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PREFACE 

 

 In recent years, the Judeo-Christian dialogue has not progressed as 

rapidly as some originally expected. 

Pope John Paul II’s historical visit to the Rome Synagogue on April 13, 

1986, where he met with Chief Rabbi Rav Elio Toaff, continued the process of 

dismantling officially the mutual misunderstanding and opening the door toward 

gradual reconciliation.   

 The Pope’s visit to Israel in 2000 was a high watermark in the Jewish-

Christian dialogue. Like the visit to the Holy Land of his predecessor Pope Paul 

VI, in 1964, it did much to focus attention on the dialogue between the Holy See 

and the Jewish nation. Their very presence was one of the strongest signs of 

reconciliation in a 2000-year-old history of mutual prejudice. 

 Yes, the reconciliation has been taking place, but it has been gradual, and 

that has caused difficulty to some.  Both Jews and Christians, while 

enthusiastic, are disappointed that greater strides have not been accomplished. 

 Pope John Paul II’s contributions to the dialogue were on the levels of 

teaching, better relationships, backed up with positive deeds and pastoral 

action. In addition, the Pope insisted on the special spiritual bond that binds 

Christians and Jews together by reason of their “common spiritual heritage.” 

 Certainly, Pope Benedict XVI”s visit to the great Rome Synagogue on 

January 17, 2010 not only continues the rapprochement of Pope John Paul II but 

also extends that relationship for Jews and Christians to maintain and 

propagate ”The Great Ethical Code” of the Decalogue received by Moses and 

shared alike by Jews and Christians. Benedict XVI urged this shared task of 

“reawakening our society to a new openness to the transcendent dimensions of 

our faith—witnessing to the one God as a precious service which Jews and 

Christians can and must offer together.”  The Pope concluded, “When we 

succeed in uniting our hearts and our hands in response to the Lord’s call, His 

light comes closer and shines on all the people of the world.”   

 The full consequences of the 1965 Vatican II document, Nostra Aetate, in 

which the Catholic Church officially absolved the Jews of deicide, is only 

gradually entering the full consciousness of the Catholic and Christian world.  It 

takes time for things to sink in, and this is one reason why the dialogue has not 

progressed as quickly and as thoroughly as it should have, at least in the 
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thinking of the outer reaches of the Catholic world.  As the various contributors 

in this volume illustrate, there have been great strides and monumental 

developments.  The full impact of the reconciliation has been felt at the 

epicenter of Christianity, but like the proverbial pebble dropped into the water, it 

takes time for the concentric circles to ripple out and reach the shore.  A good 

example of this may be found in Pope Benedict’s Jesus of Nazareth, Part II, 
issued in 2011.  There he clarifies the term “Jews” in the Gospel narratives by 

referring to them as the “temple aristocracy,” not to the “Jews” as a whole.   

 It is significant to note that the Catholic biblical scholar, Raymond Brown, 

in one of his previous lectures for the Chair of Judeo-Christian Studies dwelt for 

some time on the problem of the translation in the Gospel of John from Greek to 

Latin, where the word “Sanhedrin” is substituted for the word “Jews.”  

Unwittingly, this misappropriation became the basis for much of the 

misunderstanding and prejudice against the Jewish people as a whole. 

 Fortunately, with these most recent clarifications by the Holy Father, the 

Israeli Government has “welcomed whole-heartedly” these papal statements 

exonerating “Jews” for the death of Jesus. The Israeli Embassy to the Holy See 

said it was “confirmation of Pope Benedict XVI’s known positive stand towards 

Jewish people in the State of Israel.”   

 Renewing Hope is the seventh volume in Tulane University’s Judeo-

Christian Lecture Series.  The following, originally lectures made by various 

distinguished Jewish and Christian scholars from 1991 to 2009, add more light 

and insight into the progress that has indeed been made. 

 

 

 

VAL A. MCINNES, O.P. 

Chair, Judeo-Christian Studies, Tulane University 

March 27, 2011 

























































































46 
 

March 7, 1996  
THE RABBI JULIAN B. FEIBELMAN MEMORIAL LECTURE 

Jewish Messianic Expectations 
David Novak 

Edited by Yehuda Halper 
  

I am grateful to the Chair of Judeo-Christian Studies here at Tulane 
University for the honor of delivering the Rabbi Julian B. Feibelman Memorial 
Lecture of 1996. Considering who my predecessors in this lectureship have 
been (in particular, my late lamented friend, Professor Jakob J. 
Petuchowski), it is clear that the most serious attention to the issues of the 
relations between Judaism and Christianity is now called for. Yet I cannot 
help but seriously question the choice of the topic of “Jewish Messianic 
Expectations” by the sponsor of this annual lecture. For it would seem that 
this topic in particular has been one that has constituted the greatest 
division between Jews and Christians. Is it not one about which Jews and 
Christians have been talking past each other rather than to each other for 
nearly two thousand years? Would it not be more advisable for a Chair of 
Judeo-Christian Studies, where the hyphen between “Judeo” and “Christian” 
seems to indicate a conjunction rather than a disjunction ("and" rather than 
"or"), to concentrate on what unites Jews and Christians together rather 
than on what is seemingly an unbridgeable difference that sets one against 
the other? Have we not had enough of what divides us from each other 
throughout our joint history—with all the strife and suffering that comes with 
it—and not nearly enough of what unites us? Do not our relatively new 
positions in a pluralistic society enable us to work on a new common 
relationship rather than returning again and again to our old polemical 
relationship? Shouldn't we attend to what we have that is good and avoid 
what we have had that is bad? 

If one–were to ask ordinary people in our society just what differentiates 
Jews from Christians, they would probably say: "Christians believe in Christ; 
Jews do not." With a little more education, they would probably say: 
"Christians believe that the Messiah has already come; Jews believe the 
Messiah is yet to come." How do we possibly resolve such a difference?  
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What external criterion (tertium quid) could one possibly invoke to prove that 
either the Christians are right and the Jews are therefore wrong, or that the 
Jews are right and the Christians are therefore wrong? 

Nevertheless, I propose this evening that this crucial difference between 
us, real though it surely is, need not imply that Jews and Christians cannot 
engage in intelligent and constructive discussion of the question of the 
Messiah. For even though we surely disagree about who the Messiah is—and 
is not—we can learn much from each other about what the Messiah is; that is, 
how we think about this issue of messianism in our respective traditions. 
Here we might very well discover that there is some commonality among us 
despite the greater differences between us. 

Indeed, my proposal is that concentrating on the present political meaning 
of messianism might show us that there is more to Jewish messianism than 
the future claim that the Messiah has not yet come, and that there is more to 
Christian messianism than the past claim that the Messiah has already come. 
For in the case of the present, the communal present where we all as 
essentially political beings live, one could well say that the Messiah, 
specifically the idea of the Messiah, signifies both a presence and an absence. 
This suggests, at least, that Jewish claims to messianic truth might not entail 
a total rejection of Christian messianic claims as false, and vice versa. In 
other words, for Jews, the Messiah is not totally absent; for Christians, the 
Messiah is not totally present. Being a Jewish scholar, let me concentrate on 
the Jewish side of this theological-political equation. But, knowing Christians 
and something of what they believe, and considering the majority of the 
audience here this evening, the implications of what I have to say for 
Christians are near at hand for me. 

In Judaism, one could well say that all theological ideas have political 
implications and all political ideas have theological implications. This is 
because the God-human relationship is essentially covenantal; it is between 
God and us.1 As such, nothing significant can be said about how humans are 
to order their lives together without including it in the context of their 
relationship with God; and nothing significant can be said about how humans 
are related to God without including it in the context of their relationship with 
one another. God's covenant is with a people. As such, the relationship of God 
and individuals—even such exalted individuals as prophets—is always with 
these individuals as representatives of their community. Thus Moses, the 
prophet of all prophets,  
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says to God, “If you will forgive their sin [well and good], but if not, then blot 

me out from the book you have written" (Exodus32:32). And the people has no 

identity without being in direct relationship with God. Even their most 

mundane human activities cannot be seen as merely human concerns. Thus 

Moses again, speaking on behalf of the whole people of Israel in the 

wilderness, says to God, "If your presence does not go [with us], do not bring 

us up out of this place" (Exodus 33:15). Because of this connection of theology 

and politics, one can never understand any theological idea, and especially 

the idea of the Messiah which is so evidently political, without understanding 

the historical context in which it is being explicated. History is the temporal 

context of politics. And one cannot understand any political situation in 

history without looking at its theological meaning. 

The Messiah is the essentially political idea of the optimal leader of the 
covenantal polity. It is also the essentially theological idea of how God 
optimally rules his people. From biblical times on, this has been the issue of 
kingship. Both God and the Messiah are seen as kings. Yet this has led to a 
problem – what might very well be the theological-political problem. That 
problem is best expressed in God's response to the annoyance of the 
prophet Samuel with the demand of the people of Israel for a human king: "It 
is not you they reject (ma’asu) but Me they reject from ruling over them" (I 
Samuel 8:7). The impasse here seems to be: If there is a human king, then 
God's authority has been displaced; if God is king, why is there any need for a 
human authority at all? The compromise seems to be that the people need 
human authority, but this human authority must never regard itself as 
ultimate.2 

Of course, everyone who has ever read much of the history of Israel 
recorded in the Bible knows that this compromise was never satisfactorily 
worked out in that history. The human kings were constantly exercising their 
power in ways that were taken to be in defiance of God and his law, and God 
never seems to have found the optimal human ruler of his people who could 
be a true religious and political success—in tandem. The theological problem 
was seen to be the unfaithfulness of the people with their leaders to God; the 
political problem was seen to be the constant vulnerability of the people to 
forces in the world beyond their control. Indeed, these two problems were 
seen in terms of cause and effect; that is, the religious unfaithfulness of the 
people to God is what has led to their political impotence. As the classical 
Jewish liturgy puts it, in the major prayer for the end of the exile (galut) and 
the rebuilding of the Temple in Jerusalem, “because of our sins were we 
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exiled (galinu) from our land.”3 So it is, then, that the political situation of the 
Jewish people is going to largely determine just how they view their 
unredeemed condition, one that is to be alleviated by the Messiah himself. 

The theological solution to this problem became the projection of the idea 
of kingship onto a future horizon. There was to be a future king of Israel, an 
“anointed one” (mashiah) like all the kings from Saul on who had been 
anointed, upon whom "authority (hamisrah) would be on his shoulders" and 
who would accomplish "peace (shalom) without limit, with David's throne and 
kingdom, that it may be firmly established in justice and charity, now and 
forever" (Isaiah 9:5-6). Unlike the earlier kings, who more often than not 
alienated the people from God, this future optimal king, the Messiah, would 
reconcile the people with God. Obviously, he would have to be quite different 
from all the royal failures whowill have preceded him. 

Moreover, since Israel's lack of redemption intimately involves her 
relations with the nations of the world, it would seem, therefore, that Israel's 
redemption could not be possible let alone complete without all the nations of 
the world being involved in it somehow or other. This became especially 
evident during the days of the Second Temple, when the very return of the 
people to the land of Israel was through the power of the Persian king Cyrus, 
whose “spirit was awakened by the Lord” (Ezra 1:1). So, a prophet of this post-
exilic period speaks of the time when God will “turn to the nations with clear 
speech to call all of them in the name of the Lord to serve Him with one 
shoulder" (Zephaniah 3:9). In this call, they will be finally united with “the 
remnant” (she’erit) of Israel, who will do no wrong and will speak no 
falsehood” (3:13). Indeed, just as the biblical narrative began with all of 
humanity and God's failure with them, so would the final narrative yet to be 
written end with God's success with all humanity, a success prefigured in the 
unbroken covenant with Israel. In other words, Israel's messianically effected 
redemption will begin with her but will not be confined to her alone. The 
redemption will not only include the polity of Israel established by the 
revelation of the Torah, it will also include all of humanity, indeed all of 
creation itself—a "new heaven and a new earth" (Isaiah 65:17 and 66: 22) 

The issue of the Messiah has been until very recently a bone of such bitter 
contention between the Jewish and Christian communities precisely because 
their respective political situations have been so different. Furthermore, 
these different situations have at the most fundamental level involved rival 
theological claims. 

Until quite recently in the full history of the West, Christians have had 
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considerable political power over Jews. That power, however, has entailed a 
major theological problem. For the task the Church has seen for herself has 
been to spread the reign of her messianic redeemer, her Christ, over all 
humankind. With the initially pagan masses the Church first encountered in 
its process of separation from Judaism, she was quite successful. It was so 
successful in fact that from the time of the conversion of the Emperor 
Constantine, she soon claimed the allegiance of the Roman Empire, the very 
political power that had crucified her Savior. But there were two major 
holdouts in this process of theological-political expansion: the Muslims and 
the Jews. The Muslims posed what might be called a "geo-political" threat; 
that is, they ruled what was considered to be the rest of the civilized world 
and sought to expand their rule into the Christian domain. The response to 
their threat had to be primarily military. The Jews, however, although not 
posing this type of geo-political threat inasmuch as they had no physical 
power, posed a more serious internal political threat. They were living under 
Christian political rule as a matter of expediency only, rejecting at the same 
time the theological truth claims that justified that very polity. The response 
to their threat had to be primarily cultural. Indeed, for many Christian 
thinkers, the conversion of the Jews, which primarily means Jewish 
acceptance of Christian messianic claims, would be the sign of the fulfillment 
of the Church's fundamental mandate.4 

For Jews, conversely, the very fact of living under Christian political rule 
was indicative of their unredeemed condition. For the Christians considered 
their domain (“Christendom”) to be the legitimate successor of the Roman 
Empire, the very power that had destroyed the Second Temple and had 
initiated the longest Jewish exile. Indeed, the very name Jews had used to 
designate their pagan Roman oppressors, Edom, was frequently used in the 
Middle Ages to designate Christendom.5 Furthermore, the Christians justified 
their polity in the name of a Jew, Jesus of Nazareth, whom the vast majority 
of his own people did not accept as their Messiah. As such, it is not hard to 
understand why so much of Jewish messianic longing in pre-modern times 
hoped for the final refutation of the Church and her messianic claims. 

The situation for most of what we could call Judeo-Christian history has 
been, therefore, confrontational. It is epitomized by the medieval disputations, 
where Jewish and Christian theologians were pitted against each other by 
royalty, frequently for nothing more than the amusement of the royalty who 
sponsored these contests.6 The arguments at these disputations were 
basically theological justifications of political claims and counterclaims. 
Christians often asserted, as had the Romans before them, that their political 
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success and the political impotence of the Jews simultaneously proved that 
God had indeed vindicated their messianic claims. Jews, in response, 
asserted that messianic claims could only be verified by the entire geo-
political condition. That is, until the whole of human civilization was under the 
messianic realm of full justice and peace, any messianic claims in the 
present were grossly premature, pseudo-messianic as it were.7  Needless to 
say, these disputations were more exercises in theological posturing than 
actual attempts to engage in true persuasion. For each side was essentially 
frustrated in its political situation, and the other side was considered to be an 
essential part of that frustration. Christians thought that Jews were holding 
up the full reign of the kingdom of God on earth that had already begun with 
them; Jews thought that Christians were preventing the redemption of the 
world by their denial of its being centered in the Jewish people. 

The rise of secular modernity, especially in the form of the modern 
nation-state, radically and irrevocably changed the political situation of 
both Christians and Jews. As such, it could not help but change the 
messianic theology of both communities. 

The modern secular nation-states no longer looked to the Church for their 

legitimacy. As such, Christians basically had three choices. They could either 

remove themselves from political life altogether for the sake of their spiritual 

integrity (the sectarian option), or they could divide themselves into a public 

secularist self and a private religious self (the liberal option), or they could 

try to convince themselves and the growing number of irreligious secularists 

that this new form of polity really drew its strength from Christian sources 

and had an ultimately Christian meaning (the nationalist option). 

Each option had its own messianic consequences. For the sectarians, it 

meant that Christ's triumphant return would be their redemption from the 

alien polity and its culture. For the liberals, for whom theology was now so 

separated from politics, it meant that all hope for the future (which is the 

messianic hope) was basically taken over by secularist notions of progress. 

And for the nationalists, it meant that the ethnic project of their particular 

nation was seen as being the vanguard of the kingdom of God on earth. Here 

one sees that there is still a connection between theology and politics, but it 

is an inversion of the ancient one. Here it is no longer the theological 

justification of politics but, rather, the political justification of theology (what 

the ancients would have recognized as idolatry). It is no accident that modern 

anti-Semitism, as distinct from medieval anti-Judaism, grew out of this type 
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of modern, religiously blessed, nationalism. Modern anti-Semitism is a form 

of what has been recently called “ethnic cleansing.” It asserts that the 

political integrity of the nation in its drive for ethnic purity requires that the 

Jews, being the quintessential “other,” be eliminated from the polity by 

whatever means necessary: from expulsion to extermination. Medieval anti-

Judaism, conversely, generally insisted that the Jews could not be eliminated 

until the final judgment; that is, until Christ completed the redemption his first 

coming had initiated and the Jews would finally accept it.  

There is no doubt that the old anti-Judaism contributed to modern anti-

Semitism, but it was a case of selective political appropriation of some 

aspects of theology, not a theological-political vision as had been the case 

theretofore. Hence many truly insightful Christians quickly realized how 

Christianity was being used and wholly distorted by the modern nationalists, 

most especially the Nazis. Thus, for example, the most important Protestant 

theologian of this century, Karl Barth, was a consistent advocate of a 

classical type of Christian anti-Judaism and simultaneously a powerful and 

courageous opponent of the nationalist anti-Semitism of the Nazis and their 

sympathizers.8 For him Nazism was idolatry; Judaism, whatever its errors 

might be for the Church, was still the religion of the people with whom God 

has made an irrevocable covenant.  

Just as there have been sectarians, liberals, and nationalists among 

modern Christians, each with their own messianism, so have there been 

these three types of modern Jews, each with their own messianism. 

Jewish sectarians (what we now call “Ultra-Orthodox”) have basically 

regarded the political and cultural equality Jews seem to have gained in 

modernity to be a colossally dangerous mistake for those Jews who have 

happily accepted it. For them, both liberals and nationalists are engaging in 

heretical pseudo-messianism. This explains why, in their most extreme 

forms, they have been very much opposed to Zionism, regarding it as a 

human, Jewish usurpation of the redemption (ge’ulah) that is the prerogative 

of God alone. 

Jewish liberals, very much like their Christian counterparts, have divided 

themselves into a private and a public part, reserving whatever Judaism they 

have left for the private realm. Thus, having so completely severed from their 

Judaism its political component, their politics has merged with general 
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secularist notions of progress and, therefore, they have no messianic 

doctrine to speak of. In the case of Jewish Marxists, of whom there are 

hardly any left due to Communist anti-Semitism, where the private realm 

was rejected as “bourgeois,” there was no place left for their Judaism at all, 

and they often turned against it violently. 

Finally, unlike Christian nationalists who could conceive of their own 

ethnic locality as the place for the solution of their theological-political 

predicament, Jewish nationalists had to look elsewhere. Hence Zionism saw 

the solution to the Jewish theological-political predicament in a revived 

Jewish state in the land of Israel. For the growing number of Jews who see 

the Zionist triumph of the establishment of the State of Israel in 1948 as 

having religious significance, the messianic implication of this political act is 

expressed in the prayer for the new state composed by its Chief Rabbinate, 

where the state (medinat yisra’el) is referred to as "the beginning of the 

growth of our redemption" (re’eshit tsemihatge’ulatenu).9 Like all forms of 

nationalism where a religious justification is invoked, Zionism will have to 

prove that such a justification is more than a mere rationalization of political 

power. But the State of Israel, the political product of the Zionist movement, 

is still too young to judge the value of its approach to the theological-political 

predicament of the Jews.10 

 Now just as the messianism that has emerged from modern Christian 

sectarianism, liberalism, and nationalism is problematic, so is the 

messianism that has emerged from Jewish sectarianism, liberalism, and 

nationalism problematic.  

At this juncture of history, it would seem that Jews and Christians have 

come closer together than ever before in their respective political situations. 

Christians can no longer claim the political order as their own. Like the Jews, 

they too have now become marginalized. Modern secularism has forced 

Christians to look elsewhere for the solution to their theological-political 

predicament. Indeed, the modern phenomenon of nationalism, which so often 

deviously uses religious motifs to promote its own essentially idolatrous 

project, should make Christians very wary of hoping somehow or other to 

recapture the political realm. And Jews have to a certain extent regained 

political power in the world, both by becoming citizens of modern nation-

states and by reestablishing their own state in Israel. Although there remain 
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vast differences between these two political situations in the world today (for 

one, there are many more Christians than Jews), both require a fresh look at 

their respective theological justifications. Both communities are faced with 

the peculiar balance of power and marginality in the world. Neither 

community anymore is in a position of dominating or being dominated by the 

other or by the world. This peculiar balance very much entails more research 

on the issue of messianism on the part of both Jewish and Christian scholars. 

As a Jewish scholar I cannot propose anything like a real solution to the 
Christian theological-political predicament. However, since this predicament 
is somewhat similar to the Jewish one, I cannot help but think that Christians 
have good reason to be interested in my own reflections on Jewish 
messianism. 

Throughout the history of Judaism, I have been able to detect basically 
two forms of messianism. One type of messianism might be called 
“extensive.” the other “apocalyptic.” Each form of Jewish messianism has its 
own distinct view of the future of the covenant, and this is connected to how it 
views the past and the present of the covenant as well. 

The covenant has a past, a present and a future. The past is creation; that 

is, what God has brought into existence, the world in which all humankind, 

Israel included, live and work. In the created realm, natural law operates, 

directly governing interhuman relations, but only indirectly alluding to God 

who created the world with moral norms imbedded in it, and which are 

discoverable by rational human beings inhabiting this world.11 

Into this world come the election of Israel and the revelation of the Torah 

to her. This event of election/revelation is experienced by Jews as present 

inasmuch as the commandments (misvot) that concretize this event are ever 

present acts. When the Bible says that the commandments (first and 

foremost the commandment to love God) are to be "this day (hayom) upon 

your heart" (Deuteronomy 6:6), the Rabbis comment: “they should not be in 

your eyes like an antiquated decree (diatagma) that nobody minds, but like a 

new decree which everyone hastens to read.”12 The Rabbis see the continuous 

reacceptance of the Torah as incumbent on the community that has accepted 

it as its own constitution.  

If revelation is the fuller extension of the law of creation, one can see 

redemption, the coming of the Messiah, as meaning the maximum extension 
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of the authority of the law possible, with the best possible political results. 

About the coming of the Messiah, Maimonides writes: 

Do not think that in the days of the Messiah any aspect of the 
natural order of things will be annulled or that there will be 
something new (hiddush) in the order of creation, but the world will 
continue in its normal course (keminhago). … The essence of the 
matter is that Israel will dwell securely … and all of them [Jews and 
gentiles] will return to the true faith (datemet) and no one will rob 
or destroy.13 
 

In order to emphasize the universal meaning of all this, he soon says 
thereafter: 

The prophets and the sages did not desire the day of the Messiah in 
order that they [Israel] might rule over all the world or subjugate 
the gentiles or that the nations might exalt them but that they might 
be free to be involved in the Torah and her wisdom, that no one 
might persecute or deter them. This is so that they might merit the 
life of the world-to-come.14 
 

Here we have the theological presentation of extensive Jewish messianism in 
its most impressive philosophical form. Being heavily influenced by Plato, 
especially by Plato's political philosophy as it was developed by the Muslim 
philosopher A1-Farabi, Maimonides clearly constitutes the Messiah as the 
true philosopher-king. But, unlike Plato's philosopher-king and his 
philosophical colleagues (whom Plato called the "guardians" of the ideal 
polity), who basically make up the law of the polity as they go along,15 the 
Messiah-king is the one who intelligently and imaginatively applies the law of 
the Torah to the mundane affairs of the world, the Torah being the law that 
best expresses eternal and politically effective truth. 

This extensive messianism has several key components, all of them 
logically connected. First, it is not supernatural, but it is the reign of an 
exceptionally intelligent and imaginative ruler. Second, the Jewish people 
play a key role in this universal reign precisely because it is essentially the 
universal reign of the Torah and they are the people who have accepted the 
Torah and preserved it. Third, the reign of the Messiah will not be one of 
Jewish dominance because the gentiles will be attracted to this reign by 
virtue of its spiritual and political goodness. Fourth, the messianic reign is 
not the ultimate redemption desired by Israel and all humanity. That final 
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redemption is decidedly nonpolitical, or better transpolitical.16 

 Finally, in a responsum written toward the end of his life, Maimonides 
praises Christians for the fact that they (in contrast to the Muslims) accept 
the full Mosaic Torah as the word of God, their only problem being their 
sometimes erroneous interpretation of it.17 (Thus Thomas Aquinas, who so 
clearly respected Maimonides for his insight into the Torah, would himself be 
by Maimonides' criteria a prime candidate for the world-to-come precisely 
because Aquinas insisted that the natural law is only the rationally accessible 
part of the divine law, all of which is rooted in the eternal law by which God 
governs the universe.18)This problem, he is convinced, could be rectified by 
Christians' learning Torah from insightful Jewish teachers. In other words, 
Maimonides is suggesting Jewish proselytizing, and that Christians are the 
prime candidates for it (a logic that Christian proselytizing of Jews has 
employed by inverting the key terms of the proposition).19 

 At this point, many contemporary Jewish theologians, especially those of 
a more traditionalist stance, would be content to stop here with Maimonides' 
beautifully coherent messianic doctrine. For our purposes here, its 
advantages seem to be that it is not a theory of political subjugation, and that 
it constitutes a particular place of importance for Christianity. Yet, despite my 
own traditionalism and despite my own reverence for Maimonides, I am 
inclined for theological-political reasons to prefer what I have termed the 
apocalyptic form of Jewish messianism. 

In this form of Jewish messianism, the end-time is not an extension of the 
present. Following the etymology of the very word "apocalypse" (from the 
Greek apokaluptein, “to fall down”), it is a wholly new future invading the 
present as it were. In this view, it would seem, the messianic reign is not a 
political preparation for the transcendent world-to-come but is identical with 
it. In the brief time I have left, let me indicate what its advantages are in my 
view. 

First, despite the fact that Maimonides is careful to eliminate any gross 
political subjugation from his extensive messianic theory, it is still a form of 
what we might term cultural imperialism. Although the gentiles will not be 
required to adopt Judaism in all its details, their monotheism will be 
secondary, albeit tolerated by the Jews. The apocalyptic version of Jewish 
messianism, conversely, can be interpreted to indicate that in the "end of 
time" (‘aharit hayamim), all that distinguishes the Jews from the rest of 
humankind will no longer be necessary. Those commandments that are 
termed “ritual,” such as the dietary laws or the observance of Passover, can 
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be envisioned as being null and void (betelot) in the truly transcendent future. 
Only those laws that pertain to all humankind, such as the commandments to 
love God and love one's neighbor, will prevail.20 In other words, the days of 
the Messiah will be the reconciliation of all humankind with God. The 
theological-political meaning of all of this here and now is that Jews, 
Christians, Muslims—indeed, all monotheistic faith traditions—can be 
convinced of their respective truth claims here and now (sub specie 
durationis), without having to make the triumphalist claim that we and we 
alone have the complete truth forever (subspecie aeternitatis).21Second, 
despite the fact that Maimonides is careful not to identify the Messiah with 
any present Jewish regime, he still makes the future sound too much like the 
present. As such, the messianic future is not transcendent enough to 
adequately function as the "day of judgment" (yom hadin) of all that has 
transpired within human history. It includes the resurrection of the dead. To 
do that it must clearly bebeyond history as far as we can possibly conceive it. 
In this sense especially, when we have become so disillusioned by all the 
confident “futurism” of modernity, by retrieving a more apocalyptic 
messianism, Jews and perhaps Christiansin a parallel way can truly wait for 
that which “no eye has seen” (Isaiah 64:3) but God’s.22 What we have seen and 
can see is simply not enough for our human selves as the image of the 
unseen God. 

 

 

1For rabbinic insistence on the irrevocability of the covenant, both for Israel and for 
God, see Babylonian Talmud: Shevu ‘ot 39a; Berakhot 32a. 
2 See Martin Buber, Kingship of God, trans. R. Scheimann (New York and Evanston: 
Harper and Row, 1967), pp. 138ff. 
3The Prayer Book, trans. B.Z. Bokser (New York: Hebrew Publishing Co., 1961), p. 184. 
4See, e.g., Augustine, City of God, 18.46-47. 
5See, e.g., Solomon Schechter, Some Aspects of Rabbinic Theology (New York: 
Schocken, 1961), pp. 99-101. This is also mentioned in Gershom Scholem, The Origins 
of the Kabbalah, trans. A. Arkush (Princeton: Princeton University Press,1987), p. 296. 
6For a major study of the most famous of these debates, see R. Chazan, Barcelona 
and Beyond: The Disputation of 1263 and Its Aftermath (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1992).See also, e.g., D. Berger, The Jewish-ChristianDebate in the 
High Middle Ages (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society of America, 1979). 
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(Albany: State University of New York Press, 1992), pp. 65-66. 
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