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Who Do You Say that I Am: Revisiting the Jesus Question in Judaism

Wednesday, May 7
7:00 p.m.
Bracken Library, Rm. 225

The Jesus question for Judaism is simple; it has been the same for two thousand years: what to do with Otoh Ha Ish—the pejorative Hebrew idiom some orthodox Jews still use to refer to that guy who, as they see it, is the source of two thousand years of anti-Semitism, persecution, and extermination?  Jews have long struggled to come to terms with their prodigal son, the outrageous claims he made, and the bastardized religion he founded.  Likewise, Christians have always struggled, oftentimes violently, to cut themselves free from their Jewish roots, if for no other reason than one of simple, yet harsh Biblical logic: If Jesus is the Messiah, and the Hebrew Bible claims that the Jews will recognize their messiah when he comes, then why did the Jews deny Jesus?  If their new religion was indeed the correct one; if Jesus was indeed the Messiah as they claim, then they had some explaining to do, first to themselves, then to the Jews.

This is the standard version of this two-millennium long polemic between Orthodox Judaism and mainstream Christianity.  For centuries, Christians have cited passages from the Hebrew Bible to support their belief that Jesus of Nazareth fulfills the prophecies of the coming Messiah.  The liberally cite their Isaiah and their Psalms.  And for centuries, Jews have argued that Christians quote passages from their book selectively and out of context.  Then, on the defensive, the Jews retort that there are specific conditions for the Messiah’s coming, such as the return of Elijah, and that when he comes, he will fulfill very specific roles for the Jewish people.  They compare their list to the life and work of Jesus of Nazareth and find him falling terribly short.  Elijah did not announce his summing, he is not descended from the line of David, and most importantly, he does not re-unite the Jews in Israel, nor does he bring about a time of universal peace and justice for all of mankind, what Jesus brought was discord and division.  Perturbed, Christians shoot back that the redemption and justice Jesus promises is not a historical or political one, but a spiritual one for each individual: one that the Jews still fail to accept.  And on the argument goes over the centuries.

In the Jewish Studies Summer Workshop on Jewish – Christian Relations, we have striven to add our voice to the growing dialogue between Jews and Christians that was begun officially with Vatican II in the early 1960’s when Catholicism formally made amends with Judaism.  But the nature of the middle ground we have created since Vatican II has been largely a homogenization of both sets of beliefs, a watering down of both faiths so that the elements they share can shine through enough to mollify the points of contention that never seem to go away, such as the status of Jesus himself: man or God?.  But marginalizing differences only reinforces inner feelings of superiority.  Triumphantly, we have come to the place of mutual respect and tolerance, which is a politically neutered way of ‘allowing’ the other to co-exist in their own ignorance, since we know our souls are safe.  But tonight, I would like to offer a different approach to this middle ground: a solution that waters neither faith down, but which in fact, forces both faiths to humble themselves by recognizing and embracing the historical reality of their ever-evolving and dynamic faiths.  
My goal is to investigate ways in which Judaism and Christianity can come together for mutually beneficial and authentic dialogue, not mere rhetorical gymnastics dancing circles around issues that remain exposed and unsolved.  But since the goal is to heal very old wounds caused by centuries of distrust and persecution, I feel that it would be inappropriate to present sides, as it were, since taking sides is what got us in this predicament in the first place.  Presenting sides only divides, since adherents hear only what they already believe.  It is time for some serious couple’s therapy between these jilted lovers.  And there is no way to go through such therapy nicely or without your boundaries being tested.  Therapy is ugly, but necessary.  They’ve listened to each other, so now It’s time for them to sit down and listen to a third point of view, not because this view is the right one, but because a third voice is what has been lacking in Jewish-Christian dialogue for the last two millennia.

My point of view is that of Biblical Studies, a strange step-cousin of Theology and Religious Studies that is largely ignored by faith altogether simply because Biblical studies forces both religions to face the historical and cultural realities behind the development of their faiths that neither likes to admit.  Faith is but one lens through which we can view the Bible.  Where most people look at the Bible as a repository of tradition, ethics, or even faith, the Biblical scholar looks at the Bible primarily as a text that needs much explaining.  In Biblical studies, we look into the textual history of the Bible: not just into what its contents mean, since meaning is a social construction of a particular audience in a particular time period for particular ends, but where the contents came from.  Who are its authors?  What languages did they write it in?  What do the words of these languages actually mean to them?  How have we translated these languages?  Where were its parts composed and when?  Who collected all of the parts together and for what purpose?  In biblical studies, we leave matters of faith and belief to individuals.  Our goal is to elucidate the patchwork nature of the text upon which so many base their faith.  
By looking into the very textuality of the Bible, we allow each faith to re-explore its own roots, to look inward, rather than outward because looking outward only makes religion defensive.  By learning and understanding the historical and cultural developments behind both of their faiths, Judaism and Christianity quickly see that what they take to be their exclusive ownership of absolute truth is only the product of argument and dissensus among their adherents over time.  Their views of truth change and evolve over time out of very real and practical historical circumstances.  As religious systems based on the history of specific human groups, neither can lay claim to absolute truth, only their relation to it.  By demonstrating how both faiths are products of dialogue themselves, which is necessarily the product of multiple points of view, we can strip away the defensive fortifications that surround both faiths like medieval castles.  To chip away at this metaphor, I want to open the castle’s portcullis, not dig another moat.  I will begin this dialogue by looking into the very concept that has caused so much strife on both sides: that of the Messiah itself.  Both sides always return to the text, as it were, so in the text, we will begin our reconciliation.   

For the last two days, the eleven participants of The Jewish Studies Summer Workshop and I have wrestled with the genealogy of the Jewish concept of the Messiah and its relationship to the Christian concept, which, I’m sure they’ll corroborate, is a tangled textual mess.  We’ve also explored the origins of an initially small and insignificant Jewish sect called the Christians who followed the charismatic and pious Jesus of Nazareth largely because Jesus’ later day followers—the Christians—claimed him to be the Hebrew Messiah.  

In the tumultuous Jewish context of his time, this declaration—that Jesus was the Messiah—contrary to popular opinion today, was nothing extraordinary, nor was it even particularly radical to the Jewish point of view.  During this period, Judaism was not a homogeneous group.  Like today, Judaism was characterized by its many sects: groups of Jews who disagreed with the religious and ritual practices of the dominant Orthodox Group.  Now of course, which group is the considered the Orthodoxy depends on from where you ask the question.  In the time of Jesus, this group was the Sadducees.  And like all good Jewish sectarians, Jesus, like the Pharisees (who will become our modern day rabbis) and the Essenes (the Jewish mystics of the time), shared a healthy distrust of the Sadducees: the aristocratic priestly class who monopolized the Temple and the sacrificial system for their own ends.  All sects of the time, especially the Pharisees, saw the Sadducees as politicians, not priests: as hypocrites and charlatans who rip off their fellow Jews for their own gain.   
As a way to ameliorate this growing sense of strife between the peasant Jews and their rich ruling class, the Christians, like many sects claimed their leader to be the Messiah, one who would unite them and bring about a time of universal justice.  And historically, Jews of most varieties have been rather liberal with their use of this title, save for the Sadducees who did not believe in a Messiah at all, since he undermined their authority.  For example, six hundred years prior to Jesus, the scribe Ezra proclaims Cyrus the Great, king of Persia to be the Messiah, since he liberated the Jews from their indentured servitude to the Babylonians and returned them to their homeland in Canaan.  Two thousand years later, many first generation Israelis would claim the same status for their first prime minister, David Ben Gurion.  If Jewish history is any guide, Messiahs are not that hard to come by, actually: about twenty four have been identified over the centuries, some more ‘real’ messiahs than the others.  But with regards to Jesus, the Jews are unwavering, and it is important to understand why.  

Now without getting too much into Jesus’ intentions, it seems easy enough to say that whether or not he thought himself to be the Messiah is irrelevant from the point of view of his followers, since it was their belief, not so much his, that framed the basis for future Christian theology.  But the intervening 300 years between the death of Jesus and the first Council of Nicea under Constantine I in which Christians officially divorced themselves from Judaism are the source of all of the bad blood, if you will pardon the expression, between Judaism and its prodigal sect.  It was during these three hundred years that Christianity moved away from being an apocalyptical movement of Judaism focused on the Messiah to a different religion altogether: one that actually worshiped the Messiah.  And this is the irreconcilable issue between the two faiths.  The rest, we shall see, can be explained away fairly easily by recourse to the Bible itself.  While we Jews and Christians are both people of the book, it is the way in which we have traditionally interpreted its contents that has kept us at odds for so many centuries.
The Jewish concept of the Messiah is first developed in the book of Leviticus, the guide book for the Levite priests.  In Leviticus, the high priest is anointed with oil so that he may be dedicated to God and to God alone.  Once this happens he is referred to as the “ha- me-lekh ha-mashi’ah,” “the anointed king” or simply, King Messiah.  Throughout the rest of the Hebrew Bible that covers another thousand years of history, this term remains in use.  No where does the term Messiah occur alone.

Initially, every high priest is ordained with this title in the First Temple Period (roughly 1000 BCE – 586BCE).  After the glorious reign of King David, the term also became applied to those in his lineage who were chosen by God to rule Israel and to subjugate its enemies, which is a complex way of saying that the Hebrews decided that their monarchs were chosen by God to serve his purposes.

It is during this period that the term Messiah gathers a prophetic connotation as well, since the northern kingdom of Israel—made up of the ten rebel tribes against Judah after Solomon’s death, only lasts about 100 years before its is conquered by the Assyrians.  These Northern Jews, now vassals to Assyrian kings hundreds of miles away, living in subjugation, long for the glory days when they were unified with their sister kingdom.  They longed for the days of David when Israel was the dominant force in Canaan, not someone’s vassal state.  Thus the hope of return, what we call the ingathering of the exiles, is added to our already growing conception of the Messiah.  Likewise, it is during this time that the prophet Isaiah begins to expand our understanding of the concept of Messiah beyond any one king.  He begins to speak of a future time when Jews will be ruled by a Messiah King who may or may not necessarily be from the line of David and who embodies certain qualities such as a universal and fair sense of justice.  In Isaiah, the Messiah becomes a type, not any particular personality.

It isn’t long before these Jews get their wish.  Eventually, even the southern kingdom of Judah falls to a foreign power, this time the Babylonians in 586 BCE who had just defeated the Assyrians and took possession of the Northern Kingdom.  So in an ironic twist of fate, both of the Jewish kingdoms find themselves reunited, but in Babylonia as indentured servants of the same, foreign master.  It is here that the two groups actually communicate for the first time in centuries, and it is during this period when two lines of priests come together to discuss their formerly unified religion only to find out that while their beliefs are the same, their religious practices have diverged drastically.

 Just fifty years later in 530, Cyrus the Great, king of Persia defeats the Babylonians and frees the Jews from their servitude, allowing them to return to Canaan where they can rebuild their temple, and they do.  But since they rebuild the Temple on the site of the old Temple, the Northern Tribe’s priests have no place in the new reestablished order.  It is during this time that Ezra declares that the Jewish people have had their Messiah, and his name is Cyrus.  Cyrus is the Messiah for Ezra simply because he fulfills the conditions that existed up to this point in its development: he reunited the Jews in their homeland.

Since the Jews had their Messiah and their theoretical redemption, it is no surprise that nothing is spoken of the Messiah after Cyrus for over three hundred years in Jewish writing.  But when the Jews find themselves harshly persecuted under the foreign rule of the Seleucids, who have placed their own Greek speaking, Hellenized Jewish dynasty over the Jews in Israel 150 years later, the notion of a redemptive Messiah is again rekindled in the Jewish heart.

During the tumultuous period that followed, we have many more alterations to the Messiah concept from various Jewish sects, all as a way to psychologically, religiously, and economically shore themselves up against their Greek rulers who have co-opted the Sadducees and Temple sacrifice for their own ends.  In many of the extra-Biblical writings during this period (called the early Second Temple Period), we see many of the concepts of the Messiah expanded into the eschatological realm, when God’s judgment is nigh and history will soon be at its end.  This period becomes known as the end of days.  Added to our already expanding concept of the Messiah King is the salvation of Jerusalem, the conversion of all the nations to monotheism, and the last Day of Judgment for every man.  These events will be presided over by a King Messiah, serving as God, who embodies absolute justice: an understandable notion since the Jews had none from the Seleucids or their priests at the time.  

What is remarkable during this period is the sheer variety of characterizations we have of the Messiah King from the Jewish point of view.  For the Jewish psyche, he has run the gamut of Jewish Authority: from priest to king to prophet.  So, in summary, what we can say about the Jewish Messiah King prior to the time of Jesus is that he is an agent of the divine who is charged with a holy mission, the details of which change over time.  His qualities can be shown to change in parallel with the changes in Jewish culture.  The Messiah King, I also want to reiterate, need not even be Jewish, which again stresses that it is his function as a divine agent of God, not his individual personality or background that defines him.

Now, we need to briefly sketch a portrait of Jesus of Nazareth in as far as we can, given the information we have about his life.  Biblical scholars have long tried to reconstruct the historical Jesus, but to no avail, since we simply do not have any corroborating, contemporaneous, non-Christian sources that even mention him.  All we have are the four versions of his life as told in the Gospels, which do not always agree.  John in particular, seems to be way off on some of his information, if we trust Matthew, Mark, and Luke.  And the accuracy of these sources are equally problematic, since the earliest one: Mark, dates from 70 CE, a full forty years after Jesus’ crucifixion.  It is no surprise then that John is the least accurate, since his Gospel does not appear until 100 CE.  

But the notable discrepancies notwithstanding, we do have a fairly consistent account of his thoughts and speech from the first three gospels: all of which indicate that he was a fully faithful and observant Jew.  While his thoughts on the nature of the divine may not coincide with all Jewish opinion of the time, they do have their context, particularly in two of the major sects of the time: the Pharisees and the Essenes.  To the Sadducees of his day, Jesus was characterized as a blasphemous muckraker, but so were his sectarian contemporaries the early Pharisees who will become our modern day Rabbis.  His ritualistic outlook on the Oral and Written Law, what we call Halakah certainly defies the teachings and practices of the Sadducees, as both they and his Christian biographers of the time confirm.  But in this rebellion against those who ran the Temple, Jesus was not alone.  In fact, every sect of the time shared one thing in common: a mistrust of the Sadducees.  

The single most influential sect to emerge in the Second Temple Period, the Pharisees, became so popular that they rival the Sadducees in power and influence by the time of Jesus in part because they represent the common Jews, and they teach fidelity to the Law out of love, not duty.  And in an ironic twist of fate, since their sect was not tied to the temple, when it was destroyed in 70 CE, it is the Pharisees who take on the mantle of orthodox Jewish opinion afterwards, since the Sadducees are ostensibly erased from Jewish life.  Modern day Rabbinic Judaism in all of its varieties is the product of a battlefield promotion, as it were: they were the last ones standing after the Romans destroyed their brethren, and they needed no Temple from which to continue their faith.  The Synagogues were ready to accept what Jews remained.  Another popular sect of the period during which Jesus lived were the Essenes: the pious, separatist community who lived in the desert and wrote what we call the Dead Sea Scrolls, though like the Sadducees, they too were destroyed in the Roman-Jewish wars of 66-70 CE.  

Nearly everything attributed to the mouth of Jesus by his followers can be traced back to either Pharasaic or Essenic teachings.  To be sure, he had some of his own original thoughts, but the bulk of his ideas and opinions on ritual matters such as the observance of the Sabbath, charity, and healing are textbook sectarian Judaism from the time.  His overall approach to the gentiles comes from the Pharisaic School of Rabbi Hillel, a contemporary of Jesus, who also taught the love of God and the love on one’s neighbor, which he also claimed was the most important commandment.  Much to the chagrin of the Sadducees like Jesus, Hillel advocated a direct relationship with the Gentiles, and encouraged conversion.  But again, we have no unified opinion even among the Pharisees as Shammai, a rival Pharisee, favored the Sadducean practice of refusing converts categorically.  Two Jews: Three Opinions.
Jesus shares many of his opinions on the Law with the Essenes, who like him, categorically condoned divorce and practiced celibacy.  Like them, he never quotes from the book of Esther, but liberally cites Isaiah.  He shares their outright distrust of the Temple and the Sadducees.  They both denounce money and the value of private property.  And like them, he preaches a new covenant between God and his people.  And this new covenant is not in any way contrary to the Laws of Moses as the Jews practiced them, nor is it without precedent.  In the Hebrew Bible there are actually seven covenants between God and Israel, each increasing in complexity and responsibility.  
So why, then, do the Jews from his time to today so castigate Jesus of Nazareth?  The answer is a simple as the reason behind the Christian’s reasons for deifying him: both groups use him as a weapon against the other, without ever actually listening to what he has to say about God or look into how he actually lived his very Jewish life.  Both Jews and Christians misappropriate; both stereotype.  They see in Jesus everything the other religion fears and hates.

If we give him the benefit of the doubt and assume that Jesus thinks of himself as the Messiah, though such an admission is highly tenuous, then what Jewish law has he violated in doing so, we ask?  If we listen to Matthew and take Caiaphas, the high Sadducean priests’ words as genuine, what ‘blasphemy’ has he committed?  The Messiah, as we have seen is at times a Prophet, a Priest, and a King, chosen by God to serve the Jews in some special way.  If we believe Jewish history, the Messiah has come many times to reunite the Jews.  Its greatest sage, Ezra claims that the Messiah came in the person of the Gentile ‘King of Kings’ Cyrus.  A thousand years later, Rabbi Akiva, the single most influential Rabbinic thinker of the first millennia of the common era claims that Bar Kokhba, the revolutionary military leader of the Jews against the Romans in 135 CE was the Messiah.   It is their ideas that are mainstream, not the Sadducees, who went the way of the dodo with the Temple and their Sacrificial cult in 70 CE.  The Messiah comes and goes over the course of Jewish history, and never have the Jews as a whole ever denied this.  So why deny Jesus?
The answer is simple, if we realize that no Jewish source mentions Jesus prior to the Jerusalem Talmud, complied in 400 CE.  The first Rabbis to deal with him at all deny a straw man: a certain characterization of Jesus who did not, in fact, ever exist, at least in the four Gospel accounts.  The Jesus the Jews deny is the Jesus as seen and interpreted in the books that directly follow the gospels, beginning with the Acts: that is the books that constitute the dogma and specifications for a ‘new’ religion altogether different from Judaism, in any of its various forms.  And all of these books, save the last one, were written by one man: Paul of Tarsus.  The Jesus the Jews deny is the one who claims to be God himself, a claim, that we shall see, Jesus himself never makes in any of the Gospels.   
Paul presents a glaring problem for both Christians and Jews alike.  He’s the fly in both of their ointments.  For one, he is a Pharisee who renounces his Jewish life and becomes what he calls a Christian.  He alone in the early period following Jesus’ crucifixion creates the dogma of the still infant Christian church.  For the first thirty years after Jesus’ crucifixion, he alone becomes the interpreter of Jesus’ message.  And when his letters become canonized, he alone becomes the one who unifies dogma and belief in every book that follows the four Gospels in the New Testament.  The Disciples are men of action, not writers.  They have all quickly gone the way of their Rabbi and died horrible deaths, doing the work Jesus asked them to do, leaving Paul, who never knew Jesus, to tell us what this all meant.  Paul’s agenda became the Christian agenda. 
  However, it is not Paul’s ignorance of Jesus as a Jew that is suspect here, since he himself was a Jew, and a Pharisee at that.  The problem is that he shifted his message from Jews who were trained in Jewish interpretation to Gentiles who were not.  During his decade of ministry, the four Gospels had not yet been written.  Paul’s writings all date from the 50’s CE, twenty years after Jesus, and ten years before Mark puts ink to parchment.  With only his vision from the road to Damascus and local stories from the local synagogues he visits as his guide, it is Paul who claims that Jesus broke with the Law.  It is Paul who tells the early Christians who were still living very Jewish lives in places like Jerusalem, Corinth, and Galatia to renounce their Jewishness, since it is no longer necessary, even though Jesus found it to be essential.  He suggests that they stop circumcising, stop observing the Passover, and stop keeping the laws of the Sabbath.  Instead, they should baptize. 

And most damning of all from the Jewish point of view, it is Paul who claims that Jesus is not merely an agent of God, but God himself: something that neither Jesus, his disciples, nor any other practicing Jew prior to during Paul’s time ever claimed.  Again, given that Paul is a Jew we assume that he understood what Jesus meant when he claimed he was God, but Paul does not explain to his Gentile audiences.  Remember, the disciples all recognize and admit that Jesus is the Messiah, but in the Jewish understanding of this concept, this is not claiming that Jesus is God.  Cyrus was never God, nor was Bar Kokhba, nor even David Ben Gurion.  Messianic status, while certainly divine in nature is not the divine itself.  Jews have never mistaken the messenger for the message.  The early Gentile Christians did.  And this is the source of the Jesus question for Jews
And this finally brings me to the title of my talk, which re- contextualizes how both Judaism and Christianity should look at Jesus and explains exactly what Jesus meant when he claimed that was God.  In Mark 8:29, Jesus asks his disciples who the people think he is.  They say that some claim he is John the Baptist, some Elijah, others one of the prophets.  Then he asks them what they think, and Peter responds that he is the Christ: the Greek translation of the Aramaic Malka Meshiah, the Messiah King.  Mark then paraphrases Jesus’ response.  Mark writes: “And he gave them strict orders not to tell anyone about him.”  This odd phrase has been interpreted in many ways by believers and scholars alike.  What I would like to suggest is that Jesus makes this request because he is dissatisfied with Peter’s response.  

If we look at every interaction between Jesus and his disciples in Matthew, Mark, and Luke, we see the story of an unsatisfied teacher, constantly frustrated at his student’s inability to ever really understand what he is trying to teach them.  His frustrations outnumber his praises of his disciples ten to one.  I want to suggest that Jesus tells them to keep this information quiet not because he is or is not the Messiah, which would be absurd in this context, since he is a dutiful Jew.  Rather, I think the answer lies in his strategic use of the verb to be.  Leave it to the English teacher to come back to something as esoteric as grammar.  In the Greek, his sentence could use many forms of the verb to be when he asks them this question, but he specifically uses the present progressive: “I am”.  For Jews, this particular conjugation has special significance.  When Jesus meets the Samaritan woman at the well in John 4, she claims that she knows that the Messiah will come and explain everything to his people, to which Jesus responds: 

Elo eimi o lalon soi

In Greek, Jesus responds with the same conjugation, literally saying: “I am, I am is who is speaking to you now”.  Such responses on Jesus’ part have been misunderstood by both Jews and Christians, if we look into the specific Jewish context of Jesus’ language.  Jesus is not making a personal claim of authority, even with regards to his status as the Messiah.  What is he doing?: revealing the name of God to those who can hear it.  In the first case, Peter misses the point.  In the second case, we never know if the Samaritan woman understood, for as soon as Jesus says this to her, the disciples find him and ask what he is doing talking to a Samaritan woman, of all people.
 In both cases, what is Jesus saying?  He identifies the source of all Jewish authority: the open, public name of God revealed to Moses on Mt. Sinai, which Jesus tells to Jews and Gentiles alike, not the secretive Tetragramaton, only pronounceable by the High Priest in the Temple on Yom Kippur.  According to Leviticus, blasphemy—remember the charge brought against Jesus by Caiaphas—is defined as exactly that: uttering the Tetragramaton, an offense punishable by death.  So notice again, how Jesus does not break Halakah, nor is he a blasphemer.  He uses the name of God that is free, open, and public to encourage open dialogue, to foster communication between different peoples, not his secretive name known by only the elite who use it to segregate, sequester, and divide.  This public name is “Ehyeh Asher Ehyeh” I AM who I AM.  This public name is a palindrome: The Being that is prior and which remains afterwards: Being before and after the human: the infinite that encompasses the finite.  The big B being that makes the little b being possible. 

That Jesus claims that it is God who is speaking to her does not mean, as Paul’s audience understands it, that Jesus is himself God, but that God is speaking through Jesus and that Jesus is speaking as God.  And again, this is not blasphemy by Jewish standards, if we use the Prophets as our guide.  Jesus’ language mirrors their rhetoric: the kind employed in Joshua and by Ezekiel and Malachi who all claim to speak not for God, but actually as God.  Yet, Jews never accuse these prophets of claming to be God because they understand the prophet to be the human agent of the divine: the messenger through which we hear the message.  Never do Jews in Isaiah’s time or in Jesus’ time claim that any prophet is God.  The prophet or even the Messiah is a human being with supernatural powers to be sure, but he always remains a human being.  Gentiles do not have this interpretive training.  

Disciples like John describe many of Jesus’ supernatural powers, all of which the early gentile Christians believe point to Jesus’ divine nature: he can heal the sick, restore sight to the blind, and even raise the dead.  But again, such are the abilities of Judaism’s prophets.  Jesus coming back from the dead does not make him divine, since Lazarus comes back from the dead too.  And in John 11, Martha, Lazarus’ sister has this Jewish understanding that so many seem to lack today because she actually attributes his resurrection to God, not Jesus, so why should Jesus’ resurrection be any different?  Jesus says to her: “I AM the resurrection.  Anyone who believes in me, even though that person dies, will live, and whoever lives and believes in me, will never die.”  He asks her if she believes this and she replies yes, that she thinks he is the Christ, the anointed messiah of prophecy: that is, remember, the human being chosen by God to serve his purpose, not God himself.  Jesus again speaks as God by using his public name and Martha, a common peasant Jew not schooled in Pharisaic thought or Essenic mysticism realizes that he is not God, but his agent.

 The Hebrew Bible is full of human beings performing supernatural, or miraculous acts: acts that they could not perform without the direct, divine intervention of God.  But never are they mistaken for God.  Enoch and Elijah don’t even die: they are taken away by God directly to Heaven.  Moses parts the Sea of Reeds.  When Korah and his followers deny the authority of the God who speaks to Moses on Sinai, Moses opens the earth and summarily swallows them.   In all of these cases, Jews recognize that it is God acting through the human agent, but nowhere is the human agent mistaken for God.  
So why the utter lack of a Jewish interpretation of Jesus immediately following his time: because the Jews understood Jesus as one of their own: a typical Jew who despised the Sadducees and their sacrificial system of extortion like most common Jews of the early first century.  In this way, why would an ordinary Jew appear in the pages of Jewish history from the time?  When Paul shifted his ministry from the Jews to the Gentiles is when the Jews started paying more attention to this Jesus fellow, since if they understood the gentiles correctly, he was a Jew claiming to be God.  A Jewish audience recognizes the subtleties to Jesus’ rhetoric.  Every Jew who hears Jesus in the Gospels understands that he is not God, but his agent.  But when this message is taken to the Gentiles who have no prior Jewish background or point of view from which to understand the Jewish context of what he says, it simply appears that Jesus is God.  Four hundred years after Jesus’ death, why does the Talmud—the compiled Rabbinic commentary on the Torah—so castigate Jesus?  Aren’t the Jews schooled in Jewish interpretation?  Simple: they castigate Paul’s version of Jesus, not the Jesus as presented in the ‘Jewish’ Gospels, since as the acclaimed Rabbi Leo Baeck has declared, the Gospels are Jewish texts because no other spirit can be found in them.  They were written by Jews about a fellow Jew who lives a thoroughly Jewish life.  The fifth century Rabbis do not read and react to the Gospels, they react to what they see in and around them every day: Gentiles interpreting their texts incorrectly.  
So as a way to recuperate Paul, it is not so much Paul who misinterprets the source of Jesus’ miracles, though he does in some places, but his growing Gentile audience who does, since they are not trained in Jewish interpretation.  They take Jesus’ words the only way they know how to: literally.  All who witness Jesus’ miracles in the Gospels attest to the divine presence acting through him, even when they claim that he—Jesus the human being—performs the actual acts on earth.  Jesus has his equals in the Hebrew Bible, he is not unique: special, certainly, but not unique, and never God to himself or the Jews who follow him.
And to add more mud to the pie, Jesus’ status as God is not even fully accepted or understood for three hundred more years, since there were still many Jews who identified themselves as Christians.  They were the Jews who followed the Messiah and awaited his return, but none of the Jewish Christians though the Messiah to be divine.  When Constantine I calls the Council of Nicea in 325 CE, it is to decide this issue of Jesus’ status once and for all.  And it is in Nicea, three hundred years after Jesus’ that the early church fathers take a vote, and Jesus is declared God, buy parliamentary majority.     

So in closing, I need to stress a couple of things: one, this is a public lecture with some pretty stark claims on my part.  I have not always fully cited the sources for my Biblical claims because doing so would make this talk even longer that it already is.  But I would be happy to provide them to anyone who would like to have them.  And secondly, I hope that my analysis shows us that our faith needs to be an educated faith, not a blind one.  If we revere the moral and ethical lessons the Bible teaches us, then we have to understand the history and context behind the lessons so that we can fully understand what they were meant to teach in the first place.  Jews and Christians both need to do this.

In terms of re-figuring the homogenized interfaith dialogue, Jews need to take off their self-imposed Christian lenses that lead to a blind rejection of Jesus without first listening to him, for they will find a Jew speaking to them.  Likewise, Christians need to rediscover and put on the Jewish lenses that show Jesus as a Jewish Messiah, which means first and foremost that he is a human being who never claimed he was God, since this concept is absolutely unthinkable to a Jew.  
