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Pope John Paul IPs pastoral 
visit to America brought a revival 
of Christian-Jewish anecdotes in 
its wake. One such story tells of 
Cohen's conversion to Catholi
cism, for reasons unknown. The 
Knights of Columbus hosted a 
banquet in Cohen's honor. Called 
upon to speak, Cohen looked at 
his audience-vdevoted lay Cath
olics, priests^ bishops, and mon
signore—and began his address, 
"Fellow goyim." 

That genre of Jewish humor is 
meant to console. It implies that 
the conversion has not "taken." 
A Jew always remains a Jew. 

The true challenge to Jewish 
identity comes less from outright 
conversion than from quiet "de
conversion." It is not the cross 
but the hyphen that dissolves 
Jewish identity. The Judeo-
Christian hyphen is turned into a 
sign of identity. Blue and white 
lights or green and red fixtures, 
hot-cross buns or latkes, they all 
signal the same directions. The 
threat is the common notion that 
deep down, Judaism and Chris
tianity are twin faiths without 
significant differences. 

In the Rabbi's Study 

The two of them—attractive, 
intelligent, young, and very much 
in love—enter my study. Sam, a 
Jew, and Peggy, a Christian. 
Their object is matrimony, and 
their goal is to find a rabbi liberal 
enough to officiate at the mixed 
union or alongside a liberal 
priest. Neither seeks conversion. 
They seek an "equal opportu
nity" cleric. 

They both have a vague senti
mental attachment to the faiths in 
which they were raised and gen

uine filial fidelities to their 
parents. They have thought out 
the dilemma of raising children; 
they will offer the best of two re
ligious civilizations. "If it's a boy, 
we'll have him both circumcised 
and baptized," they agree. They 
do not see conflict in this ar
rangement. Instead, they are 
convinced that the wisdom of 
both Old and New Testaments 
will enrich their lives and confirm 
the prophet Malachi: "Has not 
one Father created us? Has not 
one God made us?" (2:10). They 
take courage from how alike the 
sister traditions are. Toward their 
own and each other's belief and 
practice they offer benign neu
trality. 

The discussion wanders. At 
one point, perhaps out of frustra
tion, I ask what they think of my 
officiating as both rabbi and 
priest. They are taken aback. 

"You're not serious?" they ask. 
"Well let's play it out. I know 

the church sacrament, the nuptial 
blessings, and I certainly know 
the seven blessings of Jewish tra
dition," I reply. 

Peggy finds such ecumenicism 
a bit much. She can't quite con
jure up the union of surplice and 
tallit, swinging rosaries and 
knotted tassels. Still, if we have 
one Father, why not one rabbi-
priest? 

They are not slow to see how I 
have taken their approach to its 
logical, but absurd, conclusion. 
So Peggy goes on to explain that 
she is not a practicing Christian. 
Why then, I ask her, would she 
have her child baptized? 

She answers with a personal 
anecdote of a cousin whose infant 
had died. "If that happened to 
me, I couldn't face the thought 
that my child was unbaptized." 
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Unbaptized, her child would be 
suspended between heaven and 
hell. I ask about the status of her 
husband-to-be. Would an unbap
tized Sam be subject to limbo or 
damnation, or would he be 
saved? A long and deep silence 
follows. 

In that silence, I ponder the 
neglect of Jewish theology and 
philosophy in Sam's life. Sam's 
Jewishness amounts to casual ob
servances of a pastiche of rituals, 
a vague sentimentality towards 
Jewishness, and an attachment to 
his Jewish parents. No Jewish 
map of the world, no distinctive 
view of human nature, God, or 
the quest for meaning. 

For Sam, and for Peggy as 
well, religions are all the same. 
Preferences for a colored Easter 
egg or the roasted egg of a seder, 
a swaying evergreen or a shaking 
lulav, are more matters of taste 
than of principle. It seems such a 
shame to dissolve a love because 
of a few residual ethnic memories. 

In truth, however, differences 
between Christianity and Judaism 
are profound. They entail basic 
world views and values that affect 
them more than they think. 

The world view of most people 
with Christian backgrounds— 
such as Peggy—whom I meet is 
woven out of the fabric of Chris
tian doctrine and symbol. They 
understand the nature of original 
sin, damnation, and salvation in 
the manner of traditional Chris
tian theology. As we shall see, 
this is a far cry from Judaism—a 
gap too large for a hyphen to 
bridge.1 

Whose Prayers Are Heard? 

To begin with, Christianity is 
rooted in the dogma of original 

sin. "Original" does not mean the 
invention of new sins, but inher
ited sin traced back to the Bible 
story of Adam and Eve. They re
belled against God, who forbade 
eating of the Tree of Knowledge. 
That "original sin" is transmitted 
to every living human action. It 
is no longer a result of an indi
vidual's choice; it is a congenital 
curse from which there is no 
human cure. Only by faith in the 

incarnation of the man-God and 
his unmerited kindness in dying 
for God's children is the stain 
wiped out. The crucified Christ 
alone can loosen Eve's children 
from the grip of Satan. 

During the 1961 trial of 
Adolph Eichmann, when a Cana
dian Christian minister flew to 
Jerusalem to offer Eichmann the 
chance to confess his belief in 
Christ, reporters asked him 
whether Eichmann's confession 
would save his soul. The minister 
affirmed that it would. Asked 
whether the souls of Eichmann's 
victims would be saved without 
such confession, he answered, 
"No." "No one comes to the Fa
ther but by me," says Jesus (John 
14:6); as Reverend Bailey Smith 
restates it, "God does not hear 
the prayer of a Jew." Outside the 
Church, no one is saved. 

For many of the Church Fa
thers, Judaism is a vestigial an
achronism, a "has-been" whose 
purpose was to prepare the path 
for the good news of the advent 
of Christ. In the gospels of 
Matthew, Mark, and Luke, we 
read that on the day that Jesus 
died some forty years before the 

destruction of the Second 
Temple, the veil of the Temple 
was torn from the top to the 
bottom. The Temple, the priests, 
the sacrificial system, and the au
thority of the rabbis collapsed, 
while the instruments for com
munion with God fell exclusively 
into the hands of the true be
lievers in Christ crucified and 
resurrected. 

In Judaism, salvation is not for 

Jews alone. Those who do not 
believe our way or pray our way 
are not thrown out of the divine 
court. In rabbinic literature, 
heaven and earth are called to 
witness that "whether you be 
Gentile or Jew, man or woman, 
slave or free man, the Divine 
Presence rests on you according 
to your deeds" (Yalkut S kimoni, 
Tanna Debet Elijah). In the Book 
of Jonah, the people of Nineveh 
are spared because of their deeds, 
not their conversion to Judaism; 
because of their turning from evil 
ways, not their acceptance of the 
Sabbath and festivals. Jews do 
not seek to convert the world to 
Judaism, but rather to convert 
the world to righteousness, jus
tice, and peace. 

The Eucharist Is 
Not Matzah 

"Whoever eats my flesh and 
drinks my blood has eternal life 
and I will raise him in the last 
day" (John 6:53). That promise 
is ritualized in the Eucharist, 
mass, or communion sacrament. 
The wine and wafer are trans-

Unbaptized, her child would be suspended between 
heaven and hell. Would her husband-to-be also be subject 
to limbo or damnation? 
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formed into the blood and flesh 
of Christ on the cross.2 

By contrast, the wine of the 
Jewish Kiddush remains wine, 
and the challah of the motzt re
mains bread. Yiddish writer 
Y. L. Peretz told a story that re
flects these radically different 
outlooks. On the day before 
Pesah, husband Hershl and wife 
Sarah find themselves without 
money to purchase matzah and 

True tolerance does not 
entail wholesale adoption 
of all faiths. Openness 
does not mean reducing all 
traditions to sameness. 

wine for the seder. Forlorn, 
Hershl goes to the market and 
stops to watch a traveling magi
cian performing tricks in the 
square. The trickster produces 
matzot and a bottle of wine, and 
offers them to an amazed Hershl. 

Hershl runs to the rabbi for 
counsel. Are the matzah and wine 
permitted for Pesah use, seeing 
that they were produced by 
magic? 

The rabbi asks Hershl, "Does 
the matzah break? Does the wine 
pour?" 

Hershl breaks a piece of 
matzah and pours a drink of 
wine. They perform naturally. 

"Then they may certainly be 
used for the seder," the rabbi 
rules. 

Matzah is matzah and wine is 
wine. No ritual item in Judaism 
is transformed into another sub
stance. Nothing in the wine or 
matzah is intrinsically sacred. 
They are symbols to sanctify a 
festival and recall an event. The 
idea of the transformation of nat
ural products into supernatural 

substances is alien to Judaism. 
After they have been used in the 
ritual, the remaining wine and 
matzah may be discarded. They 
possess no sacramental powers. 

The "Old Testament' Is 
Not the Jewish Bible 

The Christian Bible includes 
the "Old Testament" with its 
"New Testament" but rearranges 
the order of the books. The 
Jewish Bible (Tanakh) ends with 
the Book of Chronicles, a resumé 
of biblical history. The last verse 
in II Chronicles refers to King 
Cyrus of Persia who is charged by 
God to rebuild God's Temple in 
Jerusalem. Cyrus, who in Isaiah 
45:1 is referred to as a messiah— 
"the anointed one" (mashi'ah)— 
proclaims to the Jewish exiles: 
"Whoever is among you of God's 
people, may the Lord be with 
you. Go up!" 

In the Christian reordering of 
the Jewish Bible, the last books 
are those of the Prophets, which 
end with Malachi. Here the last 
verse reads, "Lest I come and 
smite the earth with a curse 
(3:24)." In this manner, the 
Christian order of the "Old Tes
tament" has replaced the Jewish 
hope of return to Zion with the 
threat of Israel rejected. Thus, 
Jesus is made to succeed and 
supplant the Hebrew prophets, 
and Israel's tragic destiny is fore
shadowed. The old covenant is 
broken, and Israel depends for its 
redemption upon its acceptance 
of the new covenant and the re
surrected Savior. 

Deicide 

Jews have a special taint in 
Christian thought. Guilt for the 

killing of Jesus is added to the 
contagion of original sin. The ep
isode of the Roman procurator 
Pontius Pilate, who washes his 
hands of the bloodshed and the 
stubborn mob of Jews who are 
crying, "Crucify him, crucify 
him," is dramatized in Easter 
Passion plays and in such com
mercial dramas as Godspell and 
Jesus Christ Superstar. The 
chilling words in Matthew 27,:25, 
put into the mouths of the Jewish 
mob, "His blood be on us and on 
our children," augur the history 
of contempt for "the perfidious 
Jew" so virulent in the hands of 
the mobs as to defy even the re
straints of higher church officials. 

Baptism Is 
Not Circumcision 

Baptism and circumcision are 
rites with differing theological 
roots and psychological import. 
They are far from complementary 
dramas. 

Baptism is based upon an an
thropological pessimism. Human 
beings are born in the womb of 
sin. Since there is nothing a 
sinner can do to expiate that in
nate blemish, the sole recourse is 
to rely upon a supernatural 
Other, who assumed the burden 
of suffering atonement for all 
others. As Luther expressed it, 
the believer becomes velut paraly-
ticum, as one paralyzed, aban
doning the conceit of his or her 
own deeds, utterly dependent on 
the self-sacrifice of the innocent 
lamb of God. 

Baptism is crucial for Christian 
salvation. The Roman Catholic 
rite includes exorcism of the 
Prince of Darkness. The priest 
blows on the infant's face, or-
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dering the spirit of Satan to de
part. He moistens his thumb, 
touches the ears and nostrils of 
the infant, and asks the child's 
sponsors to renounce the power 
of Satan. Those who are baptized 
and who believe are saved; those 
who refuse are stigmatized by the 
inherited sin that remains indel
ibly inscribed in the unredeemed 
soul. We can understand Peggy's 
concern over her infant's baptism 
and her silence over its absence in 
Sam's life. 

Circumcision is the initiation 
into the covenant of God and 
Abraham. The eight-day-old boy 
carries no baggage of sin into the 
world. Prior to baptism, the 
Christian infant is a pagan; by 
contrast, the Jewish boy is Jewish 
even before or without the rite of 
circumcision. The Jewish infant 
is born innocent, created and 
sustained in God's image. No 
eternal damnation hovers over. 
As a Jew, he will be raised in a 
tradition that commands him to 
save lives rather than souls. 

According to Christianity, 
humans sin because we are 
sinners. According to Judaism, a 
person sins when he or she sins. 
Of course, we do sin—not be
cause we enter the world con
demned as sinners, but because 
we are fallible human beings, and 
"there is no righteous human 
being who has done good and 
does not transgress" (Ecclesiastes 
7:20). The sin is his or hers, the 
choice is his or hers, and the rep
aration to be done is his or hers. 

No one can sin for another, cry 
or die for another, or absolve an
other. "Wash yourself clean," 
Isaiah addresses the penitent 
(l:16f.), "put away the evil 
doings from before My eyes; 
cease to do evil, learn to do well; 
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seek judgment, relieve the op
pressed, the fatherless, plead for 
the widow." The rabbis add, 
"Blessed are you, Israel. Before 
whom are you purified, and who 
purifies you? Your Father who is 
in heaven" (B.T. Yoma). 

Whereas in Christianity, the 
relationship between self and God 
is vertical, the Jewish connection 
with God is horizontal. Hori
zontal human transactions call for 
reparation, forgiveness, and 
apology for the injuries of others. 
They cannot be skipped over by 
a vertical leap between the indi
vidual and God in heaven, ig
noring the proper relationships 

with God's children on earth. 
The prophet Ezekiel makes it 
clear what the truly penitent is to 
do. "If you the wicked restore 
the pledge, give back what you 
have robbed, walk in the statutes 
of life . . . you shall surely 
live. . . . None of the sins you 
have committed shall be remem
bered against you" (33:14ff.). 

Baptism focuses on the paral
ysis of the human will helpless 
without God combating Satan. 
The covenant of circumcision 
stresses that the human being can 
exercise control over his life. As 
God counseled the sulking Cain, 
"Sin crouches at the door, but 
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you may rule over it" (Genesis 
3:7). 

Sam and Peggy must learn that 
circumcision and baptism are not 
knife or water options, but ritu
alized dramas of values. They af
fect our relationships to God, 
world, neighbor, and self. Bap
tism depends upon belief in a 
specific divine person who 
walked the face of the earth. 

Flawed Founders 

Philosophers have noted a 
unique aspect of Judaism. The 
late Walter Kaufmann observed 
that Jinna and Buddha, founders 
of the sixth-century B.C.E. reli
gions of Jainism and Buddhism, 
were worshiped in later years; 
Confucius and Lao-Tze came to 
be deified; the Greek heroes were 
worshiped as gods; Jesus was 
adored as God. 

Only in Israel were the flaws of 
the religious founders openly re
vealed. Moses is buried in no-
man's land, powerless to enter 
the Promised Land, without 
statue, icon, or shrine. David is 
found by the prophet Nathan to 
have sent an innocent man to war 
to be killed, so that the King 
might enjoy Bathsheba, the 
victim's wife. 

The heroes of Israel are 
splencjid, but not so special that 
they are to be obeyed without 
question. No sacrifice of intelli
gence is demanded. Consequently 
the people are all bidden to learn, 
know, and ask questions. The 
rabbis (B.T. Sanhédrin) declared 
that Ezra, the scribe, was worthy 
to be bearer of the Torah had not 
Moses preceded him. Could that 
be said of Moses as a man-God? 
The Israelite priest and high 
priest were to be honored, but 

not revered blindly. "The learned 
bastard takes precedence over the 
ignorant high priest" (B.T. 
Horayot 13a). 

The Jewish messiah is wholly 
human, mortal, and fallible. The 
messiah's coming offers no ex
cuse for being passive. As Rabbi 
Yohanan ben Zakkai taught, "If 
there be a sapling in your hand, 
when they say to you 'Behold the 
Messiah!' go and plant and after
wards meet him" (Avot of Rabbi 
Nathan, 31). 

Jews live according to a dif
ferent calendar. For them, this is 
not Anno Domini, the year of the 
Lord; the world is far from re
deemed. The saplings in our 
hands are not to be put aside. We 
see poverty, bickering, jealousy, 
sickness, and hunger. The mes
siah has not yet come. 

Family 

Peggy spoke warmly of the 
Jewish family. Family is one 
aspect of Jewish life that rabbis 
hear praised over and over by 
non-Jews. The primacy of family 
fits the horizontal world view of 
Judaism. It is rooted in a tradi
tion that makes no schism be
tween love among humans and 
love between humans and God. 
Nowhere in Jewish religious texts 
can one find the approach to the 
family that Jesus expresses in the 
gospels of Luke and Matthew. 
"If any man come to me and hate 
not his father and mother and 
wife and children and brothers 
and sisters, yea and his own life 
also, he cannot be my disciple" 
(Luke 14:26). 

In Judaism, Jews come to God 
through their families and 
friends, not at the expense of 
these relationships nor through 

the sacrifice of self. Divinity 
yields its nature through the love 
and care of human others and 
self. 

By contrast, Jesus declared, 
"For I have not come to bring 
peace on earth but a sword. For 
I have come to set a man against 
his father, a daughter against her 
mother, and a daughter-in-law 
against her mother-in-law." For 
Jesus, the believer is confronted 
with a hard, sharp break; either 
heaven or earth, either Christ or 
family, either Jesus or self. "He 
who loves father or mother more 
than me is not worthy of me" 
(Matthew 10:34ff.). 

In Christianity one cannot 
come to the Father except 
through the Son. In Judaism one 
cannot come to the Father except 
through the sons and daughters 
of the human family. 

These are not easy teachings 
for Peggy and Sam to hear. But 
the differences in their birth tra
ditions are not trivial. Theological 
differences are likely to cast large 
cultural and moral shadows. 

Peggy and Sam may come to 
understand that true tolerance 
does not entail wholesale adop
tion of all faiths, and that open
ness does not mean reducing all 
traditions to sameness. They may 
come to see that conversion does 
not discredit a faith but flows 
from an awareness of the pro
found dissonance between reli
gious cultures. 

Their resolve to hold clashing 
traditions in one household not 
only distorts the uniqueness of 
each faith civilization, but com
promises their own integrity. 
With the best of intentions, 
Peggy and Sam hope to offer 
their offspring the best of reli-

(completed on page 14) 

2 Reconstructionist 



CONTEMPORARY AMERICAN ISSUES 

the most recent tactic in the age-
old attempt of Christians to "save 
the Jews." This, I felt, could and 
should be condemned by main
stream Christian leaders. 

A committee of the IFC was 
formed to investigate the 
problem. Once in committee, the 
issue was broadened to include 
any denominations that target 
other religious/ethnic groups for 
conversion and use deceptive 
tactics for proselytism (efforts to 
win converts). Thus, a statement 
emerged that addressed the issue 
of messianic Judaism in the con
text of a broader statement on 
proselytism. 

The statement approved by the 
IFC reads: 

One of the founding principles of 
the Interfaith Conference of Metro
politan Washington is the respect and 
legitimacy accorded to each of the 
faith communities that make up the 
Interfaith Conference (IFC). Our 
ability to sit together, to dialogue, 
and to cooperate in the enterprise of 
improving the quality of life for all in 
our area takes place even as we rec
ognize that we adhere to different 
faith traditions. 

Every faith tradition has a partic
ular vision of the Divine Truth which 
it feels is unique. Some faith com-

The Hyphen 
(continued from page 12) 

gion. But, to paraphrase San-
tayana, such is the attempt of 
those who would speak in general 
without using any language in 
particular. Judaism and Chris
tianity are particular languages, 
with their own precious syntaxes, 
which when thrown together, 
produce a babble of tongues. 

Sam and Peggy have crucial 
decisions to make. If they build 
their Uves on the narrow edge of 
the Judeo-Christian hyphen, they 
offer their children the fate of 
Disraeli. Converted to Chris
tianity by his father, he became 
the British Prime Minister of 
Queen Victoria, and yet held 
pridefully the glories of his 
Jewish ancestry. Queen Victoria 
is reported to have asked him, 
"What are you, Disraeli? Which 
testament is yours?" He replied 
with sadness, "I am, dear Queen, 
the blank page between the Old 
and the New Testament." 

It is to be hoped that Sam and 

Peggy will learn to see and re
spect the uniqueness and differ
ence of the Jewish and Christian 
outlook and not lead their chil
dren to inherit the blank page 
between the testaments. For all 
that Christianity and Judaism are 
alike, the hyphen between the 
Cross and the Star of David is no 
sign of identity. • 

NOTES 
1. True, some modern and present-day 
Christian theologians interpret the doc
trines of sin and salvation in a far more 
liberal manner. But their influence has 
not been wide, and so their views will not 
be included here. 
2. How literally such transformation is 
understood remains a Christian debate 
that need not concern us here. 
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munities feel that it is part of their 
mission to share that Truth with 
others not of that tradition. We sup
port the right of all religions to share 
their message in the spirit of good 
will. But it is inappropriate for one 
faith group to openly demean or dis
parage the phibsophies or practices of 
another faith group as part of its prose
lytizing. Proselytism which does not 
respect human freedom is carefully to 
be avoided. Proselytism must be 
done with a sense of humility and a 
respect for others. 

It is not for the IFC to pass judg
ment on the legitimacy of groups 
who rally around a particular ide
ology or theology. There are people 
who draw spiritual sustenance from 
religious groups that span the spec
trum from radical humanism to the 
cult of personality. We do, however, 
feel compelled to speak out when a 
religious group promotes or sanctions 
activities that are harmful to the 
spirit of interreligious respect and 
tolerance. We condemn proselytizing 
efforts which delegitimize the faith tra
dition of a person whose conversion is 
being sought. Such tactics go beyond 
the bounds of appropriate and ethi
cally based religious outreach. 

(Examples of such practices are those 
that are common among groups that 
have adopted the label of Hebrew 
Christianity, Messianic Judaism, or 
Jews for Jesus. These groups specifi
cally target Jews for conversions to 
Christianity, making the claim that in 
accepting Jesus as the savior/messiah, 
a Jew "fulfills" his/her faith. Fur
thermore, by celebrating Jewish fes
tivals, worshiping on the Jewish sab
bath, appropriating Jewish symbols, 
rituals, and prayers in their churches, 
and sometimes even calling their 
leaders "Rabbi," they seek to win 
over, often by deception, many Jews 
who are sincerely looking for a path 
back to their ancestral heritage.) 

Deceptive proselytizing efforts are 
practiced on the most vulnerable of 
populations—residents of hospitals 
and old age homes, confused youth, 
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