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A Sacred Obligation

Rethinking Christian Faith in Relation to Judaism and the Jewish People
A Statement by the Christian Scholars Group on Christian-Jewish Relations

SINCE ITS INCEPTION IN 1969, THE CHRISTIAN
Scholars Group has been seeking to develop more ade-
guate Christian theologies of the church’s relationship
to Judaism and the Jewish people. Pursuing this work
for over three decades under varied sponsorship, the
members of our association of Protestant and Roman
Catholic biblical scholars, historians, and theologians
have published many volumes on Christian-Jewish re-
lations.

Our work has a historical context. For most of the
past two thousand years, Christians have erroneously
portrayed Jews as unfaithful, holding them collectively
responsible for the death of Jesus and therefore ac-
cursed by God. In agreement with many official Chris-
tian declarations, we regect this accusation as histori-
cally false and theologicaly invalid. It suggests that
God can be unfaithful to the eternal covenant with the
Jewish people.

= We acknowledge with shame the suffering this

distorted portrayal has brought upon the Jewish
people.

= We repent of thisteaching of contempt.

= Our repentance requires usto build a new

teaching of respect.

Thistask isimportant at any time, but the deadly cri-
sesin the Middle East and the frightening resurgence of
anti- Semitism worldwide give it particular urgency.

We believe that revising Christian teaching about Ju-
daism and the Jewish people is a centra and indis-
pensable obligation of theology in our time. It is essen-
tial that Christianity both understand and represent Ju-
daism accurately, not only as a matter of justice for the
Jewish people, but also for the integrity of Christian
faith, which we cannot proclaim without reference to
Judaism.

Moreover, since there is a unique bond between
Christianity and Judaism, revitalizing our appre-
ciation of Jewish religious life will deepen our
Christian faith. We base these convictions on
ongoing scholarly research and the officia
statements of many Christian denominations
over the past fifty years.

We are grateful for the willingness of many
Jews to engage in dialogue and study with us.
We welcome it when, on September 10, 2000,
Jewish scholars sponsored by the Institute of
Christian and Jewish Studies in Baltimore issued
a historic declaration, Dabru Emet: A Jewish
Satement on Christians and Christianity. This
document, affirmed by notable rabbis and Jew-
ish scholars, called on Jews to re-examine their
understanding of Christianity. This historic
statement, issued September 1, 2002, featured in
Faith Transformed: Christian Encounters with
Jews and Judaism, edited by John C. Merkle and
published by the American Interfaith Institute in

cooperation with The Liturgical Press. Professor
Merkle and his colleagues in the Christian Scholars
Group on Christian-Jewish Relations wish to thank the
American Interfaith Institute and its founder Irvin J.
Borowsky for publishing Faith Transformed containing
“ A Sacred Obligation.”
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Encouraged by the work of both Jewish and Christian colleagues, we offer the
following ten statements for the consideration of our fellow Christians

1. God’s covenant with the Jewish
people endures forever: For centuries
Christians claimed that their covenant
with God replaced or superseded the
Jewish covenant. We renounce this
clam. We believe that God does not
revoke divine promises. We affirm that
God is in covenant with both Jews and
Chrigtians. Tragically, the entrenched
theology of supersessionism continues
to influence Christian faith, worship,
and practice, even though it has been
repudiated by many Christian de-
nominations and many Christians no
longer accept it. Our recognition of the
abiding validity of Judaism has impli-
cations for all aspects of Chrigtian life.

2. Jesus of Nazareth lived and died
as a faithful Jew: Christians worship
the God of Israel in and through Jesus
Christ.  Supersessionism, however,
prompted Christians over the centuries
to speak of Jesus as an opponent of
Judaism. This is historically incorrect.
Jewish worship, ethics, and practice
shaped Jesus life and teachings. The
scriptures of his people inspired and
nurtured him. Christian preaching and
teaching today must describe Jesus
earthly life as engaged in the ongoing
Jewish quest to live out God's cove-
nant in everyday life.

3. Ancient rivalries must not define
Christian-Jewish relations today:
Although today we know Christianity
and Judaism as separate religions,
what became the church was a move-
ment within the Jewish community for
many decades after the ministry and
resurrection of Jesus. The destruction
of the Jerusalem Temple by Roman
armies in the year 70 of the first cen-
tury caused a crisis among the Jewish
people. Various groups, including
Christianity and early rabbinic Juda
ism, competed for leadership in the
Jewish community by claiming that
they were the true heirs of biblical Is-
rael. The gospels reflect thisrivalry
in which the disputants exchanged

various accusations. Christian charges
of hypocrisy and legalism misrepresent
Judaism and congtitute an unworthy
foundation for Christian self- under-
standing.

4. Judaism is a living faith, enriched
by many centuries of development:
Many Christians mistakenly equate
Judaism with biblical Israel. However,
Judaism, like Christianity, developed
new modes of belief and practicein the
centuries after the destruction of the
Temple. The rabbinic tradition gave
new emphasis and understanding to
existing practices, such as communal
prayer, study of Torah, and deeds of
loving-kindness. Thus Jews could live
out the covenant in a world without the
Temple. Over time they developed an
extensive body of interpretive litera-
ture that continues to enrich Jewish
life, faith, and understanding. Chris-
tians cannot fully understand Judaism
apart from its post-biblical develop-
ment, which can also enrich and en-
hance Christian faith.

5. The Bible both connects and sepa-
rates Jews and Christians: Some
Jews and Christians today, in the proc-
ess of studying the Bible together, are
discovering new ways of reading that
provide a deeper appreciation of both
traditions. While the two communities
draw from the same biblical texts of
ancient Israel, they have developed
different traditions of interpretation.
Christians view these texts through the
lens of the New Testament, while Jews
understand these scriptures through the
traditions of rabbinic commentary.

Referring to the first part of the
Christian Bible as the “Old Testament”
can wrongly suggest that these texts
are obsolete. Alternative expressions —
“Hebrew Bible,” “First Testament,” or
“Shared Testament” — athough aso
problematic, may better express the
church’s renewed appreciation of the
ongoing power of these scriptures for
both Jews and Christians.

6. Affirming God’s enduring cove-
nant with the Jewish people has con-
sequences for Christian under stand-
ing of salvation: Christians meet
God's saving power in the person of
Jesus Christ and believe that this
power is available to all people in him.
Christians have therefore taught for
centuries that salvation is available
only through Jesus Christ. With their
recent realization that God's covenant
with the Jewish people is eternal,
Christians can now recognize in the
Jewish tradition the redemptive power
of God at work. If Jews, who do not
share our faith in Christ, are in a sav-
ing covenant with God, then Chris-
tians need new ways of understanding
the universal significance of Christ.

7. Christians should not target Jews
for conversion: In view of our convic-
tion that Jews are in an eternal cove-
nant with God, we renounce mission-
ary efforts directed at converting Jews.
At the same time, we welcome oppor-
tunities for Jews and Christians to bear
witness to their respective experiences
of God's saving ways Neither can
properly clam to possess knowledge
of God entirely or exclusively.

8. Christians worship that teaches
contempt for Judaism dishonors
God: The New Testament contains
passages that have frequently gener-
ated negative attitudes toward Jews
and Judaism. The use of these texts in
the context of worship increases the
likelihood of hostility toward Jews.
Christian anti-Jewish theology has aso
shaped worship in ways that denigrate
Judaism and foster contempt for Jews.
We urge church leaders to examine
scripture readings, prayers, the struc-
ture of the lectionaries, preaching and
hymns to remove distorted images of
Judaism. A reformed Christian liturgi-
cal life would express a new relation-
ship with Jews and thus honor God.



We urge all Christiansto reflect on their faith in light of these statements.
For us, thisis a sacred obligation.

9. We affirm the importance of the land of Israel for
the life of the Jewish people: The land of Israel has a-
ways been of central significance to the Jewish people.
However, Christian theology charged that the Jews
had condemned themselves to homelessness by rejecting
God's Messiah. Such supersessionism precluded any
possibility for Christian understanding of Jewish attach-
ment to the land of Isragl. Christian theologians can no
longer avoid this crucial issue, especialy in light of the
complex and persistent conflict over the land. Recogniz-
ing that both Israelis and Palestinians have the right to
live in peace and security in ahomeland of their own, we
call for efforts that contribute to a just peace among all
the peoples of the region.

10. Christians should work with Jews for the healing
of the world: For aimost a century, Jews and Christians
in the United States have worked together on important
social issues, such as the rights of workers and civil
rights. As violence and terrorism intensify in our time,
we must strengthen our common efforts in the work of
justice and peace to which both the prophets of Isragl and
Jesus summon us. These common efforts by Jews and
Christians offer a vision of human solidarity and provide
models of collaboration with people of other faith tradi-
tions.
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