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SHOULD JEWS ACCEPT JESUS AS A PROPHET?
Part One

Rabbi Dr, Herbert M. Baumgard
Temple Beth Am, Miami, Florida
April, 1968

THIS IS THE EASTER SEASON WHEN CHRISTIANS PAY HOMAGE TO THE MAN CALLED JESUS WHO
LIVED ABOUT 2,000 YEARS AGO, AND WHOM MOST CHRISTIANS CALL, "LORD", OR "SON OF GOD",.
WE JEWS HAVE OFTEN WONDERED WHY IT IS THAT SO MANY NON-JEWS HAVE SELECTED THIS ONE
JEW AND MADE SO MUCH OF HIM, FOR OUR PART, WE HAVE REGARDED JEREMIAH AND MOSES AS
BEING EQUALLY AS GREAT OR GREATER THAN JESUS, YET WE HAVE NOT MADE A GOD OF JEREMIAH
OR MOSES. SINCE JEWS HAVE ALWAYS BEEN TAUGHT THAT ALL MEN ARE CREATED IN GOD'S
IMAGE, BUT ONE MAN CANNOT BE GOD, SINCE WE HAVE BEEN TAUGHT THAT GOD CANNOT BE
PICTURED IN HUMAN FORM OR IN ANY OTHER FORM, WE HAVE SHIED AWAY FROM ANY SYMPATHETIC
UNDERSTANDING OF JESUS, WE HAVE FELT THAT TO COME CLOSE TO HIM, EVEN TO EXAMINE HIM
AND WHAT HE STOOD FOR IN HIS TIME, IS TO RISK HILLUL HA-SHEM (PROFAMATION OF GOD'S
NAME), TO EXAMINE JESUS CLOSELY HAS BEEN A MATTER TABOO FOR MOST JEWS LEST THEY BE-
COME GUILTY OF COMMITTING SOME KIND OF HERESY.

I HAVE SPOKEN TO YOU FREQUENTLY OF LATE OF THE GREAT TREND IN CHRISTIANITY TODAY
WHEREBY MORE AND MORE CHRISTIANS FEEL THAT TO UNDERSTAND THEIR FAITH MORE CLEARLY
THEY MUST TURN TO THE STUDY OF ANCIENT JUDAISM. THERE IS CLEARLY IN CHRISTIAN
CIRCLES TODAY A GREAT THIRST FOR UNDERSTANDING JUDAISM IN ALL OF ITS DIMENSIONS, AND
ESPECIALLY, IN THOSE DIMENSIONS WHICH GO INTO THE MAKE-UP OF JESUS, JEWS, FOR THE
MOST PART, HAVE BEEN CAUTIOUS ABOUT THIS NEW INTEREST., THEY ARE AFRAID THAT IT IS
AN OVERTURE TO AN INVITATION TO ACCEPT CHRISTIANITY, MAY I STATE FIRMLY THAT I HAVE
NO FEAR OF THIS CHRISTIAN DRIVE TO LEARN ABOUT JUDAISM, IT CAN ONLY BRING BETTER
UNDERSTANDING BETWEEN THE ADHERENTS OF OUR RESPECTIVE FAITHS, BUT I DON'T THINK WE
JEWS SHOULD MERELY SIT PASSIVELY BY WHILE CHRISTIANS TRY TO LEARN SOMETHING ABOUT
OUR FAITH, I THINK WE OUGHT TO TRY TO LEARN SOMETHING ABOUT OUR FAITH, TOO, AND ONE
OF THE BEST WAYS TO LEARN ABOUT THE JUDAISM OF 2,000 YEARS AGO IS TO READ THE NEW
TESTAMENT, IN SPITE OF THE FACT THAT THE NEW TESTAMENT SEEMS TO JEWS TO BE WRITTEN
WITH A PARTISAN VIEWPOINT, IN SPITE OF THE FACT THAT LATER CONTRIBUTORS TO ITS PAGES
REFLECT AN ANTI-JEWISH BIAS, NO JEW CAN READ THE TEACHINGS OF JESUS WITHOUT NOTING
ITS THOROUGHLY JEWISH PERSPECTIVE AND EMPHASIS, IF ONE KNOWS ANYTHING ABOUT THE
TALMUD, THAT COMPENDIUM OF JEWISH KNOWLEDGE PREPARED FOR SEVERAL CENTURIES BEFORE
AND AFTER JESUS, ONE CAN SEE THAT JESUS SPOKE, FOR THE MOST PART, AS SOME OF THE
RABBINICAL TEACHERS OF HIS DAY, TRYING TO SIFT THROUGH THE GROWING VOLUME OF RITUAL
IN ORDER TO ARRIVE AT THE BASIC HEART OF JUDAISM, EVEN AS RABBI HILLEL HAD DONE FIFTY
YEARS BEFORE JESUS, AND AS JEREMIAH HAD DONE 600 YEARS BEFORE HILLEL.

IN SHORT, EXCEPT FOR A FEW PAGES ADDED TO THE NEW TESTAMENT BY COMPARATIVELY LATE
AUTHORS AND EDITORS, THE NEW TESTAMENT APPEARS AS A JEWISH BOOK, WRITTEN BY JEWS,
CONCERNING MATTERS THAT HAPPENED TO JEWS, AND PRESENTING MORAL AND ETHICAL TEACHINGS
FROM THE JEWISH TRADITION, TO BE SURE, THERE ARE CERTAIN VIEWPOINTS IN THE NEW
TESTAMENT WHICH ARE INCONSISTENT WITH OUR BIBLE AND WITH MAINSTREAM JUDAISM, BUT
THERE ARE- OTHER BOOKS WRITTEN BY JEWS WHICH REPRESENT DIVERGENT VIEWPOINTS AND,WE DO
NOT HESITATE TO READ THESE BOOKS, SOME SUCH BOOKS, FOR EXAMPLE, HAVE BEEN PRESERVED
IN A COLLECTION KNOWN AS THE APOCRYPHA, AND WE WOULD NOT EVEN HAVE THIS COLLECTION
IF THE CATHOLIC CHURCH HAD NOT PRESERVED IT AS PART OF THEIR HOLY BIBLE., EVEN THOUGH
WE FEEL THAT THE PERSPECTIVE OF MOST OF THESE APOCRYPHAL BOCKS IS OUTSIDE THE KEN OF
NORMATIVE JUDAISM, WE READ THESE BOOKS, FROM TIME TO TIME, JUST TO LEARN WHAT SOME
JEWS BELIEVED 2200 YEARS AGO, JUST TO LEARN WHAT THEIR PROBLEMS WERE, AND HOW THEY
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ATTEMPTED TO SOLVE THEM, BY READING THE APOCRYPHAL BOOKS AND NOTING THAT THE RABBIS
OF THAT DAY OUTLAWED THEM AS INCONSISTENT WITH NORMATIVE JUDAISM, JUST IN THIS WAY,
DO WE LEARN ALL THE MORE CLEARLY WHAT NORMATIVE JUDAISM IS, SO IF WE READ THE NEW
TESTAMENT, WE DISCOVER WHY THE RABBIS COULD NOT ACCEPT IT AS SCRIPTURE, ITS DOC-
TRINE OF THE COMING END OF THE WORLD IS BORROWED FROM THE APOCRYPHAL LITERATURE AND
FROM THE APOCALYPTIC LITERATURE OF A DIVERGENT GROUP OF JEWS,

JEWS TODAY CANNOT ACCEPT THIS DOCTRINE OF THE CATACLYSMIC END TO HISTORY, BECAUSE
OURS IS A RELIGION FOR THIS WORLD AND FOR HUMAN HISTORY AS WE KNOW IT, THE NEW
TESTAMENT HAS A DOCTRINE OF SALVATION BY FAITH, THROUGH BELIEVING THAT JESUS WAS

A DYING AND RISING GOD, THIS DOCTRINE IS ALIEN TO NORMATIVE JUDAISM WHICH TEACHES
THAT SALVATION COMES IN THIS WORLD IN NORMAL HUMAN SOCIETY AS MEN STRIVE TO MAKE
THAT SOCIETY MORE JUST AND PEACEFUL, THE NEW TESTAMENT HAS A DOCTRINE THAT MEN

ARE FORGIVEN FOR THEIR SINS THROUGH THE SACRIFICE OF THE FIRST BORN SON OF GOD,
THAT IS JESUS, THIS IS,ALIEN TO PROPHETIC JUDAISM WHICH TURNED AGAINST THE PRIESTLY
NOTION OF VICARIOUS ATONEMENT AND SUBSTITUTE SACRIFICE., ON THE CONTRARY, JUDAISM
DEVELOPED, THROUGH THE PROPHETS, THE IDEA THAT EACH MAN MUST SAVE HIMSELF THROUGH
HIS OWN DEEDS, LET US MARK THIS POINT, HOWEVER, MORE AND MORE CHRISTIAN SCHOLARS,
AS WELL AS JEWISH SCHOLARS, CONTEND THAT THESE NEW TESTAMENT NOTIONS WHICH ARE
ALIEN TO NORMATIVE JUDAISM WERE ALIEN ALSO TO JESUS, MORE AND MORE WE LEARN THAT
IT WAS PAUL, WHO NEVER SAW JESUS, AND OTHERS, WHO INTRODUCED THESE NON-JEWISH IDEAS
INTO THE RECREATED MEANING OF THE DECEASED JESUS, IT HAS EVEN BEEN SUGGESTED BY
SOME CHRISTIAN TEACHERS THAT IF JESUS WERE TO RETURN TO EARTH TODAY, HE WOULD
BELONG TO THE SYNAGOGUE AS HE DID IN HIS OWN TIME, AND HE WOULD CONSIDER THE CHURCH
AS ALIEN TO HIS UNDERSTANDING AND PURPOSES,

JULIUS WELLHAUSEN, THE GREAT CHRISTIAN BIBLICAL SCHOLAR, WROTE IN 1905, "JESUS WAS
NOT A CHRISTIAN, HE WAS A JEW," DR. WELLHAUSEN WHOSE WORKS ON THE BIBLE ARE KNOWN
TO EVERY BIBLE SCHOLAR, WROTE FURTHER, "(JESUS)...DID NOT PREACH A NEW FAITH, BUT
TAUGHT MEN TO DO THE WILL OF GOD, AND IN HIS OPINION, AS ALSO IN THE OPINION OF
THE JEWS, THAT WILL OF GOD WAS TO BE FOUND IN THE LAW OF MOSES AND IN THE OTHER
BOOKS OF (JEWISH) SCRIPTURE", (EINLEITUNG IN DIE DREI ERSTEN EVANGELEIN,
parentheses this author's)

HARRY EMERSON FOSDICK, THE CELEBRATED PASTOR OF NEW YORK'S RIVERSIDE CHURCH FOR
MANY YEARS, HAS STATED, "THE CHURCH HAS GARBED THE SIMPLE JEWISH TEACHER BEYOND
ALL RECOGNITION IN HEAVY BROCADED GARMENTS OF STERILE THEOLOGY UNTIL THE REAL_ JESUS
HAS BEEN GOT RID OF ALTOGETHER." PERHAPS,JEWS HAVE BEEN RIGHT IN STEERING G CLEAR OF
THE JESUS PRESENTED BY THE CHURCH, PERHAPS WE HAVE BEEN INTUITIVELY WISE IN STAND-
ING FOUR SQUARE AGAINST THE PAULINE PRESENTATION OF JESUS, BUT NEED WE BE SO
OPPOSED TO THE REAL JESUS, AS FOSDICK SAYS, THE GENTLE JEW, SURELY NO MORE THAN A
MAN, BUT PERHAPS ONE OF HISTORY'S OUTSTANDING TEACHERS?

MORE AND MORE CHRISTIAN SCHOLARS ARE SEARCHING THE NEW TESTAMENT TO DISCOVER THE
HISTORIC JESUS AND TO TRY TO SEPARATE HIM FROM THE CHRISTOLOGICAL IMAGE THAT HAS
BEEN IMPRESSED UPCN HIM, SUPPOSE, NOW, THAT CHRISTIANS DISCOVER THAT JESUS WAS

NOT THE CHRIST, NOR THE RESURRECTED GOD, BUT MERELY A GREAT TEACHER IN THE JEWISH
TRADITION, WILL THEY RENOUNCE THEIR CHRISTIANITY AND SEEK TO BE JEWS, OR WILL THEY
CLING TO THEIR CHRISTIAN ORGANIZATIONS AND BECKON TO THE JEWS TO JOIN THEM?
PERHAPS, WE JEWS SHOULD PARTICIPATE IN THIS SCHOLARLY ATTEMPT TO DISCOVER THE

REAL JESUS. PERHAPS, WE MIGHT CLAIM HIM AS OUR OWN, IN THE END, AND INVITE THE
CHRISTIANS TO JOIN OUR MOVEMENT AS JEWS, SINCE ANY REAL FOLLOWER OF WHAT JESUS
TAUGHT WOULD HAVE TO BE A JEW IN SPIRIT,
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DR, LYMAN ABBOTT, THE CHRISTIAN THEOLOGIAN, WRITING IN HIS BOOK, "WHAT
CHRISTIANITY MEANS TO ME", HAS SAID, "BUT WHEN I CAME TO STUDY THE TEACHINGS OF
JESUS ,,.I FOUND THAT HE NEVER MENTIONED VICARIOUS ATONEMENT, NOR THE FALL OF ADAM
NOR THE TRINITY...

NOR DID I FIND IN CHRIST'S TEACHING ANY PROVISION OF A NEW THEOLOGY OR A NEW
ECCLESTIASTICAL SYSTEM TO TAKE THE PLACE OF THE QLD,.

BORN A JEW, HE REMAINED A JEW TO THE DAY OF HIS DEATH..

THE NOTION THAT JESUS ORGANIZED A CHRISTIAN CHURCH TO TAKE THE PLACE OF THE DECAY-
ING JEWISH CHURCH HAS VERY LITTLE EVIDENCE TO SUPPORT IT..

THE INSTITUTIONS OF CHRISTIANITY, HOWEVER IMPORTANT THEY MAY BE, WERE NOT FRAMED
BY CHRIST AND IMPOSED ON HIS FOLLOWERS, THEY WERE GRADUALLY DEVELOPED BY HIS
FOLLOWERS AFTER HIS DEATH,.

CHRISTIANITY CONVERTED PAGANISM, BUT PAGANISM CHANGED CHRISTIANITY,"

WHAT DR, ABBOIT IS CLEARLY SAYING IS THAT THE RELIGION QF JESUS WAS FAR DIFFERENT
FROM THE RELIGION THAT GREW UP ABOUT JESUS.

WHAT ARE THE TRUE TEACHINGS OF JESUS IF HE DID NOT TEACH ANY OF THE MYSTIC
SACRAMENTS ABOUT HIMSELF? THE ANSWER TO THIS QUESTION IS GIVEN IN THE NEW TESTA-
MENT IN A LITTLE INCIDENT WHERE JESUS IS ASKED, "MASTER, WHICH IS THE GREAT
COMMANDMENT IN THE LAW?" JESUS ANSWERS, "YOU SHALL LOVE THE LORD YOUR GOD WITH
ALL YOUR HEART WITH ALL YOUR SOUL AND ALL YOUR MIND,...AND YOU SHALL LOVE YOUR
NEIGHBOR AS YOURSELF",.#1 THIS IS THE ESSENCE OF THE TEACHING OF JESUS. YOU WILL
OBSERVE, OF COURSE, THAT THE FIRST OF THESE STATEMENTS IS IN OUR PRAYERBOOK AND IT
COMES FROM THE FIFTH BOOK OF OUR SCRIPTURE, DEUTERONCMY, THE SECOND STATEMENT,
CONCERNING LOVE OF NEIGHBOR, COMES FROM THE BOOK OF LEVITICUS, THE 19TH CHAPTER.,
IN BRIEF, JESUS READILY QUOTED JEWISH SCRIPTURE IN SUMMARIZING HIS VIEW OF LIFE,

IN FACT,IF ONE READS THE 19TH CHAPTER OF THE BOOK OF LEVITICUS ONE WILL FIND ALMOST
ALL OF THAT WHICH JESUS TAUGHT INCLUDING THE TEACHING OF CONCERN FOR ONE'S ENEMY.

IN THE FEW MINUTES AT MY DISPOSAL TONIGHT I CAN ONLY INTRODUCE THIS SUBJECT, BUT I
PROMISE TO SPEAK ON IT AGAIN IN THE NEAR FUTURE. LET ME CONCLUDE ON THIS POINT,
IN MY OPINION JESUS IS RATHER TYPICAL OF THE JEWISH PEOPLE IN A VERY PROFOUND SENSE,
FOR HE WAS CRUCIFIED, MURDERED,IF YOU WILL, BY NON-JEWS WHO FOR SOME REASON COULD
NOT TOLERATE HIS DOCTRINE OF A REVOLUTIONARY WORLD WHERE ALL MEN WOULD BE BROTHERS
AND TYRANTS WOULD BE OVERTHROWN, WHILE MOST CHRISTIANS STILL CLING TO THE NOTION
THAT THE JEWS ARE RESPONSIBLE FOR THE DEATH OF JESUS, THE FACT REMAINS THAT THE
ROMANS KILLED HIM FOR DARING TO ASSERT A CLAIM TO THE THRONE OF ANCIENT JUDEA, FOR
TO BE THE MESSIAH ONE HAD TO BE KING OF AN INDEPENDENT JUDEA. THIS IS WHY THE
ROMANS MOCKED HIM BY WRITING ACROSS HIS CROSS, "JESUS OF NAZARETH KING OF THE
JEWS;" THIS IS WHY THEY MOCKED HIM BY GARBING HIM IN PURPLE ROBES, PURPLE BEING
THE SYMBOL OF ROYALTY; THIS IS WHY THEY GAVE HIM A CROWN, TO BE SURE, A CROWN OF
THORNS.#2 TO ME, JESUS IS NOT GOD, NOR THE SON OF GOD, NOR THE MESSIAH, NOR DO I
BELIEVE IN HIS RESURRECTION., HE WAS A SIMPLE JEW TRYING TO TEACH MEN THAT THE
ROMAN WAY, THE MILITARY WAY, WAS NOT THE WAY, BUT THAT LOVE OF MANKIND WAS THE
WAY, FOR THIS HE WAS KILLED, AS MARTIN LUTHER KING WAS KILLED, AS JEWS THROUGHOUT
HISTORY HAVE BEEN CRUCIFIED;AND MAIMED;AND CREMATED, AND BUTCHERED, JESUS WAS
ONLY ONE OF MILLIONS OF JEWS WHO WERE UNJUSTLY KILLED, BUT SINCE HE WAS KILLED,
HE, LIKE ALL THE OTHER JEWISH MARTYRS, IS A SYMBOL OF WHAT THE WORLD HAS DONE TO
THE JEW,
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THE SAINTLY RABBI LEO BAECK, WHOSE SPIRIT HITLER COULD NOT CONQUER, HAS WRITTEN,

"eeo THE GOSPEL WHICH WAS ORIGINALLY SOMETHING JEWISH, BECOMES A BOOK...WITHIN
JEWISH LITERATURE,.IT IS A JEWISH BOOK BECAUSE,..THE PURE AIR OF WHICH IT IS FULL
AND WHICH IT BREATHES IS THAT OF THE HOLY SCRIPTURES; BECAUSE A JEWISH SPIRIT AND
NONE OTHER, LIVES IN IT; BECAUSE JEWISH FAITH AND JEWISH HOPE, JEWISH SUFFERING AND
JEWISH DISTRESS, JEWISH KNOWLEDGE AND JEWISH EXPECTATIONS, AND THESE ALONE, RESOUND
THROUGH IT...." DR, BAECK CONCLUDES, "JUDAISM MAY NOT PASS IT BY, ..NOR WISH TO
GIVE UP ALL CLAIMS HERE, HERE, TOO, JUDAISM SHOULD COMPREHEND AND TAKE NOTE OF WHAT
IS ITS OWN".#3

PERHAPS THE TIME WILL NEVER COME WHEN JEWS WILL WANT TO GIVE THE NEW TESTAMENT
STATUS EQUAL TO THAT OF THE OLD TESTAMENT -, BUT IF WE WANT TO UNDERSTAND A
SIGNIFICANT SEGMENT OF JEWISH HISTORY, WE OUGHT TO STUDY THE NEW TESTAMENT -~ AND
IF WE WANT TO UNDERSTAND THE JEW THROUGH WHOM JEWISH ETHICS CAME TO A LARGE PORTION
OF THE WORLD, WE HAVE TO COME TO KNOW THE MAN JESUS, #4

#1 - MATTHEW 22:36 ff RSV, COMPARE 19:16 ff WHERE THE QUESTION IS, "WHAT GOOD MUST

I DO TO HAVE ETERNAL LIFE?" JESUS ANSWERS, "IF YOU WOULD ENTER LIFE; KEEP THE
COMMANDMENT S". JESUS NAMES FIVE OF THE TEN COMMANDMENTS PLUS THE COMMAND TO LOVE
YOUR NEIGHBOR, THESE ARE THE SO-CALLED "NOAHIDIC LAWS" WHICH UNDER JEWISH TRADITION
ARE ALL THAT ARE REQUIRED OF THE NON-JEW, ACCORDING TO JEWISH TRADITION, THE JEW,
IN ADDITION, MUST OBSERVE THE OTHER COMMANDMENTS RELATING TO GOD, THIS MAY BE THE
INFERENCE OF 19:20-22, COMPARE ALSO MATTHEW 12:28-34

#2 - MATTHEW 27:27 ff

#3 - LEO BAECK, "JUDAISM AND CHRISTIANITY - THE GOSPEL AS A DOCUMENT OF HISTORY"
#4 - A MUCH MORE THOROUGH WORK ON THIS GENERAL THEME IS TO BE FOUND IN CHAPTER TEN
OF “CAN FAITH SURVIVE", DR, MAURICE N, EISENDRATH, PUBLISHED BY McGRAW-HILL, NEW

YORK, 1964, I AM INDEBTED TO DR, EISENDRATH FOR SOME OF THE QUOTATIONS HERE IN-
CLUDED,



