of Jesus by Jews in the fields of historical scholarship, 

constructive theology, and poetic writing, to identify a few such areas, I will argue that 

contemporary Israeli cinema is an area of the Israeli cultural landscape in which Jews 

can be said to be reclaiming the figure of Jesus. 

The scholar, Barry Rubin, writing in 2012, helpfully summarizes the trajectory of 

the development of Israeli cinema in the following passage from his book, Israel: An 

Introduction: 

Israel continues to develop its rich cinematic tradition, producing both 
critical and popular films that reflect and critique societal trends.  In the 
pre-state and early state years, Israeli films served to solidify and 
strengthen Zionist ideology, Jewish connection to the land, and the 
rebirth of the New Jew.  Since then, Israeli cinematography has gone 

 

15 Ibid. 235. 
16 Goldman, “Israeli Jesus: More Popular Than Ever,” religiondispatches.org/israeli-jesus-more-popular-
than-ever/. 
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through many stages as it has developed, portraying and including 
marginalized voices in society, examining and challenging certain central 
ideas of society, and ultimately coming to use the art form as a means for 
examining and dealing with troubling, traumatic events in the nation’s 
past and the daily lives of its people in the present.17 
 
Rubin, in an earlier part of his text, observes that “Israeli films after 2000 often 

tend to depict the lives and culture of sectors of Israeli society that rarely—if ever—

appeared in local films before,”18 proceeding to identify a number of Israeli movies 

mostly produced from 2000 through the time of the publication of his text as comprising 

“the current wave of ethnic or multicultural Israeli cinema”19 that 

depict[s] life in different sectors: the Orthodox right wing (Time of Favor, 
Joseph Cedar, 2000); new immigrants from Russia (Yana’s Friends, Arik 
Kaplun, 1999); veteran Iraqi Jews (The Barbecue People, David Ofek, 2003); 
Moroccan women oppressed by their patriarchal and religious families 
(To Take a Wife, Ronit and Shlomi Elkabetz, 2004); gays (The Bubble, Eytan 
Fox, 2006); foreign illegal workers mostly from Third World countries; 
and even Haredim, in The Holy Guests (Gidi Dar, 2004).20 
 
Hannah Brown, in her article, “How Israel Became a Television Powerhouse: The 

Unlikely Rise of a Pop-Culture Leader,” in Commentary magazine (July/August 2018), 

seems to observe that a development similar to the aforementioned foregrounding in 

Israeli cinema of communities previously rarely depicted in Israeli film is happening in 

Israeli television when she notes that  

 

17 Barry Rubin, Israel: An Introduction (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2012), 288. 
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These [Israeli] shows highlight the diversity of Israeli society, but 
audiences from around the world can connected to their plots.  Reshet’s 
Nevsu, for example, a satirical sitcom about the marriage of an Ethiopian 
man and an Ashkenazi woman, is being remade by the Fox network.  
Religious Jews are also having a moment on the small screen.  Young, 
unmarried Modern Orthodox Jews in Jerusalem were the subject of the 
wildly popular (and somewhat soapy) Srugim, the title of which is a 
reference to the kind of kippot they wear.  Several shows have focused on 
the ultra-Orthodox community, including Shtisel, about a strong-willed 
father and his artist son (which is being remade in the U.S.).  One series, 
Kipat Barzel, which literally means the Iron Dome but which has also been 
translated as The Iron Yarmulke, about ultra-Orthodox teens who defy 
their families by enlisting in the IDF, was cited by several industry 
watchers as one of the few shows that was too Israeli to travel well.21 
 
The four Israeli films comprising the focus of my analysis in this chapter were all 

produced in the first two decades of the 21st century: namely, Walk on Water,22 Live and 

Become,23 10% My Child,24 and The Other Story.25 I contend that these films, like early 20th 

century Zionist writings mentioned earlier, “embrace different aspects of the figure of 

Jesus”26 while, like post-1948 Israeli Jewish writings described in the Introduction, evince 

“a strong sense of identification and empathy with Jesus.”27 Moreover, these films, like 

post-1948 Israeli writings, demonstrate how “Jesus’ foreignness creates a greater sense of 

 

21 Hannah Brown, “How Israel Became a Television Powerhouse,” Commentary Magazine, July/Aug., 2018, 
59. 
22 Eytan Fox, dir., Walk on Water (2004; Sony Pictures Home Entertainment), Amazon Prime. 
Amazon.com/Walk-Water-Lior-
Ashkenazi/dp/B01N6CL3LP/ref=sr_1_2?dchild=1&keywords=Walk+on+Water&qid=1596590347&sr=8-2. 
23 Radu Mihaileanu, dir., Live and Become (2005), DVD. 
24 Uri Bar-On, dir., 10% My Child (2015), vimeo. Vimeo.com/ondemand/10mychild/236088727. 
25 Avi Nesher, dir., The Other Story (2018; Strand Releasing), DVD. 
26 Stahl, Other and Brother, 49. 
27 Ibid. 83. 



 

 237 

affinity between him and Israeli Jewish writers, who now identify with the very 

‘otherness’ that in previous works constituted a threatening element,”28 and “reflect a 

sense of shared fate and universal brotherhood, casting Jesus as a figure more like a 

‘brother’ than an ‘Other.’”29 Furthermore, these films seem to view the figure of Jesus, as 

a Jewish individual who experienced suffering and marginalization himself, as one with 

whom segments of the Israeli population who have similarly experienced 

marginalization can identify.  In the films mentioned above, Jesus is a figure with whom 

individuals of homosexual sexual orientation, Ethiopian background, nontraditional 

families, and previously secular, but newly religious (baalei teshuva) are identified.  This 

identification can be observed visually and rhetorically with various characters serving 

as Christ-figures.  Moreover, the figure of Jesus, in these films, is associated with the 

redemption of characters. 

5.1 Walk on Water 

The figure of Jesus is variously alluded to and represented in the Israeli film, 

Walk on Water, in ways that seemingly reinscribe historically problematic Christian 

construals of Jewish-Christian encounter while simultaneously pointing toward an 

intriguing synthesis of Jewish and Christian ideals.  In his article, “Between Eyal and 

Axel, Y[-]hweh and Christ: The Theological Sub-Text of Walk on Water (2004),” published 
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in the academic journal, Prooftexts (Indiana University Press), Daniel Stein Kokin argues 

that 

Walk on Water negotiates the Jewish-Christian divide in a manner 
reminiscent of traditional Christian stereotypes of the opposition between 
the Old and New Testament, between Judaism and Christianity, between 
the G[-]d of vengeance and that of love and mercy.30 
 
According to Kokin, one can discern not only the aforementioned contrast 

between the Old Testament G-d and the New Testament figure of Jesus in the 

nomenclature assigned to the film’s two protagonists (the Israeli character, Eyal, and the 

German character, Axel), but also the nature of each protagonist and how each serves a 

redemptive role for the other.  As Kokin asserts, 

The protagonists’ strikingly similar, yet contrasting, names not only point 
to the critical link between them—to the fact that each holds the key for 
the other’s redemption—but also reflect in allegorical terms the 
underlying theological significance of their respective approaches to life. 
“Aleph” and “Lamed” or “E[-]l,” the generic Hebrew term for G[-]d, is 
the common component and frame of each name. Each life thus 
encapsulates a certain conception of the divine, the exact nature of which 
is indicated by the consonant at its heart. The “y” of Eyal evokes Y[-
]hweh, the supposed Old Testament G[-]d of vengeance, a point brought 
home by the two “Yods” ( יי ) of its Hebrew spelling ( לייא ), the traditional 
Jewish abbreviation for the tetragrammaton. Axel, by contrast, denotes 
Christ (for whom “x,” from the Greek “Chi” (χ), is the classic shorthand), 
alluding to the universal love and pacifism with which he is typically 
associated.31 
 

 

30 Daniel Stein Kokin, “Between Eyal and Axel, Y[-]hweh and Christ: The Theological Sub-Text of Walk on 
Water (2004),” Prooftexts 33, no. 3 (2013): 376. 
31 Ibid. 367-368. 
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Kokin, proceeding with his analysis relating to how each protagonist embodies 

the disposition implied by his name, observes that the film repeatedly underscores how 

Axel reflects the figure of Jesus in a number of ways.  At the airport, Eyal is depicted 

carrying a sign with the name “Axel Himmelman”32 on it as Eyal waits to greet Axel at 

Ben-Gurion Airport.  As Kokin explains, a plausible translation of “Axel Himmelman” is 

“Christ-G[-]d, the Man of Heaven,”33 further underscoring the character, Axel, as a 

Christ-like figure.  Kokin contends that Eyal’s uttering the words, “Mr. Himmelman, 

welcome to Israel,”34 upon first “encounter[ing]”35 Axel at the airport “emphasiz[es] his 

[Axel’s] divine resonance by uttering aloud his [Axel’s] surname (for who is Christ if not 

a ‘man of heaven[?]’),”36 while the shirt Axel is wearing, which reads “‘The Miracle 

Workers’ (perhaps referring to the eponymous 1980s rock band?)[,] hints at the 

aspirations of this latter-day Messiah.”37 In Kokin’s words, “It is as if the savior has 

descended anew to earth, ready to bring about the final redemption.  He will do so, in a 

sense, albeit in not quite the manner he had anticipated.”38 

I believe the aforementioned words Kokin references as evidence for his 

argument regarding Axel as a Christ-like figure and latter-day Messiah can be 
 

32 Fox, Walk on Water, Amazon Prime. Amazon.com/Walk-Water-Lior-
Ashkenazi/dp/B01N6CL3LP/ref=sr_1_2?dchild=1&keywords=Walk+on+Water&qid=1596590347&sr=8-2. 
33 Kokin, “Between Eyal and Axel, Y[-]hweh and Christ,” 368. 
34 Ibid. 
35 Ibid. 
36 Ibid. 
37 Ibid. 
38 Ibid. 
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understood as hinting even more strongly in a messianic direction.  In the New 

Testament, Jesus is said to have uttered the following words: “Jerusalem, Jerusalem[,…] 

I tell you, you will not see me again, until you say, ‘Blessed is he who comes in the name 

of the L[-]rd.’”39 The phrase “Blessed is he who comes in the name of the L[-]rd” derives 

from Psalms 118:26, where the Hebrew reads: םשב י-ה-ו-ה אבה  ךורב  .40  In modern Israeli 

Hebrew, the English “welcome” is translated as אבה ךורב  or םיאבה םיכורב .  One could 

argue, therefore, that the phrase with which Eyal greets Axel connotes not merely a 

greeting of a Christ-like figure, but, in fact, constitutes a kind of contemporary 

fulfillment, or perhaps a proleptic enactment, of what will later be fulfilled upon this 

modern-day Christ’s embarking on his ministry in the land of Israel.  Similarly, Jesus in 

the New Testament speaks frequently of a “Son of Man” who is to come, who is 

described in the Book of Daniel and in the New Testament as “coming with the clouds of 

heaven.”  Thus, Axel’s surname, “Himmelman/Man of Heaven,” serves not merely to 

indicate the divine commission of Axel, but also the redemptive role Axel is to play, 

given the messianic significance assigned to the figure of the “Son of Man” in both the 

New Testament and rabbinic texts. 

Kokin finds additional indications of Axel’s Christ-like role in the film.  Thus, the 

number of fatalities (12) resulting from a homicide bombing occurring immediately 

 

39 Mt. 23:37-39. 
40 Ps. 118:26. 
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preceding Axel’s arrival in Israel and the name of the site of the terrorist attack (Rishon 

LeTsion = “First to/for Zion”41 are understood as “evok[ing] the New Testament 

apostles,”42 who also numbered 12 and who sought to embody the first fruits of a 

renewed Israel.  Kokin avers that “an allegorical interpretation is readily at hand: 

Christ’s return to the Promised Land is, as it were, marred by the symbolic annihilation 

of his primary emissaries.”43 Another commonality shared by Jesus and Axel that Kokin 

notes is the presence of fish in the stories of both figures.  Thus, speaking of 

circumstances relating to Axel in the film, Kokin observes that “[t]he reunion with Pia is 

set in the fish pools of Kibbutz Ma’agan Mikh’ael […] a large model fish adorns Pia’s 

kibbutz apartment; at the very close of the film, the wallpaper in baby Tom’s room is a 

sea-scene with abundant fish.”44 Kokin notes that these fish elements in the film “recall 

[…] Jesus’ initial encounter with the fisherman brothers Peter and Andrew at the Sea of 

Galilee.”45 Tying both stories together, Kokin asserts that “[j]ust as they [the fisherman 

brothers] left their nets to follow him [Jesus], so does Pia leave hers.”46 

 

41 Ibid. 
42 Ibid. 
43 Ibid. 
44 Ibid. 368-369. 
45 Ibid. 369. 
46 Ibid. 
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As Kokin proceeds to note, Eyal and Axel both arrive at the Sea of Galilee, itself, 

in what Kokin calls “the movie’s titular scene,”47 which Kokin views as the film’s “most 

explicit enactment of Axel’s Jesus-persona.”48 Kokin describes the scene in the following 

manner: 

With the Church of the Primacy of St. Peter (Primatskapelle) in the 
backdrop, near the traditional site of Jesus’ walking on water, Axel 
excitedly proclaims that “this is where it all happened” and proceeds to 
attempt to do it himself. Walking atop a long branch of wood that 
happens to lie on the shore, he extends his arms horizontally to each side 
(clearly evoking the crucifixion) before falling into the water. “Hey Jesus, 
they lied to you,” Eyal laughs; “it’s impossible to walk on water.” In 
Matthew 14, the disciples, and especially Peter, also have their doubts.49 
 
It is around a scene at the Dead Sea, Kokin argues, that the film pivots and from 

which the protagonists Axel and Eyal begin to become enlivened.  In Kokin’s words, 

This entire scene is one of the key pivots of the movie, for in this place of 
utter desolation the characters begin to climb upwards to new life. At the 
Kinneret, to Eyal’s ridicule, Axel was unable to walk on water by himself; 
here, together, they both float, as if to suggest that they are both alive, but 
only barely. Their separate, horizontally outstretched arms at once recall 
Axel’s failed attempt and foreshadow the final image of the movie, when 
they shall walk on water side by side.50 
 
It should be noted, too, that it is from the scene involving the theme of “walking 

on water,” that the name of the film, Walk on Water, derives.  According to Adele 

Reinhartz, in her book, Bible and Cinema: An Introduction, “biblical quotation or 
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allusion—in film titles […] and/or in dialog—is ubiquitous in Christ-figure films,”51 and 

this film would seem to be no exception. 

Kokin contends that a second and even more significant inflection point in the 

film occurs also “below sea level, this time in a Berlin U-Bah station.”52 It is in this part of 

the film that we witness “transvestite friends of [Axel] […] [being] attacked by neo-Nazi 

punks”53 who avoid “injur[y] or worse”54 as a result of Eyal’s intervention with his “gun 

with which he frightens away the assailants.”55 As Kokin observes, this terrifying 

experience leads Axel to undergo a shift in recognition, underscored not only by the 

language Axel uses in the scene, but also the nomenclature at the place where this shift 

occurs: 

The incident is truly a turning point for Axel: here for the first time he 
understands that there is, in fact, evil in the world, and hence a place 
(indeed a need) in life for both rage and violence in response to it. All his 
good intentions, sympathy, and mercy proved impotent in the face of 
thugs who cared for none of them. “It’s too bad you didn’t kill him,” Axel 
declares when they exit the station, referring to the thug at whom Eyal 
had aimed his gun. “It’s too bad you didn’t kill him,” he repeats, “that 
Stück Scheiße” (i.e., “piece of shit”), in a manner that recalls Eyal’s earlier 
reduction of the “fucking terrorists” to mere “animals.” “These people 
pollute the world,” Axel continues; “they turn everything into shit.” It 
would have been hard to imagine such words issuing forth from Axel’s 
mouth earlier in the film; paradoxically, these harsh statements are the 
key to his eventual redemption and fulfillment in life. Furthermore, this 
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key transition occurs at just the perfect place: at Alexanderplatz (as the 
sign we see beforehand indicates), “Alex” as the Berliners call it. That is to 
say, it is at “Alex” where “Axel’s” views on life get turned upside-down. It 
is at “Alex” where the mercy and self-sacrifice represented by the cross, 
and hence by the x in his name, lose the central place in his identity that 
they had hitherto occupied.56 
 
Eyal, too, undergoes a transformation in Germany.  Indeed, as Kokin observes, 

Eyal, who is initially “[d]iscomfited in Israel by Axel’s homosexuality and outraged even 

more so because no one had told him about it in advance, in Berlin[,] […] expresses not 

only interest in, but even some jealousy over, what it is like to be gay.”57 Furthermore, 

Eyal, who at the film’s opening is shown “liquidati[ng] […] a leading Hamas terrorist,”58 

now seems reluctant to kill the unapologetic former Nazi Alfred Himmelman, Axel’s 

grandfather, as fellow Israeli Menahem instructs Eyal, in a language, Kokin notes, that is 

“reminiscent of the conquest narratives of Deuteronomy and Joshua, saying, “‘Lekh’ 

(Go!), ‘Ta‘aseh mah shetsarikh’ (Do what needs to be done!), ‘Al tif[ch]ad’ (Don‘t be 

afraid!).”59 These transformations of both characters exemplify the fact that, as Reinhartz 

points out, “Christ-figures have human flaws and often grow into their roles by 

overcoming adversity and experiencing change.”60 Despite Eyal’s reluctance to execute 
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grandfather Himmelman, Axel is determined to bring his grandfather’s death to 

fruition.  As Kokin describes Axel’s actions, 

He [Axel] proceeds to remove the oxygen tubes upon which his 
grandfather’s life depends, turning off for good measure the 
accompanying medical equipment. His grandfather quickly wakes from 
his sleep, startled by his impending asphyxiation. And then he is dead.61 
 
Kokin offers the following interpretation of this scene given the historical context 

of its location, time of year, characters, and mode of death: 

[H]e has meted out the perfect punishment: depriving a man who abetted 
the gassing of Jews of the oxygen he needs to live, and in a Wannsee villa 
at that. This observation naturally brings us back to the Wannsee 
conference referenced earlier. As if to ensure that the connection to this 
historical event is drawn, we observe snow on the ground alone at this 
stage of the movie. It is winter in Wannsee, and could well be January, as 
in 1942. Thus, what was planned at Wannsee is brought to its final 
resolution in Wannsee. What began as a German initiative ends as a 
German initiative. What led to the Jews being gassed ends with the (last?) 
Nazi deprived of his oxygen and so likewise suffocated. If at Wannsee “a 
final solution” to the “Jewish problem” was contrived, at Wannsee “a 
final resolution” of that plan’s legacy—the trauma afflicting German–
Israeli, and Jewish–Christian relations—must be achieved. And not only 
for the German side.62 
 
Kokin understands the end of the film, situated on a kibbutz, as similarly 

displaying a sort of Jewish-Christian rapprochement, with each party tempered by the 

other.  As Kokin relates, 

Eyal is now one of its [the kibbutz’s] members (or at least a permanent 
resident), along with Pia, whom he has since married (the tell-tale ring is 
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visible on her finger), and their newborn son. Axel, too, has found a long-
term partner, an “Andreas” alluded to in an e-mail to Axel “read aloud” 
to us (via voice-over) by Eyal. The names of their new partners suggest 
that both protagonists have at last achieved the proper balance and self-
understanding that eluded them for so long. The vengeful and militaristic 
Eyal has now been moderated through “benevolence, kindness, and 
gentleness,” among the English translations of his wife’s Latin name. 
Similarly, Axel’s Christ-like mercy and pacifism have been supplemented 
by “manliness” and “courage,” renderings of the Greek Andreas. Both 
men have thus found and achieved in their partners precisely that of 
which they were most in need, that toward which the action of the film 
depicted them as groping. In addition, the name of Pia and Eyal’s baby 
points toward a Christian–Jewish synthesis: Tom is a rare example of a 
name, not rooted in the Hebrew Bible yet common to both Jewish Israel 
and the Christian West. Its meaning (Tom in Hebrew connotes 
“completion, perfection, wholeness, purity”), clarifies, in case any doubt 
remained, that a final resolution has been achieved.63 
 
Kokin, similarly, sees this Jewish-Christian rapprochement indicated in the 

dream vision Eyal relates: 

Whereas Axel had initially failed to walk on water on his own, and Axel 
and Eyal floated separately on the Dead Sea, here in the film’s parting 
shot they walk together upon the Sea of Galilee, arms once again 
stretched out to their sides, cross-like, but now for the first time 
overlapping. As Eyal recounts, “we keep walking and walking and there 
is this music all around us. And I look at you and you smile at me. And 
everything is so peaceful. And we feel good, just good.”64 
 
According to Kokin, the significance of this dream cannot be overstated.  In 

Kokin’s words, 

Axel and Eyal’s arms, and thus of Germany and Israel, of Christianity 
and Judaism. And this takes place at the Kinneret, the birthplace in a 
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sense of both Christianity and, through the kibbutz movement, of 
modern-day Israel. Indeed, in Walk on Water the kibbutz seems to 
represent the ideal meeting place of the Jewish and Christian, an Israeli 
institution rooted in love, of potentially universal (i.e., of not merely 
Israeli or Jewish) significance: when Eyal first brings Axel to Pia’s 
kibbutz, the titular words of Bruce Springsteen’s “Tunnel of Love” 
resound for the first time just as they pass through its entrance gate. As 
noted, the Christian Pia and Jewish Eyal ultimately settle on a kibbutz, 
and it is even at their own “kibbutz,” as Axel on one occasion jokingly 
refers to his parents’ villa, that Axel and Eyal together dance Shoshana 
Damari’s “Erev ba” (Evening Has Come), and where Y[-]hweh and 
Christ, so to speak, switch places.65 
 
As Kokin makes clear, though, the Jewish-Christian rapprochement depicted in 

the film does not involve the nullification of Judaism or Israel.  Indeed, as Kokin points 

out, 

The film’s Jesus figure only succeeds in walking on water after 
acknowledging that real violence is sometimes necessary to combat the 
real evil in the world. Eyal and Pia remain in Israel for good, and the 
shape produced by Eyal and Axel’s joint walking on water resembles 
much more closely the Hebrew letter [ch]et (ח), initial letter of [ch]ai (“may 
it live”) or [ch]ayim (“life”), than the cross upon which Jesus sacrificed his 
life.66 

 
 The film, Walk on Water, in depicting the complementarity between, and 

redemption achieved by, its two main protagonists, Axel and Eyal, through allusions to 

the figure of Jesus suggests that the figure of Jesus, even if represented cinematically by 

an imperfect Christ-figure, offers valuable insight for how the State of Israel can 

effectively navigate its geopolitical and religious challenges without relinquishing its 
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highest ideals and sense of realism.  Now, we turn to how the figure of Jesus functions in 

the film, Live and Become. 

5.2 Live and Become 

The Israeli film, Live and Become, employs the figure of Jesus as one with whom 

marginalized Ethiopian Israelis can identify.  Thus, the main protagonist, an Ethiopian 

Israeli named Schlomo Harari, incorporates the figure of Jesus in his response to his 

religious Jewish teacher when the teacher asks Schlomo, “Who is the founder of our 

religion?”67  Schlomo’s response is the following: 

Jesus!  Because…Jesus…converted…he…first Jew…who became a 
Christian…Christianity…He suffered…And that’s why he walked on 
water, turned the other cheek…got a slap.  And Jesus thought…G[-]d’s 
only child, but…so nice to have brothers and sisters.  And his mother…is 
his mother, but Jesus mustn’t say a word.68 
 
This mixed-up response, supplied by a young Schlomo, reflects certain 

experiences Schlomo has undergone as a young Ethiopian, who also left his mother in 

order to “live and become,”69 as Schlomo’s biological mother puts it, but is instructed not 

to let any Israeli know this about his biological mother.  In terms of Ethiopian Israelis 

suffering, like Jesus, Qes Amhra, the Ethiopian Jewish Israeli leader, relates during a 

television program that “If we are not Jews, then what is the point of our sacrifices?  
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Why have we paid such a heavy price in coming to Israel?”70  These questions clearly 

imply that Ethiopian Jews have, in fact, suffered greatly. 

Jesus, in Schlomo’s telling, engages in certain kinds of behavior, such as 

“walk[ing] on water”71 and “turn[ing] the other cheek,”72 for which, it seems, he is 

punished by being “slap[ped].”73   Schlomo has also suffered, like Jesus, as a member of 

this larger group of Ethiopian Israelis in terms of being picked on and fighting with 

students and is punished physically when he passively refuses to eat the food in the 

cafeteria.  In fact, Schlomo continues to suffer when students’ families are reputedly 

concerned about the dilution of their curriculum and instruction due to his presence as 

an Ethiopian Israeli in the educational system.  In addition, Schlomo is taken advantage 

of by an attractive black Israeli, who sexually lures him into a situation where his money 

is stolen by her two “brothers.”  Moreover, once Schlomo serves in the Israel Defense 

Forces, he is rebuked for attempting to heal an apparent enemy combatant, rather than 

his fellow soldier, first, which could, perhaps, be considered a display of Schlomo 

“loving [his] enemies,”74 a demand Jesus is said to have made of his followers, as related 

in the New Testament, and is shot by an enemy combatant during an exchange with a 

fellow soldier concerning this behavior.  When Schlomo is recovering in the hospital 
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from the injury caused by the gunshot, Schlomo’s adoptive Israeli father, Yoram, tells 

Schlomo that “You were born under a lucky star.  You always survive.”75 This 

description of Schlomo being “born under a lucky star”76 seems reminiscent of the 

description of the birth narrative of Jesus, of whom it is said that a “star […] stopped 

over the place where the child [Jesus] was.”77 Schlomo, like Jesus, tells parables, telling 

his adoptive Israeli mother, Yael, the following:  

Can I tell you a story?  Once upon a time[,] there was a monkey.  Happy.  
He jumped from tree to tree.  He had all his family and friends.  He knew 
the forest by heart.  One day, by accident, he fell into a thornbush.  His 
entire body was covered with thorns.  They hurt him a lot.  He started to 
take them out, but he soon realized it was hopeless.  There were too 
many, even under his nails.  Those hurt him the most.  Should he tear out 
his nails to remove them?78 
 
This parable involves a character, a monkey, being “covered with thorns”79 that 

inflict pain on him.  Yael interprets the monkey as referring to Schlomo.  This form of 

referencing another character in the third-person when speaking of oneself is similar to 

the rhetoric of Jesus, who a number of scholars argue was referring to himself when he 

spoke of the coming of “the Son of Man.”80  The experience of pain due to thorns is also 

an experience shared by Schlomo and Jesus.  Schlomo, like the Jesus described by 
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Schlomo as having “bec[o]me a Christian[,] [a convert to] Christianity,”81 is also viewed 

similarly by the father of one of Schlomo’s fellow students, who tells Schlomo that 

“Daddy thinks you’re not Jewish, that you’re Christian, and you’ve never read the 

Torah, only the New Testament.”82  An indication that Schlomo seems to have been at 

least somewhat familiar with the New Testament might be that, in delivering a d’var 

Torah, or sermon, in synagogue, he says, “In the beginning was the word,”83 a phrase 

found in the Gospel of John.84 The amazement with which Schlomo’s sermon is met, 

manifested by the loud applause from both his friends and apparent enemies, seems 

reminiscent of Jesus, of whom the New Testament says, “The people were amazed at his 

teaching.”85 Following Schlomo’s delivery of his sermon, the father mentioned earlier 

tells his daughter that “[t]his boy [Schlomo] is the devil/Satan,”86 a charge similar to one 

leveled against Jesus himself, who, in the New Testament, is said to have been accused 

by some Jews of “driving out a demon […] by Beelzebul, the prince of the demons.”87  

The link between Schlomo and Jesus as messianic and redemptive figures is arguably 

further underscored by a scene in which Schlomo’s aforementioned religious Jewish 

teacher is startled by Schlomo seemingly quickly appearing before the teacher out of 
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nowhere to greet the teacher.  After being greeted by Schlomo in such a manner, the 

teacher connects Schlomo to the messiah by asking Schlomo, “Can’t you arrive slowly, 

like the Messiah[?]!”  After Schlomo marries a woman, the woman tells him, “I cut 

myself off from my family.  For you.  I left my father, my mother, my brother.  For 

you!”88  Jesus makes a similar demand, stating: “If you come to me[,] but will not leave 

your family, you cannot be my follower. You must love me more than your father, 

mother, wife, children, brothers, and sisters.”89 After Schlomo becomes a doctor in 

France, he serves as a medic in the Israel Defense Forces and a doctor healing others in 

Africa.  Jesus, too, is said to have healed individuals as part of his ministry. 

The identification of Schlomo with the figure of Jesus as the former struggles to 

become accepted by, and integrated in, Israeli society is reminiscent of artistic depictions 

of the latter by Reuven Rubin.  As Stahl points out, Rubin, in his painting, The Encounter 

(Jesus and the Jew), depicts the figure of Jesus displaying a face with “hard, bony 

contours,”90 which, taken “together with the crease in his garment,”91 could indicate “an 

internal emotional storm, which the artist signals with the symbolic gesture of his hands, 

alluding to the torments of Jesus.”92 Stahl conjectures that the reason for the absence of 
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“the stigmata here”93 is to “symbolize the artist’s internal, emotional pain.”94 Similarly, 

in his painting, Temptation in the Desert, “Rubin uses the theme of Jesus’ sufferings, this 

time from the devil’s temptations, to depict an inner pain, an existential suffering in 

one’s own mind.”95 As Stahl points out, the figure of Jesus depicted “[i]n this painting 

[…] seems utterly isolated and lonely,”96 a characterization that could apply equally as 

well to Schlomo’s struggles assimilating into Israeli society. 

Just as Rubin, in the second painting depicting the figure of Jesus, portrays “five 

human figures [who] […] seem isolated and foreign to the desert, perhaps alluding to 

the East-European pioneers’ difficult adjustment to the Eastern Mediterranean land,”97 

Schlomo is portrayed as identifying with the figure of Jesus as he experiences difficulties 

in his transition from Ethiopia to the State of Israel and in adjusting to living in the 

latter.  In fact, Rubin portrays Jesus alongside Jews from many different countries in his 

painting, First Seder in Jerusalem, which constitutes, as Stahl notes, “a celebration of the 

coming together of Jews from different countries and traditions, all finding themselves 

in Jerusalem, the capital of the young Jewish state.  Jesus, like the Yemenite family and 

the young soldier, is an integral part of this festival.”98 Stahl, describing the role the 
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figure of Jesus plays in these paintings, observes that “Jesus functions as the Other 

whose very otherness offers an opportunity to appropriate him as a contemporary 

model for a collective national hero.”99 The figure of Jesus, as we have seen, serves a 

similar role in the film, Live and Become.  The film, through its sympathetic depiction of 

Schlomo as a Christ-figure for whom Jesus seems to serve as inspiration and whose 

character arc and redemptive potential is inflected by parallels with the life of Jesus, 

suggests that the suffering endured, and moral character evinced, by Jesus can, as with 

Schlomo, bend the moral arc of history in a positive direction.  We now turn to examine 

how the figure of Jesus is employed in the film, 10% My Child. 

5.3 10% My Child 

The Israeli film, 10% My Child, also involves the redemptive transformation of its 

protagonist, Nico Eran, while implicating the figure of Jesus in the significant cognitive 

and behavioral shift Eran undergoes.  At the beginning of the movie, Eran is shown in 

bed with his “girlfriend,” Noa Vitkin, who, we soon learn is also the mother of a child 

named Franny.  Franny, seeing a male figure in bed with her mother, wonders whether 

this male is her father or not.  We come to learn that Noa has not, in fact, divorced her 

husband, but has, nevertheless, begun dating another man while she seriously 

contemplates divorcing her husband.  It soon becomes evident that Eran believes that 
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one way to help ensure this eventuality is to become friendlier with Franny.  We see this 

intention begin to be implemented in practice when Noa asks Eran to pick Franny up 

from school on a Monday, the day her biological father normally picks her up.  We learn 

that Noa had requested Eran pick Franny up from school instead of her biological father 

because her biological father is abroad for work, so her biological father is unable to pick 

her up on this particular Monday. 

As Eran waits for Franny outside the school building, an Avidar Security officer 

approaches Eran and asks him, “Waiting for someone?”100  Eran replies to the officer’s 

query by saying, “For Jesus.”101  The officer, unamused by Eran’s response, quickly 

subdues Eran, pushing him to the floor and demanding Eran “Shut up! I’ll do the 

talking.  Not a word!”102 and repeating similar statements, perhaps comedically enacting 

a passage from Isaiah 53 that has often been applied to Jesus by his followers: namely, 

verse 7: “He was oppressed and afflicted, yet he did not open his mouth.”103   It might 

also be the case that Eran’s reply can be understood as indicating that Franny, in some 

way, embodies Jesus or serves as a Christ-like figure.  In certain ways, she can be said to 

suffer as a result of what might be seen as the conflicting pull between her biological 

father and her mother’s “boyfriend” as well as the frequent absence of both her parents, 
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at least judging from the minimal time accorded to physically portraying them on screen 

or subjecting viewers to their voices during the film.   Franny also serves throughout the 

film as a sort of conscience for Eran, who commits frequent missteps and is promptly 

rebuked by Franny who, like Jesus, perceives Eran’s moral failings and is not shy about 

letting Eran know, as when Eran identifies Franny as a “friend’s child,”104 rather than his 

“girlfriend’s child,” while speaking to his ex-girlfriend. 

If the aforementioned verse is, in fact, an intertext that sheds light on the security 

guard’s speech and behavior toward Eran, it might be important to note that the verse 

continues by describing this suffering servant as being “led like a lamb”105 while also 

comparing him to “a sheep.”106  The latter referent is arguably obliquely alluded to later 

in the movie when Eran fails to arrive at school to pick up Franny, or rather does so in a 

delayed fashion, due to his imbibing alcohol the previous night.  Eran, speaking to what 

sounds like an exasperated Noa on the phone, tries to reassure her by telling her that 

“The lost has been found.”107  The immediate context of this quotation seems to indicate 

that that which has been lost, but has now been found, is Franny, but the religiously 

literate individual should recognize that the conception of the lost being found is present 

in three parables of Jesus: namely, the parable of the lost sheep in Luke 15:4-7; the 
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parable of the lost coin in Luke 15:8-10; and the parable of the prodigal son in Luke 

15:11-13.  To the extent that anyone has been lost, but now is found, one could argue that 

not only Franny is intended by the reference to this parabolic intertext, but also Eran.  

Franny grows to embrace Eran as family despite not being biologically related to him, 

while Eran learns to find meaning in developing a friendship that is not based purely on 

material, financial, romantic, or sexual interest. 

Given that both protagonists, Eran and Franny, seem to be identified in various 

ways with Jesus, and each of these characters can justifiably be said to serve as the 

referent of quotations lifted from Jesus’ parables, it is, perhaps, not surprising that both 

characters explicitly invoke Jesus at a later point in the film while imaginatively 

speaking of the fruits of their collaborative cinematic project.  Eran asks Franny, 

“Tonight is our premiere,  right?”108  Franny replies by saying, “Right.”109  Eran, then, 

says, 

Everything’s ready, we’ve sent out all the invitations.  We’re getting 
dressed up to go.  Suddenly[,] the fat projectionist from the 
Cinematheque calls. [He says:] “Hello, Niko? We have a big problem.  
Someone broke into the projection booth and stole your film!”110 
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Hearing Eran recount this, Franny laments, “Oh, no!”111  Eran replies by saying, 

“‘Oh, no!’ is right. Where’s the tape? We don’t know what to do, we look at the clock, 

the screening starts in half an hour, everyone’s on the way, so who do we call?”112  

Franny answers Eran’s query by stating, “Jesus.”113 Eran tells Franny,  “Call him.”114  

Franny and Eran, then, engage in a mock conversation over the phone with Jesus, who is 

played by Eran.  Franny asks Eran, “Hello, Jesus?”115  Eran replies to Franny by asking 

“Who is it?”116  Franny replies, “Franny.”117  Eran replies, “Oh, Franny!  Hello, how are 

you?”118  Franny replies, “Fine.”119  Eran says, “Yes.”120  Franny, then, says, “Listen, 

Jesus,”121 to which Eran replies, “Yes.”122  Franny, imploring Jesus’ help, tells Eran, “You 

have to help us, our premiere is supposed to start soon.”123  Eran replies, “Okay.”124  

Franny says, “Someone stole the tape.  You have to help us find it!”125  Eran then 

recounts that “Jesus puts on his crown of thorns and flies all over Tel Aviv until he 
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comes to a secluded warehouse and finds a fat, ugly man, the ugliest man in the 

world.”126  Franny says, “Hey, wait!  What about Hitchcock?”127  Eran says, 

Oh[,] yeah, Hitchcock.  When Jesus flies, who does he see from the corner 
of his eye?  He sees Hitchcock!  So he doesn’t say anything to him[,] and 
he just keeps flying[.]  He reaches the guy and says[,] “Did you take 
Franny’s tape?”  The fat man is so surprised that he takes the tape and 
hands it to Jesus and says he’s sorry he took it.  Jesus lands in the plaza, 
you [Franny] come out of the cinematheque, he hands you the tape[,] and 
you give him a big kiss on the cheek.128 
 
Franny immediately responds to the prospect of kissing Jesus on the cheek by 

exclaiming, “Yuck, I’m not kissing him!”129  This exclamation from Franny leads Eran to 

promptly concede, “Okay, you don’t kiss him.  Meanwhile[,] I’m inside[,] saying: Thank 

you, thank you.”130 Following a brief interruption of the conversation between Franny 

and Eran from Noa, Franny demands that Eran finish the story, leading the latter to 

conclude that “You [Franny] went inside, gave the tape to the fat projectionist, gave me 

the thumbs-up, and the movie started, the light went out, and good night.”131  To Eran’s 

concluding words, Franny adds that “And the audience loves the movie and they laugh 

and clap and don’t stop clapping.”132  Eran, then, also adds to his original ending, noting 

that “[t]hey don’t stop clapping because they’re having so much fun because then, you 
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went on stage, and they clapped until their hands hurt, and they wanted to go to sleep, 

good night.”133 

This imaginative and humorous dialogue between the characters Franny and 

Eran, which transpires as viewers are presented with animated scenes depicting the 

subjects and activities discussed by our characters in a manner that serves to further 

underscore the constructed and creative nature of that which is being described, reflects, 

but simultaneously and significantly subverts or omits, a number of ideas about the 

figure of Jesus found in traditional Jewish texts.  Franny’s invocation of the character of 

Jesus for help recovering the missing film on which she and Eran had been collaborating 

hints at the idea that the figure of Jesus can impart assistance in some manner even if 

this act of requesting help from Jesus is not accompanied by an explicit affirmation of 

the divinity or messiahship of Jesus.  One can find precedent in traditional Jewish 

sources for the belief that the name of Jesus can assist individuals in the healing process.  

Peter Schäfer, in his book, Jesus in the Talmud, interprets the following passage from the 

Tosefta (Hul[.] 2:22f.) as touching upon the idea that invocation of the name of Jesus can 

assist in healing: 

A case story (ma’ase) about R. Eleazar b. Dama who was bitten by a snake.  
And Jacob of Kefar Sama came to heal him in the name of Jesus son of 
Pantera.  But R. Ishmael did not allow [Jacob] [to perform the healing].  
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They said to him [Eleazar b. Dama]: “You are not permitted [to accept 
healing from Jacob], Ben Dama!” 

 
He [Eleazar b. Dama] said to him [Ishmael]: “I shall bring you proof that 
he may heal me!”  But he did not have time to bring the proof before he 
died. 

 
Said R. Ishmael: “Happy are you, Ben Dama, for you have expired in 
peace and did not break down the prohibition (gezeran) established by the 
Sages!  For whoever breaks down the hedge (gederan) erected by the 
Sages eventually suffers punishment, as it is said: He who breaks down a 
hedge (geder) is bitten by a snake” (Eccl. 10:8).134 
 
Schäfer, in elucidating the aforementioned passage from the Tosefta, observes 

that the rabbis do not seem to view the act of receiving healing by a heretic “and his 

potent charm”135 as constituting a violation of a biblical prohibition, but, nevertheless, 

deem the activity to be rabbinically prohibited.  As Schäfer points out, 

The bitter irony of Ishmael’s behavior cannot be missed.  Instead of 
justifying his refusal to accept the heretic’s healing power with an 
appropriate verse from the Bible, Ishmael resorts to the authority of the 
rabbis: what a happy death did you die, Ben Dama—not because you did 
not transgress the commandments of the Torah, no, because you did not 
transgress the commandments of us, your fellow rabbis.  For 
transgressing the hedge or fence that we erected around the Torah 
inevitably results in death.  We, the rabbis, are much more powerful than 
any of these heretics because it is we who ultimately decide about life and 
death.136 
 
It should be noted that, as Schäfer observes, “none of the players in our story 

ever doubted the effectiveness of the word to be used by Jacob: the name of Jesus ben 
 

134 Peter Schäfer, Jesus in the Talmud (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2007), 54. 
135 Ibid. 55. 
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Pantera/Pandera.”137 Schäfer expresses a similar point about rabbinic opposition to, 

while seemingly conceding heavenly approval of, the apparently miraculous feats 

associated with the figure of Jesus in reference to the following rabbinic passage 

regarding a dispute between R. Eliezer b. Hyrkanos and his colleagues: 

It has been taught: On that day R. Eliezer used every imaginable 
argument, but they [his colleagues] did not accept them from him. 

 
He said to them: “If the Halakha agrees with me,  let this carob-tree prove 
it!” [Whereupon] the carob-tree was uprooted from its place a hundred 
cubits—others report, four hundred cubits.  They retorted: “No proof can 
be brought from a carob-tree!” 

 
Again he said to them: “If the Halakha agrees with me, let the stream of 
water prove it!” [Whereupon] the stream of water flowed backwards.  
They retorted: “No proof can be brought from a stream of water!” 

 
Again he said to them: “If the Halakha agrees with me, let the walls of the 
schoolhouse prove it!”  [Whereupon] the walls of the schoolhouse 
inclined to fall.  But R. Yehoshua rebuked them, saying: “When the 
scholars are engaged in a halakhic dispute, what have you to interfere?”  
Hence they did not fall, in honor of R. Yehoshua, nor did they resume the 
upright, in honor of R. Eliezer; and they are still standing thus inclined. 

 
Again he said to them: “If the Halakha agrees with me, let it be proved 
from heaven!”  [Whereupon] a heavenly voice (bat qol) cried out: “Why 
do you dispute with R. Eliezer—because in all matters the Halakha agrees 
with him!”  [Whereupon] R. Yehoshua arose and said: “She [the Torah] is 
not in heaven” (Deut. 30:12).  What does it mean: She is not in heaven?  R. 
Yirmeya said: “Since the Torah has already been given at Mount Sinai we 
pay no attention to a heavenly voice, because you [G[-]d] have long since 
written in the Torah at Mount Sinai: After the majority must one incline 
(Ex. 23:2).”138 

 

137 Ibid. 56. 
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In reference to the aforementioned rabbinic text, Schäfer, commenting on what 

this story can tell us about how the rabbis viewed magic and, by extension, magic 

associated with Jesus, asserts the following: 

In portraying him as the dangerous arch-magician, the rabbis model R. 
Eliezer along the lines of the other arch-magician, who threatened their 
authority—Jesus.  In other words: R. Eliezer becomes the rabbinic 
doppelgänger of Jesus.  He combines in his person and life two major 
strands of the rabbinic perception of Jesus and his followers: sexual 
excesses and magical power.  Hence, it is not just the painful process of 
the breaking-off of “Christianity” from “Judaism,” which becomes 
apparent here; rather, we get a glimpse at the weapons that the rabbinic 
Jews used in order not only to demarcate themselves from Christian Jews 
but to fight against them with all the means at their disposal […] [T]his is 
the message of the Eliezer story, they need to be unmasked and defeated 
once and for all.139 
 
The rabbis, thus, did not deny the effectiveness of miraculous feats associated 

with the figure of Jesus.  Schäfer, in fact, goes even further to make a point about what 

appears to be a stunning admission by the rabbis about such miraculous feats, 

interpreting the aforementioned rabbinic passage as indicating that the rabbis believed 

that “even heaven approved of his [R. Eliezer’s] use of magic against rabbinic reasoning, 

of anarchic and destructive power against sober interpretation of the Torah, of 

‘Christianity’ against the rabbinic version of ‘Judaism[!]’”140 We see a similar 

acknowledgment of the reality of seemingly miraculous feats associated with the figure 
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of Jesus in the “scurrilous Hebrew biography Toledot Yeshu (The Chronicle[s] of Yeshu),”141 

which Martin Lockshin, in his essay, “Jesus in Medieval Jewish Tradition,” in the second 

edition of the edited volume, The Jewish Annotated New Testament, regards as “[t]he most 

important source of misinformation about Jesus”142 and which Eli Yassif, in his article, 

“The Jewish Jesus Story,” in Tablet Magazine considers the first known “work in all of 

Hebrew literature […] dedicated entirely to the literary biography of a single 

protagonist.”143 The work has been variously dated “from the third century to the 14th”144 

and might have been written in “Christian Europe, […] the Islamic East[,] […] [or] 

Byzantine Palestine.”145 There are a number of different versions of the text, but 

Lockshin, summing up the work nicely, observes that the story the work tells essentially 

depicts a Jewish woman named Miriam engaged to a Jewish man named 
Yohanan.  A villainous character, Joseph Pandera, disguised himself as 
Yohanan and raped Miriam when she was menstrually impure […] The 
child thus conceived, Yeshu, was intelligent but impertinent.  Learning in 
a deceitful manner how to pronounce G[-]d’s Name (Y[-]H[-]W[-]H), he 
performed supernatural deeds and thus seduced people into following 
him and seeing him as divine.  After many twists of the plot, the rabbis 
contemporaneous with Yeshu put him to death by hanging him on a 
cabbage plant (!).146 
 

 

141 Martin Lockshin, “Jesus in Medieval Jewish Tradition,” in The Jewish Annotated New Testament, 2nd ed., ed. 
Amy-Jill Levine and Marc Zvi Brettler (New York: Oxford University Press, 2017), 735.  
142 Ibid. 
143 Eli Yassif, “The Jewish Jesus Story,” Tablet Magazine, Dec. 23, 2016, tabletmag.com/sections/arts-
letters/articles/the-jewish-jesus-story. 
144 Ibid. 
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146 Lockshin, “Jesus in Medieval Jewish Tradition,” 735-736. 
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Lockshin, specifically commenting on the seemingly miraculous aspects of the 

story associated with the figure of Jesus, observes that 

The Jewish idea that Jesus was a sorcerer is based on Talmudic texts (e.g., 
b. Sanh. 43a; 107b) […]; the New Testament (e.g., Mt[.] 12.24) reports that 
the charge was leveled against Jesus by his contemporaries.  But Toledot 
Yeshu greatly expands this theme, explaining in detail how Jesus 
illegitimately acquired and used sorcery talents.  Other medieval Jews 
alluded to Jesus as the paradigmatic false prophet described in Deut[.] 
13.2-6.  For example, Joseph Bekhor Shor (late twelfth-century Northern 
France) states in his Bible commentary: “How much more so [is a false 
prophet dangerous] if he performs miracles through sorcery [that he 
learned] from Egypt.”147 
 
The Toledot Yeshu and rabbinic commentators, thus, affirm the reality of the 

miraculous feats associated with the figure of Jesus, but Toledot Yeshu does not attribute 

the seemingly miraculous feats associated with the figure of Jesus to sorcery, but rather 

to G-d.  Indeed, Yassif observes that 

it [the argument of the Toledot Yeshu] does not deny the truth of Jesus’ 
actions and the divine source of his power.  Toledot Yeshu does not argue 
that the stories of Jesus’ wonderworking in the New Testament are lies; 
on the contrary, they are absolutely true because they flow from his 
getting hold of the holiest power of all, the Ineffable Name.  If Jesus, in 
this narrative, represents Christianity as a whole, then a most bold claim 
lies between these lines: Christianity is not legerdemain or lies because it 
springs from the Holiest of Jewish Holies.  The foundation of the 
Christian faith may lie in an act of deception, but one cannot gainsay its 
power and credibility.148 
 

 

147 Ibid. 736. 
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The notion, therefore, that Jesus could effectively perform what could be 

considered miraculous feats is not an unfounded one in Jewish sources.  In fact, Yassif 

observes that Toledot Yeshu even acknowledges that the miracles Jesus is said to have 

performed seemed to fulfill “the main ‘requirements’ for identifying the messiah: […] 

work[ing] miracles (reviv[ing] the dead, cur[ing] lepers, banish[ing] demons, fl[ying] in 

the air) and alter[ing] the natural order.”149 Despite having performed such miracles, 

Toledot Yeshu is viewed as a cautionary tale, for, as Yassif proceeds to explain, 

anyone who manages to hoodwink the rabbinic establishment by hook or 
by crook, and who appears to work real miracles or the mere semblance 
thereof, can present himself as the messiah and bring terrible and trying 
catastrophes upon the Jewish people, as Jesus did.  The “Jesus incident” 
in Toledot Yeshu served as a cautionary tale for the messianic tendencies 
rife in the period of the work’s composition, which viewed every 
charismatic man claiming Davidic origins and working wonders or 
performing magic as the messiah, who then led thousands around by the 
nose, riled them up, and let them loose against the local authorities, 
resulting in the utter destruction of entire Jewish communities.”150 
 
Even as the story of Jesus as related in Toledot Yeshu views the Jewish 

community’s experience with the figure of Jesus as a cautionary tale for Jews, warning 

them of the dangers of charismatic leadership, a theme echoed in rabbinic texts 

referenced earlier, elements of the story Toledot Yeshu relates evince a self-critical tone 

and one could even say compassion for the child Jesus.  As Yassif points out, 
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The story itself tells of a wretched and ill-fated boy, not an evildoer. The 
same cannot be said for his classmates and playmates, and certainly not 
for the parents spreading the vile rumors, because it is precisely those 
representatives of “normative” Jewish society within the narrative who 
are wicked and make this talented and spurned boy’s life miserable.151 
 
Yassif quotes the following account in another version of Toledot Yeshu to 

underscore a similar point. 

And it came to pass in those days, that the court of that place would 
adjudicate the cases of the people, but they would pervert their 
judgments for bribes and out of favoritism. This Jesus the Nazarene 
would sit with them and reprove them, time and again, about justice. 
They would threaten him, and he would remonstrate with them about it 
in a quarrel […] He became a thorn in their side, and so they sought a 
pretext to distance him from his seat among them […] [When Jesus left on 
an errand to a village,] the court summoned his mother Mary, after her 
husband Joseph had died, and made her swear by the Name that “you 
shall tell us whence this young man Jesus came to you, whose son is he? 
For he has been impertinent with us” […] Upon Jesus’ return from the 
village, he came to sit in his usual seat. The court rose and hustled him, 
saying to him thusly: “A bastard shall not enter into the Congregation of 
the L[-]rd.” He said to them: “Even were it as you say, I am wiser and 
more fearful of G[-]d than you, and I will not withhold His reproof from 
you” […] They answered him: “From now on we shall not heed your 
words; you shall not even sit amongst us, for you are a bastard.” He 
pleaded with them but they would not be appeased. At last he grew 
weary and distant on account of their determination, and “Jeroboam 
went astray.”152 
 
Yassif, commenting on this account, explains how this element of the story of 

Toledot Yeshu relates a similar self-critical attitude to Jesus’ Jewish coreligionists.  In 

Yassif’s words, 
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In the first piece, Jewish society rejected Jesus from birth as a result of his 
misfortune. In this second piece, it’s even worse: Jesus is an upright man 
fighting for justice and truth in a corrupt Jewish society, and his noble 
activity leads to his rejection and excommunication. This account, too, 
mentions the vile gossip about his origins, which the judges wring from 
his mother through intimidation. Unlike the previous version in which 
the children used it to mock him, here the judges use it to expel him from 
their midst, so that they may continue in their depravity without 
hindrance.153 
 
Yassif, reflecting on the implications of the story’s recounting of the way in 

which the figure of Jesus is treated both as a child and in his older years by fellow Jews, 

interprets the story as incriminating the Jewish community.  Fleshing out what this 

depiction of Jesus’ Jewish coreligionists implies, Yassif provocatively asserts the 

following: 

What caused the breakaway of Jesus from the Jewish people, the 
establishment of an alternative to the Jewish Torah, and the founding of 
the Christian religion, was clearly the extremely callous and degenerate 
behavior of Jewish society. The children, parents, and rabbinic 
establishment, who all harshly pushed away the atypical child and the 
judge who fought for truth and justice, all carry clear blame for the 
consequences of their actions. This critique leads to the following 
troubling question about the story: Had the Jewish community not acted 
toward Jesus the way it did, would he not have become a Torah prodigy, 
would he not have become chief justice of a just court, the pride and joy 
of the Jewish people? Perhaps Christianity would have never come into 
being at all, and the terrible suffering it visited upon Jewish society 
would never have materialized, if only Jewish society had been more 
humane and merciful?154 
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Toledot Yeshu, then, it would seem, conveys a kind of ambivalence toward the 

figure of Jesus.  On the one hand, Jesus was not to be followed by others Jews and 

behaved inappropriately, yet, as Yassif indicates, it is hard to avoid the implication that 

Jewish society is also, on some level, responsible for producing such a wayward child. 

Reflecting on all we have observed in the aforementioned Jewish sources, then, 

we can see that the idea that Franny can call upon Jesus for help and that such help 

could actually be expected to effectuate a positive outcome for her and Eran: namely, the 

retrieval of their collaborative film, is not an unfounded one, even if both Franny and 

Eran are acting in jest by engaging in their dialogue in this scene.  However, whereas, 

according to Schäfer, “the [Talmud] Bavli’s critique of R. Ishmael implies that R. Eleazar 

b. Dama, according to the true meaning of the Torah (as opposed to the hypocritical 

rabbinic ‘fence’), was correct and should indeed have been healed by the heretic,”155 it 

seems evident that, in this situation, “Jacob’s attempt to heal R. Eleazar was perfectly 

legitimate because in a life-threatening situations such as happened to rabbi, it did not 

matter whether or not the healer was suspected to be a heretic”156 or not.  However, 

Franny and Eran’s situation is clearly not life-threatening, and would be prohibited, at 

least based on rabbinic consensus, if not strictly biblically, thus rendering their behavior 

a violation of normative rabbinic behavior in relating to Jesus. 

 

155 Peter Schäfer, Jesus in the Talmud, 56. 
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It is, perhaps, significant, too, that the setting of 10% My Child is Tel Aviv, the 

State of Israel’s largely secular city in contradistinction to Jerusalem with its larger 

Orthodox Jewish population and holy sites.  This contrast might also subtly gesture 

toward the critique of the Jewish and rabbinic establishment found in Toledot Yeshu, 

laying some of the blame on Jesus’ Jewish coreligionists rather than solely on Jesus 

himself.  Even the characterization of Jesus as “fl[ying]”157 in Franny and Eran’s dialogue 

echoes Toledot Yeshu’s characterization of Jesus as engaging in the same activity.  

However, whereas Jesus is ultimately punished in Toledot Yeshu’s story, no punishment 

of the sort is mentioned regarding Jesus in the film’s dialogue.  If anything, Eran expects 

Franny to kiss Jesus as a reward for assisting in retrieving Franny and Eran’s 

collaborative film, but Franny, perhaps echoing the ambivalence toward the figure of 

Jesus and his miraculous actions we saw earlier in Jewish texts, refrains from doing so, 

expressing, instead, disgust at this prospect.  Perhaps there are even echoes of the sexual 

charges surrounding the birth of Jesus in the fact that Franny’s mother, Noa, is 

continuing to engage in a sexual relationship with Eran despite the fact that she is still in 

a relationship with Franny’s biological father. 

By the film’s conclusion, however, we see how both Franny and Eran have 

helped one another, with Franny showing Eran that it is possible to engage in unselfish 
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behavior and Eran entertaining Franny with his imaginative and creative abilities.  The 

film, through its depiction of both characters as Christ-figures and portrayal of the figure 

of Jesus as one capable and willing to help Eran and Franny achieve their cinematic 

objectives, coupled with the lack of punishment reserved for the figure of Jesus despite 

its clear presence in the originally polemical source text from which some features 

attributed to the figure of Jesus in the film seem to derive, suggest that the figure of Jesus 

can play a positive, and even redemptive, role for those experiencing alienation and 

difficulty in nontraditional families or other familial contexts.  We now turn to examine 

how the figure of Jesus is employed in the film, The Other Story. 

5.4 The Other Story 

The Israeli film, The Other Story, also depicts the transformation of a number of 

different characters, with the figure of Jesus functioning as one with whom certain 

characters serving a redemptive role are identified, including a returnee to Judaism.  The 

film begins with the ringtone of shofar blasts waking up Anat in the female sleeping 

quarters of the Orthodox women’s seminary, Ahavat Chesed (Love of Grace) Seminary.  

The film’s employing a shofar ringtone to awaken one of its female protagonists at the 

film’s beginning signifies not only the rousing of Anat from her physical slumber to 

begin her day of learning, but also, given the shofar sound’s association with the Jewish 

High Holy Days of Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur, foreshadows the spiritual 

transformation Anat and the film’s other main protagonists are to undergo from being 
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disposed to displaying judgment (associated with the Day of Judgment) toward others 

to being disposed to extending mercy (associated with the Day of Atonement) to others.  

One can discern these themes of judgment and mercy in the readings associated with 

Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur, respectively.  Indeed, the Torah reading for the 

second day of Rosh Hashanah (Genesis 22:1-24) concerns the story of the binding of 

Isaac, who, in rabbinic texts, is associated with the attribute of din, or judgment, while 

the haftarah for Yom Kippur is the Book of Jonah, relating the divine extension of mercy 

to the sinful city of Nineveh and its inhabitants’ forgiveness. 

In this film, the stories of the binding of Isaac and the crucifixion of Jesus, who is 

said to reference the figure of Jonah, as related in the New Testament,158 are understood 

as representing the dispositional paradigms of judgment and mercy, respectively.  The 

comparison of these stories is rendered most explicitly midway through the film in a 

scene in which one of the characters, Rami Alter, is leading a tour group through a 

portion of the Old City of Jerusalem.  In this scene, Alter says the following to the 

members of his tour group: 

And now we will take a short walk to Via Dolorosa and stop first of all at 
the Church of the Holy Sepulcher.  Now, we are not allowed to talk 
loudly there, so I’ll use our walk to point out that the fresco of the binding 
[of Isaac] on the southern wall is right across the fresco of the crucifixion.  
Now, what’s the connection between Isaac and Jesus, anyone know?  
Take your time […] In both cases[,] G[-]d asks for a human sacrifice.159 

 

158 See, e.g., Mt. 12:38-42. 
159 Nesher, The Other Story, DVD. 
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Alter, a tour guide in the Old City of Jerusalem, and his wife, Sari, are in a 

custody dispute regarding their son, Izzy.  Rami and Sari meet with Dr. Shlomo Abadi 

in dealing with this dispute.  Dr. Shlomo Abadi explains to his son, Yonatan Abadi, that 

Sari is “from a religious family.  She rebelled, had a falling out, decided to leave the 

faith.”160  However, Sari has not only distanced herself from the Jewish tradition in 

which she was raised, but also appears to be actively practicing a form of worship of the 

female goddess, Asherah.  As Mr. Alter explains to Yonatan Abadi during the latter’s 

visit to the former’s home, “A judge doesn’t understand the danger, because ‘[i]dol 

worshipper’ sounds like a joke, and it does sound stupid, but here, in Jerusalem, they 

used to sacrifice children to the goddess[,] Asherah.  Did you know Asherah appears in 

the Bible 18 times in connection with sacrifices?”161 before showing Yonatan Abadi what 

seems to be Mrs. Alter’s room dedicated to this goddess.  By referencing the sacrificing 

of children to the goddess, Asherah, in antiquity and insinuating his wife’s apparent 

worship of this deity, Mr. Alter hopes to underscore the danger their son would face 

were Mrs. Alter to be granted custody over their child. 

It is immediately following Yonatan Abadi’s visit to the Alter residence, which 

occurs earlier than the explicit connection between the binding of Isaac and the 

crucifixion of Jesus by Mr. Alter in the middle of the movie, that the film shows us a 
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television screen, before which Dr. Shlomo Abadi is sleeping, on which is displayed the 

Western Wall, accompanied by the following narration: “The Temple Mount is Mount 

Moriah, which is where Abraham took his son, Is[a]ac, and where the First Temple and 

the Second Temple stood.”162  This narration strengthens the connection between the 

binding of Isaac story and the plight of Izzy (a nickname for Isaac) in his parents’ legal 

dispute.  It should be noted that in the Hebrew Bible, Sari is said to have been the 

original name of the mother of the patriarch, Isaac.  Mr. Alter’s concern over Izzy’s 

safety and the connection between the biblical Isaac and this cinematic Izzy is articulated 

by Mr. Alter to Yonatan Abadi when the former tells the latter that “[t]hey [Mrs. Alter 

and her fellow Asherah worshippers] do strange rituals with knives, and she [Mrs. 

Alter] got our son involved […] Sari is prepared to sacrifice everything, including our 

son.”163  The linguistic playfulness present in the biblical text with regard to Sarah’s 

“laughter” and Sarah’s son’s name, “Isaac,” which are both etymologically similar, is 

evident when Yonatan Abadi avers that “Maybe it’s [what Mr. Alter is describing to 

Yonatan Abadi] a game,”164 to which Mr. Alter, showing Yonatan Abadi a partial 

recording of the act he earlier described, replies with the rhetorical question: “Does it 
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look like a game to you?”165 given the similarity between the letters used in the Hebrew 

words for “game” and “Isaac.” 

Mr. Alter decides to take the matter of custody over his son into his own hands 

when Dr. Shlomo and Yonatan Abadi, following Anat’s assessment of the ritual 

regarding which Mr. Alter had expressed concerns over Izzy’s safety, relate that they 

cannot deny Mrs. Alter custody over the child on the basis of concerns over the ritual.  

Yonatan Abadi, learning that Mr. Alter’s gun is missing from the home and 

remembering that the paintings in the Alter residence, including depictions of the 

binding of Isaac, were produced by nuns at a convent, determines that Mr. Alter must be 

sequestered in the one producing such paintings: Monastery of the Immaculate Heart. 

Arriving at the convent accompanied by Anat, whose concern for Izzy’s safety was 

earlier demonstrated by her decision to observe the aforementioned ritual despite her 

discomfort with doing so in order to save a human life, Yonatan Abadi, after having 

inquired regarding the whereabouts of Rami Alter, are told: “No Ram here,”166 a play on 

the linguistic similarity between the name “Rami” and the English word “ram” and an 

allusion to the biblical ram that is offered in Isaac’s stead in the binding of Isaac 

narrative.  In this regard, the surname, Alter, seems to be a play on the word, altar, 
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especially given the other connections mentioned regarding the story of the binding of 

Isaac and Mr. Alter and his family. 

At Anat’s further instigation, the Abadis are led to the room in the monastery in 

which Mr. Alter and Izzy are staying.  It should be noted that the Abadis ascend a 

number of flights of stairs, both to arrive at the monastery entrance and to reach the 

room within the monastery in which Mr. Alter and Izzy are residing, similar to how 

Abraham,  Isaac, and Jesus all ascend mountains where the binding and crucifixion 

occur. In the room, Izzy is sitting at a desk drawing as Mr. Alter looks on following 

Yonatan Abadi’s entrance into the room.  Anat, at Yonatan Abadi’s instruction, remains 

outside the room.  As Mr. Alter turns around to face Yonatan Abadi, we see two 

paintings of the crucifixion of Jesus on the walls flanking Mr. Alter’s left and right sides 

with what appears to be a painting of Abraham standing over an altar for Isaac situated 

above Mr. Alter.  When Mr. Alter heard Anat’s phone’s shofar ringtone outside the door, 

he angrily asks, “Who’s out there? […] Who came with you?!”167 Mr. Alter, then, 

demands of Anat, “[s]how yourself[,] or I’ll shoot the doctor! I mean it!”168 while Mr. 

Alter points the gun at Yonatan Abadi.  The shofar ringtone sounding in this context 

should be understood as an allusion to the ram in the binding of Isaac story offered 

instead of Isaac.  The shofar is also associated with the coming of the messiah in 
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biblical169 and Jewish liturgical170 texts as well as with Jesus in the New Testament.171 The 

identification of Yonatan Abadi with the figure of Jesus is arguably further strengthened 

by a scene reminiscent of others’ perception of a young Schlomo in Live and Become and 

Axel’s arrival at the airport in Walk on Water.  Upon Yonatan Abadi’s arrival at the 

airport in Israel near the beginning of The Other Story, Dr. Shlomo Abadi identifies 

Yonatan Abadi as “[b]oy wonder,” echoing not only how Schlomo is regarded by others 

in a manner similar to how contemporaries of Jesus regarded Jesus, but also how Axel’s 

messianic identification with the figure of Jesus is suggested by “The Wonder Workers” 

shirt Axel is wearing when Axel arrives at the airport.  This identification of Yonatan 

Abadi with the figure of Jesus is further strengthened by the fact that this scene showing 

Yonatan Abadi’s arrival is immediately followed by Anat Abadi’s phone shofar ringtone 

sounding, as if to announce a messiah of sorts has arrived.  

Despite Yonatan Abadi imploring his daughter not to enter the room, she, 

nevertheless, does so.  Like the two calls Abraham receives from the Divine/angelic 

emissaries in the binding of Isaac story to stay Abraham’s hand, the Abadis repeat 

themselves twice in trying to stay Mr. Alter’s gun-wielding hand.   Thus, Yonatan Abadi 

asks Mr. Alter, “I showed you her photo, remember?  Remember?”172  Anat tells Mr. 

 

169 Is. 18:3. 
170 Amidah 10. 
171 See, e.g., 1 Cor. 15:51-52 and 1 Thess. 4:16. 
172 Ibid. 
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Alter, “[We’re leaving] with the boy.  We’re leaving with the boy.”173  Likewise, Yonatan 

Abadi tells Mr. Alter, “Rami, please, put away the gun.  Rami, please,”174 while Anat, 

speaking to Mr. Alter, says, “Bite me […] I said bite me.”175  In addition, both Abadis are 

situated in front of crosses on the walls in the room, suggesting the Abadis are playing 

Christ-like roles in this situation.  Anat even moves from before a cross at the entrance to 

the room to before another cross on a wall in the room after moving from one side of the 

room to another. 

When Yonatan Abadi notices there is no ammunition in the gun, the tense 

situation quickly defuses.  Mr. Alter, however, is distraught over the prospect that 

“[n]ow[,] the police will charge me with kidnapping…They’ll take my son from me.  I’ll 

die.”176  Yonatan Abadi asserts, “I have an idea.”177  The idea, it turns out, is for Dr. 

Shlomo, Yonatan, and Anat Abadi, in coordination with Mr. Alter, to construct a cover 

story to explain what happened with Izzy that does not accord with the actual facts of 

what transpired.  Each of these characters, except for Anat (and Izzy, who simply does 

not say anything), has demonstrated a willingness to lie about something.  Dr. Shlomo 

Abadi admits to Yonatan that, when the latter was much younger, Dr. Shlomo told 

Yonatan the former was driving with his eyes closed when, in fact, he was not doing so.  
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Yonatan tells Anat he really wants to get to know her fiancé despite the fact that, in 

reality, he intends to confront Shachar about his opioid addiction, prompt Shachar to 

reveal this addiction to Anat, and thereby ruin the chances of Anat and Shachar 

wedding.  Mr. Alter lies to Yonatan and Anat about his intention to “shoot the doctor”178 

when he does not, in fact, possess the ammunition to do so.  Going along with this plan, 

however, is self-sacrificial for Anat, for Anat, heretofore, has been very concerned with 

the truth.  After Shachar presumably told Anat that the latter’s parents were spying on 

him at a bar following his concert, Anat meets with her father and angrily demands of 

him: “Tell me the truth, what were you doing in that bar? You better not lie to me.”179  

Also, Tali Abadi observes that “She [Anat] hates liars.”  Moreover, Anat tells her mother, 

Tali, “Shachar’s faith is strong[.]. [W]e want a family and a life based on absolute truth.  

Absolute truth.”180  By the time the idea to formulate the cover story is proposed, 

however, Anat seems to have internalized what her father told her: “[T]he standards 

you set are impossible.  Some things are more important than the truth. Like love, or 

family. Or just knowing how to forgive.”181  For Anat, the importance of keeping the 

Alter family together and her love for the family seem to have led her to modify the 

relative significance she had previously accorded the truth. 
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The attempt to draw connections between the binding of Isaac and the 

crucifixion of Jesus, alluded to at different points in this film, seems to originate much 

earlier historically.  Indeed, Leroy Huizenga, in his book, The New Isaac: Tradition and 

Intertextuality in the Gospel of Matthew, observes a number of seemingly intentional 

parallels between Isaac and Jesus in the Gospel of Matthew.  In Huizenga’s words, 

First, the Gospel has designated Jesus as the beloved Son twice (Matt[.] 
3:17 and 17:5, as well as “Son” passim and “my beloved” in 12:18), thus 
equating him with Isaac.  Second, Gethsemane concerns Jesus’ death, as 
the Akedah concerns Isaac’s death.  Third, in Gethsemane[,] G[-]d is 
silently present with Jesus by virtue of his prayer to his Father (Matt[.] 
26:39, 42, 44) as Abraham is present with Isaac.  Fourth, both Gethsemane 
and the Akedah concern the sons’ willingness to obey their respective 
Fathers and endure sacrifice.  Fifth, since Isaac’s willingness and 
obedience in the matter of the Akedah were understood as identical to 
Abraham’s willingness and obedience, Jesus can speak Abraham’s words 
here in Gethsemane as a new Isaac […] Gethsemane is Jesus’ test […] as 
the Akedah was a test of Isaac in the tradition.182 
 
The association of the binding of Isaac with the crucifixion of Jesus is also 

depicted visually in pieces of artwork by Jews during the contemporary period.  For 

example, Amitai Mendelsohn, in his book, Behold the Man: Jesus in Israeli Art, notes that 

Marc Chagall’s painting, Yellow Crucifixion, which was completed on the eve of World 

War II, depicts the figure of Jesus “wearing phylacteries (tefillin) on his arm and head, 

which is encircled by a halo,”183 to “symbolize the victimization of the Jews.”184 

 

182 Leroy Andrew Huizenga, The New Isaac: Tradition and Intertextuality in the Gospel of Matthew (Leiden: IDC 
Publishers, 2009), 255-256. 
183 Mendelsohn, Behold the Man, 56. 
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However,  Mendelsohn goes on to observe that the very same painting also includes 

depictions of “[t]he angel and the ram’s horn (both associated with the binding of 

Isaac),”185 yet these depictions, unlike the biblical story to which they allude, give no 

indication of redemption.  In his book, From Rebel to Rabbi: Reclaiming Jesus and the 

Making of Modern Jewish Culture, the scholar, Matthew Hoffman, includes Chagall among 

those “writers and artists,”186 including “Sholem Asch […] [and] Uri Tsvi Greenberg,”187 

who “became primarily fascinated with the image of the crucified Jesus for the symbolic 

meaning it could bring to their work as an emblem of martyrdom, failed redemption, 

tragedy, and suffering, both Jewish and universal.”188  Hoffman notes that Chagall was 

among those “Twentieth[-][C]entury […] Jewish artists and writers [who] began 

experimenting with conflating the Akedah and crucifixion motifs”189 and “link[ing] these 

two symbols together in their work, ironically following the Christian theological move 

of linking the Akedah and the crucifixion together as an example of Old Testament 

prefigurations of the life and death of Jesus.”190  Such “modern conflations of the Isaac 
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and Jesus models of sacrifice and martyrdom are,”191 in Hoffman’s view, “indicative of 

the modernist penchant for symbolic syncretism.”192  Hoffman proceeds to note that, 

according to Glenda Abramson, “in Israeli art, […] the symbolism of the Akedah is 

transmuted to Christian symbolism and demonstrates the conflation of the two images 

of innocent sacrifice, more easily rendered visually than verbally.”193  Adopting a 

similarly subversive approach to the same biblical story, Ephraim Moses Lilien’s 

drawing, Dedicated to the Martyrs of Kishinev, depicts Abraham as the one “who is tied up 

and sacrificed,”194 while Isaac is nowhere to be seen.  As Mendelsohn observes, 

If Christianity identifies the binding of Isaac as a prefiguration of the 
crucifixion, here we see the process overturned, with Jesus becoming a 
prefiguration of the martyred Jew.  The allusion to the crucifixion is 
visually stronger in Lilien’s work because the wings of the angel creating 
the shape of the cross are more prominent and not obscured by the 
presence of Isaac.195 
 
Abel Pann, too, links the binding of Isaac to the crucifixion of Jesus “in his 

original depictions of the binding of Isaac, usually called the Sacrifice of Isaac in 

Christian art,”196 which are similarly unorthodox in their depictions of the biblical story 

compared to their traditional portrayals in Jewish and Christian religious tradition.  As 

Mendelsohn explains,  
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Pann’s depictions of the binding of Isaac differ both from traditional 
Jewish representations and from Christian versions.  He sees the dramatic 
scene as a moment of indescribable, speechless horror, the sort of terror 
Soren Kierkegaard wrote of in his seminal treatise Fear and Trembling.  
Pann portrayed the scene three times: in the early 1920s, in 1923 […], and 
in the 1950s […] In each version, only Abraham and Isaac are shown, 
with no angel, no ram, and no lamb; in each, Abraham embraces the 
helpless Isaac with his left hand and holds the knife in his right, 
signifying his conflicted emotions.197 
 
Mendelsohn, explaining how Pann utilizes Christian tropes in his depictions,  

observes that this artist  

takes the Christian tropes of the Pieta and the Lamentation of Christ and 
adapts them backward in time to the binding of Isaac.  Though his 
omission of the angel and the ram does indeed have thematic 
significance, it also makes his version closer to Christian iconography, 
because the belief in the resurrection (parallel to the angel and the ram) is 
implicit in depictions of the crucified Jesus with no need for added 
imagery.  Unlike the traditional representations of the binding of Isaac 
that heighten the suspense and portray the last-minute rescue, Pann’s 
versions emphasize the tragedy, the fear and trembling, to the point that 
it is possible to imagine Isaac actually being sacrificed.  Just as Chagall 
depicted Jesus as a crucified Jew, Pann represents Isaac in the form of the 
dead Jesus and uses the Christian tradition of the mother’s grief to paint a 
chilling portrait of a father confronted with the death of his son.198 
 
Another Jewish artist to link the binding of Isaac to the crucifixion of Jesus in his 

artwork is Motti Mizrachi.  This artist, in his “documented art action”199 of Binding 

“performed during the [1973] Yom Kippur War,”200 set “out into the desert and bound 

 

197 Ibid. 
198 Ibid. 93. 
199 Ibid. 200. 
200 Ibid. 



 

 284 

himself in a kind of sacrificial or theurgic act aimed at influencing the outcome of the 

war.”201 Mendelsohn, describing Binding, observes that Mizrachi 

[t]ied [himself] to straps that pointed north, south, east, and west, he lay 
naked on the ground with his feet together and his arms stretched out to 
his sides – a position that suggests the Christian interpretation of the 
binding of Isaac as a prefiguration of the crucifixion.202 
 
Menashe Kadishman is another Jewish artist who draws a link between the 

binding of Isaac and the crucifixion of Jesus.  In his sculpture, The Sacrifice of Isaac, which 

“was created in the early 1980s in the aftermath of the Lebanon War,”203 Kadishman 

depicts “[t]he face of Isaac l[ying] flat on the ground beneath an upright ram’s head and 

alongside two lamenting onlookers.”204 Mendelsohn, describing this piece of art, 

observes that 

Its composition resembles many portrayals of the Crucifixion and the 
Deposition: the horizontal horns of the ram suggest the arms of the cross, 
and the weeping women recall depictions of the three Marys who usually 
stood beside it to mourn Jesus’ death: Mary mother of Jesus, Mary the 
wife of Cleophas, and Mary Magdalene.  However, in Kadishman’s 
sculpture, […] the Marys have been replaced by two biblical mothers — 
perhaps Sarah and Hagar, as Ishmael (the son of Hagar) is the sacrificial 
victim in the Quran’s account – who weep for their dead sons.205 
 
Mendelsohn, honing in on how the artist’s depiction continues in the tradition of 

utilizing Christian iconography, notes that, 
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[i]n The Sacrifice of Isaac […], Kadishman continued the tradition of 
depicting the binding/sacrifice of Isaac in Genesis as a prefiguration of the 
crucifixion, using Christian iconography in an amended version of the 
biblical scene.  Thus[,] the absence of Abraham parallels the absence of 
G[-]d (the Father in Christianity) in depictions of the crucifixion; the 
mourning women who grieve beside the cross in the New Testament, but 
do not figure in the biblical text or in visual portrayals of the binding of 
Isaac, have been added; and Isaac is rendered as a lifeless head, an actual 
sacrifice (elsewhere the dead Isaac appears in a crucified posture at the 
feet of the ram).  These changes transform both the story of the binding of 
Isaac and the message of the crucifixion — the ram no longer saves the 
intended victim by replacing him on the altar, and the sacrifice signifies 
mourning and horror rather than redemption or resurrection.206 
 
There seem to be other allusions to the figure of Jesus in the film, The Other Story, 

in addition to the aforementioned references.  For example, Tali Abadi tells her 

daughter, Anat, that “I don’t want you to be upset with me, but we [Tali and Anat] both 

know you’re not marrying an innocent lamb.”207  Jesus is, of course, compared to an 

“innocent lamb” in the New Testament.  For example, 1 Peter 1:19 asserts the following: 

“It was the precious blood of Christ, the sinless, spotless Lamb of G[-]d.”208  Tali, here, is 

likely referencing the fact that Shachar, Anat’s groom-to-be, has had a checkered past in 

terms of drug abuse and vulgar behavior during his musical career.  Shachar, himself, 

seems to confirm his own fallibility and acknowledge physical temptations in this 

regard.  Thus,  Shachar asserts that “We’re all disgusting.  We’re afflicted with sin.  And 

when I stand on stage, singing, I’m terrified to convey something so pure through a 
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filthy vessel like me.”209  In addition, Shachar observes that “I know the flesh will fail the 

spirit,”210 arguably an allusion to Matthew 26:41, in which Jesus tells his disciples: “The 

spirit is willing, but the flesh is weak.”211 

While Anat seeks to serve a redemptive role through saving a child in danger, 

Shachar arguably believes he is playing a kind of redemptive role in performing for 

secular audiences.  At least, Tali sarcastically implies such a self-perceived redemptive 

role in her observation that “[Shachar] wants to bring orthodox and secular together. He 

thinks he’s so special, performing for secular audiences[,] so they see how righteous he 

is.”212  The idea of bringing the seemingly diametrically opposed communities of 

“orthodox” and “secular” Israelis together is reminiscent of the figure of Jesus bringing 

the “human” and “divine” domains together in his being, as indicated by the doctrine of 

the Incarnation.  The film, The Other Story, in depicting the Abadis and Shachar as 

Christ-figures serving redemptive roles through saving children as well as pursuing 

peace and reconciliation with respect to the former and through unifying ostensibly 

separate secular and religious sectors of society with respect to the latter, suggests that 

the figure of Jesus can serve as a model from whom Israelis, including returnees to 
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Judaism from lives of less or nonreligious observance, can learn to strengthen the social 

fabric of society. 
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6. Conclusion 
The different case studies examined in this dissertation demonstrate that the 

popular conception of  “Jews” and “Christians” as entirely separable communities 

distinguished by ritual practice, ideological commitment, religious behavior and 

rhetoric, and paradigmatic cultural figures does not quite hold.  Scholars have agreed on 

this point when it comes to discussing “Judaisms” and “Christianities” in all of their 

varieties in antiquity.  However, scholars have yet to fully realize the extent to which 

such ostensible boundaries remain blurred through today, not simply among religious 

hybrid groups, like Messianic Jews, but among those operating within mainstream 

denominations and movements.  Our contemporary world is one in which self-

identified followers of Jesus are finding religious fulfillment in the observance of Shabbat 

practices and, based on contemporary scholarship, are finding within the pages of the 

New Testament a biblical warrant for the continuing theological significance of the land 

of Israel.  This same world is one in which self-identified Jews are (re)engaging in 

behavior associated with Christian missionaries in relating to Jews and Gentiles alike as 

well as in unabashedly foregrounding the figure of Jesus on the Israeli cultural 

landscape through the medium of Israeli cinema.  Will these trends continue? 

6.1 Christians’ Adoption of Practices Associated With Jews 

We first turn to the subject of self-identified Christians adopting practices 

associated with Jews.  As was noted earlier, interfaith marriages have been on the rise in 
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recent decades in the United States.  Both scholarly opponents and proponents of the 

Messianic Jewish movement, to which many Jewish-affinity Christians embracing 

Jewish practices have affiliated, have considered the implications of an increase in 

interfaith marriage for the growth of the Messianic Jewish community.  An opponent of 

the Messianic Jewish movement, Jack Wertheimer, observes in the following passage 

from his essay, “Intermarriage: Can Anything Be Done?” in Mosaic Magazine, how 

Messianic groups could benefit from the increase in interfaith marriages in the United 

States: 

Already, some children of intermarriage refer to themselves with 
sardonic self-consciousness as “Half-Jews” or “mongrel Jews” or 
“FrankenJews.”  Among these, the most problematic for the organized 
community will be a segment demanding “official” acceptance as Jews—
with, however, a dual religious identity.  A new book, Being Both, reflects 
a small but growing movement, encouraged by some Jewish and 
Christian clergy, to raise children in two different religions […] Jews-for-
Jesus and other messianic groups will undoubtedly be the beneficiaries of 
these efforts, and synagogues will find themselves pressed to adopt 
religiously syncretistic practices in order to accommodate those with 
hybrid identities.1 
 
David Rudolph, a scholarly proponent and member of the Messianic Jewish 

movement, similarly observes, 

Recent studies indicate that the Messianic Jewish community, like the 
wider Jewish community, is becoming increasingly multiethnic.  A 
growing number of intermarrieds (i.e., Jews married to Gentiles) are 
embracing Messianic Judaism as an option for their families.  Given that 

 

1 Jack Wertheimer, “Intermarriage: Can Anything Be Done?” Mosaic Magazine, Sept. 3, 2013, 
mosaicmagazine.com/essay/uncategorized/2013/09/intermarriage/. 
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one out of every two American Jews intermarries, the Messianic Jewish 
community in North America is poised to grow exponentially in the years 
ahead as more and more blended families find in Messianic Judaism a 
solution to the intermarriage dilemma.  In addition, thousands of Yeshua-
believing Gentiles with a love for Jewish people are finding a home in the 
Messianic Jewish community and helping Messianic Jews to build 
congregations for Yeshua within the house of Israel.2 
 
Rudolph, having noted the ways in which the Messianic Jewish movement might 

benefit from the trend in interfaith marriage, also proceeds in the following passage to 

observe how he believes churches not explicitly affiliated with the movement are 

increasingly adopting a positive view of the movement: 

For centuries, the church and synagogue have marginalized Messianic 
Judaism, treating it as an excluded middle.  Today there are signs of 
change.  The Messianic Jewish movement is growing in support among 
churches as New Testament scholars and theologians increasingly 
demonstrate that Messianic Judaism is consistent with the teachings of 
the Jewish apostles and the experience of the earliest communities of 
Yeshua-believing Jews in the Land of Israel, Syria, and beyond.  The 
movement is also winning sympathizers in the Jewish world as Messianic 
Jews demonstrate through their actions that Yeshua is good for the Jewish 
people.3 
 
Rudolph is not alone in observing the appeal of such a movement to Gentile 

believers who wish to observe Jewish practices.  For example, Jacob Fronczak, a pastor 

of an Evangelical church who has become involved in the Messianic Jewish movement 

and publishing world, in discussing Phyllis Tickle’s book, The Great Emergence: How 

 

2 David Rudolph, “Messianic Judaism in Antiquity and in the Modern Era,” in Introduction to Messianic 
Judaism: Its Ecclesial Context and Biblical Foundations, ed. David Rudolph and Joel Willitts (Grand Rapids: 
Zondervan, 2013), 34-35. 
3 Ibid. 35. 
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Christianity is Changing and Why, argues that Messianic Judaism could play a central role 

in the next great “revolutionary change”4 that the church, in Tickle’s temporal 

schematization, is due to undergo.  Fronczak explains that, 

[a]ccording to The Great Emergence, most local churches fall into one of 
four categories: evangelical conservatives, social justice Protestants, 
charismatics and Pentecostals, and liturgical denominations.  These four 
categories have covered the Christian landscape for hundreds of years.  
Today, though, young Christians are coming together toward a 
cosmopolitan center, toward the intersection of the quadrants. Young 
Catholics are not abandoning liturgy, but they are embracing 
spontaneous and charismatic expressions, and are cultivating a keen 
interest in theology and doctrine. Young charismatics are no longer 
averse to the idea of structured worship. Concern for social justice has 
vastly increased among Millennials, and Christians are no exception. My 
generation—with exceptions, of course—is trying to meet in the middle; 
we simply don’t see the need for these seemingly artificial divisions any 
longer. We see something good in what each stream of Christianity brings 
to the table.5 
 
Fronczak, having sketched out the state of affairs transpiring in the church that 

Tickle describes, proceeds to draw parallels between the emerging church Tickle 

envisions and Messianic Judaism.  In Fronczak’s words,  

Messianic Judaism has some extraordinary parallels to the emerging 
church Tickle described.  Consider the distinctive aspects of the four 
quadrants.  The lifeblood of conservative evangelicalism runs strongly 
through the Messianic Jewish movement, owing partly to its 
organizational origins in Jewish missionary endeavors.  In the ‘70s, 
Messianic Jews joined the charismatic movement en masse; most books 
on Messianic Judaism note the predominance of congregations that 

 

4 Jacob Fronczak, “Messianic Judaism: The Next Big Thing,” Messianic Judaism, First Fruits of Zion, Sept. 11, 
2015, ffoz.org/discover/messianic-judaism/messianic-judaism-the-next-big-thing.html. 
5 Ibid. 
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feature dancing and other expressions that were, in decades past, limited 
to the Pentecostal movement.  When it comes to liturgy, Messianic 
Judaism has its bases covered; it draws from the breadth and depth of 
thousands of years of traditional Jewish prayers.  Finally, Judaism—and 
by extension, Messianic Judaism—places great emphasis on social justice; 
that is, on tzedakah, on charity, on giving to and helping those in need.6 
 
Fronczak, having noted the various ways in which Messianic Judaism can be said 

to satisfy each of Tickle’s four Christian quadrants, makes the normative claim that the 

Messianic Jewish movement should serve as an appealing religious option for the 

emerging generational cohort of Millennial Christians.  In Fronczak’s words,  

I can’t help but feel that my generational cohort would find Messianic 
Judaism utterly fascinating, if only its members could be made to see how 
much value it brings to the table in each of these areas.  I can’t help but 
feel that the “emerging church” is something of a placeholder, a signpost, 
a sort of searching-but-not-yet-finding—a question mark to which 
Messianic Judaism gives the answer.  To embrace Messianic Judaism is to 
embrace everything the emerging church seems to be looking for in the 
multitudinous varieties of Christianity.  It is an irresistibly authentic and 
faithful representation [of] the very early church—inclusive of Gentiles, 
but thoroughly Jewish in character.  Organizationally speaking, it may be 
the new kid on the block; its roots, however, run deep—back to the first 
century, and beyond.  To the extent that Messianic Judaism lives up to 
these ideals, I believe it has every right to stake out the very ground the 
emerging church seeks to claim.  I believe it is—or at least it should be—
the next big thing, the next big turning point in the life of the people of 
G[-]d.  I believe it has the potential to bring my generation together.  I 
believe Messianic Judaism even has the tools to help stem the tide of 
Millennials leaving the faith altogether—among other things, it has at its 
core a deep, authentic, robust, rooted, and academically sound 
hermeneutic that doesn’t struggle to answer the hard questions my 
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generation throws at the church, at the Bible, and at traditional Christian 
theology.7 
 
If Tickle and Fronczak are right, more self-identified Christians might find 

themselves adopting practices associated with Jews.  Whether or not self-identified 

Christians in the United States increasingly choose to incorporate Jewish practices into 

their way of life, it seems evident that many self-identified Christians in the Global 

South, including Africa, Latin America, and Asia, regions that in recent years have 

experienced explosive growth in the number of believers, have been doing just that.  As 

the scholar, Philip Jenkins, in commenting on self-identified Christians in the Global 

South, observes, 

[w]hen Southern churches read the Bible as a document of immediate 
relevance, they are accepting not just the New Testament but also the 
Old.  This often gives rise to beliefs and practices that look Jewish rather 
than Christian […] The taste for the Hebrew Bible is not hard to 
understand, since the patriarchal world looks so very familiar for many 
new Christian societies, above all in Africa.  The first books of the Bible 
show us a world based on patriarchal clans that practice polygamy and 
circumcision […] African Christians also find it difficult to understand 
just why there are some parts of the Bible they are expected to believe 
with absolute literalism—for instance, the Resurrection—while stories 
about Moses and Solomon must be treated as no more than instructive 
fables.8 
 

 

7 Ibid. 
8 Philip Jenkins, The Next Christendom: The Coming of Global Christianity (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2011), 162. 
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The focus on the Hebrew Bible and explosive growth in the ranks of Pentecostal 

Christians throughout the Global South has given hope to Christian Zionists seeking to 

ensure that younger Christians hold favorable views of the land and State of Israel. 

6.2 The New Christian Zionism 

Even in the American context, where shifting attitudes toward the State of Israel 

among Millennial Evangelical Christians have been cause for concern among those, such 

as David Brog and others mentioned in the Introduction, seeking to foster positive 

sentiment toward the State of Israel among younger generational cohorts of Evangelical 

Christians and have served as an impetus for Christian Zionist scholars, such as 

McDermott and others, to foster a more scholarly sound and theologically coherent form 

of Christian Zionism, the scholar, Daniel Hummel, sees encouraging signs for self-

identified Christian supporters of the State of Israel.  In Hummel’s words, 

Ultimately, the resources, media reach, and numerical advantages for 
Christian Zionists far outpace the resistance [to Christian Zionism] that 
has arisen in the last two decades.  The downward trend of interest in 
Christian Zionism by young American evangelicals indicates a potential 
shift in the prospects of the Christian Zionist movement in the United 
States.  New tourism efforts targeting evangelical university students, 
based on similar American Jewish efforts, have popped up since 2013 in 
an attempt to win back young evangelicals.  CUFI [Christians United for 
Israel] sponsors university chapters to combat the BDS [Boycott, 
Divestment, Sanctions] movement [against the State of Israel] on 
campuses across the United States and Europe.  Regardless of the success 
of these efforts, however, the growth of Spirit-centered Zionism across 
the globe has so far outpaced losses.  The prospects for a coalition of 
resistance, including the evangelical left and Palestinian Christians, not to 
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mention American Jews and Israelis who also oppose Christian Zionism, 
remains daunting.9 
 
The centrifugal emergence of a Spirit-centered Pentecostal Christian Zionism 

across the Global South coupled with a more scholarly-informed Christian Zionism in 

the Anglo-American world is, perhaps, facilitated by the centripetal force of growing 

levels of persecution of Christians in the Global South.  This contemporary experience of 

persecution can lead to a more literalist hermeneutical approach to interpreting 

Scripture among Christian believers in the Global South, rendering them more amenable 

to interpretations of biblical references to the land of Israel as territorially-specific and 

theologically-significant.  Jenkins, in speaking of the aforementioned persecution of 

Christian believers, observes, 

[m]illions of Christians around the world do[,] in fact[,] live in constant 
danger of persecution or forced conversion, either from governments or 
local vigilantes.  For modern Christians in Nigeria, Egypt, India, or 
Indonesia, it is quite conceivable that they might someday find 
themselves before a tribunal that would demand that they renounce their 
faith upon pain of death.  In these varied situations, ordinary believers 
are forced to understand why they are facing these sufferings, and 
repeatedly they do so in the familiar language of the Bible and of the 
earliest Christianity.10 
 
Jenkins, expanding on the ways in which Christian believers interpret Scripture 

in a more literalist manner to make sense of their suffering, observes, 

 

9 Daniel G. Hummel, Covenant Brothers: Evangelicals, Jews, and U.S.-Israeli Relations (Philadelphia: University 
of Pennsylvania Press, 2019), 233. 
10 Jenkins, The Next Christendom, 274. 
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[r]ead against the background of martyrdom and exile, it is not surprising 
that so many Christians look for promises that their sufferings are only 
temporary, and that G[-]d will intervene directly to save the situation.  In 
this context, the book of Revelation looks like true prophecy on an epic 
scale, however unpopular or discredited it may be for most Americans or 
Europeans.  In the South, Revelation simply makes sense, in its 
description of a world ruled by monstrous demonic powers.  These forces 
might be literal servants of Satan or symbols for evil social forces, but in 
either case, they are indisputably real.11 

6.3 Jewish Missionaries 

The willingness of Jews to engage in proselytizing activities, as with Christian 

Zionist refashioning in response to concerns about waning support for the State of Israel 

among younger cohorts of Evangelical Christians, seems to have been motivated, at least 

in part, by such perceived threats to Jewish existence as assimilation and intermarriage 

on the one hand and antisemitism on the other.  As Reuven Silverman, in delineating 

factors contributing to the rise of Jewish mission, notes, 

Periods of politically free, close contact of Jews with the wider world have 
been those in which mission concepts prevailed rather than those in 
which the Jewish communities were more enclosed.  Whilst legislation 
banning conversion to Judaism exerted a long-lasting negative influence, 
antisemitism sometimes acted as a stimulus for outgoing Jewish 
expression.12 
 
It is, perhaps, not surprising, therefore, that intra-Jewish proselytizing would 

emerge in the United States, where levels of antisemitism have remained relatively 

lower than those in European countries and where, precisely due to frequent social 
 

11 Ibid. 275. 
12 Silverman, “Jewish Mission,” 19. 
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interaction between large segments of American Jews with American non-Jews, 

intermarriage has increased and been identified as a threat to continued Jewish survival.  

It might also be precisely this somewhat more exceptional situation in the United States 

in which Jews have faced comparably less antisemitism than their European 

coreligionists that led the Lubavitcher Rebbe to hold out hope for effectively promoting 

the adoption of the Noahide Laws among non-Jews in the United States.  After all, the 

foremost Jewish legal expositor of the 20th century, Rabbi Moshe Feinstein, believed that 

“Americans live in a legitimate and just society that can be trusted (‘medina shel hesed’).”13 

As for non-Orthodox Jewish communities in the United States, outreach toward, and 

inclusion of, non-Jews seems like it will continue as non-Jewish partners of Jews 

constitute an increasing percentage of individuals affiliating with non-Orthodox 

synagogues.  On the other hand, the rhetoric employed by Zionist and anti-Zionist Jews 

can, depending on one’s perspective, be considered motivated by, or expressions of, 

antisemitism as was indicated earlier. 

6.4 The Figure of Jesus in Jewish Scholarship and Art 

The figure of Jesus, too, seems to be the subject of renewed attention outside of 

Israeli cinema among self-identified Jews academically and artistically.  In the realm of 

scholarship, Jewish engagement with the figure of Jesus as a Jew can be observed in the 

 

13 Shmuly Yanklowitz, Soul of Jewish Social Justice (Jerusalem: Urim Publications, 2014), 306. 
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publication of not only Amy-Jill Levine’s The Misunderstood Jew: The Church and the 

Scandal of the Jewish Jesus (2007) and Short Stories by Jesus: The Enigmatic Parables of a 

Controversial Rabbi (2015); Daniel Boyarin’s The Jewish Gospels: The Story of the Jewish 

Christ (2012); and Walter Homolka’s Jesus Reclaimed: Jewish Perspectives on the Nazarene 

(2015), which were all mentioned in the Introduction of this dissertation, but also The 

Jewish Jesus: Revelation, Reflection, Reclamation14 (2011), edited by Zev Garber; Judaism and 

Jesus15 (2020), edited by Zev Garber and Kenneth Hanson; Shaul Magid’s The Bible, the 

Talmud, and the New Testament: Elijah Zvi Soloveitchik’s Commentary to the Gospels16 (2019); 

and the first edition17 (2011) as well as second edition18 (2017) of The Jewish Annotated 

New Testament, co-edited by Marc Z. Brettler and Amy-Jill Levine.  Levine, commenting 

on the variety of ways in which she sees growing interest in Jesus manifested among 

Jews, has observed, 

The interest in Jesus among the Jews, from modern Orthodox through  
secular humanist, is at an unprecedented high. This fact  is  demonstrated  
on  the  academic  level  by  the  51  Jewish contributors to the Jewish 
Annotated New Testament; it is apparent on the popular  level by the 
growing number of joint church/synagogue scholar-in-residence 
programs on Jesus in his Jewish context, the increasing quantity of articles 

 

14 Zev Garber, The Jewish Jesus: Revelation, Reflection, Reclamation (West Lafayette: Purdue University Press, 
2011).  
15 Zev Garber and Kenneth Hanson, Judaism and Jesus (Newcastle: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2020). 
16 Shaul Magid, The Bible, the Talmud, and the New Testament: Elijah Zvi Soloveitchik’s Commentary to the Gospels 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2019). 
17 Amy-Jill Levine and Marc Zvi Brettler, The Jewish Annotated New Testament, 1st ed. (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2011). 
18 Amy-Jill Levine and Marc Zvi Brettler, The Jewish Annotated New Testament, 2nd ed. (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2017). 
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about Jesus appearing in Jewish magazines, and the many recent books 
on  Jesus, both popular  and  scholarly, written  by Jewish authors.19 
 
Jewish artistic engagement with the figure of Jesus in an Israeli context can be 

seen in the Israel Museum’s exhibit, entitled, “Behold the Man: Jesus in Israeli Art,” 

which displayed “150 works by 40 artists”20 December 22, 2016-April 16, 2017.  The 

exhibitors, summarizing the theme of the artwork displayed, stated, 

European artists [have] reclaimed Jesus as a Jew […] and [have] 
portrayed him as a symbol of Jewish suffering. Zionist artists have used 
the resurrection as a metaphor for the rebirth of the Jewish homeland. 
Some Israeli artists related to Jesus as a social rebel or misunderstood 
prophet, while others identified with his personal torment or his sacrifice 
for the sake of humanity, which they connected to more recent victims of 
intolerance and warfare.21 
 
A Times of Israel article discussing the exhibit, aptly titled, “At Israel Museum 

exhibit, Jesus comes back to the Jews,” notes that the exhibit begins with the piece of art, 

“Jesus Preaching in Capernaum.”22 This piece of art, which was “the last, unfinished 

piece from 1879 by [the Polish-Jewish artist] Maurycy Gottlieb,”23 depicts “Jesus in the 

center with a mix of congregants listening to him,”24 illustrating Gottlieb’s perception of 

 

19 Amy-Jill Levine, “Reflections on Reflections: Jesus, Judaism, and Jewish-Christian Relations,” Studies in 
Christian-Jewish Relations 8, no. 1 (2013): 2. 
20 Jessica Steinberg, “At Israel Museum exhibit, Jesus comes back to the Jews,” The Times of Israel, Jan. 23, 
2017, timesofisrael.com/at-israel-museum-exhibit-jesus-comes-back-to-the-jews/. 
21 One for Israel Staff, “Jerusalem exhibition ‘Behold the Man’: Jewish artists paint Jesus,” Kehila News, Feb. 
28, 2017, news.kehila.org/jerusalem-exhibition-behold-the-man-jewish-artists-paint-jesus/. 
22 Steinberg, “At Israel Museum exhibit, Jesus comes back to the Jews,” timesofisrael.com/at-israel-museum-
exhibit-jesus-comes-back-to-the-jews/. 
23 Ibid. 
24 Ibid. 
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“Jesus as a Jew, and as a possible bridge between Christians and Jews, perhaps 

harkening to what could happen in his native Poland.”25 Amitai Mendelsohn, the exhibit 

curator, indicating that the placement of this piece of art at the beginning of the exhibit 

was intentional, notes both its universal and particular messages when he states, “[i]t 

sets a tone for the show […] Here was Jesus, and he had a moral, universal, humanistic 

message […] It takes Jesus back to the Jews.”26  A “tone”27 of the exhibit, therefore, 

would seem to be that of a return of Jesus to his fellow Jews. 

Another example of Jewish artistic engagement with the figure of Jesus sounding 

a similar conciliatory note to that of Gottlieb in seeking to bridge two traditionally 

estranged communities: namely, Christians and Jews, can be observed in the desire of 

Bernard Starr, an American Jew, to commission an art exhibit, entitled, “Putting Judaism 

Back in the Picture: Toward Healing the Christian/Jewish Divide.”28 Underneath the 

aforementioned title to this envisioned art exhibit, Starr provides the following 

quotation from himself: “The historic rift between Christianity and Judaism will not be 

healed until Jews look at Jesus and see a faithful Jew and Christians look at an orthodox 

Jew and see Jesus.”29 The reparative theme apparent in the art exhibit title and quotation 

 

25 Ibid. 
26 Ibid. 
27 Ibid. 
28 Bernard Starr, “Putting Judaism Back in the Picture: Toward Healing the Christian/Jewish Divide,” Art 
Exhibit, Jewish Jesus Art Exhibit, jewishjesusart.com/. 
29 Ibid. 
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is further underscored in the following explanation Starr provides for what he aims to 

achieve in commissioning the art exhibit: 

The goal of the exhibit described below is to help close the false divide 
between Christians and Jews, a divide that artworks helped foster.  In 
doing so, art, perhaps inadvertently, contributed to anti-Semitism by 
casting the two religions in opposition and conflict, when, in fact, they 
have a common foundation and heritage.30 
 
As Starr, himself, notes, his “planned exhibit is an outgrowth of a chapter in my 

book[,] Jesus Uncensored: Restoring the Authentic Jew.”31 The chapter to which Starr refers, 

“The Ethnic Cleansing of Judaism in Medieval and Renaissance Art,”32 discusses the 

“eras[ure] [of] Jesus’ Jewish identity and falsifi[cation] [of] biblical history”33 that Starr 

believes is evidenced in “classic Medieval and Renaissance artworks.”34 In Starr’s words, 

[t]hese artworks commonly picture Jesus, his family, and disciples as 
blond, fair skinned, Northern Europeans in palatial settings surrounded 
by Medieval and Renaissance Christian saints, and anachronistic 
Christian artifacts.  Indeed, most Renaissance depictions of the Holy 
Family and of Jesus’ social world offer no evidence or hint of his Jewish 
origins.  In the absence of Jesus’ Jewish identity, contemporizing him and 
others in physical appearance, attire, and setting serves to exacerbate the 
false divide between Christians and Jews.35 
 

 

30 Ibid. 
31 Ibid. 
32 Bernard Starr, Jesus Uncensored: Restoring the Authentic Jew (OmniHouse Publishing, 2013), 121. 
33 Starr, “Putting Judaism Back in the Picture: Toward Healing the Christian/Jewish Divide,” 
jewishjesusart.com/. 
34 Ibid. 
35 Ibid. 
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Starr notes the existence of some “exceptions”36 to the general rule he articulates 

in the above passage, such as “Rembrandt[’s] use [of] live models,”37 including “one 

purportedly [who was] a young Sephardic Jew,”38 in “portray[ing] a flesh-and-blood 

Jesus.”39 Such exceptions notwithstanding, Starr observes, 

[t]he pervasive Christianization of the Jewish Jesus in classical artworks 
fed the illusion that Jesus was of a different religion and ethnicity than the 
others—the Jews—when in fact they were all Semites of the same Jewish 
faith.  To emphasize the false distinction, Jews were depicted in classical 
artworks as dark and menacing […] By adding the charge of “Christ 
Killers” to this distorted and ugly imagery, Church leaders sought to 
forge a final separation between Judaism and Christianity.40 
 
It is this situation of artistic misrepresentation of the figure of Jesus and historical 

omission of artwork properly representing Jesus as a Jew that Starr seeks to remedy 

through the commissioning of his exhibit.  As Starr makes clear, “The primary intention 

[of his planned exhibit] is to address the omissions and misrepresentations of biblical 

history in the depictions and content, which have had enormous impact in dividing 

Christianity and Judaism.”41 Starr, having clarified his intention to commission his art 

exhibit, issues an “Invitation to Artists”42 that reads as follows: 

 

36 Ibid. 
37 Ibid. 
38 Ibid. 
39 Ibid. 
40 Ibid. 
41 Ibid. 
42 Ibid. 
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We invite artists to contribute their ideas, suggestions, and renditions for 
this exhibit that puts Judaism back in the pictu[r]e.  While we are already 
receiving invited submissions, the exhibit is still in the developmental 
stage and welcomes input.  As we accumulate a body of work[,] we will 
frame additional guidelines.  At the same time[,] we will explore venues 
for the exhibit—hopefully[,] a prominent art museum or gallery.43 

 
That an American Jew would seek to commission an art exhibit displaying 

artwork recognizing Jesus as a Jew and seeking to bridge the Jewish-Christian divide 

might not be so surprising, especially given recent survey data indicating American 

Jews’ attitudes toward the figure of Jesus shifting in a decidedly positive direction.  

According to “A Portrait of Jewish Americans: Findings from a Pew Research Center 

Survey of U.S. Jews,”44 published in 2013, “a sizable minority (34%) says a person can be 

Jewish even if he or she believes Jesus was the messiah.”45 That same study found that 

“Jews of no religion are more likely than Jews by religion to say believing in Jesus is 

compatible with being Jewish (47% vs. 30%).”46 Similarly, Barna Group’s 2017 study, 

“Jewish Millennials: The Beliefs and Behaviors Shaping Young Jews in America,” 

concludes that, “[w]hen Millennial Jews were asked to describe some prominent 

religious figures, they tend to be somewhat more favorable toward the central figures of 

Christianity (Jesus) and Buddhism (Gautama Buddha) compared to Islam 

 

43 Ibid. 
44 “A Portrait of Jewish Americans: Findings from a Pew Research Center Survey of U.S. Jews,” 
pewresearch.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/7/2013/10/jewish-american-full-report-for-web.pdf. 
45 Ibid. 
46 Ibid. 
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(Muhammad).”47 The study also notes that, “[i]nterestingly, while Buddha and Jesus are 

regarded similarly in many of the descriptions, including being spiritual, peaceful, wise, 

and moral, Jesus is viewed significantly more as a leader, a role model, loving, 

revolutionary and powerful.”48 The authors of the study observe, 

[t]hough pluralities [of Jewish Millennials] conform to the traditional 
narrative of the religion to which they subscribe, there are some 
interesting deviations.  For example, one out of every five Millennials 
who identifies with only Judaism (21%) describes Jesus as G[-]d in human 
form, who lived among people in the 1st century.  Meanwhile, though this 
is a key tenet of the Christian faith, just half of Jewish Millennials who 
commit to Christianity (50%) believes the same.49 
 
The authors of the study, based on the aforementioned data gathered, conclude 

that “[t]hese statistics support the hypothesis that there is an increase in religious 

plurality with each new generation.  At the very least, Jewish Millennials seem to sense 

little conflict in affirming spiritual leadership non-exclusively across major religions.”50 

In the coming years, we may, thus, see more manifestations among American Jews of 

positive identification with the figure of Jesus.  If nothing else, traditional boundaries 

separating self-identified Jews and Christians seem poised to continue to erode even 

further as both communities reconfigure themselves in ways that incorporate elements 

of the supposed “other” into their respective religious identities and traditions. 

 

47 “Jewish Millennials: The Beliefs and Behaviors Shaping Young Jews in America,” Barna Group, Ventura, 
CA (2017), 75. 
48 Ibid. 
49 Ibid. 79. 
50 Ibid. 
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