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Interview

Rolf Rendtorff

  S habbat Shalom*:
For a specialist of
the Old Testa-

ment,  i t  does not
seem apparent or necessary—at
least not initially—to enter into
a dialogue with Judaism.  Juda-
ism is more or less restricted to
historical study.  How is it then,
that not only your own interest

in Judaism was kindled, but
that you actively became in-
volved in dialogues between
Christians and Jews?

Rendtorff: This is a rather cu-
rious question that is justified in
our present historical setting.
For it should actually be quite
obvious that someone who has
dedicated his life to the study of

the Hebrew Bible should also in-
terest himself in the further de-
velopment of the Hebrew his-
tory and language.   That, of
course, is no answer to your
question, since your question is
of a biographical nature.

By the way, if I may add, this
question would no longer be
posed to a younger specialist of
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the Old Testament.  Many, in-
cluding German Old Testament
specialists, were in Israel at the
Hebrew University during their
time of study.  I have personally
contributed to the sending of a
few hundred German students
who spent a year in Jerusalem.
Today, we have a much larger
number of people who have re-
constructed a relationship to Ju-
daism in this manner.

Shabbat Shalom: One might
say that you have been a pio-
neer in this area.  Weren’t you
the first German professor who
was given permission to lecture
at the Hebrew University?

Rendtorff: I was handed an
official invitation.  At the time,
my colleagues said to me, “To
invite a German as a guest lec-
turer (after all, this was 1973)
would be impossible, if you
didn’t speak Hebrew.”  But to
invite a German and to say, “His
lectures will be in Hebrew” was
on the other hand a major at-
traction.  That is the reason why
they could invite me.  For me
personally, everything began
from the outside looking in.  In
1959, I was in the Arabic coun-
tries as a result of a course I was
attending at the German Pales-
tinian Institute.  That was the
time when the eastern part of
Jerusalem belonged to Jordan.  I
had lived for several weeks in a
hotel in Jerusalem that was di-
rectly at the Jaffa Gate and was
thus able to look over the artifi-
cial wall that had been erected
into the Jewish section of Jerusa-

lem.  One was not allowed to
enter this part of town and so it
remained a foreign world.  I told
myself then, “You must also see
it from the other side.”

My own interest in Judaism
corresponded to students’ grow-
ing interest in Israel.  German-
Israeli student organizations al-
ready existed in the early sixties.
And in 1963, I flew to Israel
with a group of students from
the denominational university in
Berlin where I taught at the
time.

At first, my interests were of
a scientific, archaeological na-
ture and later took on a more
political viewpoint.  My rela-
tionship to Israel at the time was
politically based.  I had become
involved in discussions for dip-
lomatic relations between West
Germany and Israel, which had
been nonexistent for the long-
est time.  I am also the founder
and have been the vice president
of the German-Israel Society for
many years.  My interest, there-
fore, in Israel and Judaism be-
gins at two opposite poles.  At
one end is my very deep love for
the Hebrew Bible and the He-
brew language, above all bibli-
cal Hebrew; at the other end, my
interest in the political aspect.

I soon discovered that I knew
Hebrew, but then again I didn’t.
So I sat down and started to
learn modern Hebrew.  Then I
used a semester dedicated to re-
search and went to Jerusalem.
There I was given private in-
struction by the well versed

teacher and director of an Ulpan
(a typical Israeli language insti-
tute for new immigrants and for-
eigners).  Within a few months,
I was able to converse, since I
was very familiar with the gram-
mar and I knew a lot of biblical
vocabulary.  The same vocabu-
lary words are used today as
then, however limited.  Thus
within a few weeks, I was able
to hold a five-minute lecture in
modern Hebrew for a seminar
taught by the professors Talmon
and Haran.  That was the first
step.  After that, I frequently re-
turned to Israel for three differ-
ent reasons: politically, scientifi-
cally, and for students.  That last
one as pioneer and founder of
the program, Study in Israel.

Now I was able to develop
discussions with Jewish col-
leagues who had studied exten-
sively and were very knowledge-
able of our traditions, for ex-
ample: Shemaryahu Talmon,
later also Moshe Greenberg.
And then I began to study rab-
binical Hebrew, which was sur-
prisingly easy if one is versed in
modern Hebrew.  I noticed that

rabbinical Hebrew, to a certain
degree, was more related to
modern Hebrew than biblical
Hebrew, especially from the
standpoint of grammar and vo-
cabulary.  Thus I became quite
successful in acquainting myself
with the basic elements of rab-
binical exegesis.  I want to state
this very carefully: the door was
opened in the endless and exten-

For the average Christian, Judaism is a
topic from the past, a historical issue that is

very far removed from the present.

The Christian
liberation from the
law has become an
anti-Jewish slogan.
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sive field of rabbinical exegesis.
I know the steps that need to be
taken, where to get more infor-
mation, and how to continue.

Shabbat Shalom :  Do you
mean to say that a new world
was opened to you?  A new
world in terms of methodology
and hermeneutics?

Rendtorff: Yes, certainly.  I
would like to give an example.
If you ask a Jew about the ex-
egesis of a certain text, and you
ask how the text had been pre-
viously interpreted, the Jew
would name Raschi.  We would
make references to Gerhard von
Rad.  Our approach is to men-
tion the most recent interpreta-
tions, but a Jewish commenta-
tor would point to tradition,
even if he knows, as a critical
researcher, that the questions
posed have changed over time.
And that  i s  why I  turn
to Raschi ,  Ibn Ezra or
Nachmanides, whose Hebrew I
love.  This often leads to a com-
pletely different approach to the
text.  If you come from the Ger-
man perspective of exegesis you
are already blocked by the his-
torical-critical way of posing
questions so that you separate
things that actually belong to-
gether.  I still use the Hebrew

Bible I had used in my studies,
intentionally . . .

Shabbat Shalom: Through a
variety of avenues you were
drawn into the dialogue with
Judaism.  You have mentioned
your involvement in research,
your political involvement,
your work for students.  Is the
Jewish-Christian dialogue ac-
tive in all of these areas?  How
would you define this dialogue?

Rendtorff: I must say that in
a variety of ways I am an out-
sider.  Indeed, I am someone
who is in the middle of all the
activities through my work with
the research
c o m m i t t e e ,
The Church
and Judaism.
However, my
opinions by
no means re-
flect those of
others .   The
quest ions I
pose myself and those that are
posed by the church, theolo-
gians, and the public in general
are two different pairs of shoes.
The topic of creating dialogues
between Jews and Christians is
gradually being realized in our
Landeskirchen (provincial subdi-
visions of the Lutheran Church).
This is to say that it is not a mat-
ter of course that such topics are
discussed in our congregations.
A wide spectrum exists but only
a small minority of Christians
are preoccupied with this sub-
ject.

Shabbat Shalom: How do
you envision such a dialogue?
In what specific directions do
you believe it would be essen-
tial to move forward?

Rendtorff: There are two ar-
eas that should not be separated
from one another  and that
should not be intermingled.

The first involves the political
and ethical aspect—the key-
words being anti-Semitism, also
in Christian spheres, the Holo-
caust and Shoah.  The second
topic is from a theological as-
pect, namely the Christian rela-
tionship to Judaism as mother
religion.  These two issues are of
greatest  importance,  and I
would not be able to place one
above the other.  Yet, Christians,
in particular German Christians,
have difficulty with the theologi-
cal issue unless they have come
to terms with the first aspect.
One needs to recognize the

Christian contribution to the
Holocaust which means ac-
knowledging the theological ori-
gins of anti-Semitism.  There are
many influences that lead to
anti-Semitism, not just the theo-
logical origins.  Yet, it is clear
that without the theological
roots, anti-Semitism would not
have existed.

Shabbat Shalom: Can you de-
fine that more closely?  Which
theological viewpoints led to
the Holocaust?

Rendtorff: Now the two ar-
eas again become intermingled.
The first step in the process that
led to anti-Semitism with Chris-
tian origins was the idea that the
Christian church was God’s cho-
sen people  and thus God’s
former chosen people no longer
existed as such.  The resolution
made by the Rheinisch Synod
states the following: “We have

Your church is far
more Jewish

because you hold
the Shabbat in a

far different
manner than
many other

Christians do
Sunday.

I took the concordance for the
New Testament and discovered

that the phrase Israel kata
pneuma [spiritual Israel] does not

exist in the New Testament.
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declared the Jewish people to be
nonexistent.”  For the average
Christian, as well as for the well
educated theologian, Judaism is
a topic from the past, a histori-
cal issue that is very far removed
from the present.  That is also
why you had formulated your
introductory question.  In the
usual treatment of Church his-
tory, Judaism appears at the time
of the Crusades or whenever the
Jews were persecuted.  But from
a theological perspective and
from the standpoint of Church
history, Judaism is no longer a
major topic of discussion since
the Judaism in the biblical and
theological sense of the Hebrew
Bible no longer exists according
to this widespread interpreta-
tion.  It was removed by the
Church.  And this theory, also
known as “substitution theol-
ogy,” is the theological predeces-
sor for the development of anti-
Judaism and anti-Semitism.

The next step, according to
Robert Raphael Geis, was the
unification of Church and state.
This began with the Emperor
Constantine.  From this mo-
ment on, when Christianity be-
came the official state religion
under Constantine, one can ob-
serve the alternating role the
Church and state played in es-
tablishing anti-Jewish laws in
the next centuries.  It really does
not matter who brought about
these laws.  Under the Roman
Christian empire, Jews were, at
best, tolerated.  In this state

which deco-
rated i t se l f
with Chris-

tian insignias, the idea of the
Jews being God’s chosen people
was unthinkable.  This was beau-
tifully portrayed in the aestheti-
cally pleasing pictures of Church
and Synagogue.  The figures at
the Strasbourg Cathedral are a
good example.

Shabbat Shalom: This was a
theological excursion in under-
standing the development of
Jews and Christians going their
separate ways.  Could it be pos-
sible that the unification of
Church and state in the fourth
century conscientiously issued
ordinances against Jewish laws
and regulations?  I am thinking
of the day of worship that was
changed from Sabbath to Sun-
day.  Since this time it has been
extremely difficult to bring to-
gether Christians and Jews on
a theological level.

Rendtorff: Yes, that is correct.
And this is not only the case on
a political level.  For another
theological aspect with which we
must come to terms is our un-
derstanding of the law.  The
Christian liberation from the
law has become an anti-Jewish
slogan.  In this respect your
church is far more Jewish be-
cause you hold the Shabbat in a
far different manner than many
other Christians do Sunday.  Yes,
there are those who keep Sun-
day.  But the manner in which
we keep Sunday has almost be-
come mere tradition.

This topic of the law is some-
thing I am confronted with on

many occasions in my discus-
sions with Christian churches.
Unfortunately there are Chris-
tians, even very enlightened
Christians, that become irritated
when they hear anything about
the Jewish tradition of keeping
the Sabbath.

Shabbat Shalom: I would like
to come back to the second
point you mentioned earlier,
namely the relationship be-
tween Christians and Jews.

Rendtorff: Yes.  That is a mat-
ter of self-defining Christianity.
That is why I mentioned the im-
portance of placing equal weight
on both topics, the political-
ethical aspect and the theologi-
cal aspect, and not being satis-
fied with only the first issue.

Shabbat Shalom: What role
does the Christian identity play
with regard to Judaism in the
Christian-Jewish dialogue?

Rendtorff: The question we
need to ask ourselves is the fol-
lowing: If the Jews are still God’s
chosen people, then who are we?
This is the problem we need to
grapple with.  From what I have
observed, the majority of people
are apprehensive about posing
such a question because they
suddenly realize they may be
pulling the carpet from under
their Christian beliefs.   For
them, it is so self-evident that
the Christians are God’s chosen
people that it is no longer ques-
tioned.  Thus this issue needs to
be addressed very carefully.

I always approach it from a
language perspective. We Chris-
tians claim to be the “new Is-
rael.”  I annoy my New Testa-
ment colleagues occasionally by
saying that I had always learned
to differentiate between Israel
kata sarka [physical Israel] and
Israel kata pneuma [spiritual Is-
rael].  I took the concordance for

We are not the new Israel.

We must learn that Judaism and
Jewishness are not in conflict with

Christianity.
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the New Testament and discov-
ered that the phrase Israel kata
pneuma [spiritual Israel] does
not exist in the New Testament.
At one point it says Israel kata
sarka (1 Corinthians 10:18),
which is best translated from the
context to mean “the historical
Israel.”  The Pauline opposites
of sarx  and pneuma  are not
found anywhere in connection
with Israel or the Christian
church.  In the New Testament,
you also do not find the concept
of “new Israel.”  You do find at

the end of Galatians (6:16) the
formal greeting Israel tou Theou.
However it is unclear what is
meant by this greeting.  I con-
sider it unfair and dishonest, al-
most a jugglery, to teach theol-
ogy students the terms Israel kata
sarka and Israel kata pneuma be-
cause they sound Pauline, al-
though they are not Pauline and
have nothing to do with the New
Testament.  This means we are

not the new Israel.
Shabbat Shalom: The ques-

tion, therefore, that must be
posed, is a matter of identity.
What are we Christians?

Rendtorff: I must admit that
I am still searching for a means
of addressing this issue.  The
Rheinisch Synod addressed the
issue quite convincingly.  They
distinguished between “God’s
chosen people” and “covenant”
and expressed it accordingly as
“the uninterrupted selection of
the Jews as God’s chosen people”
and the “acceptance of  the
church in the covenant God
made with His people.”  This I
hold to be very important.

This definition of covenant is
open to dispute, but I believe
one can continue to work in this
direction: that the Church and
Israel belong in the covenant
God made with humanity and
that a second step in God’s move
towards humanity is the accep-
tance of Gentiles into this cov-
enant.  This second step does not
deviate from the Bible because
before Abraham was called, God
had already made a first cov-
enant with Noah.  I would also
like to mention a very important
text, namely Genesis 12:3.  At
the moment when Abraham is
called by God, mankind is in-
cluded as well.  They were to
receive a  bless ing with and
through Abraham.  That is for
me the decisive point.  Can we
make it clear to Christians that
the order of events cannot be
changed as we have been doing
it the last two thousand years?
We should not attempt to define
Judaism on the basis of our
Christian identity.  Instead, we
should think in biblical terms
and go from the basis that Israel
is cAm Adonai (God’s chosen
people) and will remain as such.

Then we must contemplate
where and how we appear in
God’s relationship to the world.

To Christians I say, “Please do
not misunderstand me.  I do not
want you to become insecure
with regard to your identity.  But
I do want you to reformulate
your identity from a new per-
spective, taking into consider-
ation your relationship to Juda-
ism.”  This is very important.
When Christians have taken the
first step—for many a very dif-
ficult one, of assuming respon-
sibility for anti-Semitism and ac-
cepting the Christian contribu-
tion to the Holocaust—then
they should not believe that the
cake turns into dough when it
is said that the Jews are God’s
chosen people.  Often the ques-
tion is then asked, “Should we
all become Jews?”  No, of course
not.  This question shows a level
of insecurity, insecurity in the
sense that we can no longer
think of the Church as God’s
chosen people as we have done
in the past.  Maybe we should
also redefine the term “God’s
chosen people” and broaden the
definition.  I sometimes think I
am the only one who reflects on
this question.  There are only a
few people with whom I can ex-
change ideas over this issue.
And I also find very little mate-
rial about this subject in publi-
cations.

Shabbat Shalom: Your ques-
tion regarding the covenant and
God’s chosen people reminds of
Paul’s similitude of the olive
tree in the book of Romans.
This olive tree has one root
from which grow many natural
branches which are c lear ly
linked to the Jews. There are,
however,  a lso engrafted
branches symbolizing the Gen-
tiles, non-Jews, other nations.

I can easily
imagine a group

of Jews and
Christians that

come together and
join together as

illustrated by the
olive tree.  I know
of more Jews with
whom I have an
understanding
regarding this

issue than
Christians.
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We must rediscover, understand, and
define the Jewish element in Christianity.

For Paul all of these branches
are held together by means of
the common root.  Here one has
both groups grafted together as
God’s chosen people sharing the
same basis.  The question is,
What is the root?  What belongs
to the root?

Rendtorff: I can easily imag-
ine a group of Jews and Chris-
tians that come together and
join together as illustrated by the
olive tree.  I know of more Jews
with whom I have an under-
standing regarding this issue
than Christians . . . sometimes I
believe I know more Jews than
Christians.

Shabbat Shalom :  That is
probably symptomatic.

Rendtorff: It is symptomatic.
To be sure, a dialogue between
Christians and Jews is concerned
with developing a mutual under-
standing for one another and de-
veloping a relationship.  But be-
ing nice to Jews is not the issue
here.  Instead, reflect upon who
you are, considering that you are
sitting across from a Jew who has
a much earlier claim to belong-
ing to God’s chosen people than
you.  This brings us away from
our Christian arrogance and
turns us towards the Jew.  But
again this is not the point, that
we turn toward the Jews.  The
point is, Are we turning towards
our own Jewish tradition?  For
me, this is an extremely impor-
tant element in the Christian-
Jewish dialogue, namely to cause
Christians to think, to reflect
upon themselves, and to educate
themselves.

I also go one step further.  We
must learn that Judaism and
Jewishness are not in conflict
with Christianity.  Instead, we
must reacquaint ourselves with
our own Jewish roots, our own
Jewish piece of identity.  With

regard to dialogue and education
within the Christian realm, it is
very important that Christians
are made aware of the fact, as
Krister Stendahl stated decades
ago, that they are a special kind
of Jew.  Stendahl, by the way,
also said, “But we must ask the
Jews if they are in agreement
with our definition.”

Such statements are always
open to attack.  We are not Jews,
and we should not be a special
kind of Jew.  But we must redis-
cover, understand, and define
the Jewish element in Christian-

ity.  The more Jewish we feel the
easier it will be for us to live to-
gether with other Jews.

I do not want to make the as-
sumption that Jews and Chris-
tians are identical.  Not at all.
That would not be good.  But
Christians should recognize the
Jewish element as a fundamen-
tal part of their Christianity.  We
are dealing with the reclamation
of what is Jewish in our tradi-
tion and in our own identity.
This would result in the termi-
nation of the terms “Jewish” and
“Judaism” as negative concepts,
and we would also perceive
things differently.  I do believe,
however, that this is an educa-
tional objective over genera-
tions.

Shabbat Shalom: You have
touched on a very important
point regarding what Christians
could and must learn in such a
dialogue.  A dialogue is a two-
way street.  What do you believe
the Jews could learn in such a
dialogue?  How do you believe

they would profit from such a
dialogue between Christians
and Jews?

Rendtorff: Considering that
there are far more Christians in
the world than Jews, it would
certainly be important and use-
ful to the Jew to become ac-
quainted with Christian customs
and practices.  But also to see
how the Christian tradition has
developed over time.

That the Jews are dependent
on this type of a dialogue from
a theological perspective, I can-
not imagine.  There is the well

quoted word from Zwi
Werblowsky of the asymmetry of
the Jewish-Christian dialogue.
And I believe that it does exist.
I am quite certain that it has
something to do with the his-
torical course of events.  Chris-
tianity evolved out of Judaism.

I know many Jews who are
very involved in Jewish-Chris-
tian dialogues, but only because
they were approached by Chris-
tians and they wanted to fulfill
their wish.  One, of course, must
not generalize.  I believe that of
the rabbis in Germany, of whom
there are a relatively small num-
ber in comparison to America…

Shabbat Shalom: Approxi-
mately how many rabbis are in
Germany?

Rendtorff: About a dozen.  I
believe there are about two,
maybe three, that participate in
Jewish-Christian dialogues.  And
I experience it over and over
again that rabbis will attend such
events but show quite openly
that they are not interested or
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that they have an allergy to
Christians that observe Jewish
traditions.  Of the German rab-
bis, there are but a few that par-
ticipate.  Maybe the percentages
are not much greater in America
but since the overall number is
much larger, a few hundred
rabbis do come together.

Therefore, let us return to the
structure of what a dialogue
could be.  I want to state this
rather bluntly.  I do not believe
that we have come to the point
at the end of the twentieth cen-
tury of having a real dialogue.  I
believe there are three steps.  The
first step involves overcoming
the unfamiliar and admitting
and confessing Christian respon-
sibility for the Holocaust.  The
second step involves learning
about Judaism.  And not just
that Christians comprehend Ju-
daism but that they realize their
own Jewish roots and their own
ties to the Old Testament and
the Hebrew Bible.  Then the
third step would be a real dia-
logue on the same level with the
assumption that we are as well
versed in Judaism as the Jews are
in Christianity.  And then maybe
the Jews could meet us halfway
by making inquiries about us.
We, of course, cannot come
from the standpoint that Jews
are something exotic.  If a Chris-
tian church has a Jewish guest
speaker in Germany, it is usually
perceived as being foreign or
alien.  In contrast to America,
most Germans have never seen
a Jew.  One must admit, of
course, that we in Germany are
forced to see the whole problem
from a more intense, theologi-
cal basis.  If I am the pastor of a
parish in America, I have a good
relationship with the synagogue
next door.  The rabbi and I will
both be invited to special events

in the community as honorary
guests.  There are so many dis-
cussion topics that one would
not raise the question, Are we
God’s chosen people or are you?
Forget it!  That is not our prob-
lem.  But we pose completely
different questions.  We German
Christian theologians must con-
cern ourselves with this issue for
other Christians.  I believe that
nowhere is this question so in-

tensely studied as in Germany,
even though it is only in rela-
tively small groups.

Shabbat Shalom: Is this to
say that the Jewish-Christian
dialogue in Germany takes on
an entirely different, more in-
depth form than in the country
where the greatest number of
Jews in the world live?

Rendtorff: In Germany, our
small group of people who in-
vestigate this question have
made greater progress.  Progress
has been made in the theologi-
cal sense.  The studies have been
more extensive.  On the other
hand, in America, cooperation
between Christians and Jews is
much better.

Shabbat Shalom: Maybe this
is so because in Germany the
relationship between Jews and
Christians, also from a theo-
logical perspective, is encum-
bered by previous German his-

torical events.  It was more poi-
gnant there than anywhere else
in the world, therefore necessi-
tating more intentional dia-
logue.

Rendtorff: I do believe that in
Germany we are affected on a
deeper level and that we even-
tually come closer to the deci-
sive points.  But here we still
have the exploratory nature of
making new discoveries.  Com-
pared to existing Christian dog-
matics in which you might come
up with a new idea but in truth
it has already been stated or
thought through many times
over, the dialogue between Jews
and Christians brings new ques-
tions to light.  In the Jewish-
Christian dialogue, the essential
ingredient is to come up with
the right questions.

Shabbat Shalom: One of the
important questions for you
seems to be which designation
one uses as a Christian for the
Old Testament.  Does the des-
ignation have an impact on the
discussions?

Rendtorff: That is an impor-
tant question, especially since
one is confronted with a di-
lemma as a partner in dialogue
and as a Bible researcher.  The
term Old Testament is an hon-
est term that has lost some in
value.  My colleague Zenger had
the idea of replacing the term
with the First Testament.  I do
not believe that one has im-
proved anything thereby since it
gives the impression that a First
Testament is followed by a Sec-
ond.  And then the question re-
mains, which of the two is more
important.  The first was there
originally, but the second fol-
lowed.  And whether or not the
second replaced the first is un-
clear by this terminology.  I per-
sonally believe one should not

In the Jewish-
Christian

dialogue, the
essential

ingredient is to
come up with the
right questions.
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spend too much time on these
arguments, but one should come
to a decision and one should be
able to support that decision.  I
do not believe that one should
avoid one or the other terminol-
ogy or insist on the one or the
other either.  When I speak with
Jews, I always use the term the
Hebrew Bible.  For the other
part, I use the term New Testa-
ment.

Shabbat Shalom: You men-
tioned that students today are
more sensitive to this type of
question.  If you had a group
of students in front of you who
did not have an opportunity to
go to Jerusalem, what would
you recommend as a required
seminar for students to be in-
troduced to the Jewish-Chris-
tian dialogue?  How would you
entitle such a seminar, and what
would it entail?

Rendtorff: The main point
around which I would build this
seminar would be the topic of
Christian identity with respect
to Judaism, including Judaism as
it exists today.  We Christians
have forgotten that Judaism still
exists, and we need to remind
ourselves of that.   In other
words, to reconstruct Judaism
for ourselves.  To pull it out of
the closet where it has been
banned, to take a good look at
it, and to present it in such a
manner so that it is an honest
reflection of how Judaism has
existed for the last 2000 years up
to our current times.  We must
ask ourselves what change this
brings about in me when I study
Judaism, something that is very
real, even from a theological per-
spective, and something that
also has a theology of its own.
Those would be the type of
questions I would pose.

In the past and in certain

circles even today, I have a ten-
dency to provoke others where I
thought it might be helpful.  But
there is no point in being pro-
vocative when one wants to
awaken an interest among Chris-
tians for this type of dialogue.
The same holds true for theol-
ogy students.  I would begin by
asking, What do we actually
know about Judaism?  Why do
we know so little?  What hap-
pens when we know more?  I
would like to repeat that my
emphasis is in reformulating our
Christian identity.  The more I
think about it the stronger my
convictions are that this is the
key issue.

The question of formulating
our Christian identity is open to
debate.  The same can be said for
another issue that we have not
yet mentioned, which does not
surprise me, namely that of
Christology.

Shabbat Shalom: You gave
the signal.  Does Christology
have a place in Jewish-Christian
dialogue?  Is there room for the
question of the Messiah?

Rendtorff: This issue is prob-
lematic because the concept of

a Messiah in the Jewish way of
thinking does not exist.  I am re-
ferring to the term The Messiah.
The Bekennende Kirche (Profess-
ing Church) of 1948 said the
following with respect to the
Jewish question (the so-called
Darmstädter Wort): “By crucify-
ing the Messiah, Israel rejected
their call.”  It is important to
look at every element in this sen-

tence: “Israel . . . crucifying . . .
the Messiah.”  This sounds as if
the Jews knowingly crucified the
Messiah.  This is a fully absurd
assumption.  That is why the
disciples of Emmaus are so im-
portant to me.  For many it was
unclear if he was the real Mes-
siah.

Shabbat Shalom: You have
touched on the story of the
Emmaus disciples. There it is
said that Jesus showed them
from Moses and the prophets
(and at a later time even from
the Psalms) that everything had
to be fulfilled that way.  He did
not start with Christology and
had, of course, no New Testa-
ment at hand.  Rather he ex-
plained his messianic concept
on the basis of the Hebrew
Bible.  Could you imagine a
dialogue with Jews along this
line?

Rendtorff: Absolutely.  Only,
for us Christians everything de-
pends upon the belief that Jesus
is the Messiah.  And if Jews do
not accept this point . . . so
what?  It seems that we are not
able to discuss this question with
Jews beyond a certain point.

Shabbat Shalom: Then, what
does it mean for you that Chris-
tians regard Jesus as the Son of
God?

Rendtorff: I have some won-
derful experiences on that, espe-
cially with Jewish New Testa-
ment scholars like David Flusser,
or Alan Segal from New York.
At one meeting I had a discus-
sion with Segal.  I tried to pro-

What do we actually know about Judaism?
Why do we know so little?  What happens

when we know more?
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voke him by saying: “This is im-
possible for a Jew.”  And he an-
swered: “‘Son of God’?  Look
into your Hebrew Bible and find
it in Psalm 2.  I have no prob-
lems with the term ‘Son of
God’.”  He even went further
and tried to interpret the trinity
from a Jewish viewpoint.  He
wanted to argue, of course with
a twinkling eye, that what we do
is all Jewish.  There is nothing
non-Jewish with Christianity.

Shabbat Sha-
lom: How would
you evaluate the
role of messianic
Jews in the Jew-
ish-Christian dia-
logue against
what we have dis-
cussed so far?  Do
they have any sig-
nificance in this
dialogue?

Rendtorff: I know messianic
Jews personally.  However, they
are rarely convincing theologi-
cally.  It is more important for
me, as Peter von der Osten-
Sacken has formulated, to have
a bridge between Jewish Chris-
tians then and Jewish Christians
today.  You cannot remove or
undo the 2000 years in between.
However, I do not contest that
a Jew has the right to the per-
sonal conviction that Jesus is the
Messiah.

It is interesting to note that
messianic Jews are only a subject
of discussion as long as they in-
sist upon being Jews.  If they
convert to Christianity, they will
become Christians.  However,
they want to remain Jewish.  The
basic question, then, remains to
be asked, What is their point?

Shabbat Shalom: You told me
before the interview that you
see yourself not in a position to
evaluate the role which Sev-

In the moment when Jews recognize that
we do not reach them out of curiosity or
as tourists, but rather with true openness
and genuine interest, they are ready to

enter into fruitful dialogue.

enth-day Adventists could take
on in a Jewish-Christian dia-
logue, and their contribution to
it, though your ideas and advice
would have been appreciated—
especially as they would come
from one who, very possibly,
knows more about this dialogue
than anyone else in Germany.
I hope that in the future there
may come the opportunity to
have further thoughts on this
specific subject.

Rendtorff: Maybe if there are
any reactions to this interview
coming from Seventh-day
Adventists, I will be better able
to reflect upon this matter.

Shabbat Shalom: Thus, re-
sponses are very welcome?

Rendtorff: Certainly.
Shabbat Shalom: Mr. Rendtorff,

I want to thank you for your
willingness to take part in this
interview and thereby to chal-
lenge and to sharpen our under-
standing of Jewish-Christian
dialogue.  At the end of our in-
terview, would you like to share
with our readers one of your
treasured experiences with Jews
or Judaism which would en-
courage us to enter more deeply
into dialogue?

Rendtorff: My own biogra-
phy as a German Christian liv-
ing in a generation that carries
the responsibility for the Shoah
is very much involved in the
Jewish-Christian dialogue.  I was

a soldier for three years, with the
[German]Marines.  At my age, I
also could have been a guard in
a concentration camp.  You may
understand, then, that it is ex-
tremely important to me how
Jews, whom I have met, treated
me as a Christian and as a Ger-
man citizen.  I would not have
found my continuing way to Is-
rael, if it were not for the invi-
tation extended to me at my first
visit to Israel into the home of

my col league Isak
Seeligman, who him-
self had been in the
concentration camp
of Theresienstadt.
He not only invited
me to his home, but
also introduced me
to Gershom Sholem.
In a most heartfelt
way, Seeligman re-
ceived me,  intro-

duced me to others and opened
to me the doors of Jerusalem,
though he was more of a re-
served nature.  This kind of
obligingness is what I have al-
ways experienced so far.  I think
one would experience similar
kindness with many Jews.  This
I want to pass on.

Our task is to deliberate the
bas ic  thought that  we are
younger ones on the way.  We
are the wild branches grafted in.
This we should let Jews know,
and on this basis, we should ask
them to enter with us into dia-
logue.  In the moment when
Jews recognize that we do not
reach them out of curiosity or as
tourists, but rather with true
openness and genuine interest,
they are ready to enter into fruit-
ful dialogue.

*This interview was conducted by
Martin Pröbstle, a graduate student
from Germany.


