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  ADVANCE PRAISE FOR


  Jesus—the Messiah of Israel?


  How should Jesus-believers think about the Church’s long suppression of Jews in its midst, the recent rise of messianic Judaism, and the land of Israel? This volume is a treasure of deep reflection by some of the best thinkers among messianic Jews and Catholic and Protestant theologians. No one interested in these questions can afford to miss this book.


  —Gerald McDermott


  author of A New History of Redemption: The Work of Jesus the Messiah Through the Millennia


  What does it mean to recognize Jesus as the Messiah of Israel–for his fellow Jews and for those drawn “from the nations”? What does it mean, in turn, for the relationship between these two communities? This volume offers learned and wise reflections from leading scholars representing both mainstream Christianity and Messianic Judaism. Readers ready to enter into this rich and complex topic will find the essays contained here to be essential reading.


  —Holly Taylor Coolman


  Asst. Professor, Theology Dept., Providence College


  This volume is a collection of essays and responses given at an international symposium at the University of Vienna in 2022 that brings to life a rich dialogue between Messianic Judaism and Christian theology. Eminent Catholic, Protestant, and Messianic Jewish theologians exchange views on the theological significance of the emergence of Messianic Judaism and the ecclesiological implications and providential opportunities this raises for the life of the Church, as “a people made up of Jew and Gentile” (Lumen Gentium §9).


  —Lawrence Feingold


  Professor of Theology, Kenrick-Glennon Seminary, St. Louis


  Few theologians have had an impact on par with Mark Kinzer, who over the past thirty years has entirely reshaped Jewish-Christian dialogue in the theological academy by focusing it on post-missionary Messianic Judaism, with crucial Christological, ecclesiological, and eschatological issues at stake. This superb book exhibits the fruits of Kinzer’s longtime dialogue with German-speaking theologians led by Cardinal Christoph Schoenborn, joined by leading American theologians such as Kendall Soulen as well as the French theologian Antoine Levy, among others. To say the least, Messianic Judaism is no longer peripheral to Christian theology but has raised questions that demand answers. This book shows how far the dialogue has already advanced.


  —Matthew Levering


  James N. Jr. and Mary D. Perry Chair of Theology, Mundelein Seminary
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  Preface


  This volume documents an international symposium at the University of Vienna, which took place in July 2022 and was dedicated to the conversation between Christian theology and representatives of Messianic Judaism. Renowned theologians from the United States, Israel, and various countries throughout Europe came together to reflect on the relationship between the Messianic Jewish movement and Christian Churches and to discuss theologically controversial topics. A diversity of perspectives was planned from the outset. The assembled theologians came from different faith traditions (Messianic-Jewish, Catholic, Lutheran, Reformed, Free Church) and theological discourse cultures. Nevertheless, a decidedly academic discourse forum was chosen to explore the question of what it means when Jews confess Jesus as the Messiah of Israel and consciously adhere to a more or less Torahobservant way of life. Does this have repercussions for Christian theology? How can the constellation of Jews who believe in the Messiah and the Church be determined? How do Messianic Jewish believers situate themselves in relation to Christianity in its plural forms? What new impulses can come from this conversation? Which overhanging questions should be looked at more closely in the future? Despite all their differences, the participants of the symposium were united by their common faith in Jesus of Nazareth, the Messiah of Israel and the nations, their conviction that the Holy Spirit works in history, and their rejection of anti-Judaic substitution theologies and missionary activities toward the Jews. We look back with gratitude on the friendly atmosphere and the critical-constructive culture of discussion at the symposium.


  The planning and implementation of the symposium would not have been possible without the preparatory work and support of the interdisciplinary working group moderated by Johannes Fichtenbauer on behalf of Christoph Cardinal Schönborn. The deliberations of this working group resulted in the small volume Jesus, King of the Jews? Messianic Judaism, Jewish Christians, and Theology Beyond Supersessionism, which was published in several languages and was intended to prepare the symposium thematically.1 Many alert minds and helping hands contributed to the planning and realization of the symposium. Special thanks go to Dr Bernard Mallmann, who took the lead in organizing the conference, and to Dr James Earle Patrick, who played a decisive role in supervising and coordinating the printing of this volume, and also to Dr Dorothee Bauer, Michaela Feiertag, Johannes Fichtenbauer, Ann Friemel, Dr Johannes Cornides, and Florian Vorisek, who actively helped with the conference. Christoph Cardinal Schönborn hosted a generous reception for the participants of the symposium in the Archbishop’s Palace and gave an impressive account of his experiences in the dialogue with Messianic Jews. We thank the Cardinal for this gesture of solidarity.


  We also thank all the speakers, some of whom traveled long distances to come to Vienna and enrich the symposium with their contributions. Moreover, the English publication would not have been possible without the translation of the German-language contributions. At this point, we would like to mention John David Martin, Dr James Earle Patrick, and Dr Wayne M. Coppins, whose commitment made it possible for this volume to reach a wide audience in the English-speaking world.2 In order to achieve a good reading flow, all non-English quotations have been translated, while the text in the original language can be found in footnotes or brackets.


  We would also like to thank the team members of the Fribourg Chair of New Testament Studies, Dr Beatrice Wyss, Philemon Reinhardt, and Joëlle Wenger, for formal revisions and proofreading of the manuscript. We are also grateful for the uncomplicated and constructive cooperation with Chris Myers and Julie Boddorf from Herder&Herder (The Crossroad Publishing Company). We hope that this volume can provide valuable theological impulses for the academic conversation between the Messianic-Jewish movement and Christian theology in its various forms.


  Mark S. Kinzer, Thomas Schumacher, and Jan-Heiner Tück


  


  1. In English, published as: James E. Patrick (ed.), Jesus, King of the Jews? Messianic Judaism, Jewish Christians, and Theology Beyond Supersessionism (Vienna: Toward Jerusalem Council II, 2021). For German, French, Polish, and Portuguese, contact the same publisher.


  2. Articles translated from German by J.D. Martin and J.E. Patrick: Schönborn, Kasper and Tück; Rutishauser; Rucks; Schwienhorst-Schönberger; Theobald; Hoping; Mallmann; T. Schumacher; Tück; Laepple. W.M. Coppins revised all except Rucks and T. Schumacher, who checked their own articles. U. Schumacher translated her own. 


  


  Foreword


  The second vatican council laid the foundation stone for a renewed relationship between Christianity and Judaism. The declaration Nostra Aetate reminds us that the roots of Christianity lie in Judaism. The Christian Church must never forget this rootstock that sustains her. The ecumenical dialogue with Judaism is therefore a permanent task for her. Since then, many initiatives have deepened the Jewish– Christian dialogue.


  In addition, a special connection between Judaism and Christianity has grown stronger. Since the nineteenth century, there have been more and more Jews who not only see Jesus as their brother in faith or as a Jewish rabbi, but also recognize him as the expected Messiah. This Messianic Judaism lives faithful to the Torah and its commandments and believes the prophetic message that Jesus is the Messiah who is to come.


  Since the year 2000, there has been a dialogue group between the Catholic Church and the Jewish Messianic movement. I am grateful to have belonged to it for several years, and to follow Cardinal Georges Cottier as leader of the Catholic side. In the many encounters, friendships have grown, as well as an understanding and a great esteem for one another.


  As a fruit of the conversations, the symposium “Jesus—also the Messiah for Israel? Messianic Jewish Movement and Christianity in Dialogue” was held in July 2022 at the University of Vienna. For the first time, the important topic of Messianic Judaism could also be illuminated academically. Scholars from all over the world came together to reflect on the subject areas of Christology, ecclesiology, and eschatology from a Christian and Messianic-Jewish perspective.


  I would like to thank everyone who contributed to the success of this symposium. May these conference proceedings help advance us along the path we have begun, and deepen the dialogue between Christians and Jews, trusting in the promise that in the end “God shall be all in all” (1 Cor 15:28).


  With heartfelt blessings


  + Christoph Cardinal Schönborn


  Vienna, December 2022


  


  Prologue


  Already in the first centuries of Christianity, the Church rejected any positive views toward Jewish believers in Jesus as the Messiah of Israel and Savior of mankind if they chose to continue to live as Jews. During the long period since then, most Christian denominations refused to grant any special role within the Church to their Jewish members. The opposite was the case. Jewish converts suffered from prejudice, often being seen as second-class Christians.


  Two relatively recent developments have changed this theological perspective dramatically. The twentieth century witnessed a growing theological interest in the Hebrew background of the Holy Scriptures, and with it a rediscovery of the Jewish foundations of the Christian faith. What had already begun earlier among the Protestants found its Catholic counterpart in the developments after the Second Vatican Council. As a result, Jewish members of historic and independent Churches were no longer forced to hide their Jewishness. Some prominent Jewish believers within even the Catholic Church and some Orthodox Churches loudly insisted that their Jewishness is foundational for the healthy self-image of the Christian Church as being comprised of Jews and Gentiles. The former Cardinal of Paris, Jean-Marie Lustiger, and the Russian Orthodox priest, Father Alexander Men, are only two among them.


  The second challenge occurred in the 1970s as a new development within worldwide Judaism, namely, the Messianic Jewish movement in all its diversity. Within this phenomenon, a growing number of Jews ranging from orthodox to highly liberal backgrounds found Yeshua of Nazareth as their Messiah and as the Redeemer of humanity. Those Messianic Jews insist on their ongoing relationship with the Jewish people, having no interest in separating from the Jewish way of life and religious practice. They refuse with conviction to join any Christian denomination, and proudly associate themselves with the first “Messianic Jewish congregation of the Apostles” in Jerusalem.


  Since the turn of the millennium, a rather small but growing number of theologians began to take this inner-Jewish movement more seriously, not just seeing it as another “Jewish-flavored” free-church expression. What had previously hindered the constructive interest in this phenomenon from the side of the historic Churches was the fear that any closer contact could endanger all that had been established in the flourishing Jewish–Christian dialogue.


  In 1996, a group of Messianic-Jewish and Christian leaders from different Church backgrounds formed an initiative for bridging the two “worlds.” Building trust was most needed; Messianic Jews share the same presuppositions as most other Jews, which result from centuries of Christian humiliation and persecution. This initiative, called Towards Jerusalem Council II (TJCII), wanted to build trust between the two camps, to invest in mutual theological understanding, and to promote the Messianic movement among Christian denominations. The driving hope is to facilitate a process to invert and thus bring full-circle what was accomplished at the “First Council of Jerusalem.” According to Acts 15, the Jesus-believers from among the nations were released from any obligation toward the Jewish law, thus remaining Gentiles. TJCII labors for an agreement in which the Messianic Jews may likewise be released from pressure to assimilate with Gentile Christianity, taking up their role as the Jewish branch and expression of the Church within the united Body of Christ (Rom 11).


  Parallel to TJCII, a study group consisting of theologians from the different Messianic Jewish movements and from the Catholic Church started its regular meetings in the year 2000. Their goal was to consider anew the significance of baptized Jewish members of the Church for the self-understanding of the Church, and to verify the authenticity of the Messianic Jewish phenomenon. Within this study group, many of the Catholic theologians are themselves baptized Jews. Even when the dialogue long remained as an informal gathering, it took place under the prominent guidance of the Cardinals George Cottier (Papal Household) and Christoph Schönborn (Vienna), with the approval of the Popes John Paul II, Benedict XVI, and most recently Francis.


  Besides TJCII and the Messianic / Catholic Study Group, two more initiatives and their vision influenced the later Vienna Symposium. The input of “The Society for Post-Supersessionist Theology” was demonstrated by Kendall Soulen’s participation in the event, as one of the Society’s founders. The other influencer was “Yachad BeYeshua” (Together in Jesus), an international ecumenical fellowship of all types of Jewish disciples of Jesus—Messianic Jews, Jewish Catholics, Jewish Protestants, and Jews from the Orthodox Church—spearheaded by Mark Kinzer and Antoine Lévy, two of the main speakers in Vienna.


  For all of these initiatives, two types of questions were important. The first category had to do with the relevance of Jesus Christ as the Messiah of Israel and the consequences thereof for a new perspective on Christology and ecclesiology. What were the consequences of the fact that “the Old Covenant has never been revoked” (Catechism of the Catholic Church, §121), and that Jesus himself, the Apostles, and the first generation of believers all laid the foundations of the Church as Jews? A new valuing of the role of baptized Jews in the Churches and in the Messianic movement has to be envisioned, including the question how the missing expression of the “Church of James” (ecclesia ex circumcisione) could be recovered. What would all of this reveal about the innermost identity of the Church?


  The second set of questions considers the authenticity of the Messianic movement—existing structurally outside of the institutional Church boundaries. In this context, questions should be raised concerning the theological connection between the Messianic movement and the land, “Eretz Israel,” and the implications of their Messianic hope as a concrete millennial perspective that challenges the classic framework of eschatology.


  In the autumn of 2019, members of TJCII and of the MessianicJewish / Catholic Study Group and other initiatives began to prepare for a first international symposium about those questions. Such a symposium should take place within an academic setting which could awaken the interest of a wider group of biblical and systematic-theological scholars worldwide. Finally, with the great support of Vienna University Professor Jan-Heiner Tück and the Cardinal of Vienna, Christoph Schönborn, the plans were realized to hold this Symposium, “Jesus—also the Messiah of Israel?,” at the Alma Mater Viennensis. Even though there were obviously major hindrances along the way, most of all surrounding the Covid pandemic, great effort was expended to bring about these symposium days, and the financial barriers were also lifted. The workload was managed through the engagement of many volunteers from both the University of Vienna and TJCII-Europe under the wise coordination of Bernard Mallmann, Ann Friemel, and James Earle Patrick.


  From 11 to 13 July 2022, more than 40 scholars from different denominational Church backgrounds and from the different streams of the Messianic movement responded to the invitation and made the symposium a colorful ecumenical event. The time was ripe for such a convocation, to bring these important theological questions to the attention of the wider academic world.


  Johannes Fichtenbauer


  European Director of TJCII


  


  Introductory Survey


  Bernard Mallmann and Jan-Heiner Tück


  “Christianity is indissolubly bound to Judaism.
 If it breaks away from it, it ceases to be itself . . .”1


  Cardinal Jean-Marie Lustiger


  The vienna symposium, which facilitated discussion between representatives of the Messianic Jewish movement and Jesus-believing Jews on the one hand and Christian theologians on the other, was entitled Jesus—the Messiah also for Israel? The theme of the symposium was deliberately formulated as a question rather than a thesis. Jesus is the Messiah from Israel, that is certain (cf. John 4:22; Matt 1:1−16; Rom 1:3), but whether he is also the Messiah for Israel is an open and much discussed question. In addressing this question, it cannot be ignored that there are more and more Jews who come to believe in Jesus as the Messiah of Israel without missionary activity on the part of the Church. This is no cause for Christian triumphalism. On the contrary, it would be absurd to declare Judaism in its various forms a living anachronism and to consider a Torah-pious lifestyle obsolete in terms of salvation history. Paul, a Jesus-believing Jew, already emphasizes the lasting theological significance of Israel with the words that all Israel will be saved (Rom 11:26) and that the gifts of grace and the calling of God are irrevocable even during the period when Israel’s mainstream identity has no place for Jesus (Rom 11:28−29). Christian theology cannot and must not overlook this. It has to reject all forms of replacement theology that declare Israel to be an obsolete quantity in the history of salvation, and must self-critically work through and eradicate anti-Jewish traces in theology, liturgy, and catechesis. Christian theology—especially after the Shoah—must defend and protect the permanent election of Israel against hostility. Pope John Paul II expressed the relationship between Judaism and Christianity in these much-quoted words in the synagogue in Rome in 1986:


  The Church of Christ discovers her “bond” with Judaism by reflecting on her own mystery [cf. Nostra Aetate 4]. The Jewish religion is not something “external” for us, but belongs in a certain way to the “interior” of our religion. We thus have relations with it like with no other religion. You are our privileged brothers and, one could say, our elder brothers.2


  The Jewishness of the Church is part of her own identity. What the Second Vatican Council thus recalls was not always a matter of course in the history of the Church. Today, however, many dialogue forums are committed to this claim and, in respect for one another, they work hard to find the path that God’s promises have given to his people of Jews and Gentiles. The person of Jesus Christ is not only the link, but also the point of contention in striving for the depth of God’s riches, wisdom, and knowledge (Rom 11:33). Who do Jews and Christians consider this Jesus of Nazareth to be?


  Jesus’ Jewishness has become a fixed topos in contemporary Christology.3 The horror of the Shoah has led to a rethinking in Christian theology and step by step to a purificazione della memoria.4 It was mainly baptized Christians who committed the atrocities against Jewish fellow citizens under National Socialism. Not infrequently, Church dignitaries sympathized with the Nazi regime. Vienna, the venue for the conference, also provides a thought-provoking example of this in the person of Cardinal Theodor Innitzer. The Archbishop of Vienna welcomed the so-called Anschluss of Austria in the spring of 1938 and signed a greeting note with “Heil Hitler.” Even though Innitzer subsequently distanced himself from Hitler and in October 1938 in St Stephen’s Cathedral in Vienna called Christ “our Führer,” his role remains historically controversial.5 During the war, the Viennese cardinal founded the Archbishop’s Aid Office for Non-Aryan Catholics in December 1940, which provided material, social and pastoral care for baptized Jews. Several hundred Jews were able to emigrate abroad with this support. In the decades after World War II, the Catholic Church gradually became aware of her moral debts. The Second Vatican Council in particular provided a decisive impetus with the declaration Nostra Aetate:


  True, the Jewish authorities and those who followed their lead pressed for the death of Christ; still, what happened in His passion cannot be charged against all the Jews, without distinction, then alive, nor against the Jews of today. Although the Church is the new people of God, the Jews should not be presented as rejected or accursed by God, as if this followed from the Holy Scriptures. All should see to it, then, that in catechetical work or in the preaching of the word of God they do not teach anything that does not conform to the truth of the Gospel and the spirit of Christ.


  This short passage (in section 4)6 may rightly be regarded as a turning point in the relationship between Judaism and the Catholic Church and is still the basis of many dialogue efforts today. However, the declaration on Judaism was not a vote of the preparatory commission of the Council nor a wish of bishops, but it goes back to Pope John XXIII himself, who had been in personal contact with Jews since his time in Bulgaria and Turkey.7 It is reported of the Roncalli Pope “that when he saw the pictures of the bulldozers pushing Jewish corpses into mass graves in the Nazi death camps that had just been liberated, he exclaimed: ‘This is the body of Christ.’”8 As a particular impetus, it is worth recalling here a conversation with the Jewish-French historian Jules Isaac (1877–1963) who, in the run-up to the Council, made three requests to the Pope: (1) all unjust statements about Israel in Christian doctrine should be subjected to a critical revision; (2) the erroneous legend that the Diaspora, that is, the dispersion of the Jews, was considered a punishment for the crucifixion of Jesus should be set right; and (3) the statements from the Trent Catechism should be recalled, which attributed the guilt for the death of Jesus not to the Jewish people but to “our sins.” Nostra Aetate responded to these requests and thus gave an important impetus to post-Conciliar theology. Present-day exegesis particularly emphasizes that it is not what stands out from the Judaism of the time that is to be considered authentic to Jesus, but rather what is in continuity with the Jewish faith. Christian theology, especially of the Catholic tradition which is committed to the Second Vatican Council, is thus obliged to reject any form of substitutionary theology.


  But does Jesus Christ also mean something to Jews? Or should Christology rather be left out of the Jewish–Christian conversation so as not to awaken unpleasant memories of anti-Judaic and triumphalist Christologies? Since the nineteenth century there has been a history of “bringing Jesus home” to Judaism.9 Here, too, there is an awareness that the “brother Jesus” (Shalom Ben-Chorin) lived in and fully shared the Jewish tradition.


  The title of the Vienna conference, Jesus—also the Messiah for Israel?, alluded to the thesis of the two parallel paths to salvation. That theory says that the first chosen people of Israel is saved through the Torah, but the Church from the nations through Jesus Christ! “We confess that God’s covenant with the Jewish people represents a path to salvation to God—even without the recognition of Jesus Christ,” it says programmatically in a document of the discussion group “Jews and Christians” at the Central Committee of German Catholics.10 But can there be two peoples of God from a Christian perspective? Should there be two parallel paths of salvation for Israel and the nations in the one history of salvation? Would not God then be, according to a pointed remark by Robert Spaemann, a “bigamist”?11


  The common conviction of all participants of the Vienna symposium was that God has chosen Israel and that Israel stands in the unrevoked covenant. Any form of replacement theology or supersessionism is therefore firmly rejected. The thesis of many Church Fathers that Israel has been both punished and rejected, and the old people of God replaced by the Church, the new Israel, is in need of revision. Israel is not rejected, as Paul says in Romans. God cannot be regarded as a remarried divorcee who dismisses his first wife in order to marry a new one, as the exegete Dieter Böhler SJ has noted.12


  Another conviction of all participants in the symposium was that the widespread canonical narrative of creation, fall, redemption and consummation must be expanded by taking into account the covenant history with Israel. This covenant history is not the outdated prehistory of the Church; rather, the enduring theological dignity of Israel as the “apple of God’s eye” must be recognized.13 The history of the chosen people of Israel has theological significance for the Church.


  The conviction that the Jew Jesus of Nazareth is the Messiah for Israel and for the nations also carries an aspect of promise: He has come—and he will come again to unite what has been separated and to establish the kingdom of consummation. Even if the how and the when are subject to the uncertainties of eschatology, there is hope for Jews and Christians that God’s promise will be fulfilled and that he will be “all in all” (cf. 1 Cor 15:28).


  Closely intertwined with this is the conviction that the Church of the beginning was a Church of Jews and Gentiles. The ecclesia ex gentibus, however, marginalized the ecclesia ex circumcisione more and more already in the first centuries and finally excluded and forgot about her. The return of the repressed Jesus-believing Jews in the nineteenth century and the Messianic Jewish movement in the twentieth century is therefore a sign in need of interpretation, which needs to be further considered in the common conversation between Messianic Jews and Christian theologians. Here again it was a common conviction of the participants that we cannot restore the Church of the beginning—ex gentibus and ex circumcision—through a theological conversation, but its original pattern calls for a fruitful togetherness that takes into account our intervening and often traumatic history. How exactly Messiahbelieving Jews are to be located with regard to the Church is a controversial question that needs to be further explored.


  Now, such a conversation is by no means a matter of course. When word got around that an international symposium with Messianic Jews was planned at the University of Vienna, there were frowns and critical questions among colleagues. Messianic Jews, it was objected, are no longer recognized as Jews by other varieties of Judaism, they have a reputation for proselytizing other Jews.14 Most established Churches reject institutional mission to the Jews for theological reasons, believing that Israel stands fully in the saving grace of God. But there are also vehement reservations on the part of Judaism. Abraham J. Heschel’s words to Augustin Cardinal Bea that the mission to the Jews is “spiritual fratricide” should be remembered. Most recently, the Vatican Commission for Religious Relations with Judaism once again underlined its rejection of a mission to the Jews in 2015:


  It is easy to understand that the so-called “mission to the Jews” is a very delicate and sensitive matter for Jews because, in their eyes, it involves the very existence of the Jewish people. This question also proves to be awkward for Christians, because for them the universal salvific significance of Jesus Christ and consequently the universal mission of the Church are of fundamental importance. The Church is therefore obliged to view evangelization to Jews, who believe in the one God, in a different manner from that to people of other religions and world views. In concrete terms this means that the Catholic Church neither conducts nor supports any specific institutional mission work directed towards Jews.15


  All dialogue partners must therefore be aware that an official mission to the Jews cannot be justified theologically, nor Christologically. Against this background, it is not unproblematic that there are efforts within the Messianic Jewish movement to conduct formal missions to the Jews. They not only want to bear witness to Jesus as the Messiah before their fellow Jews, which is a duty for individual believers in Messiah, but they also actively advocate the turning of the whole of Judaism toward the confession of Christ. The theologian and rabbi Mark S. Kinzer stands out all the more among Messiah-believing Jews. In his book Postmissionary Messianic Judaism, he explains from Jewish sources why Messianic Judaism can and must see itself as a Judaism that has gone beyond the mission to the Jews.16 Messianic Judaism should not be proselytizing its own brothers and sisters who are in fidelity to the Torah, but solely bearing witness to Messiah.


  Another objection to the symposium was that Messianic Judaism is a heterogeneous group that unites different, often evangelical currents within itself. The academic exchange with them jeopardizes the state of Jewish–Christian dialogue that has been reached, and the Pontifical Council for Christian Unity and Special Relations with Judaism has not yet established official relations with Messianic Jews. The rethinking that began in the Churches after the shock of the Shoah had finally turned enemies into brothers and sisters. This must not be jeopardized.


  Our response to these objections, which are understandable at first glance, was that Messianic Jews agree with us Christians in confessing Jesus as Messiah, as Christ. This is a fundamental common bond that should not be excluded or ignored for reasons of dialogue strategy. Moreover, the multifaceted Messianic Jewish movement has been growing steadily since the late 1960s and can no longer be ignored in terms of the sociology of religion alone—estimates put the number of followers at 150,000–250,000. Furthermore, with Johann Baptist Metz, the founder of the new political theology, the principle of anamnetic solidarity with the Jewish victims is to be taken seriously.17 Messianic Jews also lost family members in the Shoah; they too are to be included in the horizon of anamnetic theology. Christians should not promote the exclusions and stigmatization that Messianic Jews often experience; it cannot be their task to duplicate the inner-Jewish conflict. A theology of exclusion and contempt has existed in the Churches for far too long! It is indeed a memorable phenomenon, even an “eschatological sign” according to Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger (1927–2022), that more and more Jews are coming to believe in Jesus, the Messiah for Israel and for the nations, without the influence of the Christian Churches. As early as 2000, therefore, Pope John Paul II (1978–2005) set up a theological study group, which first began its work under Cardinal Georges Cottier (1922–2016), then continued under Cardinal Christoph Schönborn, who was in charge until 2020. Vienna was therefore chosen as the venue for the conference, where Peter Hocken and Johannes Fichtenbauer have been doing valuable preliminary work for the dialogue with Messianic Jews for years. Finally, the Vienna symposium corresponds to the express wish of Pope Francis to deepen the conversation between Christian theology and the Messianic Jewish movement in terms of content.


  The topics discussed at the symposium, as can be seen more precisely from the table of contents, after an introduction to Messianic Judaism from the different denominations,18 touch on questions of Christology, ecclesiology, and eschatology.


   (1) Jesus, the “King of the Jews,” was at the same time a “servant to the circumcision,” as Paul writes in Romans. What does Jesus’ Jewish identity mean for Christology? The Jewishness of Jesus has long been suppressed, especially in German-speaking theology, or even explicitly denied at the time of the Third Reich, when constructions of an “Aryan Jesus” emerged. Christian theology must feel committed to the statement that Jesus became “Jewish flesh.”19 This has implications for exegetical and systematic Christology.


   (2) The Church of the beginning was a Church of Jews and Gentiles. Mary, the Twelve, and Paul were Jews who lived Torah-observant lives. But the ecclesia ex gentibus marginalized the ecclesia ex circumcisione in the first centuries, even gradually excluding her with disciplinary measures. What does it mean that the Messianic Jewish movement and Jesus-believing Jews now bring back what was forgotten and lost? The disappearance of the ecclesia ex circumcisione is not just a phantom pain, but a gaping wound in ecclesiology. How can it be healed? The “parting of the ways” is a history of mutual disqualification and demarcation that has led to constructions of Judaism and Christianity. The historical boundary markers can be reconsidered with a view to the biblical witness. The Church’s constitutive reference back to Israel must not disregard the question of the place of Jesus-believing Jews in the Church. As a Church that breathes with two lungs, can it be more closely defined with Mark Kinzer as a “bilateral ecclesiology in solidarity with Israel”?20


  (3) Finally, Messianic Jews, like charismatic Christians, live in joyful expectation that Jesus, the Messiah, will soon return. They interpret the return of many Jews to the land of Israel and the growing presence of Messianic Jews in Jerusalem as portents of the Parousia. Without slipping into a political messianism that thinks it can spell out the final scenario of salvation history, the newly emerging expectation of Parousia is a productive irritation for the Christian Churches, where the cry of “Maranatha” has almost fallen silent. Augustine taught that the thousand-year kingdom was the time of the Church between the first and second coming of Christ. With this thesis he domesticated chiliasm, and his position has found its way into magisterial statements. But is Christian theology not called upon to reconsider this position? Are historical events such as the founding of the State of Israel and the return of many Jews to the land of Israel not also significant in terms of historical theology? Can they be interpreted as God’s faithfulness to Israel?


  The contributions presented at the symposium are preceded by an in-depth conversation with Cardinal Walter Kasper. The long-time President of the Council for Promoting Christian Unity was intensively involved in the conversation with Judaism. He is recognized as a specialist in Jewish–Christian dialogue and has dealt intensively with questions of Christology and ecclesiology in his theological works.21 From this perspective, he illuminates the controversial topics that were addressed at the symposium.


  The symposium Jesus—also the Messiah for Israel? was the first academic forum in Europe to address the multifaceted phenomenon of Messianic Judaism on an interdenominational basis. Naturally, it was not possible to reap the harvest of a discussion process, but rather to draw attention to the importance of the discussion between Jesus-believing Jews and Christians and to survey the thematic fields of theological discourse. The present volume, an interim result of these dialogue efforts, offers an opportunity for further consideration of the authors’ contributions. A next step will be to institutionalize the dialogue format. For the Christian Churches, dialogue with Judaism in its various forms is not a variety of interreligious dialogue, but has an ecumenical dimension. The engagement with those Jews who confess Jesus as the Messiah of Israel can enrich this conversation and even unlock the hope that the “original schism,” of which Erich Przywara spoke, can possibly be overcome. What all Jews and Christians have in common is their belief in the one and true God, in whom true unity is found (cf. Deut 6:4−6; Zeph 3:9).
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  The Messianic Jews—A “Sign Pointing Forward”


  An Interview


  Cardinal Walter Kasper / Jan-Heiner Tück


  A conference on the dialogue between Christian theology and Messianic Judaism has just taken place at the University of Vienna. The dialogue is delicate, since there is a sense in which Messianic Jews fall between the chairs. Official representatives of Judaism deny that they are Jews because they believe in Jesus the Messiah. The Christian Churches remain guarded because they do not wish to jeopardize the achievements of the Jewish–Christian dialogue. Even the Pontifical Commission for Special Relations with Judaism, if I understand correctly, has until now made no official contacts. Why is this?


  Cardinal Kasper: It is as you rightly say. In the decade from 1999 to 2010 I was president of the Pontifical Commission for Religious Relations with the Jews. It was the most exciting and most challenging time of my entire professional life.1 After much debate, the Second Vatican Council (1962–1965) with the declaration Nostra Aetate (1965) had achieved one of the most astounding new orientations in relations between Jews and Christians in the 2,000-year history of the Church and had condemned all forms of antisemitism past and present.


  According to Erich Przywara, the separation between Jews and Christians is the “original schism” of Church history; in the words of Cardinal Christoph Schönborn, it is “the deepest wound in the body of Christ.” The schism became a centuries-long estrangement, even contempt, oppression, and persecution. They reached their lowest point during the Second World War (1939–1945) in the Shoah, the attempt to annihilate European Jewry that was planned, organized, and carried out in cold blood by the National Socialist state, in which some six million Jews fell victim. After 1945, the shock over this egregious crime led to a fundamental change of thinking (metanoia) and to a deep repentance (teshuva) in almost all Churches.2


  The Commission for Religious Relations with the Jews, founded in 1974 by Pope Paul VI, was tasked with coming to terms with the burden of a centuries-long, largely dark history, and with promoting a new cooperation between Jews and Christians on the foundation laid by the Council. The construction of a new, sincere dialogue and a trustful collaboration required, especially from us Christians, consideration and sensitivity for the Jewish partners. We agreed to respect each other’s differences but in the discussions to start from what we have in common: belief in the one God and Creator as well as the Ten Words (Ten Commandments) and their significance for the joint engagement for a better and more humane world. Despite certain difficulties, we made good progress overall. From Pope John Paul II, who was on April 13, 1986, the first pope to visit the Great Synagogue of Rome, we found powerful support. Friendly encounters and dialogues between Jews and Christians at all levels worldwide are now part of everyday life in most Christian Churches. Enemies became friends.


   One can only be thankful for this development—and after the history of “befriending” and alienation, the recollection of common ground continues to be important. Nonetheless, the real conversation begins to falter when differences remain bracketed out for the sake of peace. The Jewish hesitance to tackle theological questions of doctrine and the Christian vote for a “forgoing of Christological possessions” are challenged by Messianic Jews who openly confess Christ. This is indeed a theological provocation for the ongoing conversation, is it not? 


  Cardinal Kasper: Yes, the fundamental question that divides us was not touched with the focus on what is held in common. For the Orthodox and Conservative Jewish partners close to the Jewish World Congress, the “no” to the messiahship of Jesus belonged to Jewish identity; for Christians by contrast, the faith conviction that Jesus is the Christ—that is, the expected Messiah, the Son of God, and the salvation of the world—was and remains constitutive. For the Jewish self-understanding, a Messianic Judaism therefore could not exist. Even more, since the memory of earlier compulsory catechesis is still fresh in Jewish consciousness, many Jews suspected that the dialogue might be nothing more than missionizing or proselytizing using other methods. This danger seemed to many Jews even more dangerous than the Shoah. The Shoah threatened to extinguish the physical existence of the Jewish people; the dialogue over Jesus’ messiahship and even more so Messianic Judaism was and still is, in part, perceived by many Jews as a danger to the religious and cultural identity of the Jewish people as the chosen people of God and thus as a danger of a new type of Holocaust.


  Because of the very pronounced sensitivity of Judaism, the Papal Commission for the dialogue with the Jews was not able to have direct contact with Messianic Jews. But that could not mean a general ban on conversation. Since I knew that Cardinal Christoph Schönborn was carrying on an informal dialogue with Messianic Jews, I kept myself informed about this younger branch of Judaism through one of his coworkers without in any way being active myself. Everything has and needs its time.


  How would you position the dialogue with Messianic Jews today within the panorama of the changed relations with Judaism? Should the Catholic Church consider setting up an official dialogue format?


  Cardinal Kasper: As I now know, it is a relatively small, but growing, internally pluralistic group of Jews who are to be taken seriously. They are convinced of the special election of the Jewish people and hold fast to the Torah, the Jewish law, but believe in Jesus as the expected Messiah and Savior of the world. Statistically it is not easy to compute their numbers, but it is estimated that there are between 150,000 and 250,000 members.3


  At all times there have been Jews who have let themselves be baptized and become Christians. But this type of convert is not what is happening with Messianic Jews. They adhere to the Jewish Sabbath and holy day praxis as well as to Jewish law. Nor should they be equated with the Jewish Christianity of the first centuries, who are usually referred to as Ebionites (literally: the poor) and who were opposed by the Church Fathers because of their adoptionist Christology and their legalistic way of life that was oriented to the Jewish Torah. Messianic Christians emerged first in the nineteenth century from the evangelical mission to the Jews, and after the Second World War mostly in an evangelical context or as “newborns” from a secular context.


  Through the Second Vatican Council and the declaration Nostra Aetate (NA 4), which was already prepared for by the constitution on the Church (Lumen Gentium [LG] 16), the dialogue situation from the Catholic side has improved considerably. The Catholic Church recognizes the election and the special salvation-historical position of the Jewish people. Although the majority of Jews did not accept the gospel of Jesus as the Christ, that is, the Messiah, Israel is still God’s chosen and loved people: “His gifts of grace and his calling are irrevocable.” The majority of theologians have abandoned the theory of supersessionism developed by the Church Fathers, according to which Israel, because of its unbelief in Jesus as the Messiah, lost her original election, which then passed over to the Church, making the Church the new Israel, the new people of God.


  Thus, there is a broad foundation for dialogue about the fundamental concerns of Messianic Christians. Joseph Ratzinger and Christoph Schönborn recall the word of the Apostle Paul that in the end all Israel will come to faith and be saved (Rom 11:12, 26), and place the Messianic Jews in an eschatological context. They view them as a creative work of the Holy Spirit. So are they, as it were, a vanguard of the eschatological pilgrimage of the nations to Zion promised by the prophets (cf. Isa 2:2−5; Mic 4:1−3)? Even if one should be careful with such historical-theological interpretations, one will regard the Messianic Jews as a pleasing sign of the time, which is worth further reflection.


  The growing movement of Messianic Jews is pluriform. Despite all of its diversity, though, Messianic Jews are united by their profession of Jesus as the Messiah. The question is, of course, what they mean by “messianic”? Quite different things are associated with terms like “Messiah,” “messianic,” “messianic movement.”


  Cardinal Kasper: Indeed, the crucial question is: What does “messianic” mean to the Messianic Jews? “Messiah” and “messianic” are multilayered terms both in the Bible and in today’s parlance, terms that promise good things but that can also give rise to fears of bad things. There are false prophets, about whom Jesus explicitly warns. They come across as harmless sheep, but in reality they are ravening wolves (Matt 7:15). Messiah figures appear mostly in crisis situations. They have visionary ideas and are seen as charismatic leaders and deliverers. They inspire enthusiasm and carry along the masses. But to where? As history shows, unfortunately often into the abyss. But they can also show a way out of the crisis.


  Above all, the Bible is regarded as a messianic book, and Judaism as a messianic religion. But the biblical messiah theology is multilayered; it is a theology in the making. Early on appear the still-obscure saying of Balaam (Num 24:17) and the prophecy of Nathan which foretells the eternal continuance of the House of David (2 Sam 7:12−16). The writing prophets and the Psalms take up this hope. The prophets harshly criticize David’s failure and even more so the unfaithfulness of his successors, and announce God’s judgment. In the Babylonian exile it became reality. The messianic hope seemed to have failed. But God is faithful. He had to start again, and bestowed a new Exodus, a joyful return to Jerusalem (cf. Isa 40−41, 43ff.). After the return, the restoration of the House of David and the coming of the form of a new, Spirit-anointed Messiah figure became one of the many Messiah hopes of that time.


  And these multifaceted Messiah hopes then form the pattern for Christology . . .


  Cardinal Kasper: Yes, the proclamation of the birth of Jesus and of the birthplace, the city of David, Bethlehem, are shaped entirely by this hope (cf. Luke 1:32−33; 2:4). Jesus himself in his public appearances did not claim the Messiah title for himself. He distanced himself from all affectations of power and rulership and understood his appearance and fate in the sense of the song by the suffering servant of God in the second book of Isaiah (Isa 53). He did not come to be served but to serve and to give his life as a ransom for many (cf. Mark 10:42−45). Accordingly, Jesus immediately corrected Peter’s confession of Messiah (Matt 16:16) with reference to his impending suffering and resurrection (Matt 16:21). Only in the trial before the High Council and Pontius Pilate is the Messiah question explicitly posed. His opponents use it to be able to position Jesus as the alleged royal pretender against Caesar (Matt 27:11; John 18:33; 19:12, 14, 19). Pilate sees through the game, turns the tables, and like his band of soldiers makes fun of this king of the Jews. The cross titulus, “Jesus of Nazareth, King of the Jews” (Mark 15:26 par.; John 19:19) is meant by Pilate as a mockery, and yet it captures the essence of Jesus’ kingship. Jesus is the king on the cross; the cross is his throne. In the Fourth Gospel, the exaltation on the cross becomes his exaltation to the right hand of God and his installation as the Son of God in power (Rom 1:3−4). He has descended and is as such exalted (Phil 2:6−11). The New Testament title of Messiah includes the descent, the kenosis into lowliness, it includes the resurrection and the exaltation and Jesus’ divine sonship. The Gospel according to Mark begins and ends with this confession (Mark 1:1; 15:39).


  Jewish research on Jesus has “brought home” Jesus into the semantic universe of Israel as “Galilean Hasid” and “brother,” but at the same time asserts reservations against concepts of New Testament Christology such as pre-existence, incarnation, kenosis, and exaltation. Here Messianic Judaism takes a clearly different path . . .


  Cardinal Kasper: If we look at the different positions, then we find forms there of adoptionist Christology but also statements, and they seem to be the majority, that are based on Catholic, Orthodox, and Reformational theology. The majority of Messianic Jews oppose the views of modern liberal and postmodern life-of-Jesus research, for which Jesus is only the Galilean itinerant preacher or the elder brother. They affirm the resurrection and the deity of Jesus. One of their leading theologians speaks clearly and unequivocally for the compatibility of his understanding of Messiah with the Council of Nicaea (325),4 whose 1700th anniversary will be celebrated in a few years by all Churches standing in the tradition of the early Church.


  At first glance it is a paradox: It is the Jews, of all people, who remind us of the core of Christian confession and of our common Christian tradition. But one key difference remains. The reason for Jesus’ controversy with his opponents was not initially the Messiah claim but Jesus’ authoritative interpretation of the Torah, specifically the Sabbath commandment and the purity regulations. Particularly in Paul’s epistle to the Galatians, it is again about this dispute and about the freedom of the Christian from Jewish law: “For freedom Christ has set us free. Stand firm, therefore, and do not let yourself be subjected again to the yoke of slavery.” And: “For in Christ it no longer depends on being circumcised or uncircumcised” (Gal 5:1, 6). Neither for Jesus nor for Paul did freedom mean individualistic arbitrariness. It becomes effective in love (Gal 5:6). The fulfillment of the law of Christ consists in carrying one another’s burdens (Gal 6:2). Love for God and for neighbor is the all-encompassing commandment (Mark 12:28−32) and the fulfillment of the Law (Rom 13:10). This understanding of Christian freedom is the crucial and all-determining point of distinction with respect to Messianic Jews.


  You have mentioned the Council of Nicaea (325), which defined the relationship of Father and Son via the non-biblical term “homo-ousios” in order to take a position against Arian subordinationism. In the Messianic Jewish movement there are reservations about the Hellenistic terminology of the early Church councils. They would obscure the biblical heritage. on the other hand, Messianic Jews agree with Karl Barth’s dictum that the Word of God did not become man in a general sense but rather became “Jewish flesh,” and they emphasize the Jewish root of Christology. What does the Jewishness of Jesus mean for Christology today?


  Cardinal Kasper: Not only Messianic Jews but also Christian theologians today criticize the Hellenistic terminology of the early Church councils, especially in the doctrine of the Trinity, and many Christians can do little with it. Of course, if one criticizes the Hellenization of Christianity, one must not overlook the fact that Jerusalem was already a Hellenistic city at the time of Jesus, Galilee was largely bilingual, and among the first Christians, as the example of the protomartyr Stephen shows, conflicts already broke out early on between the Hellenists and the Hebrews (Acts 6:1).


  Paul himself came from Tarsus in Asia Minor, at that time a center of Hellenistic culture. Thus, it should come as no surprise that Paul also made use of Hellenistic terminology when he says that the law is written by nature (physei) into the hearts of Gentiles, that is, into their conscience (syneidesis) (Rom 2:14−15). In his speech at the Areopagus in Athens he speaks of Gentiles who seek God, who can grope for him and find him, and appeals for this to the Gentile poet Aratus of Soli (cf. Acts 17:27−28).


  It is especially important that the Hebrew Old Testament was translated into Greek between 250 and 100 BC and became widespread through the Septuagint. The New Testament is written in the Greek language. It is true that Jesus himself spoke in Aramaic, but we only have his words in the Greek language. Already Philo of Alexandria (14/10 BC–AD 40) who sought to explain Jewish thought with the help of Hellenic philosophy, was valued by the early Greek Church Fathers.


  Today, the Hellenistic terminology is no longer comprehensible for many. For this reason, some theologians today are again taking up elements of Hebrew language or ideas offered by Jewish philosophers in order to make the Christian faith understandable in a new way.5 Christian theologians as well as Messianic Jews stand here, I think, before the same hermeneutic problem of retranslating the biblical language and the Hellenistic language world of the tradition.


  Behind the hermeneutical problem, which is at the same time an eminently pastoral problem, lies the deeper problem of substance that Karl Barth rightly pointed out. God did not become man in a general sense; he became sarx, that is, weak flesh (John 1:14), a Jewish man, and thus joined a people that was hated and despised even before the Christianization of antiquity. Antisemitism already had, after all, preChristian roots. As a Jew, Jesus belonged to a people on the edges of the Roman Empire that was partly esteemed but also partly despised. The Jewishness of Jesus is not a secondary and ultimately indifferent matter, as Karl Rahner falsely believed. By being a Jew, Jesus entered into the salvation history of God with Abraham and Moses and into the lineage of David. In his person Jesus connects Jews and Christians. The antisemitism that is unfortunately resurgent today, which must actually be designated as anti-Judaism, thus affects not only the Jews, but also the Christians.


  If one isolates Jesus from his Jewishness and speaks of Jesus’ humanity only in a general, abstract way, then one disincarnates him. One then falls into the gnostic danger of an ahistorical spiritualization of Christology and with this of Christianity as a whole.6 The Church took action against this temptation early on. She has held fast to the salvation-historical Jewish anchoring of Jesus and of the Christian faith in Jesus the Christ, by incorporating into the creed the natus ex Maria virgine [“born of the virgin Mary”] from the line of David (Luke 1:27; Rom 1:2) and by making the circumcision of Jesus on the eighth day after his birth (Luke 2:21), as prescribed by the Jewish law, a Christian liturgical feast, which was observed on the eighth day of Christmas until the post-Conciliar liturgical reform.7


  Jesus is the son of a “virgo israelitica” (Augustine). By circumcision on the eighth day, he is marked as a Jew in Barth’s sense. This is reminiscent of the Jewish root of Christology. At the same time, however, the work of Jesus already reaches well beyond the borders of Israel, indeed Christians ascribe universal significance to Christ . . .


  Cardinal Kasper: Christianity is enduringly rooted in the concrete history of salvation and is therefore constitutively connected with Judaism. And yet Jesus as a man, like all humans, is a concretum universale, whose family tree Luke traces back to Adam (Luke 3:37) and whom Paul calls the “new Adam” (1 Cor 15:22). Already during his earthly life, Jesus crossed the border to the non-Jews and turned to the centurion of Capernaum (Matt 8:5−13), the Syro-Phoenician woman (Mark 7:24−30), and the Samaritan woman at Jacob’s Well (John 4:1−26). At the end, he sent out his disciples to all the nations of the world (Matt 28:19−20; Luke 24:47; Acts 1:8) and to all creatures (Mark 16:15−18).


  On his missionary journeys, Paul respectively went first to the Jews (Rom 1:16) but regarded himself as the apostle to the Gentiles or to the nations (Acts 9:15; Rom 1:6; Gal 2:7−9), who was to the Jews a Jew, and to those without the law as one without the law. He knew that he was bound to the law of Christ and became all things to all men for the sake of the gospel (1 Cor 9:20−23). This is Christian freedom: rooted in the history of the first covenant people and yet open to all peoples. The distinction between Jews and non-Jews as well as the ethnic, social, and gender distinctions are relativized by baptism in Christ (Gal 3:28; 1 Cor 12:13; Rom 1:14). This means for us that we are not chained to the Hellenistic-Latin culture, and Christians cannot, pointedly, be German Christians either. Christian concreteness and—understood in the original sense of the word—catholic universality belong inseparably together.


  The Church is “Church of Jews and Gentiles.” But, to put it briefly, the ecclesia ex gentibus marginalized the ecclesia ex circumcisione more and more in the first centuries and finally suppressed her. Now since the 1960s there have been more and more Jesus-believing Jews who have come to faith in Jesus the Messiah without the influence of the Church. Would you view it as a return of the ecclesia ex circumcisione?


  Cardinal Kasper: This question can only be answered in a larger context of salvation history. According to Augustine, the Church has existed since the righteous Abel (ecclesia ab Abel iusto). Vatican II adopted this viewpoint (LG 2). The Church Fathers therefore spoke of “holy Gentiles” such as Abel, Enoch, and others. According to the testimony of the New Testament, God wills the salvation of all men, and he wills it in Jesus Christ, who is the mediator between God and men (1 Tim 2:4). Adam already points forward typologically to the new Adam, who is Jesus Christ (Rom 5:14; cf. 1 Cor 15:22). Christ is the firstborn of all creation; in him, through him, and for him were all things created (Col 1:15−16); he is the key, focal point, and goal of all human history (Gaudium et Spes 10).


  Everything that is good and true in the world is valued by the Church as preparation for the good news and as a gift from him who enlightens every human being (LG 16; cf. NA 1−2). Therefore, in the non-Christian religions, even if they distort the image of God (Rom 1:21−23), one can speak of a hidden anonymous presence of Christ, of his light and his power. Thus, the Council can say: “Those also can attain to salvation who through no fault of their own do not know the Gospel of Christ or His Church, yet sincerely seek God and moved by grace strive by their deeds to do His will as it is known to them through the dictates of conscience” (LG 16).


  With Abraham a new epoch of salvation history begins. God steps out of his anonymity and addresses people like Abraham (Isa 41:8; James 2:23) and Moses (Exod 33:11) as his friends (Dei Verbum 2).8 Abraham is called out from his people and from his ancestral homeland. He is given the promise to be father of a great people; in him all families of the earth will be blessed (Gen 12:1−3 and elsewhere). Abraham is thus called to be a nomad of faith and to walk with God. Thus, knowledge of God from the cosmic order is joined by historical revelation and faith as a journey with God in hope, which is often hope against all hope (Rom 4:18).


  This hope applies especially to the covenant people of Israel, whom God, through Moses at the burning bush, promised to lead and accompany out of slavery in Egypt into a land flowing with milk and honey (Exod 3:4−12). At Sinai, God chooses Israel to be his own people, a kingdom of priests and a holy people (Exod 19:6). The making of the covenant takes place through the sprinkling with the blood of the covenant (Exod 24), which in the New Testament becomes a foresign of the blood of the new covenant shed on the cross (Luke 22:20; 1 Cor 11:25). With Moses and with Abraham, the sign of the covenant should be circumcision (Exod 12:48−49).


  In the New Testament, the history of Israel and its journey through the wilderness typologically points forward to Christ and the Church (1 Cor 10:1−6). This led in the Church Fathers to typological exegesis, which interprets the Old Testament as a prefiguration of the new covenant and understands the new covenant from the old covenant as its surpassing fulfillment.9 The Old Testament people of God thus becomes the prefiguration of the New Testament ecclesia ex circumcisione. Through its function as a pointer to Christ, it has a constitutive, unique significance for Christianity that cannot be replaced by other religions such as Hinduism or Buddhism.


  To be sure, one must not make the mistake of reducing post-biblical and thus contemporary Judaism to the Old Testament. One must distinguish between pre-Christian Old Testament Judaism, to which the New Testament refers, and the Judaism that was contemporaneous with Jesus and his time, whose leaders decided against Jesus as the Christ, and finally the post-biblical Rabbinic and Talmudic Judaism, which, independent of the Church and in a critical stance toward her, developed beyond biblical Judaism. Today Judaism understands itself as either Ashkenazi or Sephardic, and depending on the case, among others, as orthodox, conservative, or as reform-oriented liberal, or also as secular Judaism.


  Ecclesia ex circumcisione is the term used to designate Jewish Christianity, which consists of Jews who, coming from the circumcision, converted to Jesus Christ, were baptized, and became the Church of Jesus Christ. Paul is talking about them when he says that the distinction between Jews and Greeks has lost its meaning in Christ, that is, with baptism (Gal 3:3, 26−29; 5:6; 1 Cor 12:13; Col 3:11). The Epistle to the Ephesians reflects the relationship of the Gentile Christians (ecclesia ex gentibus) to the Jewish Christians. Christ “made both one and through his death broke down the dividing wall of enmity. He abolished the law with its commandments and ordinances, to make the two into one person and into the one new man. He established peace and reconciled both through the cross with God in one body. In his person he killed the enmity . . . So then you are no longer strangers without citizenship but rather fellow citizens with the holy ones and members of the household of God” (Eph 2:14−16, 19).10


  But against the background of this important passage from Ephesians, how would you evaluate the phenomenon of the Messianic Jews? Can one see in them a kind of return of the ecclesia ex circumcisione lost in history?


  Cardinal Kasper: It is obvious that these statements cannot be transferred to the relationship of today’s Church with today’s Jews outside the Church, a Church which—as ecclesia ex gentibus—emerged almost exclusively from the old as well as from the new Gentiles. Nor can they be transferred to the relationship of the Church to the Messianic Jews. They are a new phenomenon that did not exist at that time. They confess Jesus as the Messiah, but hold fast to the binding nature of the Old Testament–Jewish law and thus have not taken the step from Judaism to Christianity and to the Church. That is why they are also not to be confused with the Christians whom Paul criticizes harshly in Galatians because they have backslid and are again living according to the Torah (Gal 1:6−8; 2).


  The Messianic Jews fall in a sense between all these chairs. They cannot be co-opted, and one should not try to do so either. They make their own contribution as a new variant of Judaism. They show that Judaism is also not just a finished entity. If I understand them correctly, they do not want to be the historical restoration of the old Jewish Christianity but rather understand themselves as witnesses to the eschatological hope proclaimed by Paul of the reconciliation of Jews and Christians at the end of time (Rom 11:12, 25−26).11 It is exclusively an act of God and therefore excludes every form of active Church mission to Jews and proselytism.12 It is true that there will always be individual Jews who become Christians of their own free decision. These are personal decisions that both sides must recognize on the grounds of religious freedom. They cannot and do not want to lead to a restoration of Jewish Christianity.


  But should not the loss of the ecclesia ex circumcisione be further considered? Has not the driving out of the Jewish Christians from the ecclesia ex gentibus wounded the Catholic Church? Does not the “original schism” between Israel and Church bring into question the Council’s teaching that the Church of Jesus Christ is concretely realized in the Catholic Church and is precisely not broken up into fragments (cf. LG 8: “subsistit in”)?


  Cardinal Kasper: The end of the Church from the Jewish people is undoubtedly a deep, painful wound in the body of Christ. The Church was alienated from her root (Rom 11:16−24), and thus weakened in her life force. I would not speak of fragmentation. The coming of the kingdom of God proclaimed by Jesus is in its completed form only in “coming,” but in the Holy Spirit it is already a reality in its beginnings (cf. LG 3). Thus, the Church of Christ, even though she is deeply wounded and her full realization is still pending until the reconciliation with the Jewish people, is already really there.13


  We cannot bring about the eschatological coming of the kingdom of God through our own actions; we can only humbly hope and pray for it as an eschatological act reserved for God. But we can “work away” at the healing of the wound by becoming aware of the Jewish root, endeavoring to concretely live out our common rootedness, and drawing strength for renewal from the Jewish root. The Church needs the Jewish people; they are by their very existence a reminder not to be arrogant: “For we do not support the root, but the root supports us” (cf. Rom 11:18).


  For Messianic Jews, the hope is historically concrete. They see the return of many Jews to the land of their fathers as a sign of God’s faithfulness to his people, and expect Christian dialogue partners to respond accordingly. Whoever says that Israel stands in an irrevocable covenant must actually also recognize the land promise given with this covenant, thus the expectation. Without advocating a political messianism, one could understand the land as a sacramental reality, and, in the sense of the threefold distinction of Aquinas, say:14 As a signum rememorativum, the gathering of the dispersed children of the house of Israel is a reminder of the manifold land promises of the old covenant. As a signum demonstrativum, the homecoming of the exiles to the land is at the same time a sign of God’s covenant faithfulness to Israel. Finally, there would also be a signum prognosticum in this noteworthy process, insofar as a surplus is connected with the initial realization of the land promise, which points to the home in heaven. How would you assess this sacramental interpretation of the land of Israel?


  Cardinal Kasper: With this question we run up against a difficult and conflict-laden problem, in which theological controversies are closely linked to highly political disputes.15 Even if one must distinguish between the promised land, eretz Israel, and the statehood, the national territory, the constitution and politics of the State of Israel, one must recognize that the Jews, after the bitter experiences of the Shoah, understandably expect us Christians to show solidarity with their land, also in political questions, and that we vigorously resist all new forms of antisemitism.


  The land promise in the Old Testament is fundamental (cf. Gen 15:18−21; 17:8; Exod 3:8, etc.), and for the Jewish people it is important for survival. Also among Christians, the land which was earlier called Palestine and now largely comprises the State of Israel, arouses deep religious feelings. For Christians it is the “holy land,” where already Abraham was on the way, which was promised to Moses and his people, where the prophets worked and David was king; for Christians it is the land where Jesus was born, was publicly active, died and rose again, and the land where the original Christian community was at home. For every Christian visitor it is impressive to return to one’s own roots, to walk in the footsteps of Jesus, and to read and meditate on the biblical texts in the places where it all happened. Thus, the holy land is also for Christians a signum rememorativum par excellence. It keeps awake the consciousness of the common heritage of Jews and Christians and the enduring bond of Christians with the first covenant people.


  The return and homecoming of many Jewish exiles to the land of their fathers is a consequence of the Shoah and should for this very reason give us Germans reason for reflection. After the dreadful experience of the Shoah, many Jews sought in the land of their fathers a land in which they could live in peace according to their own laws and customs and where they could also defend themselves. They regard the fact that they survived and were permitted to return to and settle in the land of their fathers as a sign of God’s covenantal faithfulness to his people. For us Christians, the Shoah and the return of many Jews to their land opened our eyes anew to the unbreakable validity of God’s covenant with his people and the enduring importance that it also has for Christians. We too are heirs of this covenant and therefore advocates of the people of this covenant and of its land promised to it. That includes respect vis-à-vis the observance of the Torah, the Jewish religious festivals, rites and customs. Paul: “The law is holy and the commandment is holy, righteous and good” (Rom 7:12).


  One who is familiar with the concrete circumstances of the taking possession of the land, who is familiar moreover with the serious conflicts, the unresolved problems, not least the great suffering experienced by non-Jews who had to leave the land, even if he sees the return of the Jews to the land of their fathers as a noteworthy sign of God’s providence and faithfulness, will see it as an ambiguous sign and will therefore be cautious with a demonstrative sacramental interpretation. The Holy See has for this reason recognized the State of Israel under international law but has not provided any theological, let alone sacramental, interpretation. The designation “sacramental” belongs theologically only to a few very specific salvation-mediating ecclesiastical symbolic actions accompanied by effective words that were instituted by Jesus Christ. Even of the Church, the Second Vatican Council carefully says only that she is “as it were, a sacrament” (veluti sacramentum; LG 1). The homecoming of many Jewish exiles can therefore at most be described as sacramental in a very analogous sense, in which the difference is greater than the similarity.


  In the case of pre-Christian cultic Jewish rites, the New Testament and the Christian tradition speak of a praefiguratio of the coming of Christ and the sacraments of the Church. This applies above all to Old Testament sacrifices in relation to the sacrifice of the cross, to circumcision in relation to baptism, and to the Jewish Passover meal in relation to the Eucharist; they are all accorded a prognostic meaning toward Christ. With the coming of Jesus, the Old Testament sacrifices lost their significance for salvation.16 However, since the sacraments, for their part, have a prognostic significance with regard to the eschatological arrival (Parousia) of Jesus Christ in glory, the circumcision and the Passover meal in particular still have a prognostic significance related to the Parousia.


  The Parousia is an important topic. Messianic Jews are moved by a joyful expectation of the coming of the Lord, which stands in conspicuous contrast to the “expectation fatigue” of many Christians today. They are thus an incarnated contradiction of the thesis that the Messiah is no longer expected by Jews either,17 and raise the question of whether Jewish expectation of Messiah and Christian hope for the Parousia come together at the end.


  Cardinal Kasper: I think that the Bible gives an utter “No” to this postmodern expectation fatigue. It is a single Adieu tristesse [farewell to sadness]! It was liberal theology that hung a “closed” sign at the office of eschatology for Jews and Christians alike, and thought it could be replaced by intraworldly humanist, pacifist, socialist, existentialist, and other future utopias. In the meantime, we have been rudely awakened from this dance of dreams. We cannot pull ourselves out by our own hair from the swamp in which we are stuck.


  Jews and Christians, for whom the Bible is, after all, the book of life, place their hope in God and expect the Messiah at the end of time as the Savior who establishes peace (shalom) between the nations and in the cosmos. This universal, cosmic peace also includes the reconciliation of Jews and Christians. According to Paul, when the Gentiles in full number have obtained salvation, all Israel (pâs Israel) will come to faith and be saved (Rom 11:12, 26). The Christians believe they know the coming Messiah in Jesus and will then recognize him again. The Jews, in the eschatological Parousia, will for the first time recognize and acknowledge Jesus of Nazareth as Messiah, who already came but was not recognized by them.


  This does not mean that there is a second way of salvation for Jews apart from or alongside Jesus Christ. In him alone is salvation (Acts 4:12; 1 Tim 2:5). Solus Christus! He is our peace (Eph 2:14). Yet, on the basis of the will of God, inscrutable to us (Rom 11:33), Jews and Christians walk this one eschatological way of salvation in different manners, or as the Council says, “shoulder to shoulder” (NA 4). They are, so to speak, our siblings in faith, and form the one people of God as different “communities on the way.” It is an important contribution of the Messianic Jews to have drawn attention to this again. In doing so, they remind us that we too as Church are still on the way and are only heading toward the consummation in the eternal homeland. The Church is not the goal of our journey. It is never finished and not definitive. That rightly contradicts a number of ecclesial triumphalisms.


  We can form no concrete idea of the eschatological reality that surpasses all comprehension, and can speak of it only in pictures. Basically, we can only say that in the end God will be all in all (1 Cor 15:28). That does not mean spiritualizing our hope. For it says that in the end, all reality—the history of each individual as well as that of the peoples, in a special way that of the chosen people—will reach consummation. They will be purified by the judgment of God in a transfigured way and will enter into the final reality.


  This universal peace cannot be anticipated or brought about by force, neither by the Jews nor by the Church, and certainly not by any intra-worldly powers. That is why Paul concludes his reflections with the following statement, with which I would also like to conclude: “Everything is from God, and through him, and to him is the whole creation” (Rom 11:36). We may, without ever being finished, find God in all things and we with our Jewish brothers and sisters together make our way to God.


  (Translated by John David Martin, James Earle Patrick, and Wayne Coppins from the German: “Die messianischen Juden – ein ‘nach vorne weisendes Zeichen.’ Ein Gespräch mit Walter Kardinal Kasper”)


  


  1. More detail on this in: Walter Kasper, Juden und Christen – das eine Volk Gottes (Freiburg i. Br.: Herder, 2020): 13−19.


  2. An exception are some of the newer, evangelical congregations, which surely cannot be considered as Reformational Churches. The attitude among the Orthodox Churches is different and unfortunately sometimes has antisemitic traits.


  3. In addition to the standard surveys on this topic, I found the volume by James E. Patrick (ed.), Jesus, King of the Jews? Messianic Judaism, Jewish Christians, and Theology Beyond Supersessionism (Vienna: Toward Jerusalem Council II, 2021), particularly appealing. A comprehensive overview is offered by the former President of the Messianic Jewish Alliance, Richard Harvey, Mapping Messianic Jewish Theology: A Constructive Approach (Milton Keynes: Paternoster, 2009).


  4. Mark S. Kinzer, “Is Jesus of Nazareth Still King of the Jews? New Testament Christology and the Jewish People,” in Patrick, (ed.), Jesus, King of the Jews? (see note 3), 43−55, at 53.


  5. Examples include: Martin Buber, Franz Rosenzweig, Hermann Cohen, Walter Benjamin, Max Horkheimer, Theodor W. Adorno, Hannah Arendt, Hans Jonas, Emmanuel Levinas, Jacques Derrida, etc.


  6. Cf. Johannes Cornides, “The Cost to the Church of Losing the Jews: Christian Doctrine as a History of Forgetting,” in Patrick, ed., Jesus, King of the Jews? (see note 3), 33−42, at 39−40.


  7. On the re-introduction of this feast, cf. Jan-Heiner Tück, “Beschneidung Jesu. Ein Zeichen gegen die latente Israelvergessenheit der Kirche,” in Beschneidung Jesus. Was sie Juden und Christen heute bedeutet, ed. Jan-Heiner Tück (Freiburg i. Br.: Herder, 2019): 27−60.


  8. The Muslims are also counted among the Abrahamic religions. They derive their Abrahamic descent from Ishmael, the son of Hagar, Sarah’s handmaid (cf. Gen 16), they are acquainted with circumcision, and they expect the Day of Judgment, when God resurrects all people and repays them. They revere God through prayer, alms, and fasting (cf. NA 3).


  9. Typological exegesis was rediscovered and renewed especially by Jean Daniélou, Sacramentum futuri (Paris: Beauchesne, 1950), Henri de Lubac, Der geistige Sinn der Schrift (Einsiedeln: Johannes-Verlag, 1952), and others. Hans Urs von Balthasar, Joseph Ratzinger. and others have taken up this concern.
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