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reference to Judaism and the Hebrew
Scrlplurcs The appeal to Judaism and

Beyond Brotherhood Week

To the Editors: Before commenting on
Henry Siegman’s informed and intelli-
gent account of recent Roman
Catholic documents on the Jews (**Jews
and Christians—Beyond Brotherhood
Week."" Worldview, December, 1975),
let me put in a plug for Notre Dame. In
answer to Siegman's question whether
the ideas provided by the Vatican
Guidelines will be put to good use,
Notre Dame recently appointed its first
Jewish scholar with specific responsibil -
ity for Jewish history and thought after
the beginning of Christianity and has
established a center for the study of
Judaism and Christianity. The univer-
sity library is increasing its holdings in
Hebrew books and is now purchasing
the Makor series of manuscripts in fac-
simile editions and other early Jewish
texts. The study of the Hebrew language
(Biblical, Mishnaic, and modern) is
being intensified. Whether any of this
has to do with the Vatican Guidelines |
doubt (our efforts began several years
ago). but it does represent our intention
to make the study of Judaism part of our
regular offerings for undergraduates,
graduate students. and future priests.
Mr. Siegman's discussion of the Vat-
ican Guidelines. and the various Jewish
criticisms of them, is judicious,
questions due to mi
or misunderstanding and focusing on the
chief issues, e.g., the land in Jewish
piety and thought, the State of Israel,
and theological questions posed by the
relation of the two religions. In the
theological discussion, however, he
presents a view of Christianity and
Judaism that, no matter how well in-
tended and initially attractive, is not a
realistic possibility for the Christian. He
speaks of the **ultimate incommensura-
bility of Judaism and Christianity'" as
the starting point for Jewish-Christian
dialogue. The difficulty with this view,
a difficulty that has plagued Christian-
Jewish relations since the beginning, is
that Christianity has not, indeed cannot,
view Judaism simply as another religion
such as Islam or Hinduism. As Siegman
recognizes, Christianity has validated
itself historically and theologically by

of Christianity in rela-
uon to the Jewish Bible is not an acci-
dental development within Christian
thought, but at the center of the Chris-
tian self-understanding. Parenthetical-
ly, the continuing use of the Hebrew
Scriptures (the Christian Old Testa-
ment) in Christian worship, accented in
recent years by a new lectionary that
includes a reading from the Hebrew
Bible (alongside two readings from the
New Testament) in the Liturgy, only
serves to underline the situation.

If Sinai and Calvary were mutually
exclusive, the history of Christian-
Jewish relations would, I am certain,
have taken a much different form. It is
precisely because, over the whole of
Western history there have continued to
be believing, observant Jews, that
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Christianity has felt th and de-
fensive in the face of Judaism. The
continuing existence of Judaism is an
implicit criticism of the Christian
claims, a fact noted not only by Jews,
but also by Greek critics of Christianity
in antiquity such as Porphyry and Ju-
lian. In answer to its critics, Christianity
caricatured Judaism as moribund, a
charge that was patently false. But this
view became part of the Christian tradi-
tion and has made it extraordinarily
difficult for Christians to see Judaism
for what itis and has become rather than
what Christians thought it should be. A
Judaism that is lifeless and legalistic (so
the Christian caricature) or nonobser-
vant is much easier to integrate into the
Christian perspective than one that is
dynamic, spiritual, observant, and bib-
lical. Mr. Siegman is correct that the
most hopeful aspect of the Vatican
document is the recognition that
Judaism is a rich and vital religion in its
post-Christian period, but he does not
appreciate that this statement, viewed
theologically, not simply phenomeno-
logically or historically, is profoundly
troubling to the Christian mind.

But perhaps we can take a clue from
another issue raised by his article,
namely, Christian attitudes toward the
establishment of the State of Israel.
Classical Christian theology con-
structed its view of Judaism, at least in
part, on the basis of the fall of Jerusalem
and the destruction of the temple. These
events were thought to be evidence that
the Christian claims were true. In the
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this collection. Reporters, editors, and
TV executives must make difficult deci-
sions for which Epstein has no certain
rules; he does, however, sensitize both
consumers and producers of *‘the
news’” to the unreflective ways in which
biases distort our understanding of the
world. The author focuses his analysis
on such major stories as Watergate, the
Black Panthers, the Pentagon Papers,
and the reporting of the Vietnam war.
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fourth century, however, before Chris-
tianity had become the official religion
of the Roman Empire, the Emperor Ju-
lian attempted to rebuild the temple and
restore the city to the Jews. His efforts,
even though aborted by his early death,
terrified the Christians. If Julian had
been successful, he would have ended
the **captivity’’ (in the Christian view)
of the Jews, which had begunin 70 CE.,
a captivity that, according to the Chris-
tian reading of the prophets, was never
to end. This captivity has now ended, and
the fathers have been proven wrong,
suggesting, incidentally, the fragility of
any theology based too closely on his-
torical events. Christian theology,
though at times seemingly intractable to
empirical evidence, will be forced into
making the necessary adjustment in its
thinking, far the earlier views were
shaped in response to other events. And
the same will, I am certain, be the case
for Christian attitudes toward Judaism
itself. Christians have never really
known the Jews and their religion, but as
they begin to know and appreciate
Jewish tradition and history, they will,
slowly to be sure, begin the process of
adjusting their religious ideas to their
new experiences and understanding. Up
until very recently Christian theology
has seen the existence of Judaism as
visible evidence challenging the Chris-
tian claims about Jesus and God's pres-
ence in the world. It is, of course, too
much to say in 1975, and the Jew can
hardly be expected to take comfort from
it, but there may come a day when
Christians will see the existence of be-
lieving Jews and the continuation of
Judaism as a sure sign of God's presence
in the world. From the Christian
perspective, then, the starting point of
any Christian-Jewish dialogue can-
not be the exclusivity of Christianity and
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and their complementary testimony to

God and his ways with the world.
Robert L. Wilken
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Notre Dame, Ind.

To the Editors: Rabbi Henry Siegman's
article on the Vatican Guidelines is a
wise and irenic discussion, and he is to
be i both for its

bluntness and its prevailing gracious-
ness. As a Christian of Protestant per-
suasion, 1 do not feel called upon to
agree or disagree with his positions on
Nostra Aetate and the long-delayed
Guidelines. But there are certain points
where his observations reach to non-
Roman Christianity and may justify
comment.

First, I am not sure that there **have
been no comparable developments of
similar import for Christian-Jewish rela-
tions during this entire decade in Protes-
tant...Christianity.’* At one level there
can never be similar developments on
any subject—for Protestant churches do
not have the Roman magisterium. At
another, to the extent that basic change
at judicatory level is accompanied by a
changing mind in the congregations, the
1971 statement of the Synod of the
Hervormde Kerk (Netherlands) and the
1975 declaration of the Rar der
Evangelischen Kirche in Deutschland
are as important as any Protestant de-
velopments can be.

Second, Rabbi Siegman's statement
of the way Christianity and Judaism
parted may be misleading. It may be a
good way of expressing it to say that
Christianity ‘‘chose the liberating ex-
perience of faith in Jesus over the stub-
born evidence of unredeemed history'":
itis certainly a generou$ way. But there
was another article of belief, the Incar-
nation, that should have anchored Chris-
tianity in history, with all its am-
biguities. Instead, Christians have oscil-
lated between flight from history
(Docetism) and equating the Second
Person of the Trinity with the historical
church (Triumphalism), both of which
positions are heresies. The sharp ques-

seminal events of contemporary Jewry:
the Hol and the blish of
the State of Israel.”” The Holocaust was
also an alpine event in contemporary
Christian history, for the mass apostasy
of the baptized that made the Holocaust
possible is root cause of the credibility
crisis we Christians must now wrestle
down. To the superficial mind, the in-
capacity of many churchmen to deal
with the historical fact of the State of
Israel is excused by ‘‘fairness’’ and
‘*evenhandedness,”” asking why ‘‘the
Arabs’' should be called on to **pay for
Christendom’s sins.’"
the temporary advantage of every flight
from history: It avoids the issue posed
by a continuing and vital Jewish people
(contrary to traditional Christian specu-
lations), it avoids the fact of Israel and
how it came about, and above all—true
progeny of *
plug on any pressure buildup for Chris-
tian repentance. An unrepentant Chris-
tendom does not have to deal with an
earthy Israel, and not because of a true
**liberating experience,’’ but because 1t
floats in the nonhistorical dream world
of the heavenly flesh of Christ, a dream
world where there are no betrayals, no
crucifixions, no resurrections, and no
word is made flesh

Third, and this is a criticism rather
than an extrapolation, it seems to me
Rabbi Siegman's view of the dialogue is
too static. I like the blunt way he de-
mands that fundamental differences be
faced (**...a mutual acceptance of the
ultimate incommensurability of
Judaism and Christianity; our most crit-
ical affirmations of faith, which define
that which is most unique about them,
Sinai and Calvary, are mutually exclu-
sive....Judaism constitutes a denial of
the central Christian mystery and its
notion of salvation...”"), but must we
assume that the parties will not change
through genuine interaction? What then
would be the point of initiating a pro-
cess?

Affirming the Jewish right of self-
definition, and insisting as a Christian
that our traditional lies and malice vis-
a-vis the Jewish people must undergo
conversion, 1 would still affirm that the

This formula has

‘cheap grace’ —it pulls the

tions for Christian self-exami run

along this path: “*Was Jesus a ‘false
Messiah®? If not, where are the signs of
the millennial age?’

Related to this line of thought is *
failure of the Christian world to

“the

hatol. I hope applies to Jews as
well as Christians. We shall all be
changed
Franklin H. Littell
Deparmwnl of Religion
emple University
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