THE JEWISH CHRISTIAN SCHISM (PART II)

by DAVID FLUSSER

VI. Jewish Hatred of Christians

Let us now return to the period before the destruction of the Temple. We have
seen that there is, with one exception, no relevant evidence of tension between the
early Jewish Christians and the Synagogue. There existed at that time a feeling of
tension and even of hatred on the part of non-Christian Jewry, but our knowledge
of the development, intensity and ideological motifs of this tension from the
Jewish side is more fragmentary than is commonly supposed. Then the prophecy
of Jesus was fulfilled (Mt. 10:17-18): 64And be on your guard, for men will hand
you over to their courts, they will flog you in the synagogues, and you will be
brought before governors and kings, for my sake, to testify before them and the
heathen” (Cf. I Thess. 2:14). Nothing about such persecutions is known from
Rabbinic literature, but the tension itself against Christians is attested there, as is
also the close connection between the rabbis and the Jewish Christians.*25 The
strangest thing is that in the early Rabbinic sources, until the end of the second
century, nothing is said against the person of Jesus or against the faith he had
elicited. Even the argument that he was a sorcerer only appears later (Mt. 12:24
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and parallel passages do not seem to be decisive). Earlier we hear only that some
rabbis opposed exorcisms in his name. According to a legend in the Babylonian
Talmud (Gittin 56b-57a), the spirit of Jesus said to Aquila, before he became a
proselyte, that Israel is beloved by God; he said that he had been condemned
because he had spoken against the words of the Jewish sages. This is, as far as I
know, the only possibly-authentic instance in which Jesus’ position in Judaism is
defined — but even there his solidarity with Israel is stressed, but it is not
altogether clear that this passage really is old. The lack of any criticism of the
faith of Jesus and of the principles of Christian religion in rabbinic literature prior
to the end of the second century cannot be easily explained. Christians are as
strongly rejected as other heretics, but no specific arguments are adduced against
them in that period, while at the same time other, unknown groups are designated
heretical on the ground of false doctrines of theirs which are specifically
mentioned. Does this mean that the rabbis rejected Jewish Christians, not
because of the special content of their faith, but because of their opposition to the
synagogue?26 If so, these Jewish Christian heretics did not profess the developed
Christology of the Gentile Church. This assumption is strengthened by the fact
that, from the end of the second century, we read in Rabbinic literature polemics
against such Christian articles of faith as the idea that God had a son. These new
polemics were evidently not directed against Jewish Christian heretics but against
the Christian Church, and it is interesting to see that these objections were, as far
as we can see, never directed against any specific group, but only against such
articles of faith as are opposed. All this shows that neither Jesus nor Jewish
Christians were attacked because of their faith. Later, when Rabbinic Judaism
came into contact with the Gentile Christian Church, Gentile Christianity was
perceived, not as a Jewish problem, but as an expression of a false theological
attitude of foreigners.
It seems that the opposition against Jewish Christians arose mainly on a social
and national level; but even so, I do not think that the departure of Christians to
Pella in the year 68 was a decisive factor which heightened the tension, for others
also opposed the Jewish war. The situation was probably different in the BarKokhba War, not only because the entire Jewish nation was then mobilized, but
also because of the strongly messianic character of that war, and the inability of
Christians to accept Bar Kokhba as the Messiah. This explains the persecution of
Christians by Bar Kokhba. Justin Martyr writes {I Apology 131) that the Jews
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“count us (Christians) foes and enemies; and, like yourselves (pagans) they kill
and punish us whenever they have the power... For in the Jewish war which raged
lately, Barchochebas, the teacher of the revolt of the Jews, gave orders that the
Christians alone should be led to cruel punishments, unless they would deny
Jesus the Messiah and utter blasphemies.” Justin’s evident exaggeration is caused
by his equation of the pagan persecutions (“like yourselves”) of the Christians
with those carried on by Jews. The notion that Christians were compelled by Bar
Kokhba to blaspheme Jesus is almost certainly taken from the Roman practice of
investigating Christians. Already Pliny the Younger (Epistles X 96:5) asserts that
those who were suspected of being Christians were asked to blaspheme Christ, in
order to prove whether the accusation against them was true or not. The same
method was applied by the Romans during the Jewish war against the Essenes
(Josephus, Wars 11:152, cf. 11:145): they were tortured “in order to induce them
to blaspheme against the lawgiver.”2728 Thus, the historical kernel of Justin’s
comment is that Jewish Christians had to deny that Jesus is the Messiah, but not
to blaspheme Jesus. As is well known, Bar Kokhba himself was believed to be the
Messiah, but even so it seems to be improbable that he forced others to accept
this belief. We know from Eusebius’ Chronicles that Bar Kokhba punished
Christians because they refused to fight together with him against the Romans.
They evidently refused to do so because of their belief that the Messiah had
already come and that he had not now returned in Bar Kokhba. It seems to me
that in this way the punishment of the Christians by Bar Kokhba and their belief
that Jesus was the Messiah were connected. But even here, the political and not
the religious aspect was decisive.
VII. Birkath ha-Minim

In discussing Jewish opposition to Christianity during the first century of its
existence, we ought to mention one of the eighteen benedictions of the Shemonah
Esrey, namely, the benediction against heretics (Birkath ha-Minim).1* The
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Church Fathers- beginning with Justin Martyr, asserted that the Jews curse the
Christians in their synagogues, but the common opinion that Birkath ha-Minim
was added after the Destruction of the Temple and directed against Christians is
incorrect. The original benediction was evidently the second in a series of three
sections which were inserted in the Shemonah Esrey in the later Maccabean
period: the first of the three was probably a malediction of the Sadducees, and the
third, which is still in use, invoked blessing upon the “Pharisaic” community:
upon the righteous, the pious (Hassidim), the elders- of the people and the
scribes.29 The second of these three is known as Birkath ha-Minim, the
benediction against the heretics. If the Essenes were once seen as dissenters, then
the three sections correspond to the three Jewish sects mentioned by Josephus:
the Sadducees, the Essenes and the Pharisees.30 It is essential to realize that
Christians are explicitly mentioned in only two texts of Birkath ha-Minim, which
were found in the Cairo Genizah and are remnants of the old Palestinian rite.
These two texts speak about “the Christians (nozrim, i.e., Nazoraeans) and the
heretics (minim)” Thus, it is evident that the term for “Christians” was added to
an older text, which spoke only about heretics. This was probably done in order
10 stress that the term “heretics” (minim) refers mainly to Christians. This
addition was made before the year 400, as both Jerome and Epiphanius expressly
state that the Jews curse “the Nazoraeans” in their synagogues. When Justin
earlier asserts that the Jews curse those who believe in Christ, this may also mean
that both the Jews and the Christians in his days understood Birkath ha-Minim
as being directed against the Christians, even if the word itself did not then appear
in the benediction: in the second century Christians were the strongest and most
numerous group among those considered as heretics by the Synagogue.
That the reference to Christians in Birkath ha-Minim is secondary is confirmed
by its appearance in only the two fragments of the Palestinian rite mentioned. In
all other rites, both those from Christian lands and from non-Christian, oriental
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countries, where no Christian censorship was at work, only the term Minim
(heretics) appears, but never nozrim (Christians).31 This indicates that the word
“Christians” was not added to the blessing by an authoritative decision, because
if it were, it would not be absent in most rites.
Birkath ha-Minim is thus older than Christianity. It was originally coined against
dissidents, apostates and traitors — including those who delivered Jews to the
Gentile government — and similar wicked men who separated themselves from
the Jewish collectivity,32 a group which at one time probably also included the
Essenes.33 Two listings of categories of sinners, similar to those appearing in the
various textual forms of Birkath ha-Minim, are preserved in Rabbinic literature:
the first is a somewhat longer list34 while the second35 contains only three
categories. In both lists, as in our benediction, the heretics and traitors are named.
A similar list of dissidents, apostates and traitors was evidently the vorlage of
Birkath ha-Minim, which list already included the heretics. We know from
rabbinic sources that Shmuel ha- Katan composed Birkath ha-Minim at the
request of Rabban Gamaliel of Jamnia. From what we have seen above, the fact
that he included an explicit mention of the minim was no innovation: they appear
in both lists of sinners, independent of the blessing. He also did not explicitly
mention the Christians there — we have already seen that the term
“Nazoraeans” only appears in two fragments of the old Palestinian rite.
The first, longer list of sinners, according to the best text,36 begins as follows:
“Those who separated themselves (parshu) from the ways of the community,
such as the heretics and the traitors37 and the apostates...” These three categories
also form the short list in Aboth de-Rabbi Nathan38 and appear in some variants
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of Birkath ha-Minim.39 Heretics, traitors and apostates are apt to be subsumed
under the heading of “those who separated themselves from the ways of the
community” — in other words, those who severed all ties with their people. The
heading can be summarized in one Hebrew word — parushin, “those who
separated themselves.” This is the Hebrew word for the Pharisees, and they were
evidently once so designated by their enemies. The negative force of the word also
remained later, the Pharisees themselves practically never referring to themselves
in Hebrew or Aramaic by this name.40 The word itself was once even included in
Birkath ha-Minim, which the Pharisees themselves recited. According to Tosefta
Berakhoth 3:25,41 there are three consecutive benedictions of the Shemonah
Esrey, each one of which contains two distinct elements which may be separated
if one wishes. Thus, one may combine the benediction against the heretics
{minim) with that against the “separatists” {parushin), the benediction for the
proselytes with that for the elders, the benediction of David with that for
Jerusalem, or, in each case, one may recite two separate blessings. From this, we
see that the “ separatists” {parushin) were once included in Birkath ha-Minim, it
being clear that these parushin are identical with “those who separated
themselves from the ways of the community.” The “Benediction against the
heretics” was directed against this kind of danger, and against the heretics
{minim), traitors and apostates. Thus, when Shmuel ha-Katan42 composed
Birkath ha-Minim, it was not his purpose to introduce the heretics into the
benediction in order to direct it against them; they were already included in this
group before the time of Jamnia. What then really was the purpose of Rabban
Gamaliel when he asked Samuel ha-Katan to compose this prayer, and what
changes were introduced by him?
The extant manuscripts and the first printed edition of Tosefta Berakhoth 3:25
mention the “separatists” {parushin) and the heretics {minim). We have tried to
show that the first designation is definitely correct. This term disappeared from all
the variants of Birkhath ha-Minim, and other terms were substituted for it both in
the Talmudic parallels43 and in two quotations from the Tosefta,44 because the
term parushin was no longer understood in the older, pejorative sense, having
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become the term used for the Pharisees. At that time, the term minim became the
designation, or one of the designations, of the first group, the “separatists," both
in the Talmudic variants and in the two quotations, while the second group, the
heretics, appear in all the parallels and in the two quotations from the Tosefta as
“the arrogant ones( ״zedim). In this case, I would venture to say that this was the
original term,45 not only because, as we tried to show, the “separatists ״and the
heretics are almost the same thing, but also for other reasons.
There are many variants of Birkath ha-Minim46 יbut the essential similarity
among them is astonishing.47 For the readers’ convenience, I shall suggest the
following hypothetical reconstruction of the original text:
For the “separatists” (parushin) and for the apostates and for the traitors let there be no
hope, and the heretics {minim) shall perish as in a moment, and the dominion of arrogance
{zadon) do Thou speedily uproot. Blessed art Thou, O Lord, who humblest the arrogant.

There are two central themes in Birkath ha-Minim: those Jews who severed all
ties with the Jewish people; and the Gentile empire, the “dominion of arrogance”
— the “arrogant” being a common designation for Gentile imperialism. Already
in Jeremiah 50:31-32, “arrogance” {zadon) is a surname for Babylon. Later, Ben
Sira 32:22-23 expresses the same hope in words similar to those of the
benediction: “Yea, the Lord will not tarry, and the Mighty One not refrain
Himself, till he smite the loins of the merciless, and require vengeance to the
nations, till He disposes the scepter of arrogance {zadon), and the staff of
wickedness utterly cut down.” The similarity in the wording of Ben Sira and of
the benediction may possibly be explained through the indirect influence of the
passage in Ben Sira upon the benediction, or by a common tradition. In the
benediction, the “dominion of arrogance” doubtless designates the Roman
Empire.48
We supposed that there were once two benedictions, one directed against those
who severed all ties with the Jewish nation, such as the “separatists” {parushin)
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and the heretics (minim), and another directed against the “arrogant” Gentile
empire. We based our assumption upon the various readings of Tosefta
Berakhoth 3:25 and upon the Talmudic parallels. It seems that the benediction
against the dissidents and the apostates originated in the later Maccabean
period.49 If so, it is quite probable that the later benediction, against the “arrogant
dominion,” was inspired by the former benediction, against the inner enemies,
and added to it when Roman imperialism became a menace to the existence of
Jews in their own land. We have learned from the Tosefta that the two polemical
benedictions could either be combined in one benediction or recited separately
and that, with the exception of the two manuscripts of the Tosefta, in all other
sources including the two old quotations from the Tosefta, the second benediction
was directed against the “arrogant.” That this is so is confirmed by its extant
variants, which all deal with two different classes of enemies: the inner enemies,
those who severed all ties with their people, and the external enemy, the
“arrogant” Roman Empire.
The results of our research make it even more difficult than before to understand
what Shmuel ha-Katan did in the period after the Destruction, and the intent of
Rabban Gamaliel in inviting the rabbi to compose a benediction against the
heretics. Was it only then that the wish for the speedy destruction of the arrogant
kingdom of Rome, which had destroyed the Temple, was introduced? This seems
to me highly improbable. I do not see why Rabban Gamaliel should have wanted,
by such a change, to augment the anti-Roman feeling of the people.50 This hatred
existed before and was the main cause of the unhappy war. It is more probable
that, by composing Birkath ha-Minim. Shmuel ha-Katan united the two
benedictions, that against the heretics and that against the “arrogant,” thereby
creating the archetype of the extant blessing. It is never said in our sources that
Gamaliel’s primary aim was to stress the malediction against heretics; this
blessing had been directed against them prior to his time. But it is true that, by
their equation with the enemy from without, the wicked Roman empire, through
their inclusion in the same blessing, they, the heretics — of whom the outstanding
group was the Jewish Christians — stood condemned to the same degree. In any
event, Gamaliel’s act was not so decisive a step in the departure of Christianity
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from Judaism as is commonly suggested. Even without any special change in the
benediction on the part of the Synagogue in the period after the Destruction of
the Temple, Jews understood the word “heretics” as directed mainly against
Jewish Christians, and the Christians themselves could assume that the
benediction was directed against them.51
VIII. Conclusions

Our task has been to show the centrifugal forces which caused the estrangement
of Christianity from Judaism, and not the origin of Christian anti-Judaism as
such, although we cannot avoid the conclusion that all that happened later was
linked with the beginning. The saying that “each tree is known by its own fruit”
(Luke 6:43) is not utterly wrong, and it is not too exaggerated, as we find that
Christianity is the religion which did the greatest injury to the Jews. When we
read Christian sources from the apostolic and subapostolic age with open eyes,
we find there almost all the later major anti-Jewish motifs, at least in nuce, which
indicates that the later development was not only an unhappy deviation. One of
the surprising findings of my research is that those texts in the Gospels expressing
opposition to the Synagogue or to Jews, or accusing the Jews of having caused
Jesus’ death, or even those passages which express enmity towards “normative”
Judaism, cannot be retranslated literally into Hebrew or Aramaic: they are styled
in Greek. This means that enmity of Palestinian Jewish Christians against other
Jews, while it may have existed, cannot be proven, and that those passages were
written by Gentiles or, so to speak, by Jewish “Gentile” (i.e., Hellenistic)
Christians. We must conclude that the opposition to Jews and to Judaism is
primarily, or even exclusively, a function of the emergence of Gentile
Christianity, and that this tension, or even abhorrence, was a factor which
fostered the birth of Christianity as an independent Gentile religion. At the
51.
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38

beginning of our article, we tried to show why it was almost impossible for all of
Jewry to have become Christian. On the other hand, the origin of Christianity is
Jewish, and many of the first Gentile Christians were close to Judaism; Jesus and
his disciples were observant Jews: therefore Christianity had to solve the problem
of why the Jewish people did not embrace Christianity. The separation of
Christianity from Judaism was brought about by heightening the centrifugal
tendency, which produced opposition to and even hatred of Jews in Gentile
Christians. The Jewish origin of Christianity and the failure of Christianity to
convert the Jewish people to the new message was precisely the reason for the
strong anti-Jewish trend in Christianity; this explains the disharmony between the
old and new community, which is probably unique in the history of religions. All
this is obviously only one side of the relationship between the two. However, my
task here has not been to describe the common heritage of Judaism and
Christianity, but to explain the separation of the two. Tension towards Judaism
was an historical necessity for Christianity, in order to become a world religion
for former pagans — a need which no longer exists. Today, Christianity can
renew itself out of Judaism and with the help of Judaism. Then it will become a
humane religion.
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